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INTRODUCTION

Because of the Cold War, the United States became deeply involved in the
Middle East after 1945. Committed to containing communism around the globe,
the Harry S. Truman and Dwight D. Eisenhower administrations strove to main-
tain access to petroleum resources, military bases, and lines of communication
in the Middle East and to deny these assets to the Soviet Union. Under these
two presidents, the United States also sought to promote peace in the region,
to sustain governments supportive of Western political objectives, and to main-
tain a liberal economic system conducive to U.S. commercial interests. In short,
U.S. officials sought stability in the Middle East on behalf of their objectives in
the region and around the world. Stability in the region, these leaders assumed,
would help them safeguard their vital interests and prevail in the Cold War.
Conversely, they feared that instability would open the region to Soviet influ-
ence, ruin indigenous goodwill toward the West, and possibly spark another
world war.

The Arab-Israeli conflict directly threatened Middle East stability in the late
1940s and 1950s. Unrelenting antagonism triggered two wars and numerous
skirmishes. Peace proved elusive as leaders on both sides expressed a preference
for conflict over compromise. Israel refused to repatriate Arab Palestinian refu-
gees, who became a political cause for the leaders of Arab states. Restrictions on
trade and shipping and disagreements about territorial boundaries and water-
ways embittered all of the protagonists. The conflict destabilized the Middle
East and thereby imperiled U.S. vital interests.

This book analyzes U.S. policy toward the Arab-Israeli conflict from 1945 to
1961. To stabilize the Middle East, U.S. officials sought in principle to resolve the
conflict. They worked to avert Arab-Israeli hostilities and to end the wars that
erupted in 1948 and 1956. In the interim, the U.S. government tried to negoti-
ate permanent peace settlements among the belligerents and resolved to settle
specific controversies regarding borders, the treatment of Palestinian refugees,
Israeli access to Arab waterways, the dispensation of Jordan River water, and
the status of Jerusalem. In short, U.S. officials wished to end the Arab-Israeli
conflict before it damaged American interests.
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Despite the importance of Arab-Israeli peace to regional stability, however,
U.S. officials subsumed their peacemaking to other Cold War interests. The U.S.
government tempered its dedication to conflict resolution with a determination
to deny the Soviets any opportunity to gain political influence in the Middle
East. The United States refrained from imposing stringent peace terms on either
side and eventually even tolerated the conflict in an effort to safeguard the coun-
try’s relationships with Middle East states and to steer them away from Moscow.
The United States prioritized anti-Soviet containment over Arab-Israeli settle-
ment, preferring a region in conflict under U.S. hegemony to a region at peace
under Soviet influence.

In the end, the United States failed to resolve the overall Arab-Israeli conflict
or any of its specific disputes. Failure resulted in part from the deep reluctance
of the Arab states and Israel to make concessions or compromises but also re-
sulted from the United States’ self-imposed restraints on peacemaking, which
undermined its moral and political credibility in the eyes of local states. U.S.
peace initiatives occasionally deepened the conflict by aggravating the passions
of the principals and accentuating their disagreements. Despite U.S. efforts to
resolve the conflict, peace remained elusive.

While confronting this peacemaking conundrum, the United States became
inextricably involved in the Middle East. As they resisted communism world-
wide, U.S. leaders assigned increasing strategic and political importance to the
Middle East. They gradually assumed the duty of defending Western interests
there, even at the risk of war against the Soviet Union or a local state. In short,
the Cold War compelled the United States to make deep and enduring com-
mitments to regional security. By 1961, the United States found itself caught in
the Middle East, unable to escape the responsibilities that American leaders had
assumed.

The United States also became caught in the middle of the Arab-Israeli con-
flict. U.S. officials felt compelled by their global containment policy to inter-
cede in the Arab-Israeli conflict and to preserve sound relations with all sides of
the dispute. Operating within the limits set by U.S. anti-Soviet policy, however,
American officials proved unable to accomplish a peace settlement and in the
process of trying strained relations with both sides. Snared in the middle of a
nasty fight, the United States found it impossible to arbitrate a settlement or to
avoid the combatants’ resentment.

The United States remained trapped in the middle of the Arab-Israeli conflict
because American policy emanated from two distinct and conflicting perspec-
tives. One impulse took root in the State and Defense Departments. Driven by
such national security concerns as containment, access to military bases, and
preservation of oil sources, adherents to this approach advocated close relations
with Arab states. The second impulse centered on the White House staff and
Congress. Reflecting such domestic concerns as electoral politics, public opin-
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ion, and cultural values, proponents of this position favored close relations with
Israel. As U.S. policy regarding the Arab-Israeli situation evolved, these com-
peting impulses struggled for the president’s mind.

Competition between the national security and domestic impulses signifi-
cantly shaped U.S. policy toward the Arab-Israeli conflict. This competition fre-
quently resulted in U.S. policies that were compromises between the pro-Israel
and pro-Arab perspectives, a tendency that rendered the United States unable
to side with one antagonist over the other or to find a solution to the conflict
that both sides would accept.

Between 1945 and 1961, Presidents Truman and Eisenhower laid the founda-
tions of a U.S. Middle Eastern policy that endured for decades. To apply anti-
communist containment doctrine to the Middle East, these presidents accepted
responsibilities for the stability and security of the region that lasted beyond
the end of the Cold War. Truman’s and Eisenhower’s involvement in the Arab-
Israeli conflict began an enduring U.S. effort to make peace in the region. By
1961, the United States had developed a policy of supporting conservative re-
gimes and resisting radical revolutions in the Middle East, a policy that persisted
—in that and other regions of the Third World —until the twenty-first century.
This examination of the Truman-Eisenhower era thus clarifies the foundations
of long-term U.S. policy in the Middle East.

This book analyzes U.S. policy toward the Arab-Israeli conflict, developing
several important themes. First, distinctions exist between the policy making of
Truman and that of Eisenhower. An unsteady president distracted by momen-
tous developments around the world, Truman usually made decisions about
the Middle East in reaction to events there. Consequently, his policy often
appeared ambivalent and inconsistent. In contrast, Eisenhower, who became
president when Cold War tensions had stabilized, devoted personal attention
to the Middle East, proactively made policy, and showed more consistency. De-
spite such differences, these two presidents shared a determination to privilege
Cold War security concerns over peacemaking ventures, and both dealt rela-
tively evenly with Israel and the Arab states.

Second, this book examines the domestic political context in which U.S. offi-
cials made foreign policy, assessing the prodigious lobbying on behalf of Israel
by U.S. citizens, members of Congress, and private interest groups and, where
possible, measuring Israel’s influence in mobilizing such support. Because the
lobbying often conflicted with what officials in the State and Defense Depart-
ments defined as national interests, those officials resented and resisted the pres-
sure. This study elucidates how the diplomats balanced their foreign policy aims
with domestic political restraints.

The evolution of U.S.-Israeli relations forms a third theme of this study.
Many scholars describe the U.S.-Israeli relationship as “special” because of in-
stances of U.S. support for Israel and because of the deep sympathy for Israel in
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U.S. public opinion.! While acknowledging such special ties, this book stresses
that disagreements on security-related issues involving the Arab states gener-
ated friction and acrimony in the official relationship. In this sense, this work
offers an important corrective to the special-relationship thesis.

Although not a work of Israeli history per se, my analysis speaks indirectly
to a controversy among scholars of Israeli relations with the Arab states. For
decades, the prevailing body of scholarship sympathetically portrayed Israel’s
foreign policy as defensive, justified, reasonable, and wise.> This “orthodox”
school came under sharp attack in the late 1980s when a younger generation
of Israeli scholars, called the revisionist or “new” historians, critically evaluated
Israeli diplomacy as provocative if not aggressive, unjustified in its treatment of
Palestinians, and regrettable.® Publication of revisionist scholarship provoked
intense resistance from defenders of the orthodox school as well as an impas-
sioned debate among scholars and citizens in Israel and elsewhere.* Although
not intended to be revisionist history, this book does not refrain from discussing
aspects of Israeli history that the orthodox school has either denied or glossed
over.

A fourth theme of this book is U.S. relations with the Arab states that most
directly challenged Israel — Egypt, Jordan, Syria, Lebanon, Iraq, and Saudi Ara-
bia.’ Conflict with Israel fueled the growth of Arab nationalism, which spawned
revolutionary unrest in several states, radicalized significant Arab constituen-
cies, threatened Western economic interests, and encouraged neutralism in the
Cold War. The United States sought to preserve conservative Arab regimes and
to stem the growth of Arab nationalism while avoiding what U.S. officials con-
sidered the unfathomable step of completely abandoning Israel. This volume
assesses the U.S. effort to reach these goals in the Arab world.

U.S.-Arab relations evolved in a context of great dynamism in intra-Arab re-
lationships. Between 1945 and 1961, tension developed as Arab powers expressed
a desire for transnational unity but engaged in political conflicts. The Arab
League, founded in 1944-45 to promote pan-Arab solidarity, declined in im-
portance by the early 1950s. In its place, Bruce Maddy-Weitzman explains, Arab
national leaders built a regional balance of power marked by “loosely struc-
tured, shifting coalitions derived from temporarily shared interests.” Although
the Arab states shared such ideologies as pan-Arab unity, revolutionary social-
ism, and anticolonialism, Malcolm Kerr suggests that by the late 1950s these
countries engaged in “a dreary and inconclusive cold war” among themselves
that overshadowed their relationships with the United States, the Soviet Union,
and Israel. This book evaluates U.S.-Arab relations in the context of this intra-
Arab cold war.*

Finally, this work analyzes the influence of the Anglo-U.S. relationship on
U.S. policy toward the Arab-Israeli conflict. The United States considered Brit-
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ain its closest ally in the Cold War, but U.S. and British views toward the Arab-
Israeli controversy often conflicted. Moreover, the 1945-61 period witnessed the
sharp decline of the British Empire and the rise of the United States as a global
power. This book elucidates the manner in which U.S. officials resolved incon-
sistencies between the demands of the Atlantic alliance and American national
objectives in the Middle East at a time when the relative power of the United
States and Britain reversed.

This book, in short, analyzes the evolution of U.S. policy toward the Arab-
Israeli dispute during the first two presidential administrations after World
War II. The volume assesses how U.S. officials approached the regional conflict
and why they implemented certain policies toward it and explains the making
of U.S. policy in its global, regional, and binational dimensions. While focused
mainly on diplomatic and security issues, this work also addresses the domes-
tic political and cultural dimensions of U.S. policy, explaining why the United
States failed to resolve the Arab-Israeli conflict and assessing this failure’s im-
pact on American interests in the Middle East and elsewhere.

The book is organized in such a way as to draw attention to several facets of
U.S. policy during this era. Part I summarizes the pre-1945 origins of the Arab-
Zionist controversy and U.S. involvement in it (chapter 1) and examines the
Truman administration’s approach to Palestine through 1949 in the context of
U.S. global concerns during the early Cold War (chapters 2—4). These chapters
aim for brevity since much of the literature on U.S. policy toward Palestine has
concentrated on the years preceding Israeli independence in 1948.

Part II examines Truman’s policy in 1949-53, when the president made sev-
eral momentous decisions regarding the Arab-Israeli conflict (and a period that
has received much less scholarly attention than the preceding four years). Chap-
ter 5 assesses regional and global concerns that shaped Truman’s thinking about
the Arab-Israeli conflict, and chapters 6-9 study the development of the presi-
dent’s policy regarding such points of controversy as borders, refugees, and Jeru-
salem, among others. Chapter 10 evaluates the impact of the conflict on U.S.
relations with Israel and the Arab states.

Part IIT analyzes Eisenhower’s policy during his first administration. Chap-
ter 11 examines the regional context of U.S. policy in the mid-1950s, and chapters
12-14 evaluate Eisenhower’s efforts to resolve specific Arab-Israeli disputes and
to negotiate a comprehensive peace settlement. U.S. policy during and after the
1956-57 Suez-Sinai War forms the subject of chapters 15 and 16.

Part IV analyzes the late Eisenhower period. Chapters 17-19 establish the re-
gional context of U.S. policy and evaluate the president’s policy toward specific
Arab-Israeli disputes and crises. Chapter 20 evaluates the evolution of U.S. re-
lations with Israel and the Arab states during the Eisenhower years.

While preparing this book, I aspired to honor the noble ideal among diplo-
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matic historians of conducting research in multiple archives and in multiple
countries. Within the United States, I examined the papers of Truman and
Eisenhower as well as the records of the State Department, the Pentagon, the
National Security Council, the Central Intelligence Agency, and various indi-
vidual diplomats. Consulting such a wide range of sources proved invaluable,
revealing how key officials balanced domestic concerns against overseas goals,
diplomatic objectives against security imperatives, and bureaucratic ambitions
against the national interest. I also conducted extensive research in the archives
of Israel (most of which are in Hebrew) and Britain. These records revealed the
foreign wellsprings of U.S. diplomacy, the overseas impact of that diplomacy,
and other features of U.S. policy that remain shrouded in U.S. archives. (No offi-
cial records of the Arab states were available when I conducted research for this
book.) I hope that such research gives this book distinctive breadth and depth.?
It is difficult to write about the Arab-Israeli conflict because the subject re-
mains controversial. Not merely an academic, historical issue, it continues to
generate passionate debate among citizens and scholars who identify with one
side or the other in the current conflict. In writing this book, I have attempted to
remain impartial, agreeing with Mark Tessler that the conflict “is not a struggle
between good and evil but rather a controversy between two peoples who de-
serve recognition and respect, neither of whom has a monopoly on behavior
that is either praiseworthy or condemnable.”® In short, this book seeks to em-
pathize with all sides to the Arab-Israeli dispute but to sympathize with none.
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1

GENESIS
The Palestine Conflict to 1945

The Arab-Israeli conflict that emerged after World War II originated in ideo-
logical, political, and military developments of preceding decades. When Otto-
man authority collapsed during World War I, Britain assumed control of Pales-
tine as a mandate under the League of Nations. The Jews and Arabs of the
territory sought political independence, coming into conflict with each other
and with Britain. World War II undermined Britain’s ability to govern the man-
date and encouraged the Jews and Arabs to fulfill their aspirations through di-
plomacy and force. Traditionally isolated from the politics of the Middle East,
U.S. officials became involved in this dispute as President Franklin D. Roosevelt
balanced his personal and political interests against the demands of the Anglo-
U.S. wartime alliance.

A brief clarification of terms in is order. Britain called its mandate “Pales-
tine,” derived from the Roman name given the land in A.D. 135. During the man-
date, the area’s residents— Arab and Jewish — considered themselves “Palestini-
ans.” “Israel,” the name adopted by the Jewish state in 1948, borrowed from the
ancient “Eretz Yisrael” (the Land of Israel), which Anita Shapira calls “a holy
term, vague as far as exact boundaries of the territory are concerned but clearly
defining ownership.”! After declaring independence on 15 May 1948, Palestinian
Jews called themselves “Israelis.” With the exception of a small number who
became citizens of Israel, most Arab Palestinians became refugees from Israel,
identified themselves as Palestinians, and called the land they aspired to control
“Palestine.” For the sake of simplicity, this book refers to the Arab residents of
and refugees from Palestine as “Palestinians,” the Jewish residents of mandatory
Palestine as “Jews,” and the Jews of Israel as “Israelis.”

The modern state of Jordan occupies territory that belonged to Britain’s
original Palestine mandate. Britain established the territory of “Transjordan” on
the land east of the Jordan River, appointed Abdallah ibn-Hussein as its emir
in 1921, and granted Transjordan its independence in May 1946, when Abdal-
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lah proclaimed the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan. U.S. officials referred to the
territory as “Transjordan” until June 1949, when the government in Amman
convinced the Americans to use “Jordan.” For convenience, this book refers to
the territory as “Transjordan” before May 1946 and as “Jordan” thereafter.?

The Zionist-Arab Clash in Palestine to 1945

The modern Arab-Jewish conflict over Palestine originated as a clash of ideolo-
gies. Zionism, the dream of Jews to return to their ancient homeland, spawned
waves of migration of European Jews to Palestine before World War 1. Arab
nationalism, by contrast, infused the indigenous inhabitants of Palestine with
a burning desire to achieve political independence from foreign rule. To satisfy
its imperial ambitions, Britain took responsibility for governing Palestine after
World War I. Under Britain’s watch, Zionists and Arab nationalists clashed, with
intensifying violence, for control of Palestine.

Although its roots reached to antiquity, “Zionism” emerged as a term and as
a political force in Europe in the late nineteenth century. Rising anti-Semitism
in Europe, an emerging Jewish identity that transcended nation-state bound-
aries, and the political activism of Theodor Herzl and others gave birth to a
political Zionism that aimed to reestablish a Jewish presence in Palestine. By
1914, some eighty-five thousand European Jews had migrated to Palestine and
organized a yishuv, or Jewish community. Their Zionism, which Dan V. Segre
defines as a “landless spiritual nationalism,” contained the seeds of the state of
Israel?

The experience of settlement in Palestine transfigured the Jewish commu-
nity. According to various scholars, the yishuv originally embraced the progres-
sive ideals of social justice and human fraternity and eschewed political and
military power. The environment confronting early settlers in Palestine, the
spread of militant ideology among a generation of Jews born there, and the
dramatic experience of the Holocaust, however, gave rise to an assertive ide-
ology that rationalized political power, force, and domination over Palestinian
Arabs.* Following the linguistic turn in Western academic writing, Nachman
Ben-Yehuda and Yael Zerubavel suggest that Israel’s founders exaggerated the
heroic aspects of historical episodes to create a mythology that inspired Israelis
to fight for their national existence.

Chaim Weizmann and David Ben-Gurion emerged as the most important
Zionist leaders of the pre-1945 period. Weizmann, a Russian-born chemist,
served as president of the World Zionist Organization (1921-29) and of the Jew-
ish Agency for Palestine (1929-31, 1935-46), in which positions he advanced
Zionist goals through diplomacy in London. Ben-Gurion, a Polish-born Zionist
who emigrated to Palestine in 1906, established the Labor Party of the Land of
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Israel as the dominant political party among Palestinian Jews, served as chair-
man of the executive committee of the Jewish Agency, and otherwise laid the
groundwork for Jewish statehood. The two men disagreed about the means to
achieve statehood, and Ben-Gurion arranged Weizmann’s 1946 ouster from the
World Zionist Organization. But their parallel efforts proved complementary at
advancing Zionist ambitions in Palestine.®

Modern Arab nationalism emerged after Napoleon’s conquest of Egypt in
1798 shattered Arab people’s complacency about their subject status under Otto-
man rule. Nationalists promoted Islamic reform, territorial patriotism, and
pan-Arab identification, Albert Hourani observes, to modernize their soci-
eties and escape foreign suppression. Communities in Egypt, Syria, and other
Arabic-speaking areas developed a sense of common identity —what Benedict
Anderson called “an imagined political community” —based on shared lan-
guage, culture, and history. According to Rashid Khalidi, Palestinian nation-
alism blossomed in the early twentieth century as a result of an attachment
to Jerusalem, cultural activities, local politics, the Arab Revolt of 1936-39, and
opposition to Zionism.”

The seeds of the post—-World War II clash between Zionism and Arab nation-
alism were planted before World War I. To a certain extent, the Zionist and
Palestinian Arab communities established patterns of interaction in their daily
lives, tried to align their political ambitions and intellectual outlooks, and even
considered a partnership to advance their common aims in relation to Euro-
pean imperialism. Yet both communities gradually realized the incompatibility
of their national aspirations. By 1914, members of each community predicted
conflict between Palestine’s 66,000 Jews and 570,000 Arabs.?

The Ottoman Empire’s loss of control of Palestine and the British conquest of
the region during World War I proved to be a catalyst for Arab-Zionist conflict
because British statesmen made conflicting agreements and deals with the two
sides. In the May 1916 Sykes-Picot agreement, Britain secured French recogni-
tion of a British sphere of influence in Palestine. In correspondence with the
Hashemite Sharif Hussein of Mecca in 1915-16, the British high commissioner
in Cairo, Henry McMahon, implicitly promised British support for Arab inde-
pendence in Palestine and other areas in exchange for an Arab revolt against the
Ottoman Empire. To serve certain domestic political and diplomatic objectives,
Britain also pledged in the November 1917 Balfour Declaration to “view with
favour the establishment in Palestine of a national home for the Jewish people.”
Preoccupied by the war in Europe, diplomats in London failed to reconcile these
Middle East policies.’

Having issued these conflicting statements about the future of Palestine, Brit-
ain secured its hold on the land through war and diplomacy. The capture of
Baghdad (March 1917) and that of Jerusalem (December 1917) put Britain in
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position to demand postwar control of Iraq and Palestine. In autumn 1918,
Allied and Arab forces captured Damascus, where Britain allowed Hussein’s
son, Faisal, to establish a regime. In 1919-22, Britain secured mandates over
Palestine and Iraq, established Transjordan as a separate territory, and recog-
nized Abdallah (Faisal’s brother) as its emir. Britain made Faisal, whom France
deposed from Damascus, king of Iraq.'

Britain maintained a prominent position in several Arab states through the
end of World War II. It signed a mutual-defense treaty with Iraq in 1930, estab-
lished air bases in the country at Habbaniya and Shuaiba to protect oil fields
and transit routes, officially recognized Iraqi independence in 1933, and bol-
stered the Iraqi monarchy against indigenous challengers. In Transjordan, Brit-
ain nurtured a close political relationship with Emir Abdallah, signed a series
of mutual-defense treaties beginning in 1928, and appointed British officers to
command the Arab Legion. After signing a mutual-defense treaty with Egypt in
1936, Britain developed a sprawling base complex in the Suez Canal Zone, which
by 1945 contained extensive facilities and nearly eighty-four thousand British
soldiers."

In Palestine during the interwar years, British authorities presided over a
situation of general stability punctuated by outbursts of violence. Britain pre-
served a rudimentary stability in the mandate by exercising political, police, and
administrative powers. In 1922, it affirmed the right of Jews to reside in Palestine
but limited Jewish immigration and pledged not to promote Jewish majority
rule or statehood. In exchange for his cooperation, the British allowed the mufti
of Jerusalem, Amin al-Husayni, to govern the Palestinian Arab community. Yet
the stability of Palestine was repeatedly broken by Arab-Jewish violence. Hun-
dreds of Jews and Palestinians died in hostilities in 1919-21, 1929, and 1933.1

Political tensions erupted in the Arab Revolt of 1936-39. A growing stream
of Jewish immigrants to Palestine contributed to a large increase in the Jew-
ish population, which numbered 66,000 (10 percent of the population) in 1920,
170,000 (17 percent) in 1929, and 400,000 (31 percent) in 1936. Convinced that
such population changes challenged Palestinian political and economic inter-
ests, the Arabs resisted. In 1936, they organized a massive labor strike that trig-
gered rioting and violence against Jews and British officials as well as reprisals
by both groups against the Palestinians. British authorities forced al-Husayni
into exile, arrested many Palestinian elites for insurrection, and considered par-
titioning Palestine into an Arab state and a Jewish state.”

In 1939, the threat of world war prompted Britain to formulate a Palestinian
policy consistent with Arab interests. Despite the Arab revolt, Britain appeased
Arab sensitivities to stabilize Palestine, redeploy its twenty thousand soldiers
there, and protect its oil assets and military bases in Arab states. In the White
Paper of 1939, Britain strictly limited Jewish immigration to seventy-five thou-
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sand persons over five years, scheduled such immigration to terminate in March
1944, and prohibited Jews from purchasing land outside Jewish settlements. Pal-
estinian Arabs would gain gradual control of administrative offices and win
statehood within ten years."*

A measure of wartime expediency, the White Paper of 1939 planted the seeds
of serious postwar conflict. Jews denounced the document as an unethical and
illegal sellout of their vital interests but also realized that they must support the
British-led military coalition battling Nazi Germany for control of Europe. “We
must help the [British] army as if there were no White Paper,” Ben-Gurion aptly
observed, “and we must fight the White Paper as if there were no war.” The
yishuv thus refrained from contesting British power in Palestine during the war
and sent volunteers to fight in Europe under British command. Yet the Jewish
community also routinely violated the White Paper by promoting illegal immi-
gration, and the British responded by denying authorized immigration quotas."®

Britain’s policy toward the Jews became untenable when the Middle East be-
came secure from Nazi attack in 1943. Propartition sentiment revived within
Prime Minister Winston Churchill’s wartime cabinet, and increasing militancy
among Palestine’s Jews foreshadowed massive postwar resistance to the White
Paper. Learning of the Holocaust, British officials realized that to terminate Jew-
ish immigration in March 1944 would be impossible to justify to international
public opinion. Churchill grew cold to the idea of helping the Jews, however,
after Zionist extremists assassinated his friend, Minister of State Lord Moyne, in
Cairo in 1944. Churchill did not change official policy toward Palestine before
he departed the prime ministry in summer 1945.'°

Despite the terms of the White Paper, the Arabs of Palestine did not thrive
politically during World War II. The Palestinian elite remained divided, dis-
pirited, and disorganized, and British bans on political activity before 1943 en-
couraged political passivity. The exiled Mufti al-Husayni arranged the assas-
sination of his chief Palestinian rival, Fakhri Nashashibi, in Baghdad in 1941,
met Adolf Hitler, and offered to collaborate with the Nazis to expel Britain
from Palestine. British authorities tolerated al-Husayni but resolved to deny
him power in Palestine.”

Surrounding Arab states also took an interest in Palestine. The Arab League
devoted its founding conference in Alexandria in September-October 1944
to the issue and demanded that Britain honor the rights of Palestinians. In
March 1945, the league called on Britain to fulfill its pledges to establish a Pal-
estinian state. Saudi Arabia, Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, and Egypt warned of dire
consequences to any power that helped establish a Jewish state in Palestine. By
1945, several Arab regimes based their popular support on vigilance in push-
ing for Palestinian interests. Britain’s inability to broker an internal solution to
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the Palestine conflict set the stage for the emergence of international conflict
after 1945.18

Origins of U.S. Involvement in Palestine

Before World War II, U.S. diplomats paid little attention to the Middle East
in general and to Palestine in particular. By the 1930s, some U.S. citizens had
begun to press President Roosevelt to endorse Zionism. During World War II,
however, government officials identified national security reasons for endors-
ing Britain’s anti-Zionist policy. As Roosevelt tried to balance domestic political
and diplomatic interests, his policy toward Palestine became unclear and incon-
sistent.

Prior to 1940, U.S. officials counted few political interests in the Middle East.
The American government took episodic interest in protecting the fortunes of
U.S. merchants and missionaries and passively promoted anticolonialism but
refrained from challenging Anglo-French hegemony in the region. U.S. presi-
dents occasionally endorsed Zionism to serve their domestic political interests
but never seriously challenged Britain’s policy, especially after the start of World
War II. Although “deeply concerned” by the White Paper of 1939, Roosevelt told
the leader of the Zionist Organization of America, Rabbi Stephen S. Wise, that
“in the present light of things it is terribly difficult” to protest the document. In
June 1941, Roosevelt encouraged Jewish leaders to trust Britain to defend Pales-
tine’s Jews.*?

Despite Roosevelt’s detachment, many U.S. citizens embraced Zionism in
the 1930s and early 1940s. The U.S. Jewish community initially was non-Zionist
and passive on diplomatic issues. Counting only sixty-five thousand members
in 1933, U.S. Zionist groups foresaw immigration to Palestine as a long-term
quest under British direction and viewed statehood as a distant dream. Sharing
Roosevelt’s view that Zionism might damage security interests, Rabbi Wise pro-
moted a moderate version of Zionism favoring polite lobbying and philan-
thropy. Militant Zionists, under the intellectual influence of Ze'ev Jabotinsky,
made little headway in capturing U.S. Jewish opinion before World War I1.2

Stimulated by the plight of European Jewry, however, a more activist Zion-
ist lobby took shape during the war. Encouraged by Ben-Gurion, activists led
by Rabbi Abba Hillel Silver secured a resolution from a Zionist convention in
1942 that demanded immediate termination of the British mandate and estab-
lishment of a Jewish state in Palestine between the Mediterranean and the Jor-
dan River. Rejecting Wise’s gradualism, Silver founded the American Zionist
Emergency Council, which organized vigorous, grassroots lobbying campaigns
to convince Congress and other public and civic institutions to endorse a Jew-
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ish state. The membership of American Zionist organizations soared to more
than one million by 1947. Anti-Zionist groups such as the American Council
for Judaism, formed in 1942 on the premise that Judaism was a religious rather
than national identity, lost influence.!

Many non-Jewish U.S. citizens also sympathized with Zionism. They pitied
the victims of Nazi persecution, identified with Jewish settlers seemingly re-
peating the U.S. frontier experience, predicted that Jews would make Palestine
prosper, and looked down on Muslims and Arabs. Many evangelical Christians
favored the establishment of a Jewish state as a fulfillment of biblical prophecy.
Zionism also spread into Congress. When Britain discussed repudiating the Bal-
four Declaration in October 1938, for example, sixty-two representatives and
nine senators advised Roosevelt to protest. In 1942, Senator James E. Murray (D-
Montana) urged the president to organize a Jewish army in Palestine to defend
Western security interests in the region.

Despite such domestic pressures, Roosevelt privileged national security con-
siderations during the war. He was determined to avoid any step in Palestine
that would undermine the Anglo-U.S. alliance or the prospect of victory over
the Axis. In July 1943, when Jewish leaders pressed Britain for a pledge of post-
war statehood, U.S. and British officials jointly declared that the British pres-
ence in Palestine remained vital to wartime strategy and that discussions about
the disposition of the land should be postponed until war’s end. “Disorder in
Palestine,” Acting Secretary of War Robert P. Patterson cautioned, “would af-
fect adversely the situation in the whole area and possibly even the course of the
entire war.” >

Intelligence officials reinforced the importance of Allied security interests in
the Middle East. The director of the Office of Strategic Services, William Dono-
van, repeatedly advised Roosevelt that any hint of pro-Zionism would imperil
Arab friendship, which was vital to the war effort. In 1944, when intelligence
officers detected an initiative by Soviet agents in Cairo to spread communism
in the region, Donovan advised that friendship with Arab powers seemed cru-
cial for the postwar era as well. The Office of Strategic Services became con-
cerned that “a vocal and influential segment of US public opinion” might stimu-
late Anglo-U.S. tensions, undermine U.S. interests in Arab states, and allow the
Soviet Union to enter the region.?*

To protect Allied wartime interests in the Arab states, U.S. leaders professed
non-Zionism to Arab leaders. Abdul Aziz Ibn Saud, an Arabian desert war-
lord and charismatic religious figure who established the kingdom of Saudi
Arabia in 1932, emerged as a staunch U.S. partner during World War II. Saudi
oil, produced and marketed by the U.S.-owned Arabian-American Oil Com-
pany, fueled the Allied war effort. In 1943, Roosevelt declared the kingdom vital
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to U.S. national security, provided it with generous military and economic aid,
and stationed U.S. soldiers there. Saudi Arabia possessed such political and stra-
tegic importance that Roosevelt seriously considered Ibn Saud’s extremely anti-
Zionist views. “The obvious rights of the Arabs, which are clear as the sun,” Ibn
Saud wrote in 1943, “may not be dimmed by historic fallacies or social and eco-
nomic theories of the Zionists, which theories God has not ordained.” Roosevelt
soothed the monarch (as well as King Faisal of Iraq and Emir Abdallah of Trans-
jordan) by pledging to consult Arab leaders before changing U.S. policy toward
Palestine.?®

Likewise, Roosevelt resisted pressure to endorse Zionist aspirations. In 1941-
42 he rejected appeals from Zionist leaders that he encourage Churchill to create
a fifty-thousand-man Jewish Brigade within the British Army on the grounds
that such a step might trigger a mutiny in the Egyptian army at a critical mo-
ment in the war in Africa. Roosevelt also rejected Zionist pressure to endorse an
independent Jewish state in Palestine. Weizmann funneled a steady stream of
messages to Roosevelt through Treasury Secretary Henry Morgenthau and Spe-
cial Counsel Samuel I. Rosenman, administration insiders who were Jewish and
who quietly promoted the welfare of European Jewry. Weizmann implored the
president in a personal meeting on 12 June 1943 that “the Arabs must be told that
the Jews have a right to Palestine.” Citing familiar security arguments, Roose-
velt rejected the appeal. Even Morgenthau refrained in 1944 from pressuring the
British because “they are scared to death of the Arab question.”?¢

Roosevelt remained sensitive to Arab concerns even as Palestine became a
domestic political issue in 1944. Zionists convinced numerous members of Con-
gress to cosponsor a joint bipartisan resolution endorsing Jewish statehood in
Palestine and asked Roosevelt to approve the measure. Saudi Arabia, Egypt,
Iraq, Syria, and Yemen angrily protested the resolution, and Pentagon officers
warned Roosevelt and members of Congress that its passage would damage
military interests. Roosevelt convinced Speaker of the House Sam Rayburn (D-
Texas) to kill the resolution. “The volume of protests which have come in from
practically all the Arab and Moorish countries,” he explained, “illustrates what
happens if delicate international situations get into party politics.”*’

On the eve of the November 1944 election, by contrast, Roosevelt gave in
slightly to Zionist pressures. The Democratic and Republican Parties endorsed
unlimited Jewish immigration to Palestine and political independence for the
yishuv. Representative Emanuel Celler, a New York Democrat and a Jew, asked
Roosevelt to pressure Britain to revoke the White Paper of 1939, warning that
Republican nominee Thomas Dewey “would steal the show right from under
our noses” by issuing such a commitment. Rosenman advised Roosevelt that
“you would be substituting action for the mere words of Dewey and the Repub-
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lican platform.” To win Zionist votes without angering Churchill, Roosevelt’s
campaign speeches called for land surveys that would facilitate eventual Jewish
settlement.*®

Once reelected, however, Roosevelt again resisted Zionist pressure. In De-
cember 1944, 399 members of Congress endorsed the pro-Zionist resolution
shelved earlier in the year, and Zionists sought Roosevelt’s support. But Roose-
velt opposed the resolution, following the State Department’s advice that the
resolution would damage “the general international situation.” “Give me an op-
portunity to talk with Stalin and Churchill,” Roosevelt told Democratic legis-
lators on the eve of the Yalta Conference. “Naturally I do not want to see a
war between a million or two million people in Palestine against the whole
Moslem world.”**

Wartime and postwar security concerns reinforced Roosevelt’s reluctance to
endorse Zionist aspirations. The Office of Strategic Services discerned Pales-
tinian amity toward Russia in newspaper editorials, cooperation between the
Russian Orthodox Church and Palestinian Christians, pilgrimages by Soviet
Muslims to Mecca, and an Arab appeal to Moscow for help in resisting Zionism.
While Palestinian Arabs were pleased that Roosevelt killed the pro-Zionist reso-
lution in Congress, the U.S. consul in Jerusalem, Lowell C. Pinkerton warned,
“their love —like their hate—is entirely superficial and will only last until they
take offense at some little thing.”*°

Astounded by the fervor of Arab anti-Zionism, Roosevelt appeased Arab
statesmen. Prince Abdul Ilah, regent to the throne of Iraq, argued that “Pales-
tine is as Arab as Devonshire is English or Virginia is American.” Leaders in
Syria, Transjordan, Yemen, and Lebanon made similar statements. After King
Ibn Saud spoke likewise during a personal meeting in February 1945, Roose-
velt pledged not to make Palestinian policy that was hostile to Arab interests.
“No decision altering the basic situation of Palestine,” he assured Arab rulers,

“should be reached without full consultation with both Arabs and Jews.”3!

Conclusion

Certain patterns in U.S. wartime policy regarding Palestine persisted after the
war. Public and congressional opinion strongly influenced White House ad-
visers to support Zionism, while a determination to promote national security
interests in the Middle East during and after the war led State Department offi-
cials to oppose Zionism. A division emerged between the White House staff and
the State Department, and both sides sought to influence presidential decision
making. This tension between domestic politics and national security would
persist through the 1945-61 period.
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For his part, Roosevelt left an ambiguous legacy on Palestine. He consis-
tently elevated national security imperatives over his political interests in sat-
isfying Zionists. In the process he helped to avert an Arab-Jewish conflict that
might have destabilized the Middle East and hampered the Allies’ prosecution
of World War II. However, Roosevelt also made certain concessions to the Zion-
ist cause that did not infringe on security interests. For example, he hinted dur-
ing the 1944 political campaign that he was not averse to accelerated Jewish
immigration to Palestine, and he refused to rule out, as Arab leaders insisted,
a prospective Jewish state in Palestine. Such concessions planted the seeds for
trouble in the U.S. relationships with Britain and the Arab powers.

In view of Roosevelt’s behavior, it is not surprising that scholars dis-
agree about his legacy. Accentuating Roosevelt’s wartime accomplishments, Zvi
Ganin notes that Roosevelt “walked so skillfully on the Palestinian tightrope.”
Other authors, however, argue that Roosevelt burdened his successors by com-
promising security concerns with his own domestic political interests. “Roose-
velt’s conduct was riddled with deception,” Kenneth Ray Bain observes. “The
parade of fictions, half-truths, self-contradictions, and secrets left his successor
an inconsistent legacy of advice that did more to confuse than to enlighten.”??
Roosevelt’s successors would indeed face a complicated situation in Palestine.
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SECURITY AND POLITICS
The Context of U.S. Policy toward Palestine after 1945

When he took office near the end of World War II, President Harry S. Truman
inherited a messy situation in Palestine. Forced to confront the massive chal-
lenges of winning the war, adjusting to a new global order, and managing the
home front, Truman found little time to study or understand the complexities
of the Middle East. Consequently, his administration began to shape a policy
toward Palestine that lacked the strong, sure hand of presidential leadership.

Global, regional, and domestic factors complicated Truman’s task in Pales-
tine. In light of the emerging Cold War, U.S. security experts assigned new im-
portance to the protection of interests in the Arab states, resolved to become
more involved in the region, and sympathized with Arab attitudes regarding
Palestine. On the regional level, Britain’s inability to contain mounting vio-
lence in Palestine destabilized the mandate and threatened to plunge neighbor-
ing states into war. On the home front, Truman’s advisers contested the anti-
Zionism of the State Department and Pentagon and urged the president to
adopt a pro-Zionist policy for domestic political and other reasons. From the
beginning of Truman’s presidency, competition between the national security
and domestic impulses caused tension in U.S. policy regarding Palestine.

The Importance of the Middle East to the United States

Because of the Cold War, the United States ascribed increased significance to the
Middle East. U.S. leaders came to view the Middle East as critical to containing
Soviet power in Europe and Asia. These American officials reasoned that mili-
tary facilities and oil resources gave the Middle East Arab states enormous mili-
tary value, and economic, cultural, and political reasons also seemed to make
it crucial to align the region with the West. U.S. officials resolved to pursue an
anti-Soviet policy in the Mideast by becoming involved as a partner of Britain.

U.S. security experts feared that the Soviet Union had postwar designs on

20
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the Middle East. In hindsight, Soviet Premier Joseph Stalin seems to have con-
sidered the Middle East less important than Europe or East Asia in his ideo-
logical quest to promote socialism and in his preparations for conflict with the
capitalist world. Stalin tried to project his influence in Turkey and Iran in 1945-
46, for example, but backed down when Western powers resisted. Yet U.S. offi-
cials assumed that Stalin had inherited Russia’s traditional quest for warm-water
ports and friendly regimes in states along its southern border. Thus, the Ameri-
can government interpreted Stalin’s forays into Turkey and Iran as a portent of
Soviet entrance into the Middle East.!

U.S. security planners deemed it essential to exclude Soviet influence from
the Middle East. According to contingency war plans devised during the late
1940s by strategists in Washington and London, military bases in Arab states
would prove essential to victory in any armed conflict with the Soviet Union.
Possession of bases in Egypt would enable the Western allies to conduct a pun-
ishing aerial offensive against the Soviet industrial heartland, to concentrate ar-
mored forces for offensive ground action, and to position intelligence gather-
ing, propaganda, and covert action operations close to the enemy’s frontier. The
Suez Canal, interregional air routes, and other communications facilities gave
the Middle East additional security importance in peace and war. “If a hostile
Power secured control of this area,” U.S. and British officials agreed in 1947, “not
only would we lose very important resources and facilities but it would acquire
a position of such dominating strategic and economic power that it would be
fatal to our security. It is therefore vital that we must retain a firm hold on the
Middle East.”?

Western strategists also assigned vast importance to the Middle East’s petro-
leum resources. The region boasted the world’s largest proven oil reserves, and
U.S. and British officials considered that oil vital for the economic reconstruc-
tion of Western Europe; furthermore, the oil had to be denied to Soviet Russia
in peace or war. “Access to the oil of the Persian Gulf area and the denial of con-
trol of the Mediterranean to a major, hostile, expansionist power,” the Central
Intelligence Agency (C1a) estimated in 1947, “are deemed to be essential to the
security of the US.”?

U.S. officials also recognized the commercial importance of the Arab states.
In 1947, 2,813 U.S. ships transited the Suez Canal, and U.S. investors owned
23.75 percent of Iraq’s oil industry. U.S. trade with Syria, Lebanon, Palestine, and
Transjordan increased sixfold between 1939 and 1948. Although commercial as-
sets in the Middle East were modest relative to those in other regions, U.S. offi-
cials saw Middle East commerce as important as part of the Atlantic Charter’s
vision of a global capitalist system of free trade. The “prosperity of the Western
World,” State Department officials summarized in 1950, seemed “closely linked
with the fate of the Near Eastern countries.”*
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U.S. leaders also valued cultural and political factors in the Middle East. The
region contained the holy sites of Islam, a religion with three hundred million
believers in Africa and Asia. Officials in Washington believed that a century of
philanthropic and missionary activity by U.S. citizens had created a reservoir of
goodwill between the United States and Middle East Muslims. Such friendliness
would quickly erode if the West followed policies that Muslim states deemed
inimical. Any hostile power dominating the region, State Department officials
reasoned, “would be in a position to extend cultural and political penetration
to the remainder of the vast Moslem area, now generally friendly to us.”?

The United States also developed extensive interests in Saudi Arabia. During
and after World War II, the Pentagon leveraged rights to an air base at Dhah-
ran by providing generous foreign aid. In 1946, King Ibn Saud hired Ameri-
cans to engineer a ten-year plan to modernize the country’s infrastructure. The
Arabian-American Oil Company owned a concession to produce Saudi oil and
controlled an underground reserve that contained more oil than was estimated
to exist in the United States. By 1946, the company had invested $100 mil-
lion in its operations, and by 1949 it produced 550,000 barrels of oil per day,
claimed $350 million in investments, and employed five thousand Americans
in the country. U.S. investors owned half of the Saudi Mining Syndicate. Trans
World Airlines depended on servicing facilities at Dhahran for its flights be-
tween Cairo and India, making Saudi Arabia, in the words of one U.S. official,
“an important way station on this great commercial international air route.”®

Other Arab states also boasted important assets. Egypt’s Suez Canal and net-
work of military facilities, controlled by the British Empire in 1945, gave the
country economic and strategic value. The State Department considered Iraq
important because of its prestige in the Arab community, its emerging inde-
pendence from Britain, and its promise as a future political partner. Jordan, by
contrast, lacked political integrity and economic or security assets. The State
Department considered its independence, formally granted in 1946, a sham in
light of Britain’s right to occupy the country and its command of the Arab
Legion.”

To safeguard vital American interests in the Middle East, U.S. officials for-
mulated several important policy principles. First, the leaders frequently clari-
fied that stability in the Middle East would best serve U.S. security, political,
and economic interests. In this estimation, achieving stability meant establish-
ing a democratic, pro-Western, and anticommunist sociopolitical framework.
“It is our policy,” Joseph C. Satterthwaite, the director of the State Department’s
Office of Near Eastern and African Affairs (NEA), clarified in one typical state-
ment, “to assist the Near Eastern countries in maintaining their independence,
to strengthen their orientation towards the West, and to discourage any tenden-
cies towards the development of authoritarian and unrepresentative forms of
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government.” Stable political regimes would facilitate economic development,
which would, in turn, further stabilize the region.?

Second, U.S. officials resolved to replace their prewar aloofness from the
Middle East with involvement in the region. “It is extremely important that
the influence of the United States should increase rather than decrease during
the next few critical years in the Near and Middle East,” the NEA’s Loy Hender-
son advised in September 1945. U.S. officials must abandon “the comfortable old
pre-war era when we felt it unnecessary to trouble ourselves with the trend of
events in distant lands.” Such thinking proved to be the first U.S. step toward
an enduring commitment in the Middle East.’

Third, U.S. officials came to believe that they needed to cooperate with Brit-
ain. Before 1945, U.S. and British firms competed for oil concessions in the
Middle East, and as World War II ended, U.S. officials viewed Britain as a rival
for commercial opportunities in the region. State Department officials opposed
Britain’s preeminent position in Egypt and Iraq as exclusionary, outmoded, and
prone to inflaming local opposition and regretted that President Franklin D.
Roosevelt’s wartime deference to Britain had undermined U.S. interests in the
Arab states. In mid-1945, the State Department defined equality of commercial
opportunity as an objective in the Middle East.'

The onset of the Cold War, however, compelled the United States and Brit-
ain to renew their World War II-era special relationship. As the two powers
cooperatively bolstered West Germany; shored up Greece, Turkey, and Iran;
implemented the Marshall Plan; challenged the Soviet blockade of Berlin; and
signed the NATO alliance, U.S. officials eschewed competition with Britain re-
garding the Middle East. “If we fight one another” over oil, Deputy Director
of the Office of European Affairs John D. Hickerson aptly commented, “the
Russians will find it easier to throw us both out.” Rather, U.S. and British offi-
cials made joint contingency war plans that relied on bases in the Middle East.
“There is no question of attempting to replace British by U.S. influence, or vice
versa,” they agreed in 1947. The two powers would “strengthen and improve our

mutual position by lending each other all possible influence and support.”*

The Conflict in Palestine, 1945-1947

In the aftermath of World War II, British officials found the situation in Pales-
tine unmanageable. They searched in vain for a political solution to the Arab-
Zionist conflict that both sides would accept and realized that the strategic ad-
vantages of controlling Palestine did not justify the costs. Within the mandate,
British authorities proved unable to stem unauthorized Jewish immigration, to
halt Arab-Jewish violence, or to avoid becoming the targets of Jewish violence.
By 1947, Britain considered abandoning its mandate.
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As the war ended, British diplomats faced the daunting task of deciding Pal-
estin€’s future. After debating a variety of potential solutions, the Colonial Office
and the Foreign Office preferred a binational state but realized that both the
Jews and Arabs would object. At the same time, Prime Minister Clement Attlee
and Foreign Minister Ernest Bevin, leaders of the Labour government elected
in July 1945, decided to dismantle Britain’s colonial structure in the Middle East,
India, and elsewhere. Determined to preserve the Anglo-U.S. alliance to resist
Soviet encroachments in Europe, Bevin became willing to evacuate Palestine
and became sensitive to U.S. interests there.?

A Ministry of Defence reassessment of Palestine dovetailed with Bevin’s
thinking. The security experts, who were determined to hold a base in Egypt,
initially considered Palestine crucial as “the core of the natural defences of Egypt
against an attack from the north.” They also eyed Palestine as an alternative base
site if Britain were forced to depart Egypt. By mid-1946, however, the experts
saw Palestine as a strategic debit because of its modest base facilities and un-
friendly local peoples, and legal advisers doubted that the United Nations would
allow Britain to militarize the mandate. By bolstering its presence in Palestine,
other officials realized, Britain would alienate Arab states in which it had exten-
sive strategic interests.”®

Furthermore, political and military circumstances within Palestine made it
difficult for the British to administer the territory. The establishment of the
United Nations and the independence of Syria and Lebanon from France in
1944—-46 aroused Palestinian nationalists’ hopes for political independence. But
Mufti Amin al-Husayni had discredited himself in British eyes through his asso-
ciation with Adolf Hitler, and the Palestinian elite remained fragmented among
six political parties. In December 1946, the mufti gained command of a thirty-
five-thousand-man Palestinian militia known as the Arab Youth Movement.
Together with such shadowy groups as the Arab Blood Society, which conducted
reprisals against Palestinians who sold land to Jews, the militia aimed violence
against the yishuv.!*

Britain also faced the costly and awkward task of preventing illegal immi-
gration of Jews without appearing insensitive to the survivors of Nazi geno-
cide. Tens of thousands of European Jewish war refugees, unwilling or unable
to return to their prewar homes, sought to emigrate to Palestine in defiance of
British law. Between May 1945 and May 1948, some 70,000 Jews were smuggled
into Palestine, helping to push its Jewish population to 720,000. From October
1946 to April 1947, the British Navy intercepted seven ships carrying 5,000 ille-
gal immigrants. One of these vessels was the Ben Hecht, a ship sponsored by the
American League for a Free Palestine, crewed by 20 U.S. citizens, and carrying
612 illegal immigrants, which was detained on 22 February 1947.

The increasing militancy of Palestine’s Jews also troubled the British. Three



Security and Politics 25

Jewish militias had emerged in the early 1940s. The Haganah (Jewish Resistance
Organization), a formal defense force linked to the Jewish Agency, numbered
fifty thousand soldiers. Two shadowy extremist groups also took form: the Irgun
Sva’i Leumi (National Military Organization), headed by Menachem Begin, and
Lohama Herut Israel (Fighters for the Freedom of Israel, known as Lehi or the
Stern Gang), headed by Abraham Stern. Together, the Irgun and the Stern Gang
fielded some six thousand fighters. During World War II, the extremist groups
engaged in terrorism and guerrilla warfare against British authority, including
the assassination of Lord Moyne in 1944. The more mainstream Haganah co-
operated with Britain in the formation of the Jewish Brigade and in the suppres-
sion of the extremists after Moyne’s assassination. The Haganah followed David
Ben-Gurion’s dictum of fighting the war as if there were no White Paper of 1939
in the hope that Britain might provide Jewish statehood as a reward.'

In late 1945, however, even the moderate Haganah used violence for politi-
cal purposes. When Ben-Gurion concluded that the British government would
neither allow substantial immigration nor promote Jewish statehood, he or-
dered Haganah forces to sabotage British railroads and oil installations, and
he encouraged ships carrying illegal immigrants to bear arms and resist British
patrols. In response, Britain bolstered its military forces in Palestine from fifty
thousand in September 1945 to one hundred thousand in late 1946. During
Operation Agatha on 29 June 1946, seventeen thousand British soldiers swept
through Jewish strongholds to arrest suspected militants and seize weapons.
Fearing an even more thorough crackdown, Ben-Gurion elevated diplomacy
over force and suspended Haganah operations against the British from July 1946
to November 1947.Y7

The Irgun and the Stern Gang offered a more deadly challenge to British
personnel. Between May 1945 and May 1946, British forces in Palestine suffered
184 killed and 371 wounded in terror attacks. Severe countermeasures such as
Operation Agatha failed to curb the extremists. On the contrary, on 22 July
1946, within a month of the operation, the Irgun bombed the King David Hotel
in Jerusalem, the center of British military and political authority, killing 92
British, Jews, and Arabs. On 1 March 1947, a terrorist bomb at the British Offi-
cers Club in Jerusalem killed 22. The British declared martial law in West Jeru-
salem, Tel Aviv, and other Jewish enclaves as talk of revenge swept the ranks of
the British army. According to Robert Macatee of the U.S. consulate in Jerusa-
lem, Jewish leaders had good reason to worry that British troops would “start a
pogrom.”'8

While many British officials demanded escalation and revenge, however, Att-
lee and Bevin entertained the possibility of withdrawal. They believed that Pales-
tine lacked the strategic assets needed to justify military operations to pacify it.
Terrorism eroded morale among British soldiers and exhausted the tolerance of
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the war-weary British public. British officials looked to escape the debilitating
conflict in Palestine.®

The Internal Dynamics of the Truman Administration

The internal dynamics of the Truman administration significantly influenced
the evolution of U.S. policy toward Palestine. Several of Truman’s personal ad-
visers encouraged him to endorse Zionist ambitions. In contrast, the State De-
partment and Pentagon warned that supporting Zionism would undermine
vital national interests in the Arab world. Truman had to make key policy de-
cisions about Palestine while torn by the conflicting advice of his personal and
professional advisers.

Truman became president on 12 April 1945 with little experience in national
leadership. Roosevelt had selected the Missourian as vice president in 1944 more
because of his political identity as a moderate, internationalist southerner than
because of his natural abilities. During his eighty-three days as vice president,
Truman privately met Roosevelt only twice and neither visited the White House
Map Room nor received briefings on the Yalta Conference, the Manhattan Proj-
ect, or Roosevelt’s delicate diplomacy in the Middle East. As Truman faced the
challenges of securing victories in Europe and Asia and managing the transition
to peacetime at home and overseas, he displayed a degree of insecurity manifest
in his mistrust of the bureaucracies in the State Department and Pentagon and
his assertive if not brash style of making decisions.?

Before becoming president, Truman had shown a mixture of political oppor-
tunity and caution regarding Palestine. As a U.S. senator, he had maintained
contacts with Zionists, endorsed individual Jews’ petitions for immigration, and
publicly condemned Nazi genocide. For security reasons, however, he remained
reluctant to endorse a Jewish state in Palestine. Truman admired several Ameri-
can Zionists, including his friends Eddie Jacobson and Max Lowenthal, Rabbi
Stephen Wise, and First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt, but he despised Rabbi Abba
Hillel Silver of Cleveland, a Republican and more militant Zionist activist. (After
Silver pounded on Truman’s desk while making a point during a meeting in
July 1946, Truman banned the rabbi from the White House and later remarked
that “terror and Silver are the contributing causes of some, if not all, of our
troubles.”)*

Scholars generally agree that Truman facilitated the creation of Israel but
disagree on his motives. John Snetsinger, Evan M. Wilson, Dan Tschirgi, and
Bruce J. Evensen underscore evidence that Truman and his political advisers
shaped foreign policy to gain financial contributions and the votes of U.S. Jews.
Truman submitted to public and press pro-Zionism, they argue, because he
lacked a sophisticated understanding of U.S. interests in the Middle East.*?
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Other scholars assert more favorably that Truman made policy on humani-
tarian and cultural grounds. News of the Holocaust, these authors argue, com-
pelled him to facilitate the relocation to Palestine of the remnants of European
Jewry. Clark Clifford attributes to Truman a “long history of sympathy for the
underdog [and] sheer human concern for a people who had endured the tor-
ments of the damned.” Such sentiments, Michael T. Benson observes, dovetailed
with ideas rooted in Truman’s evangelical Christian upbringing—namely, his
appreciation for Bible prophecies about the restoration of a Jewish state, his
sympathy for Jews as the chosen people of the Old Testament, and his basic
moral sense of right and wrong, which compelled him to honor the promise im-
plicit in the Balfour Declaration. Politics naturally mattered, Clifford maintains,
but remained “a minor factor.” Peter Grose adds that Truman angered Zionists
on certain key issues and points out that he lost New York in the 1948 election.?®

More nuanced interpretations argue that a combination of factors influenced
Truman. Michael Cohen acknowledges the importance of electoral consider-
ations but stresses that “no number of Jewish votes or sum of Jewish money
could have persuaded Truman to adopt a policy that he believed ran counter
to the national interest.” Zvi Ganin, David McCullough, Alonzo Hamby, and
Arnold Offner attribute Truman’s policy to a mixture of political and humani-
tarian considerations, anti-Soviet calculations, personal integrity, and mistrust
of the State Department.**

One reason for the ambiguity in Truman’s legacy is that he was pulled in dif-
ferent directions by his personal and professional advisers. No personal aide was
more influential than the pro-Zionist Clifford, Truman’s special counsel from
July 1946 to January 1950. Jacobson, Truman’s former business partner and a
Jewish Zionist, used friendship with the president to provide Zionist activists
with access to the White House. In 1947, Truman appointed an avowed Zionist,
General John Hilldring, to the U.S. delegation to the United Nations, where he
could monitor State Department officials whom the president suspected of dis-
loyalty. In 1948, Truman named a Christian Zionist, James B. McDonald, rather
than a professional foreign service officer, to serve as the first U.S. representative
to Israel>

David K. Niles also seemed to wield influence over presidential policy. The
son of Russian Jewish immigrants and a career civil servant, Niles served as
Roosevelt’s adviser on minority affairs and maintained that post under Truman.
Niles kept in close contact with Zionist and Israeli envoys and strove to influ-
ence Truman to endorse Zionist goals. Cliffords assistant, George Elsey, remem-
bered Niles as a “most secretive individual who slunk rather furtively round the
corridors of the White House and the Executive Office Building.” Loy Hender-
son, an anti-Zionist State Department official who competed with Niles for in-
fluence, considered him “the most powerful and diligent advocate of the Zionist
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cause” at the White House and a sinister figure who divulged classified infor-
mation to Zionists. Rabbi Silver considered Niles a political asset who provided
Zionist leaders access to the Oval Office. In 1951, Israeli Foreign Minister Moshe
Sharett wrote to Niles, using his first name and commending him for his “in-
estimable assistance during all these momentous years.” Niles replied on White
House stationery that “I shall continue to the end of my days to be grateful to
our Heavenly Father, and to my own beloved country, for the opportunity that
was given me to be one of the instruments through which President Truman”
helped establish Israeli independence.?

Public opinion also encouraged Truman to support Zionism. Resolutions
passed by state governments, rhetoric of members of Congress, political plat-
forms, and speeches of leading politicians from both major parties revealed an
enormous groundswell of support for Zionism. “There is a large and aggressive
element in public opinion which not only wholeheartedly endorses the Zionist
position, but even criticizes the Administration for not going far enough in fol-
lowing a pro-Zionist line,” State Department officials noted in 1946. By contrast,
anti-Zionism, “if it exists, has not been articulate.” In late 1947, the White House
received 135,000 letters about Palestine, nearly all endorsing Zionist demands.””

In combination with the pro-Zionist public opinion, a powerful anti-Arab
bias in U.S. culture created an anti-Arab frame of reference in the minds of some
U.S. leaders. Inspired by Edward W. Said’s suggestion that Western culture en-
hanced imperialism by lacing a racial bias and a sense of exceptionalism into
Western perceptions of Arab peoples, recent scholarship suggests that U.S. news
media, Christian churches, and other cultural mediators cast Jews in a favorable
light but spoke rarely and negatively about Arab peoples. Indeed, members of
Congress who endorsed Zionism often disparaged the mufti as pro-Nazi and
the leaders of Arab states as coldhearted.”®

Anti-Zionist officials in the State Department and Pentagon offered a coun-
tervailing force against the pro-Zionism of Truman, the White House staff, and
public opinion. Undersecretary of State Robert A. Lovett, Policy Planning Staft
Director George F. Kennan, and Secretary of Defense James Forrestal predicted
that promoting Zionism would trigger war in the Middle East, undermine U.S.
interests in the Arab world, and drive the Arab states into partnership with the
Soviet Union. George C. Marshall, the five-star general who coordinated U.S.
military operations during World War IT and served as secretary of state in 1947
49, feared that supporting Zionism would strain the Anglo-U.S. alliance. Histo-
rian Joseph W. Bendersky finds that widespread anti-Zionism among military
officers grew from their long tradition of anti-Semitism. Indeed, Eliahu Epstein,
director of the Washington-based Jewish Agency for Palestine, branded Tru-
man’s military aide, General Harry H. Vaughan, “a very bad influence . . ., an
anti-Semite.” >
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Henderson, who became director of NEA in 1945, was perhaps the best-known
anti-Zionist in the early Truman administration. Transferred from European af-
fairs to the embassy in Baghdad in 1943 because his stalwart anticommunism
countered the spirit of the wartime Grand Alliance, Henderson interpreted the
emerging Arab-Zionist conflict from an anticommunist perspective. He calcu-
lated that establishing a Jewish state in Palestine would cause war in the Middle
East and drive the Arab states into political partnership with the Soviet Union,
to the detriment of vital U.S. interests. When Silver asked Henderson in June
1947 to give a personal assurance that he was “sympathetic to the Zionist point
of view,” Henderson demurred. His anti-Zionism made him a political liability
to Truman, who, under pressure from Zionists, reassigned Henderson to the
embassy in India in June 1948.%°

Like Henderson, many State Department and Pentagon officials opposed
Zionism because they feared that it would promote communism in the Middle
East. They feared that Arab states would turn to Moscow to defeat Zionism and
expressed concern about ties between Jewish immigrants and Eastern European
governments. In 1945, British intelligence provided the State Department with a
report, purportedly written by Poland’s military intelligence service, that Soviet
agents disguised as Polish Jewish immigrants were infiltrating Palestine. In 1947,
British officials reported that the Irgun and the Stern Gang maintained con-
tacts with the Polish vice consul in Jerusalem, Witold Senft-Liskowsky. These
reports may have been fabricated or exaggerated by British officials to stimu-
late U.S. anti-Zionism. Even Colonel William Eddy, an ardent anti-Zionist who
spent considerable time in Palestine, dismissed the reports of Soviet infiltration
as “only talk.” This evidence made an imprint on anti-Zionist State Department
officials, however.*'

State Department officials also opposed Zionism because they feared anger-
ing Arab leaders. On 16 January 1946, King Ibn Saud of Saudi Arabia and King
Farouk of Egypt declared “that Palestine is an Arab country and that it is the
right of its people and the right of Moslem Arabs everywhere to preserve it as
an Arab country.” At a summit meeting at Inschass, Egypt, on 28-29 May, Arab
statesmen demanded an end to Jewish immigration, warned that pro-Zionism
by the United States or Britain would be considered “a hostile policy . . . against
the Arab countries,” and pledged to support Palestinians “with every means pos-
sible.”??

State Department officials initially balanced such declarations against evi-
dence of Saudi moderation. In July 1945 conversations about Saudi Arabia’s
need for Western financial subsidies, Counselor for Economic Affairs Harold
Hoskins noted that Ibn Saud had replaced his extreme rhetoric on Palestine
with a simple statement that “the Arabs of Palestine wish only to be left alone
and not to be overrun by Jews.” In early 1946, Saudi officials claimed to fear
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aggression from Iraq and Jordan more than a Jewish presence in Palestine. “I
am talking big because everyone else is,” Ibn Saud told a U.S. military officer in
September 1946, “but in the end Palestine will not affect my relations with the
Americans.”*

On balance, however, State Department officials accentuated the evidence
that Zionism imperiled American interests in the Arab states. Despite evidence
of Ibn Saud’s moderation, most U.S. officials came to fear that his anger at U.S.
Zionism would drive him to cancel U.S. air base rights at Dhahran, the Arabian-
American Oil Company’s oil concession, or Trans World’s air transit privileges.
State Department experts also worried that Egypt, Jordan, and Iraq would act on
their threats to punish the West. Iraq’s perception of U.S. Zionism, Henderson
observed in August 1945, “handicaps our efforts to develop friendly and close
relations.”*

Pentagon officials also feared that Zionism threatened U.S. security inter-
ests. In early 1946, military intelligence officers predicted that a pro-Zionist out-
come in Palestine would trigger Arab attacks on Western assets in the Middle
East and that two hundred thousand soldiers and two years would be needed
to suppress such attacks. Such a military encounter with the Arab states would
weaken Western military forces in Europe and Asia and “throw the majority of
Arabs of all classes into the arms of Soviet Russia.” The Middle East, the Pen-
tagon warned, “could well fall into anarchy and become a breeding ground for
world war.”?®

Driven by such concerns, State Department officials tried to steer Truman
away from his Zionist inclinations. “We should put President Truman on no-
tice as soon as possible,” NEA Chief Paul H. Alling warned Secretary of State
Edward R. Stettinius Jr. on 13 April 1945, “that the Zionists will undoubtedly
seize the first available opportunity to elicit from him a commitment on Pales-
tine.” Meeting with Truman on 26 May, Acting Secretary of State Joseph C. Grew
stressed “the unfortunate and possible serious effect” of pro-Zionist action by
the president. The State Department urged that “nothing be done to incur the
hostility of the Arabs or the Moslem world.”*¢

To their chagrin, State Department officials proved unable to exert satisfac-
tory influence on Truman’s policy decisions. Truman initially reiterated Roose-
velt’s assurances to Arab rulers, telling Emir Abdallah of Transjordan on 17 May
1945 that the new president would avoid decisions on Palestine “without full
consultation with both Arabs and Jews.” Gradually, however, Truman rejected
the State Department’s views as his populist distrust of eastern elites intensi-
fied. He privately derogated department officials as effeminate, snobbish, and
disloyal “tea hounds” and “striped pants conspirators.” As late as 1950, Truman
reportedly remarked to Israeli Ambassador Abba Eban that the “striped-pants
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boys in the State Department are against my policy of supporting Israel” but
that they would “soon find out who’s the President of the United States.”%”

For their part, State Department officials resented what they considered un-
wise presidential policy making for domestic political interests. Harry N. How-
ard, who worked in the State Department research division in 1945-47, argued
that Truman “made a fundamental mistake in his handling of the Palestine
problem.” Wilson noted that “our relations with the entire Arab world never re-
covered from the events of 1947-1948.” Hamby more charitably concludes that
“for Truman, caught in the middle, the result was an embarrassing no-win situa-
tion that threatened his control of foreign policy and left him a victim of some-
thing akin to political combat fatigue.”>®

Conclusion

At the dawn of the Cold War, foreign policy experts in the State and Defense
Departments identified strategic, diplomatic, economic, and cultural interests
in the Middle East and resolved to shield them from Soviet influence. To ac-
complish such a task, these officials aimed to pursue stability, become involved
to an unprecedented degree, promote Anglo-U.S. collaboration, and preserve
friendly relations with Arab states. As early as 1945, security officials made en-
during commitments to prevent the spread of communism into the Middle
East.

As US. officials took new interest in the Middle East as a region, they de-
tected rampant instability in Palestine. The mandate’s political deadlock, esca-
lating violence, and declining strategic importance eroded British determina-
tion to maintain control. As the British searched for a feasible solution to the
Palestine imbroglio, they would look to the United States for support and co-
operation. The tendency to cooperate with Britain for strategic reasons formed
one important foundation of U.S. policy toward Palestine in the late 1940s.

Dynamics within the Truman administration complicated the U.S. approach
to the Middle East. In general, the president accepted the State Department’s
and Pentagon’s views on the strategic importance of the Middle East and the
Anglo-U.S. partnership. When the issue of Zionism surfaced, however, Truman
telt pulled by competing unofficial interests based on domestic political, cul-
tural, and humanitarian considerations. U.S. policy making regarding Palestine
in the late 1940s thus involved a contest between official and unofficial inter-
ests. The clash produced a policy marked by ambiguity and inconsistency and
strongly but not exclusively inclined toward Zionism.
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AMBIVALENCE
Truman’s Policy toward Palestine, 1945-1947

President Harry S. Truman profoundly affected the establishment of the state
of Israel and the emergence of the Arab-Israeli conflict as a major international
issue. Although he inherited the controversy from Franklin D. Roosevelt, Tru-
man’s decisions helped transform the dispute from a quarrel over immigration
and landownership in a British mandate to a major contest over the right of the
Jews of Palestine to form a sovereign state. Truman made fateful decisions that
deeply invested the United States in the Arab-Israeli conflict.

In reaching his crucial decisions, Truman was buffeted by conflicting advice
from opposing corners of his administration. Consistent with public opinion,
most White House staff members urged the president to endorse the creation of
a Jewish state. The State and Defense Departments, by contrast, advocated anti-
Zionism to preserve security interests such as amity with Britain and military,
transportation, and oil assets in Arab states. Torn by such conflicting pressures,
Truman displayed a pattern of decision making marked by ambivalence and in-
consistency.

Truman’s Early Involvement in Palestine

A controversy regarding the immigration of Jews first drew Truman’s atten-
tion to Palestine. In June 1945, Zionist groups demanded that Britain repudiate
the White Paper of 1939 and immediately permit immigration of one hundred
thousand Jews, but Britain offered to allow only fifteen hundred immigrants per
month until the White Paper’s quotas were exhausted. For a mixture of reasons,
Truman endorsed the Zionist demand, and the British reaction led him to ac-
cept a new and risky degree of involvement in the controversy. As he became
enmeshed, Truman demonstrated a measure of ambivalence that would become
a trademark of his policy toward Palestine.

Truman endorsed the Zionist position on Jewish immigration to Palestine

32
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for domestic political and humanitarian reasons. He learned of the abysmal
conditions in war refugee camps in Europe and of the high costs of maintaining
such facilities. December 1945 and May 1946 opinion polls showed that between
78 and 80 percent of Americans who had followed the issue favored Jewish im-
migration to Palestine. Pro-Zionist adviser Samuel I. Rosenman argued that ad-
mission of one hundred thousand Jews would not change the “basic situation”
in Palestine and that Roosevelt had pledged only to consult the Arabs, not “to
obtain their consent before he took action.” In August 1945, Truman recom-
mended to British Prime Minister Clement Attlee that one hundred thousand
Jewish refugees be admitted to Palestine to relieve suffering and ensure “future
peace in Europe.”!

Truman’s advice bothered the State Department, the Arab states, and Britain.
NEA Director Loy Henderson warned that endorsing large-scale Jewish immi-
gration would subject the immigrants to housing and employment shortages
and trigger Arab resistance. Arab leaders strongly protested Truman’s position.
British Foreign Secretary Ernest Bevin openly stated his suspicion that Truman
wanted Jews to migrate to Palestine because he did not want them in America
and demanded that the president send four divisions of soldiers to stabilize the
mandate as the immigrants arrived. “We have the Arabs to consider as well as
the Jews,” Attlee added. Admitting a hundred thousand Jews would “set aflame
the whole Middle East.”?

Such countervailing pressures gave Truman pause, causing inconsistency in
his policy. In light of Attlee’s protests, Truman hesitated on the immigration
issue. But a pending mayoral election in New York City, in which a Jewish Re-
publican candidate vied for the traditionally Democratic Jewish vote, compelled
Truman on 29 September publicly to endorse the demand for a hundred thou-
sand immigrants. Then, after Saudi Arabia, Transjordan, and Syria charged that
Truman had violated Roosevelt’s pledge, Truman resisted calls from Zionists to
reiterate his 29 September statement. Unless Zionists were “willing to furnish
me with five hundred thousand men to carry on a war with the Arabs,” he told
Senator Joseph H. Ball (R-Minnesota) in November, “we will have to negotiate
a while.”?

In reaction to Truman’s diplomacy, Bevin proposed an Anglo-American
Committee of Inquiry into the Problems of European Jewry and Palestine
(aAcor). Bevin sought to share the burden of solving the Palestine problem,
delay Jewish immigration to Palestine, resolve the problem of Jewish refugees
in Europe, and, above all, fortify the Anglo-U.S. security partnership. Perhaps
he assumed that he could manipulate the United States to bolster British policy.
Equally interested in preserving the partnership with Britain, Truman approved
the AAco1 on the condition that it would consider Jewish immigration to Pales-
tine a viable option.*
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The twelve-member AAcoI was created in November 1945 and conducted
its mission over the following six months. Among its U.S. members were Judge
Joseph Hutcheson (the cochairman), Frank Aydelotte of Princeton University,
James McDonald of Columbia University, and Bartley Crum, a pro-Zionist at-
torney from San Francisco. Despite hostile reactions from both Zionist and
Palestinian leaders, who derogated the committee as a useless stalling ploy,
the aacor held hearings in Washington and London, toured refugee camps in
Europe, and gathered data in Palestine. Its 20 April 1946 final report recom-
mended that Britain admit one hundred thousand Jewish immigrants that year,
abolish restrictions on land purchases by Jews, and establish an international
trusteeship to govern Palestine. It advised against Jewish or Palestinian state-
hood?

This report drew criticism from the Jewish and Arab sides. Zionists cen-
sured the prohibition of statehood and, with camps in western Germany re-
cently swollen with 450,000 refugees from Eastern Europe, complained that the
figure of 100,000 immigrants to Palestine no longer sufficed. Anti-U.S. protests
erupted in Egypt, Syria, Lebanon, Iraq, and Palestine. Mobs torched the U.S. In-
formation Center in Beirut and marched on the British embassy in Baghdad.
Arab summit meetings at Inschass, Egypt, on 27-28 May 1946 and at Bludan,
Syria, on 8-12 June declared that the Aacor lacked legal authority, that Britain
must honor the White Paper’s promise of a Palestinian state, and that the United
States lacked grounds for intervention. In letters to Truman, Lebanese President
Bechara Khalil El-Khoury, Iraqi Chamber of Deputies President Mohammed
Hassan Kubba, Iraqi Regent Prince Abdul Ilah, Jordanian King Abdallah, Syrian
President Shukry al-Quwatly, and Saudi King Ibn Saud charged that the report
resulted from a conspiracy between Zionists and the committee and warned
that mass immigration of Jews would provoke war in Palestine and undermine
Arab-U.S. amity.

Truman’s advisers divided along familiar lines over the aacor report: the
NEA warned of the dire consequences of supporting massive Jewish immigra-
tion, while General John Hilldring, assistant secretary for occupied territories
in Europe, favored liquidation of refugee camps for financial and humanitarian
reasons. On 30 April 1946, Truman publicly endorsed the report and asked Brit-
ain to revoke the White Paper of 1939. He assured Arab leaders that Jewish im-
migration “would neither prejudice the rights and privileges of the Arabs now
in Palestine, nor constitute a change in the basic situation.””

In summer 1946, U.S. and British officials worked to implement the Aaco1
recommendations. In July, the leaders jointly advanced the Morrison-Grady
Plan, which proposed the division of Palestine into four districts (Palestinian,
Jewish, Jerusalem, and the Negev). The Palestinian and Jewish districts would
practice self-government on municipal, educational, development, landowner-
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ship, and public health matters, while a central government headed by a British
high commissioner and funded by U.S. aid would deal with defense, police,
trade, and other national matters. Although Aaco1r Commissioner McDonald
saw the scheme as a subtle reversal of Truman’s endorsement of Jewish immi-
gration, NEA officials endorsed it as realistic and fair and urged Britain to sell it
to the Palestinian Arabs and Jews.®

Origins of Partition

Before Britain could implement the Morrison-Grady Plan, it was overtaken by
a proposal to partition Palestine into a Jewish state and an Arab state. Zionist
leaders promoted the idea as a means to statehood, while Arab states, practicing
obstructionism, opposed the creation of a Jewish state. Stymied, Britain referred
the problem to the United Nations, which formed a committee that eventually
recommended partition. Although U.S. officials disagreed about the merits of
partition, Truman ultimately supported the idea.

In August 1946, the Jewish Agency openly demanded partition. The emer-
gence of assertive Zionist leader David Ben-Gurion over moderate Chaim Weiz-
mann signaled a new determination to achieve statehood. U.S. Zionists and Jew-
ish Agency officials, encouraged by Truman’s support of immigration, urged
him to endorse a Jewish state. They hoped that Truman’s concern about the
November 1946 midterm elections would compel him to consent.’

Predictably, U.S. officials had differing opinions regarding partition. White
House adviser David Niles urged Truman to endorse it as a means of neu-
tralizing an expected pro-Zionist pronouncement from Republican politician
Thomas Dewey. In contrast, State Department officials explained to Truman
that “we might do more harm than good by intervening at this time.” Truman
temporized, and on 4 October 1946, the eve of the Jewish Yom Kippur holy day,
he implicitly endorsed a Jewish state. Partition “would command the support
of public opinion in the United States,” he declared. “To such a solution our
Government could give its support.”*

Truman’s motives for issuing the Yom Kippur statement have been widely
debated. The president claimed purely humanitarian concerns. “I am not inter-
ested in the politics of the situation, or what effect it will have on votes in the
United States,” he explained. “I am interested in relieving a half million people
of the . . . distressful situation.” Despite this protestation, most scholars agree
with Kenneth Ray Bain’s assessment that Truman’s declaration was “a politi-
cal statement designed for domestic consumption and promising little hope of
winning immigration relief for the refugees.” Ironically, the statement failed to
achieve domestic gains, as Dewey called for immigration of hundreds of thou-
sands of Jews and Republicans won control of Congress in the 1946 election."
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While Zionists celebrated Truman’s Yom Kippur statement, Britain and the
Arab states protested vehemently. Attlee frankly complained that Truman had
eviscerated the British leader’s patient diplomacy with both parties. Lebanon
branded the statement “wholly antagonistic to the Arab[s’] legitimate right to
their country,” and Iraqi leaders discussed breaking diplomatic relations with
the United States. Saudi leaders accused Truman of supporting “Zionist aggres-
sion” and warned that they would consider reprisals ranging from an economic
boycott to “underground guerilla warfare against Americans throughout the
Arab World.” Officials of the Arabian-American Oil Company warned that they
might recharter as a British corporation to avoid the anti-U.S. backlash.?

Britain faced an impossible situation. Two rounds of Anglo-Arab-Jewish
talks between September 1946 and February 1947 produced an irreconcilable
deadlock: the Jews demanded a state, but the Arabs refused to approve one.
Bevin realized that to endorse partition would infuriate the Arabs, to oppose
it would provoke the Jews, and to impose a settlement on both parties would
require financial and military resources that his government lacked. Escalat-
ing violence in Palestine made Bevin’s problem acute. The July 1947 kidnapping
and murder of two British sergeants ignited a frenzy of retaliatory rampages by
British soldiers in Palestine and a wave of anti-Semitic outbursts in Britain. Ille-
gal Jewish immigration added to the tension, and Britain lost prestige when it
callously seized such vessels as the Exodus.®

To escape its predicament, Britain referred the Palestine issue to the United
Nations in February 1947. That move seemed an admission of inability to re-
solve the controversy, a gambit to gain U.S. support, and a sign that Labour
leaders favored decolonization of the mandate. When the U.N. General Assem-
bly convened in April 1947, the Jewish Agency initially feared the proceedings
because it lacked the U.N. voting rights enjoyed by five Arab states that pro-
posed Palestinian independence. But the assembly defeated that measure and
instead created the U.N. Special Committee on Palestine (UNScoOP) to study
the problem. Bevin’s referral to the United Nations would prove to be, in Zvi
Ganin’s apt phrase, “providential to the Zionist cause.”**

Surprised by the sudden turns in Palestine diplomacy, State Department offi-
cials privately debated the merits of partition during the UNSCOP mission. On
the one hand, some officials observed that partition would fulfill the territorial
aspirations of the Jewish and Arab communities, end the arguments about im-
migration and landownership, and sidestep problems such as ethnic disunity
in a uninational state. Partition also seemed attractive because in terms of self-
government, taxation, education, and police, the “Jewish community is virtually
a state at the threshold of birth.” Counselor Benjamin V. Cohen concluded that
partition offered the “best practical chance of settlement.”*®

On the other hand, NEA officials identified problems with partition. Borders
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drawn to recognize population demographics would complicate transporta-
tion, communications, defense, and economic development in both states. The
40 percent Arab minority in the Jewish state might lose civil rights. Partition
seemed likely to trigger a war of Arab resistance that would create an oppor-
tunity for Soviet meddling and disrupt oil supplies needed to fuel the Mar-
shall Plan in Europe. Henderson advanced an alternative plan to create a multi-
national trusteeship and grant independence when Palestine seemed ready.'®

In light of their uncertainty regarding the best way to handle the Palestine
problem, U.S. officials resisted Zionist pressure to endorse partition. Secretary
of State George C. Marshall and Henderson convinced Truman on 5 June to
urge citizens to avoid action prejudicing UNSCOP’s objectivity. Privately, Tru-
man displayed irritation at the Zionists. “We could have settled this Palestine
thing if U.S. politics had been kept out of it,” he grumbled in May. When a Chi-
cago attorney warned that Truman’s support for Palestinians would cost him
the 1948 election, Truman privately complained that “it is drivels [sic] such as
this that makes Anti-Semites.” The president also once remarked that he had
received “35,000 pieces of mail and propaganda” from Zionists and that he had
“piled it up and put a match to it.”"’

U.S. officials also expressed relief that subtle Zionist efforts to influence
UNScOP seemed to backfire. The U.S. consul in Jerusalem, Robert Macatee,
noted that unscop had been “feted ad nauseam by the Jewish Community”
but that most committee members proved immune to the lavish treatment.
The Zionists seemed to win over only Enrique Fabregat of Uruguay and Jorge
Garcia-Granados of Guatemala. The latter ardently defended Zionist interests
after reportedly enjoying “‘a beautiful friendship’ with a Jewess named ‘Emma,”
but his behavior alienated his colleagues. “Can’t you do something about these
Banana Republics?” the Australian delegate asked Macatee in disgust. “They’re
terrible.”

In contrast to the Zionist campaign for partition, Arab leaders refused to co-
operate with UNScoOP. Syria, Saudi Arabia, Yemen, and the Arab League pro-
tested that UNSCOP was biased against Arab interests, and Palestinians boy-
cotted its hearings. Various statesmen warned that they would forcefully resist
partition. Terrorist attacks, such as the 6 May bombing of the U.S.-owned Metro
Cinema in Cairo, suggested that Arab public opinion associated partition with
the United States."

In a final report on 31 August 1947, UNSCOP unanimously advised the ter-
mination of the British mandate and independence of Palestine. A minority of
three members called for Palestine to become a single federal state after three
years of UN. governance. But a majority of eight endorsed partition, with in-
dependence to follow a two-year transition period during which the United
Nations would negotiate an economic union, safeguard minority rights, and
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establish an international regime in Jerusalem. uUNscop had chosen partition
as the best solution to the Palestine dispute.?

The Partition Vote at the United Nations

The United States became deeply involved in the Palestine dispute during Gen-
eral Assembly consideration of UNSCcOP’s recommendation for partition. Con-
sistent with their thinking since the early 1940s, State Department and Pentagon
policy makers strongly opposed partition because they feared that it would evis-
cerate U.S. interests in the Arab world. But Truman, in keeping with his action
during the immigration debate, rejected this advice and fully supported parti-
tion on terms favorable to the prospective Jewish state. With U.S. backing, the
General Assembly passed a partition resolution in November 1947. As the diplo-
mats had anticipated, U.S. relations with Arab states experienced an immediate
and deep decline.

The General Assembly convened in September 1947 to discuss the UNscop
report amid growing awareness that partition had become a volatile issue. Brit-
ain made clear that it would not enforce partition and would depart Palestine
no later than August 1948. Although some Zionists were displeased by certain
aspects of the UNSCOP proposals, the Jewish Agency accepted partition because
the plan would achieve statehood. By contrast, Iraqi Foreign Minister Fadhil
Jamali called partition “ridiculous,” the Syrian press derided it as a “mutila-
tion,” and King Farouk of Egypt protested vigorously. Shadowy terrorist groups
bombed the U.S. consulate in Jerusalem on 13 October, threatened Americans
in Iraq, and vowed to wage holy war to prevent partition.*

U.N. debates on the unscop report forced U.S. officials to decide whether
to support or oppose partition. Nearly all State Department officials opposed
partition because it would trigger war, provoke Arab and Muslim retaliation
against U.S. interests, and fail in the absence of British enforcement. “The Arab
world is perilously close to the point at which governments no longer lead the
people,” the State Department observed, “but are dragged along in their wake.”
The NEA favored an international trusteeship, the UNscoP minority plan, or
immediate independence of a unified Palestine as the Arab states demanded.
Only Robert McClintock of the State Department’s Office of Special Political
Affairs endorsed partition as the least objectionable alternative.??

Intelligence and military and experts also criticized partition. The Central
Intelligence Group predicted that the plan would spawn violence, instability,
xenophobia, and communist activity sponsored by Moscow. Partition “is ca-
pable of changing the development of the Arab World from one of evolution in
cooperation with the West, to one of revolution with the support of the ussr.”
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The Joint Chiefs of Staff (jcs) declared that partition “would prejudice United
States strategic interests” in oil-rich Iraq and Saudi Arabia. Joseph W. Bendersky
suggests that the Pentagon’s opposition to partition reflected a fear, nurtured by
the military’s anti-Semitic culture, that Zionism had planted the seeds of com-
munism in the Middle East.*®

Despite these concerns, Truman prevented such officials from blocking par-
tition. When Marshall declared on 17 September that the United States “gives
great weight” to the UNSCOP majority report, Zionists protested intensely that
he had repudiated partition, and Truman directed the State Department explic-
itly to support it. At Niles’s urging, the president appointed Hilldring to the U.S.
mission to the United Nations to ensure that U.S. representatives obeyed the
president’s directive. State Department officials tried to appease Arabs by allo-
cating the Negev Desert to the Arab state, but Truman quashed the idea after
an emotional appeal from Weizmann. By November, the U.S. government in-
dicated that it would vote for partition but would not pressure other states to
do so.**

Truman’s action was consistent with currents in U.S. public opinion. In 1947
and 1948, polls found that Americans supported partition by a two-to-one ratio.
According to Eytan Gilboa, in 1948 the New York Times published thirty-one
pro-Zionist/pro-Israeli editorials and zero pro-Arab ones, while the Washing-
ton Post ran eighteen pro-Zionist/pro-Israeli editorials and only one that was
pro-Arab. Roman Catholics, who comprised nearly half of New England’s popu-
lation, remained anti-Zionist because their Church traditionally stressed that
Jews had crucified Jesus Christ and opposed Jewish control of Christian shrines
in Jerusalem. Nationally, however, such sentiment gave way to mounting sym-
pathy for Holocaust survivors.>

As expected, Truman’s decision to support partition alienated Arab govern-
ments. “This is the most dangerous step your country has ever taken in the Near
Eastern political scene,” Emir Faisal told U.S. Minister to Iraq George Wads-
worth, echoing messages from other Arab quarters. Marshall clarified to Saudi,
Syrian, Iraqi, Egyptian, and Lebanese envoys on 23 September that the United
States aimed to support U.N. prestige more than endorse Zionism, but the Arab
leaders warned that their citizens would not understand such subtleties.?®

The General Assembly approved partition in November 1947 by a vote of
thirty-three to thirteen, with ten abstentions. Consistent with Truman’s direc-
tive, the U.S. voted in favor of the measure. In anticipation of an Arab backlash,
Truman explained that he acted to support a majority recommendation of a
U.N. committee and to reach a solution based on “reason, peace, and justice,”
not to perform a deliberately unfriendly act toward Arab states. “An apparently
irresistible force is about to collide with a seemingly immovable object in Pales-
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tine,” Clifton Daniel wrote in the New York Times, capturing the drama of the
moment. “The force is Zionism and the object is Arab opposition to it.”*’

Unknown to Truman at the time, many U.S. citizens and members of Con-
gress lobbied foreign states to support the partition resolution. Subsequent in-
vestigations by the State Department determined that Zionist individuals and
groups—some claiming to speak for the U.S. government—had pressured dele-
gations from Cuba, Honduras, Liberia, the Philippines, China, Haiti, and Ethio-
pia to support the measure. Pressures included cash bribes and threats to curtail
business and U.S. foreign aid. Representative Sol Bloom (D-New York) tele-
phoned the Liberian delegate to the United Nations, and thirty-one senators
cabled the Greek legation. Filipino officials later admitted that they supported
partition under pressure from ten senators.?®

Rumors of such activities intensified the Arab anger ignited by the partition
vote. Arab spokesmen amplified reports of the unofficial lobbying and levied
accusations that Truman had personally phoned the presidents of Haiti and
the Philippines, the State Department had pressured France, and the White
House had ordered the delay in voting from 25 to 29 November solely to give
Zionists time to line up votes. Such lobbying “made a mockery of the United
Nations,” Saudi officials charged. “I was myself there,” Foreign Minister Faisal
complained, “and saw the change in attitude of delegates before and after pres-
sure was applied.”?*

Partition cast a pall over Arab-U.S. relations during the winter of 1947-48.
Already strained by disputes over trade, military aid, and British imperialism,
U.S. relations with Egypt suffered a major blow. The U.N. vote, U.S. Minister S.
Pinckney Tuck reported from Cairo, was greeted “by widespread noisy demon-
strations, by manifestoes and statements” against the United States. Egyptian
Prime Minister Mahmoud Nokrashy Pasha revoked the Pentagon’s privilege to
overfly Egyptian territory and use Farouk Field in Cairo. The United States, em-
bassy counselor Jefferson Patterson commented, “is certainly in bad odor at the
moment.”*°

The situation in other countries looked no better. In Damascus on the day
after the partition vote, a mob of two thousand people burned cars, smashed
windows, and tore down the Stars and Stripes at the U.S. legation. Iraqi Defense
Minister Shakir al-Wadi declared that “Americans had hopelessly lost Iraq’s
friendship.” Camille Chamoun of Lebanon protested that “anything could have
been [a] better solution” than partition. Saudi officials vowed to make “blood
sacrifices” to prevent a Jewish state. “There are no assurances we can give nor
any arguments we can use,” U.S. Minister to Jidda J. Rives Childs cautioned, “to
alter the Kings attitude [of ] implacable hostility and opposition” to partition.®!

U.S. officials who assessed this situation took modest comfort in the absence



42 Ambivalence

of clear Soviet gains in Arab states. At first uninvolved in the Palestine dispute,
the Soviet Union eventually backed a binational state solution and then ap-
proved partition, apparently to expedite the collapse of the British mandate and
challenge the vestiges of British imperialism in neighboring Arab states. If noth-
ing else, the Soviet move forestalled an immediate convergence of Soviet and
Arab interests.*?

Nonetheless, partition endangered Arab-U.S. relations and stability in the
Arab world. The c14 predicted a winter of anti-U.S. violence, rising nationalism,
and possible Soviet meddling followed by an Arab invasion of Palestine in the
spring. “We are not only forfeiting the friendship of the Arab world,” Henderson
warned, “but we are incurring long-term Arab hostility towards us.” The NEA’s
Gordon P. Merriam added that Arab states believed that a “Jewish beachhead
in Palestine . . . would sooner or later be fatal to them.”*?

Conclusion

The United States became increasingly involved in the Palestine dispute in 1945-
47. First drawn by a controversy over Jewish immigration to the British man-
date, the Truman administration weighed in on the political status of the ter-
ritory, served on the AAcol, and supported UNSCOP’s majority proposal to
partition Palestine. The increasing U.S. involvement resulted from the politi-
cal activism of domestic Zionists and the official concern that declining British
power and rising Arab-Jewish antagonism destabilized Palestine. The responsi-
bilities that Truman incurred would prove difficult to relinquish.

During this formative period, a badly divided Truman administration gave
crucial support to the Zionist cause. The State Department, Pentagon, and intel-
ligence agencies opposed Zionism on security and diplomatic grounds, while
Truman’s personal advisers endorsed Zionism for political, cultural, and hu-
manitarian reasons. At several crucial junctures, Truman ordered the imple-
mentation of pro-Zionist policy initiatives over the resistance of the security
officials. His endorsement of Jewish immigration in 1945, his Yom Kippur state-
ment in 1946, and his support of partition in 1947 revealed a pro-Zionist pro-
clivity and a disregard for Arab sensitivities. His actions pleased Zionists, but
U.S.-Arab relations soured, as the diplomats had anticipated.

By contrast, Truman refrained from unconditionally endorsing Zionism. He
privately articulated disquiet over the situation in Palestine and regret that do-
mestic political pressures influenced foreign policy (even as he submitted to
such factors). After calling for immigration of a hundred thousand Jews, Tru-
man refused Zionist entreaties to endorse a higher number. He declined to pro-
mote Zionist objectives during the UNSCOP mission and registered distaste for
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the assertive style of certain Zionist leaders. The unofficial meddling in the par-
tition vote at the United Nations especially angered Truman. Although his ac-
tions appeared pro-Zionist, Truman also harbored anti-Zionist impulses. His
indecisiveness caused inconsistency in his policy on Palestine and encouraged
future conflict among his advisers.
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DIPLOMACY AND CONFLICT

The Creation of Israel and the Arab-Israeli War
of 1948-1949

Although intended to resolve the Palestine conflict, the November 1947 U.N.
partition resolution intensified the controversy. The May 1948 establishment of
Israel and subsequent Arab-Israeli war caused U.S. leaders widespread politi-
cal and military problems. In early 1948, the American government faced a di-
lemma about whether to support or rescind partition in the face of intense Arab
opposition; in addition, the United States had to decide whether to recognize
the state of Israel. When international hostilities erupted, issues such as Jewish
immigration to Israel, arms supply to warring states, and economic aid to Israel
aggravated the situation. The prospect of using U.S. soldiers to pacify Palestine
lingered in the background. Israeli leaders attempted to exploit the 1948 U.S.
presidential election to serve the new country’s aims. In short, partition trig-
gered developments that destabilized the Middle East and seriously challenged
U.S. influence there.

Through this tumultuous period, the Harry S. Truman administration re-
mained deeply divided into pro- and anti-Zionist camps. White House advisers
favored policies that would facilitate the establishment of a Jewish state and
please Zionist Americans; in contrast, officials in the State Department and
Pentagon fretted about the decline in Arab amity toward the West, on which
national security interests rested. In the months following partition, these two
camps quarreled over partition, the recognition of Israel, Arab-Israeli disputes,
and Israel’s influence in U.S. domestic politics.

President Truman found it difficult to formulate a consistent policy toward
the Palestine conflict. He was both distracted by momentous events in the Cold
War and determined to privilege global considerations over Middle East inter-
ests whenever the two conflicted. He was buffeted by the conflicting advice of his
personal and professional advisers and unable to reconcile his national and do-
mestic political interests. Sudden and dramatic events in the Arab-Israeli con-
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flict made it difficult for the president proactively to formulate policy. Truman’s
policy remained reactive and inconsistent in 1947-49 and contributed to the
tension in U.S. relations with both Israel and the Arab community.

During the era of Israel’s creation, U.S. officials and the leaders of Palestine’s
Jewish community faced the challenge of negotiating a major transition in their
relationship. Accustomed to engaging in back-channel diplomacy among pro-
Zionists inside and outside the U.S. government, poststatehood Israeli leaders
found it difficult to limit themselves to formal diplomatic channels. The new
country’s government faced an “influence dilemma,” an agonizing realization
that unofficial diplomacy —however successful it seemed at shaping U.S. policy
—alienated top U.S. officials and thus weakened the formal relationship be-
tween the two nations.

For their part, U.S. officials haltingly came to grips with the new circum-
stance of Israeli sovereignty. Israel achieved statehood infused with national-
ism, ready boldly to pursue its national aims, and reluctant to honor U.N. de-
crees or foreign directives. U.S. officials, by contrast, expected Israel to adhere
to U.S. pressure and U.N. resolutions as if Israeli territory were still a mandate.
The American government faced a “firmness dilemma,” thinking that firmness
would compel Israel to submit to U.S. desires when in most cases that stance
provoked Israeli defiance.! That most State Department officials referred in late
1949 to Israeli territory as “Palestine” and to Israelis as “Jews” reveals willful or
subconscious reluctance to accept the reality of Israel. The influence and firm-
ness dilemmas added layers of complexity to the evolution of U.S. policy in
1947-49.

Trusteeship, Pacification, and Israeli Statehood

U.S. policy toward Palestine passed through a tumultuous phase in early 1948.
As mounting violence and Arab obstructionism made partition seem imprac-
tical, the State Department proposed replacing the partition plan with a U.N.
trusteeship over Palestine. Truman approved this plan but also assured Zion-
ists that he continued to support partition, an inconsistency that caused him
political embarrassment. Yet in spring 1948, U.S. officials found trusteeship as
unworkable as partition, belatedly seeking to enact a truce in Palestine as events
there raced out of American control.

In the aftermath of partition, civil war erupted. Fighting intensified after
11 December 1947, when Britain announced that it would evacuate Palestine on
15 May 1948. Palestinian forces threatened Jewish settlements through March
1948, when the Haganah took the offensive, secured control of areas designated
to the Jews by the partition plan, and opened a corridor to Jewish Jerusalem.
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The Jewish Agency prepared to declare statehood, but Palestinian leaders and
the Arab League failed to prepare an Arab state. Instead, Jordan fortified the
West Bank, and other powers prepared to invade Jewish areas.’

Jewish immigration to Palestine also inflamed tensions. Arab states and Brit-
ain charged that Jewish immigrants took up arms against Palestinian Arabs.
Concerned that many immigrants from Eastern Europe were communists, U.S.
officials tried to block the landing in Palestine of the Pan York and Pan Cres-
cent, ships that sailed from Bulgaria in December 1947 with twelve thousand
passengers, including some two thousand reportedly “nominated” by Soviet au-
thorities. Jewish Agency officials, however, disputed these charges and refused
to halt the voyages.?

A controversy over arms control further destabilized the situation. The Tru-
man administration imposed an embargo on arms supply to Palestine and
neighboring Arab states in November 1947 and convinced the United Nations to
follow suit in early 1948. Jewish Agency officials, U.S. Zionists, and White House
advisers pressed Truman to abolish the embargo against the Jews, to no avail. At
the same time, Zionists smuggled airplanes, explosives, and ammunition from
the United States, while Britain secretly armed its Arab allies over low-key U.S.
State Department protests.*

In this context, State and Defense Department officials renewed their oppo-
sition to partition. Evidence of Zionist meddling in the UN. vote and Arab
reactions to it reinforced these leaders’ original resistance to the idea. The
Arabian-American Oil Company suspended construction of the Trans-Arabian
Pipeline— considered vital to Europe’s oil supply—given unsettled conditions
in Syria and Jordan. Above all, State and Defense officials feared that partition
would lead to an Arab-Jewish war in which the Soviets would gain political
influence. Britain refused to enforce the partition plan, the Pentagon opposed
sending U.S. soldiers into the fray, and the long and overlapping territorial
boundaries proposed in the U.N. resolution seemed a recipe for perpetual con-
flict. The State Department proposed asking the General Assembly to establish a
trusteeship over Palestine under U.N. or Western supervision until the residents
of Palestine formed a permanent government.

Truman responded inconsistently to the trusteeship idea. He encouraged the
State Department to pursue trusteeship by blaming the Palestine imbroglio on
“British bullheadedness and the fanaticism of our New York Jews.” More im-
portant, when Secretary of State George C. Marshall proposed asking the U.N.
Security Council to reconsider partition, Truman approved “in principle,” pro-
vided “that nothing should be presented . . . that could be interpreted as a re-
cession on our part from the position we took in the General Assembly.” At the
request of U.S. officials, the Security Council voted on 5 March to reconsider
partition.®
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Truman affirmed this initial step toward trusteeship over the objections of
personal advisers and Zionist activists. Special Counsel Clark Clifford warned
that a policy shift would destroy U.S. and U.N. credibility and that the trustee-
ship idea “comes from those who never wanted partition to succeed and who
have been determined to sabotage it.” Zionist groups organized public rallies to
pressure the administration to implement partition at once. On 8 March, how-
ever, Truman authorized Marshall to advance a trusteeship plan because par-
tition seemed unworkable, and on 19 March, U.S. Ambassador to the United
Nations Warren R. Austin asked the Security Council to approve such a plan.
Distracted by mounting tensions caused by the 25 February Czech coup, Tru-
man failed to clarify the timing of the State Department’s action, consider the
likely public reaction, or recognize the incompatibility of partition and trustee-
ship.”

Conversely, Truman also assured Zionists of U.S. support for partition. Ex-
hausted by Zionist politicking, Truman had denied Jewish Agency leader Chaim
Weizmann’s request for an audience in February, but after Truman’s longtime
friend and former business partner, Eddie Jacobson, intervened, Truman agreed
to meet Weizmann on 18 March. When Weizmann argued that “the choice for
our people . . . is between statehood and extermination,” Truman said that he
remained committed to partition. Truman did not reconcile this pledge with
the State Department initiative that he had approved on 8 March, and no one
informed the State Department of Truman’s new statement.?

Austin’s U.N. announcement of the presidentially approved new policy on
trusteeship occurred one day after Truman’s pledge to Weizmann, igniting a
major political controversy and a frenzy of angry accusations. The State De-
partment expressed bewilderment about Truman’s actions. Clifford accused the
State Department of deliberately misleading the president by failing to disclose
its ultimate intentions, while the pro-Zionist public pilloried the administration
for double-crossing the Zionists. “Isn’t that hell?” Truman fumed in his diary.
“I'm now in the position of a liar and a double-crosser.” Truman had not real-
ized that he was following an inconsistent policy, Alonzo Hamby aptly observes,
“until reality hit him like a sledgehammer.”®

Despite the political firestorm, U.S. officials pursued the trusteeship initia-
tive against great odds. Truman clarified publicly on 25 March that he sought a
trusteeship as a temporary measure, designed to stabilize Palestine from the ex-
piration of the mandate on 15 May until partition could be implemented. State
Department officials took steps to establish a trusteeship regime. They convened
the General Assembly on 17 April and circulated a trusteeship charter among
U.N. members. Yet even if the United Nations approved trusteeship, Gordon P.
Merriam of the NEA noted, “the difficulties in the way of working it out are
colossal.” 1
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The reluctance of any power to enforce trusteeship formed one major diffi-
culty of the plan. The jcs estimated that enforcement would require between
one hundred thousand and two hundred thousand U.S. soldiers, and Secretary
of Defense James Forrestal warned that sending fifty thousand troops would
drain defense spending, exhaust the entire U.S. Army and Marine reserves,
and render “meaningless” the American commitments to Italy, Iran, Greece,
Turkey, and China. Army officers stressed that one hundred thousand British
troops had proved unable to stop terrorism and that U.S. forces would face com-
parative disadvantages based on their “lack of established intelligence channels
and unfamiliarity with languages, customs, and terrain.” The deputy director
of army intelligence, Colonel Carter W. Clarke, concluded that “no US troops
should be sent to Palestine.” "

Domestic political pressure also undermined the prospect for trusteeship.
On 23 March, Truman noted a Zionist “barrage” on the issue, and envoys from
the American Jewish Committee, the American Jewish Labor Council, and vari-
ous labor unions visited Foggy Bottom to denounce trusteeship. State Depart-
ment officials detected “a new smear campaign” against NEA Director Loy Hen-
derson, the main advocate of trusteeship, and in early May Truman appointed
General John Hilldring as special assistant to Marshall, apparently to balance
Henderson. David Ben-Gurion mobilized Nachum Goldmann, a Zionist long
active in the Jewish Agency and the World Jewish Congress, to lobby U.S. offi-
cials to support partition as the best resolution of the civil war in Palestine.'?

Nor did trusteeship win the support of Zionists in Palestine or their Arab
opponents. “The Jews have no use for trusteeship,” Eliahu Epstein of the Jew-
ish Agency told Henderson. Agency leader Moshe Sharett informed Marshall
on 8 May that the agency would declare statehood a week later. “The State was
within our physical grasp,” he argued. “We would not commit suicide to gain
[the] friendship” of the United States. While Syria, Lebanon, Iraq, Jordan, and
Egypt applauded the reconsideration of partition, they remained profoundly
suspicious of trusteeship, especially after Truman’s 25 March statement. Accord-
ing to the c1a, Arab countries viewed the trusteeship plan as “a device for the
surreptitious imposition of partition.” "

Escalating violence in Palestine further diminished the prospects for any
diplomatic settlement of the Arab-Jewish controversy. On 9 April, Irgun and
Stern Gang forces entered the Arab village of Deir Yasin and killed 250 per-
sons, half of them women and children, stirring anger among Palestinians. The
British withdrawal from Haifa on 21 April triggered a battle for that city. After
the Haganah reopened the road from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem on 10 May, the fight
for Jerusalem intensified.**

In fact, U.S. officials proved unable even to negotiate a truce in Palestine.
Truman called for a cease-fire in his 25 March statement, and State Department
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officials pressed for the cessation of hostilities. The Security Council passed a
cease-fire resolution on 17 April and established the Truce Commission, com-
prised of the U.S., French, and Belgian consuls in Jerusalem, on 23 April. But the
Jewish Agency indicated that it would accept a truce only if it gained statehood,
while the Arab Higher Committee and the Arab League demanded a revoca-
tion of partition and a moratorium on Jewish immigration as conditions for a
truce. To widespread Arab public acclaim, Arab leaders meeting in Amman on
26 April decided to occupy Palestine on the termination of the mandate.”

Badly wounded by the violence and animosity in Palestine, the trusteeship
plan was finished oft by the declaration of Israeli statehood on 15 May 1948. As
the British mandate expired, the National Council of Jewish Communities of
Palestine declared the independence of Israel in the territory allotted to a Jew-
ish state under the partition plan. “No one can question the courage or the high
purpose of this act of self-assertion,” the New York Times commented, captur-
ing the significance of the deed, “or doubt that Partition, long discussed, long
challenged, long postponed, is now a living fact.”*¢

To make good their declaration of independence, Zionist leaders quickly
formed a provisional government of Israel. Ben-Gurion became prime minister,
and Chaim Weizmann, whose moderate diplomacy seemed ill-suited to the task
of securing independence, occupied the largely ceremonial office of president.
Moshe Sharett, for years a close adviser of Ben-Gurion in the Jewish Agency,
became foreign minister. The provisional government established the Israel De-
fense Forces (IDF) on the foundation of the Haganah to defend the new state
and quickly organized other departments to govern its people and land."”

Recognition of Israel

The declaration of Israeli statehood confronted U.S. officials with a stark choice.
Since March, they had increasingly sensed the futility of trusteeship and antici-
pated a declaration of Jewish statehood. Deliberations on how to react to such
an event intensified in early May as American leaders realized the imminence
of the declaration. When confronted with a decision about recognizing the new
Jewish state, Truman dropped his interest in trusteeship and made another im-
portant policy change.

Consistent with the established pattern, Truman heard conflicting advice
from the State Department and the White House staff on the issue of recog-
nition. At a crucial meeting on 12 May, Clifford urged Truman to indicate at
once that he would recognize a Jewish state, both to affirm his support of par-
tition and to steer the new state away from communism. Undersecretary of
State Robert A. Lovett urged Truman to wait, warning that making such a move
while the Security Council debated trusteeship would destroy the prestige of
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the U.S. government. Upset that Truman had even consulted domestic advisers,
Marshall protested that recognition would comprise a “transparent dodge to
win a few votes” and remarked that if Truman ordered it, Marshall would vote
against the president in the upcoming election. That statement, Clifford later
recalled, was Truman’s “sharpest rebuke ever” and “brought the meeting to a
grinding halt.”'®

To the deep regret of the State Department, however, Clifford found a way
to facilitate Truman’s early recognition of the Jewish state. After Truman told
Clifford that the United States would recognize the Jewish state once it was
established, Clifford encouraged Jewish Agency officials to declare statehood at
once and to solicit U.S. recognition. Within eleven minutes of the proclamation
of Israeli independence, Epstein requested and Truman approved U.S. recogni-
tion. To no avail, Lovett asked Clifford to delay recognition by a few days both to
prepare Arab states for the news and to ensure the physical safety of U.S. envoys
in the region."”

Truman’s action dramatically affected the Palestine situation as well as U.S re-
lations with Israel and Arab states. Recognition of Israel, Anne O’Hare McCor-
mick wrote in the New York Times, “does more than anything to give it reality
and to emphasize the difference between the Palestine problem of today and
that of yesterday.” Israelis were electrified by news of the deed. But Marshall told
Truman that it made “a hell of a mess” at the United Nations, while Director
of Navy Intelligence E. T. Wooldridge added that “our prestige and influence in
the Middle East has suffered what may be irreparable damage.”2°

In the weeks that followed, the State Department tried to limit the impact
of recognition. With Truman’s approval, Lovett clarified that the United States
would withhold de jure recognition because Israel’s borders were in flux and
because communists might gain control of the government. The department
also announced that the U.S. envoy to Israel, Charles F. Knox Jr., would serve as
special representative rather than minister or ambassador and that the United
States did not recognize the new government as the legal guardian of the Jews
of Jerusalem. The State Department also advised the Pentagon to verify that
military attachés to the mission in Tel Aviv were neutral on the Arab-Israeli dis-
pute.

Although elated by U.S. recognition, some Israelis felt unsatisfied by U.S.
policy. Prime Minister Ben-Gurion thanked Truman for helping to “end the
agelong Jewish tragedy,” but Epstein, who became Israel’s first special represen-
tative in Washington, considered the absence of de jure recognition a rebuff.
White House staff members worried that the Republican Party would exploit
the limited recognition. Clifford’s aide and foreign policy adviser, George M.
Elsey, called the terms of Knox’s appointment “a snub” that would boomerang
on Truman.*
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Recognition of Israel enraged the Arab states and Britain. Navy intelligence
officials detected widespread dismay among Arab peoples and evidence that
most governments were “profoundly shocked” and ready to blame the United
States if Arab armies entering Palestine were repulsed. Recognition enraged
Britain, Policy Planning Staff Chairman George F. Kennan noted, threatening
to “disrupt the unity of the western world and to undermine our entire policy
toward the Soviet Union.” British Foreign Secretary Ernest Bevin wrote that
Truman’s action “left us bewildered and frustrated.”**

U.S. officials who worried about the impact of Truman’s move were some-
what relieved when the Soviet Union extended full, de jure recognition of Israel
within days of its creation. The Soviets were motivated by an affinity for Israelis
as fellow victims of Nazi depredations, an awareness that Israel allowed com-
munists to function politically while Arab states repressed communists, and
an identification with Israel’s leaders, many of whom were socialists with East
European or Russian roots.** Yet U.S. officials continued to worry that Arab
rage, even without Soviet backing, would undermine vital interests in the re-
gion.

Truman’s decision to recognize Israel at the moment of its birth has remained
controversial among historians. Michael T. Benson, for example, sympatheti-
cally portrays the president as honoring his cultural values and keeping his word
despite bureaucratic opposition. Michael Cohen more critically concludes that
“Truman had made tyrannical use of his prerogative” and “rendered incalcu-
lable damage to American integrity, and to the prestige of the United Nations.” >
Such views are not mutually exclusive. Truman’s recognition of Israel was a
lineal descendent of his earlier pro-Zionist policies and support for partition.
Coming on the heels of the trusteeship initiative, however, recognition also
comprised a tactical reversal that aggravated Arab discontent regarding U.S.
policy, sharpened the divide within the U.S. government, and stained the U.S.
reputation.

U.S. Policy during the Arab-Israeli War

The simultaneous expiration of the British mandate, declaration of Israeli
statehood, U.S. recognition of Israel, and invasion by Arab armies drastically
changed the situation in Palestine. An undeclared civil war among inhabitants
of a British mandate suddenly became an international war. The issues that
had monopolized U.S. attention since 1946 —partition and trusteeship—be-
came moot points, replaced by a desire to support U.N. efforts to contain the
fighting and to find terms for a permanent settlement of the Arab-Israeli con-
flict.

The Arab-Israeli war that began in May 1948 passed through a series of hos-
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tilities and uneasy cease-fires. Warfare raged from 15 May to 8 June, followed by
a truce from 8 June to 8 July, followed by a burst of fighting from 8 to 18 July
before a second cease-fire took effect. The early military situation was extremely
fluid and confusing. Centered in Tel Aviv and Haifa, the IDF defended Israel’s
Jewish population and maintained access to Jerusalem. Two Egyptian columns
moved northward, one along the coast and another toward Hebron and Jerusa-
lem. Lebanese and Syrian troops fought Jewish forces in the north and north-
east, and the Arab Legion crossed the West Bank and approached Jerusalem.
Palestinians battled the IDF in the middle of the country. Sporadic consultations
between Israeli and Arab statesmen did little to stem the war.?S (See map 2.)

Israel clearly bested its adversaries during war and truce. In May, Israel re-
pulsed Lebanon’s foray into northern Palestine and conducted raids north of the
border, and in early June the Jewish state destroyed two major Egyptian garri-
sons between Migdal and Gaza. In violation of the first truce, the IDF bolstered
its defenses of Jerusalem, airlifted in two thousand British- and U.S.-trained sol-
diers, stole two Cromwell tanks from departing British forces, acquired Soviet
weapons, and landed at Haifa a ship bearing men of military age and weapons.
When Egyptian tanks broke the truce by attacking the 1DF, Israel launched
an offensive while blaming Cairo for resuming the war. As Israel gained terri-
tory and morale, Israeli Foreign Minister Sharett boasted in July that the Arab
powers’ decision to fight “has been their undoing.”*”

Arab forces, by contrast, suffered a string of setbacks. As they emerged from
the yoke of European imperialism, Arab states tended to compete for regional
influence. Suspicious of one another’s territorial ambitions in Palestine, they re-
frained from coordinating military tactics. Michael Doran finds that Egypt en-
tered the war as much to halt Jordan’s move into Palestine and avert a Syrian-
Iraqi union as to crush Israel. Moreover, the arms embargo forced Arab states to
restrict operations, and morale plummeted among combat soldiers who faced
an energized Israel. By July, Director of Central Intelligence R. H. Hillenkoetter
reported, Arab leaders realized that they faced a hopeless military situation in
Israel ?®

The United States took a relatively passive posture during the early fight-
ing. Truman focused on his reelection campaign and departed Washington for
three weeks in June. The Soviet blockade of Berlin on 24 June absorbed the at-
tention of top officials. Dispirited by the sudden widening of the conflict and
by Truman’s recognition of Israel, State Department officials merely endorsed
the 20 May appointment of Count Folke Bernadotte of Sweden as U.N. media-
tor, encouraged the belligerents to honor the cease-fire resolutions passed by
the Security Council on 22 May and 15 July, and maintained the arms embargo
despite pressure from both sides to lift it. Foggy Bottom’s frustration with the
situation was revealed in foreign service officer Robert McClintocK’s private re-
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mark that he was leaving Washington on 2 July for a vacation at Martha’s Vine-
yard, “where I intend to wash away the sins of the Chosen People—and their
equally sinful adversaries—in clear salt water.”*®

Passivity also marked U.S. policy on the question of sending troops to en-
force a U.N. settlement. In July-August, Bernadotte requested U.S. combat sol-
diers to guard his mission as it relocated from Rhodes to Jerusalem, to protect
a crucial water pumping station at Latrun against sabotage, and to patrol the
Israeli-Jordanian front near Jerusalem. But Pentagon officers doubted that U.S.
forces would pacify the land, predicted that Arab states would criticize the ar-
rival of American troops, and feared that terrorist attacks by the Irgun or the
Stern Gang might even draw the United States into war against Israel. Compli-
ance with Bernadotte’s requests would generate other requests for U.S. police
forces worldwide, the jcs feared, and, given the tensions over Berlin, trigger a
Soviet response. Not even the 12 August demolition of the Latrun water sta-
tion changed the Pentagon’s thinking. It even refused State Department pleas
for marines to guard U.S. diplomats in Jerusalem and Tel Aviv. Not until Octo-
ber, after U.S. envoys received death threats, did Forrestal send forty marines to
the consulate in Jerusalem.?°

In contrast to their unwillingness to send combat forces, U.S. officials ac-
ceded to Bernadotte’s request for U.S. soldiers to serve as U.N. observers. The
Pentagon reasoned that such observers might help Bernadotte implement a last-
ing cease-fire and diminish the danger of the Arab states turning to the Soviets.
Officials in the Office of the Secretary of Defense considered the dispatch of ob-
servers the Pentagon’s second-highest priority, after Berlin, in mid-1948. Tru-
man approved on 1 June, and State Department officials arranged that only
the United States, France, and Belgium —members of the Truce Commission—
would supply such personnel. By August, 115 U.S. soldiers were assigned as U.N.
observers in Israel/Palestine.’

War-related issues caused U.S.-Israeli relations to have a rocky beginning.
Confronting the firmness dilemma, U.S. officials had difficulty accepting Israeli
statehood. Affirming Bernadotte’s decision that immigration of men of military
age violated the cease-fires, for example, American leaders favored restrictions
on Jewish immigration to Israel, slowed the departure of Jewish men from Ger-
many, and reacted passively when Lebanon arrested sixty-nine Jewish men of
military age aboard the Marine Carp, an American Export Lines passenger ship
that called at Beirut en route to Haifa. Israeli officials, by contrast, insisted that
they had a sovereign right to control immigration to their country.*?

The United States and Israel also quarreled about the U.S. arms embargo.
Backed by its domestic supporters, Israel pressed Truman for weapons dur-
ing the first week of its independence, when Arab ground offensives and an
Egyptian air raid on Tel Aviv made the new country anxious for warplanes and
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antiaircraft guns. Obtaining arms was “a matter of life or death,” Sharett noted
on 22 May. There “were no words [to] express [the] desperate urgent need of
planes,” he added weeks later. Israel’s envoy to the United Nations, Abba Eban,
argued that the UN. embargo had expired with the mandate and should not
apply to sovereign Israel.*

State Department and c14 officers, however, convinced Truman that the em-
bargo enhanced the prospect of a negotiated settlement by limiting all powers’
capacity to make war. Arab leaders would regard U.S. arming of Israel “as a vir-
tual American alliance with the Jewish war effort and an American declaration
of war” against the Arabs, the State Department cautioned. Arab states would
sever relations with the West, curtail oil exports, and turn to Moscow for politi-
cal assistance. Arab efforts to halt arms deliveries to Israel might trigger U.S.-
Arab war, imperiling “the foundation-stone of US policy in Europe— partner-
ship with a friendly and well-disposed Britain.” With Truman’s blessing, State
Department officials rigidly enforced the embargo, protesting reported viola-
tions by Panama and Switzerland, blocking the export to Egypt of spare parts
for civilian aircraft used by King Farouk, and monitoring Soviet arms supplied
to both sides.**

The experience of the U.S. observers assigned to the United Nations also
caused friction between the United States and Israel. An army attaché reported
that the observers became “unanimous in disgust at Jewish actions,” blamed the
IDF for 9o percent of truce violations, and considered Israeli officials “cocky,
arrogant, wise guys, liars” while Egyptians and Jordanians seemed “very co-
operative.” Because the Israelis defied Bernadotte, Marshall told Truman, the
United States should withhold de jure recognition, oppose Israeli membership
in the United Nations, and reject Israeli loan requests.>®

Under the firmness dilemma, however, U.S. leaders had limited means to
shape Israeli behavior. Indeed, Israeli officials chafed at the presence of U.N.
officials in the country. “A large body of foreign people coming here to lay down
the law on behalf of the U.N. went against the grain of the man in the street,”
Sharett told Bernadotte. “Why should Americans, Frenchmen, Belgians, and
Swedes be coming here to boss us? . . . Why should we be treated as inferiors,
when at long last we had achieved our independence?”?¢

The Bernadotte Plan

Reversing their passivity during the early months of war, U.S. officials became
involved in a plan for a permanent settlement in Palestine formulated by U.N.
mediator Bernadotte. Although the Arab states and Israel showed little enthu-
siasm for the plan, the State Department vigorously promoted it. But the de-
partment made little headway against Arab and Israeli opposition before Israeli
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extremists murdered Bernadotte in September 1948. U.S. efforts to promote the
plan might even have stimulated additional Israeli military action.

Bernadotte sketched a framework for a final Arab-Israeli settlement in Au-
gust 1948. He proposed that Arab states acquiesce in the existence of Israel,
that Jordan annex the portions of Palestine not designated to Israel, and that
both powers approve border alterations. In what was billed as a territorial com-
promise, Israel would retain the western Galilee, which had been designated to
the Arabs but occupied by the IDF, and relinquish the Negev, which lay out-
side Israel’s control although originally designated to it. An international regime
would govern Jerusalem, and Israel would repatriate Palestinian refugees.*”

Although Truman authorized Marshall to promote the Bernadotte Plan, Arab
and Israeli leaders reacted coldly. Arab states refused to negotiate with Israel
and complained about the absence of provisions for establishing a Palestinian
state. Israeli officials declared no confidence in Bernadotte and insisted on direct
Arab-Israeli negotiations rather than U.N. mediation. Sharett called the plan “a
complete capitulation to Anglo-Arab pressure” and discarded the idea of relin-
quishing the Negev as “rubbish.”**

To sell his proposal, Bernadotte made the fateful decision to move his head-
quarters from Rhodes to Jerusalem in late summer 1948. Israeli officials feared
that Bernadotte’s presence would raise the prospect of internationalizing Jeru-
salem, and rumors abounded in Israel that the mediator was a British agent.
On 17 September, one day after Bernadotte formally submitted his plan to the
United Nations, the Stern Gang assassinated him in Jerusalem.*®

Israeli officials expressed deep remorse at Bernadotte’s death. Sharett an-
nounced that he was “outraged by [the] abominable assassination . . . by des-
peradoes and outlaws who are execrated by [the] entire people of Israel.” For-
eign Ministry political adviser Leo Kohn felt chastened by Western allegations
that extremist statements by government officials had encouraged the assas-
sins. Israeli authorities promptly arrested two hundred Stern Gang members
and pledged to ensure that no similar events occurred. (Cary David Stanger
concludes, however, that Israel never brought the killers to justice.)*°

U.S. officials and the media expressed profound anger at the assassination.
Ralph Bunche, a U.S. diplomat in U.N. service, called the murder “an outrage
against the international community.” U.S. Consul John ]. Macdonald charged
the Israeli military governor in Jerusalem, Bernard Joseph, with personal re-
sponsibility for Bernadotte’s death, and U.S. Navy Commander William R. Cox,
a UN. observer who had ridden in the automobile in which Bernadotte was
killed, reported that Israel conducted a halthearted investigation to find the
gunmen. The New York Times condemned the “atrocious crime” as a blow to
“the great experiment of substituting reason for force.” At the extreme, U.S.
Minister to Damascus James H. Keeley concluded that the murder provided “a
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good time to review the role that Jews have played in world affairs from the cru-
cifixion of Christ, the Messiah, to the assassination of Bernadotte, the mediator,
and to re-orient American policy accordingly.”*!

In the aftermath of Bernadotte’s death, the State Department vigorously pro-
moted his plan. Perhaps department officials were motivated by guilt over the
Pentagon’s refusal to supply the mediator with bodyguards; perhaps they calcu-
lated that they could exploit the worldwide remorse regarding the assassination
to forge a consensus for a settlement. Bernadotte’s death offered “a rare oppor-
tunity for settling this dispute if acted on decisively and promptly,” Lovett told
Truman. Marshall published and publicly endorsed the plan on 20-21 Septem-
ber. The assassination elevated the more ambitious and talented Bunche as the
new mediator, Amitzur Ilan notes, and motivated several Western states to em-
brace the Bernadotte Plan.*?

Unfortunately for the State Department, neither the Arab states nor Israel
showed any inclination to approve the plan. Jordan agreed to consider it, but
Lebanon, Iraq, Saudi Arabia, and Egypt charged that Bernadotte’s murder re-
vealed an Israeli expansionism that rendered peaceful coexistence impossible.
The plan confirmed the “Zionist rape of Palestine,” Syrian Foreign Minister
Mushin Barazi noted. “If the United States . . . will give New York City to its
Jewish inhabitants,” Syrian President Shukry al-Quwatly chided, he would ac-
quiesce “in the mutilation of Palestine and might even include a portion of Syria
in the bargain.”*?

Israel remained equally hostile to the plan. Hoping that time would weaken
the emotional effect of the assassination, the Foreign Ministry resolved to stall
the plan at the United Nations, force Marshall to rescind his endorsement, and
mobilize U.S. Zionists to win over Truman. Sharett attacked the territorial pro-
visions of the plan, insisting that Israel must have both the Negev (which pro-
vided room for development, mineral wealth, and access to the Gulf of Aqaba)
and the western Galilee (which the Arab states that invaded Israel did not de-
serve). 4

In contesting these expansive Israeli claims, U.S. officials inadvertently en-
couraged Israel to resume warfare in late 1948. Some Israeli officials argued pri-
vately that bold action would ease U.S. pressure to yield Israeli claims to the
Negev in exchange for control of the western Galilee, and the IDF touted its
ability to rout Egyptian units in the southern desert. In this context, Deputy
Undersecretary of State Dean Rusk commented to Eban on 1 October that
Egypt’s occupation of the Negev weakened Israel’s claim to it. Five days later,
the Israeli cabinet authorized Ben-Gurion to initiate military action in Negev.*®

Ben-Gurion quickly used this authority to seize the northern Negev. Re-
ports that Egypt fired on an Israeli convoy provided a pretext for a 15-21 Octo-
ber Israeli offensive that captured Beersheba, secured the northern Negev, and



Diplomacy and Conflict 57

encircled a major contingent of Egyptian soldiers at Al Faluja. A 19 October
Security Council cease-fire resolution urged both states to return to their pre—
15 October borders. Israel accepted the cease-fire on 21 October but refused to
surrender the land it had captured.*®

U.S. Politics and the Decline of the Bernadotte Plan

Seriously wounded by Israeli and Arab opposition, the Bernadotte Plan also
suffered damage during the 1948 U.S. presidential election campaign. Israeli
officials were alarmed that Democratic and Republican leaders suspended cam-
paigning on foreign policy issues because this silence enabled the State Depart-
ment to promote the Bernadotte Plan. Thus, Israeli leaders encouraged the can-
didates of both parties to break their consensus and openly oppose the plan.
Their efforts paid off in late October, when Truman pledged to reject key pro-
visions of the plan, making it impossible for the State Department to sell it in
the international realm.

To the despair of Israeli leaders, their country had declined as an issue in U.S.
politics in summer 1948. The Republican Party platform called for recognition
of and economic aid to Israel, and the Democrats pledged to recognize Israel,
protect its borders, and provide it aid and arms. In light of the Berlin crisis, how-
ever, leaders of the two parties agreed not to campaign on foreign policy issues.
Informed of this consensus by a “responsible source” in the U.S. government,
Epstein reported in August that Truman was ready “to sacrifice Jewish interests
if . . . greater stability can be assured.” The bipartisan consensus made it hard
for Israelis to counter Marshall’s endorsement of the Bernadotte Plan.*”

The rise in popularity of Bernadotte’s plan in the aftermath of his murder gal-
vanized Israeli officials to attack the bipartisan consensus as a means of under-
mining the plan. Epstein asked “friends in Government circles,” such as White
House adviser David Niles, Federal Security Administrator Oscar Ewing, and
Hilldring, to urge Truman to denounce the plan. “Only intervention of your
friend . . . can avert the worst dangers,” Weizmann wrote to Eddie Jacobson.
“Please go and see him without delay reminding him of [the] Democratic Party
pledge.” The American Zionist Emergency Council denounced the Bernadotte
Plan in full-page advertisements in major newspapers.*®

Truman’s political advisers also crusaded against the Bernadotte Plan. The
“Jewish situation in New York and large cities [has] turned against us terrifically
by [the] Marshall and Bevin Bernadotte Plan,” Democratic National Committee
Chairman William M. Boyle Jr. advised Press Secretary Matt Connelly. Clifford
warned, “We understand from our man on the Dewey train [New York Star re-
porter Bartley Crum] that Dewey is going to issue a very strong statement” criti-
cizing the plan. On 29 September, Clifford phoned Lovett from the president’s
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train in Tulsa to urge that Marshall repudiate the plan because “pressure from
the Jewish groups on the President was mounting.” Lovett replied, however, that
reversing course would “label this country as . . . completely untrustworthy in
international affairs.”*’

Israeli officials also pressed Republicans to renege on the consensus. The
Israelis tasted success when Republican foreign policy expert John Foster Dulles
wrote to Rabbi Abba Hillel Silver that Marshall’s endorsement of the Bernadotte
Plan was “in no sense a ‘bipartisan’ decision, but the decision of the Adminis-
tration.” In early October, however, Dulles disavowed this view in conversations
with Israeli officials, and he and Rusk reaffirmed the agreement not to cam-
paign on foreign policy. “Nothing could be more harmful to our cause,” Epstein
commented privately, “than this kind of a ‘bipartisan’ policy.”*°

Under Israeli and U.S. Jewish pressure, the bipartisan consensus finally col-
lapsed in mid-October. Silver helped “mobilize our people all over the coun-
try . . . for an organized public expression of the Jewish position on the Berna-
dotte Plan,” while Epstein pressured Dewey to issue a favorable statement that
would force Truman, poised for a campaign swing through New York, to re-
ply in kind. On 22 October, Dewey released a letter affirming his support of
his party’s platform on Israel. Two days later, Truman reiterated his support for
the Democratic platform, notably the plank that Israel’s borders must not be
changed without its consent. Even Lovett conceded that Truman had to take
this step, and Clifford called Dewey’s action “the best thing that has happened
to us to date.””!

Israeli officials tried to cement their achievement by encouraging Truman
to mistrust the State Department. Arthur Lourie of Israel’s delegation to the
United Nations launched “an energetic offensive” involving New York Mayor
William O’Dwyer, labor leader Jacob S. Potofsky, and Senator Herbert H. Leh-
man (D-New York) to alert Truman that the State Department had betrayed
him while he campaigned away from Washington. The Israelis also mobilized
administration insiders such as Clifford, Niles, Ewing, and Agriculture Secre-
tary Charles Brannan. One of these contacts reportedly got Truman “madder
than hell,” and, on 29 October, Truman ordered Marshall that “no statement
be made or no action be taken on the subject of Palestine . . . without obtain-
ing specific authority from me.” Unaware of the Israeli-orchestrated pressure,
Lovett attributed the president’s message to Clifford’s paranoia during the “silly
season” of electoral campaigning, noting that “it has been absolute hell here.”*?

In a case of the influence dilemma, however, Israel’s efforts to reach Tru-
man caused problems. Epstein sensed that such efforts produced “undesirable
complications” in his relations with the State Department. “Even loyal friends
in Washington seem irritated,” Israeli Foreign Ministry officer Michael Comay
added. Indeed, Marshall complained to Sharett on 14 November that Israel nur-
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tured “both direct official contacts as between governments and indirect inter-
nal influence through American circles.” The United States would no longer
tolerate back-channel intrigues, the secretary of state warned, but would protest
by recalling its envoy to Tel Aviv. Truman would not overrule Marshall on this
point, a White House source told Epstein, because Lovett had convinced the
president that national security was at stake.®

In the aftermath of the presidential election, the State Department briefly
tried to advance territorial provisions of the Bernadotte Plan on terms con-
sistent with Truman’s promise to gain Israel’s consent to any border changes.
After securing Truman’s approval by stressing the strategic importance of link-
ing British bases in Jordan and Egypt, Marshall asked Israel to relinquish the
Negev in exchange for the western Galilee. Israeli retention of both territories,
Lovett told Comay, was “morally and politically unsound.” The State Depart-
ment also supported a 4 November Security Council resolution calling on bel-
ligerent states to withdraw to their 15 October borders, a provision that would
have required the Israeli departure from the northern Negev.>*

The department found it impossible, however, to achieve such territorial
changes under the conditions imposed by Truman. The Arab states and Israel
made clear their enduring opposition to all aspects of the Bernadotte Plan, and
Weizmann wrote to Truman that Israelis would not depart the Negev “unless
they are bodily removed from it.” Lovett proposed sanctions to compel Israel
to honor the 4 November resolution, but Truman disapproved. The State De-
partment settled for another Security Council resolution, dated 16 November,
that urged the belligerents to negotiate armistices either directly or through the
mediator.>

In December, the United Nations laid the Bernadotte Plan to rest. Because
“events have overtaken many aspects” of the plan, Marshall rejected a proposed
General Assembly resolution to affirm it. Instead, he supported an 11 December
resolution that contained no mention of the Bernadotte Plan and established
the Palestine Conciliation Commission (pcc)—with U.S., French, and Turk-
ish members—to replace the mediator and pursue a settlement of the borders
issue. Sharett was elated by what he called this “last and decisivest defeat” of the
Bernadotte Plan. “We were on a good bicycle,” G. Lewis Jones of the NEA noted,
in what amounted to an obituary for the plan, “until somebody let the air out
of the tires.”>®

War and Armistices, 1948-1949

As the Bernadotte Plan declined, Arab-Israeli hostilities resumed and threat-
ened to escalate into wider conflict. During an offensive to conquer the southern
Negev, Israeli forces crossed into Egypt and attacked British aircraft, thereby
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raising the prospect of British military action against Israel. To prevent such a
development as well as to end the Israeli-Egyptian hostilities, U.S. diplomats
actively searched for a permanent peace agreement. Stymied, they at least con-
vinced the belligerents to sign armistice agreements.

Emboldened by the Bernadotte Plan’s lack of success, Israeli leaders turned
to hostilities to secure the southern Negev. Disputing U.N. authority to im-
pose arbitration on his sovereign state, Ben-Gurion rejected Bunche’s offer to
negotiate an armistice as well as a similar offer from Major General William
Riley, a U.S. officer serving as U.N. chief observer. Eliahu Sasson, director of
the Israeli Foreign Ministry’s Middle East Department, privately noted that the
Israeli prime minister “has some military plans he wants to carry out prior [to]
any serious official talks.” On 22 December, the IDF attacked Egyptian units in
the southern Negev using the rationale that Egypt refused to make peace.’”

Israel’s offensive provoked severe Western criticism. Britain proposed a stern
U.N. resolution to force Israel to desist. But U.S. officials, arguing that the United
States must remain impartial as a PcCc member, shepherded a mere cease-fire
resolution through the Security Council on 29 December. The same day, how-
ever, reported IDF crossings into Egypt aggravated the situation. Britain dis-
patched a battalion of combat soldiers to Aqaba and warned that if the reports
proved true, the British treaty obligation to defend Egypt “would of course come
into play.” Truman warned Israel to withdraw at once from Egypt.>®

Israeli officials tried to mitigate U.S. concerns. Sharett explained that the IDF
crossed the border “in hot pursuit of an enemy driven out from a territory he
had invaded in the course of a war of aggression.” In a series of messages to
Truman, Weizmann quoted the Psalms to explain Israel’s military successes and
hinted that the Soviets would back Israel in any fight with Britain. “I only pray”
that Britain’s “mischievous propaganda,” he added, “may not succeed in mis-
leading and embarrassing our friends.”>*

As the Israelis who sensed the influence dilemma might have anticipated,
their appeals fell flat, and the United States persisted in pressuring Israel to
evacuate Egypt. “Public and official Washington opinion [is] dangerously tense,
almost hostile,” toward Israel, Epstein reported. Even Truman considered Israel
a “troublemaker, endangering [the] peace by flouting [the] U.N.” In this context,
Sharett assured the United States on 1 January 1949 that the IDF would retreat
from Egypt. After Egypt agreed on 4 January to conduct armistice talks, Israel
accepted the U.N. cease-fire on 7 January, ending the round of hostilities.*°

Ironically, the moment of greatest drama in the battle occurred after the
cease-fire took effect. When Egypt charged that IDF units remained in Egypt,
British planes reconnoitered the battle zone, and five of them were shot down
by Israeli jets. Israel charged that the British planes had invited the fire by over-
flying Israeli combat forces, but Britain responded by putting its forces on alert,
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declaring all Israeli aircraft hostile, and issuing an ultimatum for Israel to with-
draw from Egypt. Truman urged Britain to show restraint but warned Israel that
in case of a showdown, he would protect his “vital common interests” with Brit-
ain rather than his friendship with Israel. Even though Prime Minister Clement
Attlee relented under domestic criticism for risking war, Ben-Gurion withdrew
his forces from Egypt on 10 January, bringing the crisis to a close.*!

The 7 January cease-fire set the stage for Egyptian-Israeli armistice talks me-
diated by Bunche. U.S. officials endorsed the talks but generally allowed Bunche
to take charge. They intervened only once, when Truman pressed Israel to allow
Egyptian troops at Al Auja to withdraw unharmed. On another occasion, the
State Department prepared to take Egypt’s side in an argument about Beer-
sheba. But after Eliahu Elath (formerly Epstein) “briefed Niles and Clifford” and
left a “short paper for their Chief,” the department remained silent. Egypt and
Israel signed an armistice on 24 February 1949.5>

In the months that followed, U.S. officials encouraged Bunche’s mediation
of armistice agreements between Israel and other Arab belligerents. Israeli ne-
gotiations with Lebanon, considered the Jewish state’s least-hostile adversary,
stalemated when the IDF refused to depart occupied territory in southern Leba-
non. Although U.S. officials declined to become involved, Israel agreed to with-
draw on the rationale that the security value of south Lebanon was not worth
the risk of alienating the United States and France, Pcc members that tended
to look after Lebanon. Israel and Lebanon signed an armistice on 23 March.*

Israel and Jordan mediated a similar deal. Negotiations briefly stalled in
March when the Arab Legion reported that IDF units threatened Aqaba and
had entered Jordan at Gharandal. State Department officials discouraged both
powers from hostilities, and Israeli officers who contemplated operations
against Jordan reconsidered amid warnings that such operations would anger
Truman and stimulate a British move into the Negev. “Our international posi-
tion though seemingly impressive,” Israeli Ambassador to the United Nations
Eban cabled, “could be reversed overnight if Truman became alienated.” Israel
and Jordan signed an armistice on 3 April.**

U.S. officials also took maximum interest but minimal action in deescalating
the Iragi-Israeli confrontation. Iraq stubbornly refused to engage in armistice
talks and announced that it would simply withdraw its twenty thousand soldiers
from Palestine, turning over to Jordan control of the land the Iraqis occupied.
When intelligence reports indicated that the IDF planned to occupy the terri-
tory in question, U.S. Secretary of State Dean G. Acheson cautioned Sharett on
22 March that departure of the Iragis would contribute to stability. The Iraqi
withdrawal took place without incident.®

The Israeli-Syrian armistice required the most time and effort by Bunche.
Talks were delayed by Colonel Husni Zaim’s coup in Damascus in March 1949
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and by Ben-Gurion’s refusal to consider Zaim’s offer of an armistice in exchange
for land inside the border of Palestine. In fact, Ben-Gurion ordered the IDF to
enter Syria to defend a border kibbutz in the aftermath of Zaim’s coup, and
the Israeli prime minister later called Zaim “a little Mussolini” whose taunts
made war likely. U.S. officials quietly encouraged Ben-Gurion to make peace
and Zaim to withdraw to his side of the border. Israel and Syria signed an ar-
mistice on 20 July, bringing to a close the Arab-Israeli war of 1948-49.5¢

Conclusion

Israel clearly won the war of 1948-49. It secured national independence, sup-
pressed its Palestinian population, rebuffed foreign invasion, and secured con-
trol of territory apportioned to it by the partition plan as well as additional
land designated to others. The new nation also used politics, diplomacy, and
war to derail the Bernadotte Plan, which called on Israel to concede territory in
exchange for peace. Although its strategic position remained tenuous in 1949,
Israel enjoyed a remarkable degree of security. The Arab states, by contrast,
were defeated militarily and dispirited politically.

The Cold War, which had drawn the United States to the Middle East, shaped
overall U.S. policy toward the Arab-Israeli conflict at this decisive moment.
When the crisis over Berlin portended global war in the summer of 1948, for ex-
ample, the United States refrained from sending soldiers to enforce the Berna-
dotte Plan, which promised to settle the conflict on compromise terms, and
censured Israeli military moves against Egypt and Jordan, which might have re-
solved the conflict on terms favoring Israel. Privileging anticommunist contain-
ment over an Arab-Israeli settlement per se, U.S officials refrained from com-
pelling either side in the dispute to make the concessions necessary to end the
conflict.

Within the Cold War context, the United States found it necessary to ad-
just to the momentous changes in Palestine that followed the partition resolu-
tion. After Israel declared statehood, efforts to reconsider partition, establish a
trusteeship, and formulate a truce gave way to attempts to achieve cease-fires
and promote a permanent peace settlement of an international conflict. U.S.
diplomats slowly came to grips with the new reality of Israeli statehood and the
concomitant decline in UN. and U.S. authority to shape developments in the
former Palestine.

As U.S. officials faced the problems associated with the emergence of the new
Israeli nation, the old division between pro-Zionists on the White House staft
and anti-Zionists in the State Department and Pentagon persisted. These two
camps engaged in heated debates over numerous issues ranging from recogni-
tion of the Jewish state to the Bernadotte Plan. Prodded into action by Israeli
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officials and animated by domestic political concerns, the pro-Zionists con-
vinced Truman to recognize Israel, hamper the Bernadotte Plan, and take other
steps in support of Israel. As in the months preceding the partition resolution,
Truman offered critical support for Zionist aspirations in Palestine and Israel.
Even the experts in the State Department and Pentagon who opposed the cre-
ation of a Jewish state eventually acknowledged that Israel was there to stay.

Yet U.S. support of Israel had limits. In early 1948, Truman authorized the
State Department to consider trusteeship instead of partition, and he refused
to deploy troops to defend the Jewish community of Palestine or the new state
of Israel or to provide Israel with weapons, even when most observers pre-
dicted its doom. He declined to promise recognition of the Jewish state before it
was established, and he allowed the State Department to dilute his 15 May 1948
action by withholding de jure recognition and by appointing a minor official
as envoy to Tel Aviv. Truman occasionally expressed his disgust for certain U.S.
Zionists and for the back-channel lobbying conducted by Israeli officials. He
hesitated to defend Israeli territorial interests in August 1948 and, when safely
reelected, he firmly discouraged Israeli military ventures against Egypt and Jor-
dan.

As a result of this tension in Truman’s policy, both Israel and the Arab states
found reason to fault the United States. Arab leaders repeatedly protested U.S.
support for Israel. Israeli officials complained about the limits of that support.
U.S. officials found themselves unable to avoid the displeasure of either side.

U.S. officials hoped that the armistices of 1949 would enable the belligerent
states to negotiate formal peace treaties soon thereafter. Negotiations that fol-
lowed on war-related issues, however, proved that a wide gulf separated Israel
from its Arab neighbors. The dream of a permanent peace would prove elusive.
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SECURITY COMMITMENTS

U.S. Strategic Interests in the Middle East,
1949-1953

In the aftermath of the Arab-Israeli war of 194849, the United States faced new
and troubling circumstances in the Middle East. Interpreting the outbreak of
the Korean War in June 1950 as Soviet aggression, U.S. officials braced for a simi-
lar strike against Western interests in the Middle East. American leaders also
came to fear that the Arab-Israeli conflict would facilitate Soviet expansionism
in the Middle East by undermining the stability and pro-Western orientation of
states there. Worse, the British ability to defend the region declined, as did the
U.N’s capability to pacify the situation.

Because these circumstances seemingly challenged American interests in the
Middle East, U.S. officials became more involved in the region. They devoted
weapons supply, security assurances, and military and economic aid to befriend
states and prevent Soviet expansion. The U.S. government overcame its tradi-
tional reluctance to assume responsibility for regional security and proposed a
security apparatus to shield the area from Soviet attack. To prevent Soviet ex-
ploitation of Arab-Israeli tensions, the United States also tried to pacify or con-
tain the conflict. Taking action to defend vital interests against perceived Soviet
threats, the United States became further enmeshed in the Middle East as a re-
sult of its worldwide strategy for containing communism.

After 1949, the traditional division within the Harry S. Truman administra-
tion between pro- and anti-Zionists faded slightly for two reasons. First, while
President Truman remained responsive to domestic political pressures to back
Israel, after his reelection he demonstrated an unprecedented degree of impar-
tiality. Second, in January 1949 Truman appointed as secretary of state Dean G.
Acheson, who had earned the president’s trust and confidence while serving
as undersecretary of state in 1945-47 and by negotiating the North Atlantic
Treaty Organization (NATO), coordinating diplomacy regarding the Korean
War, implementing rearmament under Nsc-68, and developing other contain-
ment measures in 1949-53. Truman defended Acheson when conservative Re-
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publicans criticized his defense of Alger Hiss and distance from Nationalist
China.! Under Acheson, State Department officials obtained Truman’s explicit
consent to their policies on Arab-Israeli issues, and Truman refrained from
overturning their handiwork. Although ambiguities appeared, U.S. policies be-
came more consistent after 1949.

U.S. Interests in the Middle East

The strategic importance that the United States attached to the Middle East
increased in the late 1940s. The Arab states—especially Egypt, Saudi Arabia,
and Iraq— possessed special importance because of their military facilities and
oil resources. British influence among Arab states served as a bulwark against
Soviet expansion and internal discord. Israel also assumed strategic importance
because of its location at the center of the region and its internal political com-
plexion.

Arab states retained vast importance as a source of petroleum. They sup-
plied half the oil consumed by U.S. armed forces in 1947 and most of that fuel-
ing the European Recovery Program. Loss of such a commodity, the Central
Intelligence Agency (c1a) noted, “might compel the US to utilize dwindling oil
reserves which would otherwise be husbanded for periods of national emer-
gency.” U.S. capital investments in the oil industry, the State Department added,
generated “substantial revenue” in federal taxes.”

The Arab states also seemed vital in military terms. The State Department,
Pentagon, c14, and National Security Council (Nsc) repeatedly expressed their
belief that military bases and proximity to the Soviet Union made the region “of
critical importance to the security of the United States.” The area’s importance
increased in 1950, when the Korean War raised global tensions and Pentagon
officers began to consider Greece and Turkey integral to the defense of Western
Europe. Should the Arab states “fall under the control of the Soviet Union” by
war or subversion, State Department officials noted in 1952, “the immediate as
well as the ultimate cost to the United States would be incalculable.”?

U.S. officials identified strategic interests in specific Arab states. Egypt re-
mained prominent in U.S. and British contingency plans for war against the
Soviet Union. “There is no substitute for Egypt as a base,” G. Lewis Jones of the
NEA wrote in 1950. The jcs resolved to maintain the U.S. air base at Dhahran,
Saudi Arabia in peacetime, occupy it in wartime, and deny it to “any poten-
tially hostile Power.” After discussions with U.S. Air Force officers, the Ameri-
can minister to Jidda, J. Rives Childs, likened Saudi Arabia to “an immense air-
craft carrier lying athwart a number of the principal air traffic lanes of the world”
as well as the sea lanes of the Indian Ocean, Persian Gulf, and Suez Canal. Iraq
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occupied a position near “major communications lines for three continents,”
State Department officials added in 1952, and provided “a base in close prox-
imity to the Soviet border.” Eytan Gilboa finds that U.S. public opinion also
valued Arab states as strategic partners in the Cold War.*

U.S. officials might have taken comfort in the absence of explicit Soviet ma-
neuvering in the Middle East between 1949 and 1953. Premier Joseph Stalin,
lacking the strength to contest Anglo-American dominance in the region,
focused his attention elsewhere. While gratified that Israel’s emergence had
drained British power from Palestine, Stalin came to see Israel as a bourgeois
nationalist state, dependent on American Jews. He curtailed support of Israel,
suspended arms supply and emigration of Jews, and adopted an anti-Semitic
orientation at home that led to suspension of Soviet-Israeli diplomatic relations
in February 1953. Stalin also remained cold to Arab leaders, whom he considered
reactionary pawns of British imperialism. He denounced the Egyptian revolu-
tion of 1952 as a coup by nationalist military officers in collusion with the West.

Yet U.S. officials identified several threats to Western interests in the Arab
Middle East. Inequality of wealth and power caused revolutionary tendencies
and resentment against Western nations. Decolonization generated a wave of
nationalism conducive to Soviet exploitation and intraregional conflict. Rival-
ries among the Saudi monarchy, the Egyptian crown, and the Hashemite king-
doms of Iraq and Jordan added to the volatility. Although Stalin appeared un-
interested, the c1a estimated that the Soviet Union “desires to achieve eventual
control” of the region. Worse, NEA officials noted, Arab states believed “that our
[U.S.] support of Israel is inimical to their interests.” ¢

To protect American interests against such threats, U.S. officials sought to
stabilize the Arab states. “It is our policy to assist the Near Eastern countries
in maintaining their independence, to strengthen their orientation toward the
West, and to discourage any tendencies towards the development of authori-
tarian and unrepresentative forms of government,” NEA officials asserted in
March 1949. U.S.-Arab relations should reflect “friendship, trust, and coopera-
tion,” Gordon P. Merriam of the Policy Planning Staft observed, or “our task
of supporting . . . Greece, Turkey, and Iran will be that of holding up an arch
which lacks foundation.””

Britain remained at the center of U.S. plans for stability among the Arab
states. Jointly establishing the NATO alliance in 1949 and waging war in Korea in
1950, U.S. and British leaders naturally sought to align their security policies in
the Middle East. They resolved to overcome the Palestine-related strain in their
relationship, manifest in Ernest Bevin’s February 1949 critique of U.S. policy as
“let there be an Israel and to hell with the consequences.” Security planners in
Washington and London reaffirmed their shared war plans and other common
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strategic interests in the Middle East. The two powers, Acheson believed, had
“no differences whatever in our main objective” of regional security and sta-
bility.®

Indeed, U.S. officials relied on Britain to secure the Middle East. Given bud-
getary factors and likely congressional reluctance, the State Department de-
murred when Egypt, Iraq, Lebanon, and Syria sought alliances with the United
States and when Britain suggested extending NATO to the region. U.S. commit-
ments to Western Europe and East Asia, the department asserted, necessitated
that Britain maintain its traditional dominance in the Middle East.’

After 1949, the Pentagon also ascribed strategic potential to Israel. Across
the Jewish state ran oil pipelines from Iraq to the Mediterranean and roads and
railroads that had once linked Egypt with Lebanon, Syria, and Jordan. Israel’s
“excellent, although limited, system of well-developed airfields and air bases”
would provide crucial tactical advantages to whatever power controlled them
in a world war. In the event of global conflict, the jcs hoped that Israel would
allow Western troops to contest a Soviet thrust along the Jordan rift, contribute
troops to such operations, and open the Cairo-Alexandretta railroad to Western
forces. The Joint Strategic Survey Committee advised in April 1949 that Israel
“should be oriented towards the Western Democracies.”*°

U.S. officials were relieved to watch Israel develop along a temperate politi-
cal path. David Ben-Gurion’s moderate socialist party led the provisional gov-
ernment, displaced extremists on the right and left, and, according to the cia,
steered “a middle course between socialism and free enterprise.” Ben-Gurion
established the principle of civilian control of a unified national military by sup-
pressing the Stern Gang and the Irgun. Most notably, he ordered the 1DF to
destroy the Altalena, an Irgun ship that arrived in Tel Aviv from France in June
1948 bearing weapons and discharging nine hundred men of military age. For-
eign Minister Moshe Sharett, reputedly more inclined to settle with the Arab
states, balanced Ben-Gurion’s trademark hawkishness toward his neighbors. To
the relief of U.S. officials, the moderate socialists dominated the coalition gov-
ernment established after democratic elections on 25 January 1949."

U.S. officials also overcame fears of communism in Israel. In early 1949, some
Pentagon officers continued to worry that many Soviet-bloc Jewish immigrants
to Israel had “passed through Communist indoctrination courses.” But intel-
ligence officials observed that Israeli communist parties were small in num-
ber, divided by Arab-Jewish antagonism, and far removed from power and that
Israel’s reliance on private U.S. benefactors would brake any inclination to con-
sider communism. Sharett reassured Acheson by declaring that “by their nature
and heritage the Jews were individualists and the theory of Communism was
abhorrent to them.”*
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U.S. officials remained deeply concerned, however, that Israel practiced neu-
trality in the Cold War. They disliked Israel’s record of alternately voting with
the East and the West in U.N. ballots, its recognition of Communist China in
January 1950, and its eagerness to facilitate Jewish emigration from Eastern Eu-
rope and secure political recognition from communist and neutral countries.
Indeed, Sharett and Ben-Gurion reasoned privately that neutrality would not
only please the Israeli people and affirm Israeli independence but also enable
the Israeli government to resist U.S. pressure to concede in the Arab-Israeli
dispute.®

As East-West tensions mounted in 1949, U.S. officials viewed Israeli neu-
trality with deepening concern. The jcs worried that Israel was “not necessarily
anti-Soviet” and “may become a danger or an asset” in a world crisis. U.S. intel-
ligence officers suspected that the Jewish state’s apparent tie to the United States
“appears to be largely motivated by the tangible benefits which it has been able
to obtain rather than by any basic alignment with the West.” Acheson groused
to Truman that Israel’s voting record at the United Nations was “favorable to
the Russians.”'*

Such U.S. criticism gave Israeli leaders pause. Officials in the Foreign Min-
istry’s United States Division warned in early 1950 that the State Department
would “punish us for neutrality” and urged their government to identify openly
with the West. In response, Sharett personally assured Truman that Israel would
never side with the Soviet Union because the new country relied on the political
and economic support of five million U.S. Jews. Sharett also launched a January
1950 publicity campaign to reinforce this point in U.S. public discourse. Israeli
neutrality remained intact, however, prior to the Korean War.”®

Arms Supply and the Tripartite Declaration of 1950

After 1949, U.S. officials faced a dilemma regarding the arms supply to the
Middle East. The State Department and Pentagon favored allowing Britain to
arm Arab states on behalf of Western security objectives. By contrast, White
House staff and members of Congress—in some cases mobilized by Israel—
called such arms aid a threat to the Jewish state. Forced to decide between pre-
serving security interests in Arab states and safeguarding Israel and his do-
mestic political interests, President Truman shaped a new policy that further
deepened U.S. involvement in the Middle East.

Arms supply to the Middle East belligerents had been curtailed by U.N. em-
bargoes of May and July 1948. Having unilaterally suspended arms exports to
the Middle East in November 1947, the U.S. government rigidly enforced these
restrictions and encouraged other Western powers to do so. The United States
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even withheld from Saudi Arabia, Iraq, and Jordan arms designated to repulse
Soviet expansionism. U.S. officials maintained this policy despite evidence that
Israel as well as certain Arab states had acquired weapons from Czechoslo-
vakia.'®

The arms embargo became an issue as Arab-Israeli armistices were signed in
1949. In April, Britain asked the United States to help abolish the restrictions,
citing the need to arm its treaty partners—Iraq, Egypt, and Jordan. These Arab
states endorsed a repeal, and U.N. mediator Ralph Bunche posed no objection
to such a step. Having benefited from the embargo, however, Israeli officials
favored extending it. British rearmament, they argued, would encourage Arab
reluctance to sign final peace treaties and trigger a debilitating arms race."”

In August, Truman approved a conditional repeal of the embargo. The State
Department had advised him that prolonging the embargo would anger Brit-
ain, signal a lack of confidence in U.N. peacemaking, and lead Arab states to
seek arms from Eastern Europe. Yet the United States clarified that it would au-
thorize commercial sales to Middle East states of only those arms necessary for
“maintaining internal law and order” and “providing reasonable requirements
of self defense” and that it would coordinate supplies with Britain and France
to avoid an arms race. The U.S. ambassador to the United Nations, Warren R.
Austin, announced this policy to the Security Council on 4 August, and U.S. and
British officials began coordinating arms sales to the Mideast. The U.N. Security
Council formally abolished the embargo on 11 August.'

In keeping with Austin’s announcement, the United States limited arms sales
to Middle East states. In 1949-50, it allowed Egypt to purchase trainer war-
planes and modest amounts of spare parts and authorized Britain to release to
Egypt Lend-Lease guns valued at $350,000 and spare parts for Sherman tanks.
Yet the United States rejected other Egyptian requests to purchase U.S. arms or
to acquire title to U.S. weapons and ammunition previously supplied to Brit-
ain. U.S. officials also discouraged Syria from requesting arms. By January 1950,
the United States had approved commercial sales to Israel of ammunition, air-
craft, and vehicles but denied Israeli requests to purchase 7smm guns, tanks, jet
planes, and advanced training aircraft because such items would not “consti-
tute ‘legitimate security requirement.”” The State Department also discouraged
Canada from selling ammunition and artillery to Israel."”

Despite U.S. restraint, arms supply became a major issue when Israel con-
tested British weapons deliveries to Egypt and Iraq. Israel protested that the
arms would not enhance the Arab powers’ standing against the Soviet threat but
would enable them to attack Israel. “Never since the establishment of the State
of Israel,” Israeli Ambassador to the United States Eliahu Elath told Acheson in
January 1950, “had the leaders . . . been so apprehensive for the security of the
nation.” But Acheson favored the British rearmament on security grounds and
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doubted that Egyptian leaders would again attack Israel. They would not be “so
foolhardy as deliberately to unleash upon themselves,” he told the Israelis, “the
disaster which such a move would surely bring.”2°

Unable to stop the flow of British arms to the Arab states, Israel sought to
gain access to the U.S. arsenal. Elath asked the United States to export jet fight-
ers, tanks, armored cars, aircraft, howitzers, and radar and communications
equipment. When the Pentagon’s Munitions Board considered the request in
March 1950, however, air force and army experts decided that Israel had “the
preponderance of striking power” in the region and that additional arms acqui-
sitions “would increase Israel’s offensive capabilities and give incentive to offen-
sive planning.” In May, the Pentagon formally rejected the arms request.**

Consideration of the Israeli arms request strained U.S.-Israeli relations.
The State Department expressed frustration that Israel seemed unrelenting in
its pressure on the issue. Military attaché Colonel Benjamin Arzi repeatedly
pressed Pentagon officials and received five negative replies in ten days. One
answer, he reported on 1 March, “barely verges the border of common polite-
ness and doesn’t even take the trouble of softening the negative reply.” Tensions
increased when the Pentagon notified Israel that the new country would have
to reveal information about its military capabilities to be considered for arms
sales. Israel protested that such information would reveal its vulnerabilities and
reach British and Arab hands.*

To overcome the Pentagon’s reluctance to arm them, Israeli leaders orches-
trated a sweeping public relations campaign. They enlisted numerous members
of Congress, which had returned to Democratic control in 1949, to pressure
Acheson to release arms to Israel. Israeli embassy staff secretly briefed Ameri-
can Federation of Labor President Philip Murray and Congress of Industrial
Organizations President William Green to argue Israel’s case in meetings with
Acheson and Truman. In addition, the Israelis mobilized several U.S. Jewish
leaders to argue the case for arms on Capitol Hill and in other venues and ap-
pealed for help from such high administration officials as Special Counsel Clark
Clifford, Federal Security Administrator Oscar Ewing, Agriculture Secretary
Charles Brannan, and Interior Secretary Oscar L. Chapman. To reach the pub-
lic, embassy officers discreetly distributed position papers, lobbied prominent
Republicans, and arranged favorable newspaper editorials.?®

Despite some sensitivity to the influence dilemma, Israel pressed this cam-
paign. For example, Abba Eban, who became Israel’s ambassador to the United
States in 1950, doubted that Acheson would change his policy under “the ex-
tremely hard attacks which are being made now against the State Department”
and warned that the pressure risked the “irreplaceable asset” of U.S. sympa-
thy. Sharett, however, remained confident that he could leverage U.S. arms and
noted that he might lose the future support of U.S. Jews if he did not take ad-
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vantage of their concern on the issue. A report from presidential adviser David
Niles that the Israeli campaign was influencing Truman encouraged Sharett to
proceed.**

As Niles reported, the Israeli political campaign turned Truman against the
Pentagon and State Department. The NSC, meeting on 6 April without Truman
in attendance, approved a policy of supporting British rearmament of Egyptand
denying U.S. arms to Israel. Within two weeks, however, Truman reversed that
policy because “it was much too one-sided and . . . it would cause trouble. . .. We
were not doing what we should to arm the Jews appropriately.” Clearly revealing
domestic political motives, Truman ordered the State Department to formulate
an arms supply policy that would satisfy the “many active sympathizers with
Israel in this country.”?*

To affirm the Anglo-U.S. security partnership on terms acceptable to Tru-
man, the State Department resourcefully conceived the Tripartite Declaration.
In it, the United States, Britain, and France agreed to condition arms supply
to any Middle East state on its willingness to pledge nonaggression. Issued in
late May, the declaration authorized arms supply to Middle East states “for
the purposes of assuring their internal security and their legitimate self-defense
and to permit them to play their part in the defense of the area as a whole.” If
any state broke its nonaggression pledge, the three Western powers would “im-
mediately take action, both within and outside the United Nations, to prevent
such violation.” The Pentagon objected to the declaration, fearing that a bor-
der incursion would force a U.S. troop deployment that might trigger a Soviet
reaction. But Truman, cloaking his domestic political concerns, approved the
document on the promise that it would “bring calm to the present uneasiness
in the Near East.”?¢

To Truman’s delight, public opinion supported the Tripartite Declaration.
Supporters of Israel were elated that the president had redressed the arms sup-
ply imbalance and opened U.S. arsenals to Israel. Internationalists were pleased
that the United States had shared the responsibility for Middle Eastern secu-
rity. “Now we have one more link,” the New York Times commented, “in the
strong chain binding the free nations together and holding them safely against
the onslaughts of the totalitarian world.”?”

Israeli officials reacted positively but cautiously to the declaration. Informed
of it early by a White House source, Sharett privately welcomed the statement
as a check on arms supply to and aggression by the Arab powers. Ambassa-
dor Elath celebrated that it would help guarantee Israel’s borders and lever-
age U.S. weapons. By contrast, Foreign Ministry Director-General Walter Eytan
suspected that the declaration was designed to promote “Western guardian-
ship” of the region and to undermine Israeli neutrality in the Cold War “by
holding out arms bait.” Foreign Ministry officials renewed their campaigning
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among members of Congress and other U.S. supporters to ensure that the dec-
laration did not impinge on Israeli interests.?®

Arab reactions to the declaration seemed generally positive. Saudi Arabia
approved the measure as an anticommunist device, and Lebanese Minister to
Washington Charles Malik called it “the most important contribution to peace
in the Near East made by the three powers.” Syria’s political and military leaders
welcomed the declaration as a safeguard against Israeli expansion. The Arab
League signaled conditional acceptance in June. By August, U.S. officials con-
sidered the declaration a success because it “had a beneficial effect in reducing
tension in the Near East.”?®

U.S. officials occasionally used the Tripartite Declaration to promote stability
in the region. In July 1950, when the Syrian minister to Washington, Faiz el-
Khouri, expressed fear of an Israeli attack, Assistant Secretary of State George C.
McGhee encouraged el-Khouri to “place full confidence” in the declaration.
Citing U.S. obligations to act as a signatory, the State Department monitored
an Israeli-Jordanian border clash in September, deterred leaders of other Arab
countries from interfering in Syrian politics in November, and reassured leaders
of Saudi Arabia, Lebanon, and Syria who feared unification schemes by other
Arab states. In early 1951, when Israeli officials expressed concern about Arab
ambitions, McGhee encouraged the Israeli leaders “to depend on the three great
powers’ declaration.” At a February 1951 meeting in Istanbul, U.S. chiefs of mis-
sions called the declaration “a useful stabilizing factor.”°

Although the Tripartite Declaration allowed arms supply, the State and De-
fense Departments released only a small trickle of weapons to the region. In
1950, American officials discouraged Iraq from requesting arms, offered Leba-
non modest military training that served U.S. intelligence-gathering aims, and
denied Egyptian requests for weapons (except for the sale of eighteen AT-6
training aircraft). The two departments approved Israeli purchases of machine
guns, aircraft, and a three-hundred-ton patrol boat but denied the Jewish state
recoilless rifles, tanks, tank guns, and jets; opposed an Israeli effort to purchase
122 Sherman tanks from the Philippines; and blocked a shipment of mercury
from Spain to Israel. In 195051, Israel purchased weapons worth $8.7 million;
all the Arab states combined purchased arms valued at $4 million. The Tripartite
Declaration initially limited arms supply to the belligerent powers.*!

The Middle East Command

In addition to advancing the Tripartite Declaration, the United States embarked
on another policy transformation in late 1950. Alarmed by the outbreak of war
in Korea, U.S. officials assumed that the Soviet Union would try to expand into
the Middle East. Empowered by the rearmament under Nsc-68, the global anti-
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communist policy paper approved by Truman in mid-1950, and concerned by
a perceptible decline in British capabilities, American leaders shed their tradi-
tional reluctance to incur security commitments in the region. But such officials
found that the Arab-Israeli conflict and Arab-Western tensions frustrated the
effort to establish a viable security apparatus.

The Korean War raised U.S. concerns about Middle East security. Suspect-
ing that the Soviet Union had inspired North Korean aggression, officials in
Washington feared similar and possibly simultaneous attacks in Europe, Asia,
and the Middle East. “Soviet rulers have resolved to pursue aggressively their
world-wide attack on the power position of the United States and its allies,” the
Intelligence Advisory Committee warned in December 1950, “regardless of the
possibility that global war may result.” If war erupted in Europe, a Soviet thrust
into the Middle East seemed certain.*?

Fear of a Soviet incursion into the Middle East dovetailed with concern about
Arab anger at U.S. policy toward Israel. “Cool area reaction to the Korean situa-
tion stands as a warning signal” of Arab discontent, the State Department rea-
soned. Arab states would have to decide “whether to cast their lot irrevocably
with the West, to remain neutral, or to drift into the Soviet orbit,” NEA officials
observed in December 1950, adding in 1951 that the West need not “lose the
Middle East as it has lost China.” Furthermore, “a more positive and aggressive
policy . . . should keep the Middle East from going behind the Iron Curtain.”??

To safeguard the Middle East against the Soviets and to assuage Arab anger
about Israel, U.S. planners resolved to erect a security pact on an Arab foun-
dation. Inspired by the NATO agreement, they conceived of an integrated com-
mand structure, called the Middle East Command (MEcC), that would enlist
Arab states as partners of the West. By basing MEC in Egypt, they also hoped
to solve an Anglo-Egyptian dispute over military bases in the Suez Canal Zone
and settle an Anglo-U.S. disagreement over allied naval commands. By October
1950, the United States and Britain enlisted France and Turkey jointly to invite
Egypt to join MEC and base it in Cairo.>*

Israel presented a delicate challenge to the establishment of MEC. The Penta-
gon gained a new appreciation for Israel during the Korean War, realizing that
the IDF was the local force most capable of contesting a Soviet thrust into the
Middle East. Moreover, fear of Soviet aggression seemed to attract Ben-Gurion
to the United States, and Israel protested Soviet emigration restrictions and the
political repression of Soviet and Czechoslovak Jews. (Israeli-Soviet tensions
would rise steadily until the two powers broke diplomatic relations in Febru-
ary 1953.)*

U.S. officials also welcomed Israel’s limited support of their policy in Korea.
Israel censured North Korea for aggression, endorsed U.N. action to defend
South Korea, sent a medical unit to Korea, and voted for U.N. sanctions against
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China and North Korea. In addition, Sharett offered to commit Israel to fight
against any Soviet attack on the Middle East if the United States provided weap-
ons and a security guarantee. In early 1951, Ben-Gurion requested U.S. military
aid and invited U.S. officials to base their regional defense plans on Israel.*®

Yet U.S. security planners remained concerned by evidence of lingering
Israeli neutralism. Israeli public opinion forced Ben-Gurion to affirm his policy
of neutralism, and certain Foreign Ministry officials openly questioned the value
of friendship with the West. With regard to Korea, Israel refused to send combat
troops, criticized the U.S. advance into North Korea, voted to seat Communist
China at the United Nations, and withheld support from U.S. cease-fire terms.
Opposition parties prepared motions of no confidence against Ben-Gurion for
merely receiving a British general in February 1951. Such episodes caused some
State Department officials to suspect that Soviet agents had infiltrated Israel.>”

In light of Israeli neutralism and Arab-Israeli dynamics, U.S. and British
planners decided to exclude Israel from MEC. Because Israel and the Arab States
would refuse to collaborate in a unified command, McGhee noted, if Israel were
enlisted, “the whole concept will be stillborn.” When assuring Ben-Gurion that
MEC would protect Israel, the U.S. ambassador to Tel Aviv, Monnett B. Davis, at-
tributed Egypt’s inclusion to the “plain fact of geography . .. that the Suez Canal
and the main Middle East base were situated on Egyptian territory.” Mindful of
a possible domestic backlash against this policy, Acheson explained to Truman
the rationale for excluding Israel and stressed that MEC would give the Arab
states “something more productive to think about than their feud with Israel.”*®

Despite the exclusion of Israel, Egypt inflicted a severe blow to MEC in Octo-
ber 1951. When approached by the four Western sponsors, Egyptian leaders not
only rejected the MEC proposal but also abrogated their defense treaty with Brit-
ain and demanded that British forces withdraw from Egypt. The United States
and Britain then invited other Arab governments to join the command, but they
declined because of widespread public approval of Egypt’s action. Only Syrian
Prime Minister Hassan Abdel Razzak el Hakim openly endorsed MEC, provok-
ing a crisis that led to his resignation. Although Israel was excluded from MEc,
intra-Arab political dynamics undermined the U.S. initiative.®

Despite this outcome, Israeli officials criticized the Western intent to enlist
Egypt in MEC. Membership would enhance Egypt’s prestige, provide it leverage
over Israel, and increase its military power, Sharett complained, yet Egypt re-
mained technically at war with Israel. Egypt’s rejection of MEC “would save the
Western Powers from a fatal mistake,” Ben-Gurion told Davis on 15 October,
because the Egyptians were undemocratic, imperialist, reactionary, and corrupt
and “simply did not belong to the ‘free world.”*°

Yet Israel also feared that the United States would pressure it to join MEC.
Even though MEC membership would enhance Israeli security, secure U.S. eco-
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nomic aid, and please U.S. Jews, Sharett reasoned, it would also imperil Soviet
Jews, divide the Israeli public, and disclose Israeli military secrets to the Arab
states. Israeli intelligence officials suspected that the United States designed MEC
to enable “a preventive war . . . against Russia’s ‘soft belly’” or to empower the
Sixth Fleet “to deliver atomic bombs on Russia” in wartime. Sharett advised
Ben-Gurion to encourage “Western confidence in our ultimate intentions in the
event of conflict” but to stress “our difficulties about openly joining the Western
military camp in peacetime.”*!

Israeli leaders were surprised and relieved to find receptive minds in Wash-
ington when they conveyed this position in November. Ben-Gurion discour-
aged the Western powers from enlisting Israel in a regional pact that would pro-
voke Moscow. Rather than collaboration with Arab powers under MEC, Sharett
told Acheson, Israel “preferred a direct and practical connection, on a special
footing, suited to our particular circumstances.” State Department officials im-
mediately approved Israel’s request not to join MEC.*?

Bruised by Arab and Israeli criticism, the MEC concept further suffered when
U.S. officials realized in early 1952 that the West lacked the ability to defend
the Middle East. The Pentagon calculated that Western powers would need fif-
teen divisions and 1,200 aircraft to hold the region, while Britain and Turkey
had available only fourteen divisions and 375 aircraft. Stunned to realize such
“wholly inadequate” capabilities, the Policy Planning Staff advised a war plan in-
cluding “the use of atomic weapons against the mountain passes into the area.”
The jcs shared the despair over British incapabilities but doubted that atomic
bombs would be “practicable or desirable.”*

In a futile effort to overcome MEC’s shortcomings, U.S. and British officials
modified the plan in June 1952. To dilute Arab opposition, they renamed it the
Middle East Defense Organization (MEDO), called it a planning board rather
than a command, and tried to sell the idea to Arab military officers rather than
to the politicians who seemed preoccupied by Israel. But Egypt remained hos-
tile to any defense arrangement prior to British evacuation of the canal zone,
and other Arab states remained reluctant to defy Egypt. Israel fervently op-
posed MEDO because, it believed, Western arms supplied to Arab states “will
be used not against Russia but against Israel.” Lacking any local support, the
MEC-MEDO concept languished.**

The failure of MEC and MEDO led the State Department to reexamine its car-
dinal tenet of reliance on Britain to defend the Middle East. Given that Britain
had departed India, Palestine, and Libya; lost influence in Greece, Turkey, Iran,
Jordan, and Iraq; and seemed unable to defend the Middle East, State Depart-
ment officers noted in August 1952, “it is no longer safe to assume, automati-
cally, that Britain can and should be considered the principal protector of west-
ern interests in the Middle East.” Even if Britain felt “great resentment,” Acheson
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noted, “we had the responsibility in the Middle East and had to do something
about it.” Although the MEC-MEDO concept lay in shambles, the United States
stood ready to take charge in the region.*

Debates over Economic and Military Aid

After 1949, Truman administration officials resolved to shore up the Western
presence in the Middle East by dispensing economic and military aid to local
states. As in the question of arms sales, they found that Arab-Israeli tensions
complicated the task. Israel exerted powerful political pressures on the adminis-
tration to grant massive sums of aid and weapons, to which the Arab powers and
Britain vociferously objected. Israel also fought tenaciously against prospective
U.S. aid to Arab states. Again, debates about such issues divided foreign policy
experts in the State Department and Pentagon from political advisers in the
White House and other voices sympathetic to Israel. Again, Truman faced the
task of reconciling diplomatic and domestic political objectives.

The Arab-Israeli conflict complicated the task of dispensing economic aid
to Middle East states. Approved by Truman in March 1951, NSC 47/5 authorized
grants of economic and military aid “to strengthen the several Arab States and
Israel, to improve their political and economic stability, and to increase their
will and ability to resist penetration by the ussr.” Hopeful that “an integrated
and balanced” grant aid program would also promote Arab-Israeli harmony,
the State Department planned, in fiscal year (FY) 1952, to grant $968,000 to
Israel, $10.2 million to Syria, $3.2 million to Lebanon, $4.9 million to Jordan,
$5 million to Iraq, $870,000 to Egypt, $384,000 to Saudi Arabia, and $393,000
to Yemen.*®

Israel launched a bid to secure $150 million from the U.S. government to
facilitate absorption of one million immigrants. In March 1951, the new state for-
mally asked for such a grant in Fy 1952 funds. Expecting the State Department
to reject the request, Israeli officials promoted it in myriad circles. They enlisted
eminent Republican Senator Robert A. Taft of Ohio and freshman Democratic
Senator Paul H. Douglas of Illinois to cosponsor a bill endorsing the request. A
former adviser to Ambassador Eban, I. L. Kenen of the American Zionist Coun-
cil, lobbied White House advisers, members of Congress, and leaders of Jewish
groups to pressure Truman to endorse the Taft-Douglas bill. Israeli President
Chaim Weizmann followed up in correspondence to the president, and Ben-
Gurion, touring the United States on a campaign to sell bonds, argued for the
bill during a meeting with Truman. When Acheson protested such lobbying,
Eban defended it as “strictly legitimate in a pluralistic democratic society.”*’

Arab states complained about the congressional backing of the Israeli aid re-
quest. The U.S. minister to Damascus, Cavendish W. Cannon, reported that the
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Taft-Douglas bill sparked a “violently anti-American campaign” in the Syrian
press, while Egyptian embassy counselor Mohamed El Kouny charged that pas-
sage would be “unfair and unjust.” Lebanon, Jordan, and Saudi Arabia also pro-
tested. “I seriously doubt whether we can pull through in this area” if the United
States approved the Israeli request, Gordon Mattison of the embassy in Cairo
warned. “It won’t be taken lying down.”*®

State Department officials urged Truman to oppose the Israeli gambit. They
considered the $150 million sum exorbitant, resented Israel’s lobbying of Con-
gress, and anticipated catastrophic damage to U.S.-Arab relations. Burton Y.
Berry of the NEA predicted that fulfilling the request would “have serious con-
sequences on our special strategic interests in Greece, Turkey, Iran.” U.S. pres-
tige in Saudi Arabia “will go completely out of sight if we take this action to
aid Israel,” General Hoyt S. Vandenberg informed the State Department. “The
Israeli program scares me.”*’

Truman formulated a compromise solution to the Israeli aid dispute. On the
one hand, Acheson persuaded the president to oppose the Taft-Douglas bill even
though it gained broad support on Capitol Hill. On 4 April, Truman summoned
Abraham Feinberg, president of the Development Corporation for Israel, to de-
mand that “political Jews be kept quiet for the time being.” “I have never seen
him so distraught,” Feinberg commented after the meeting, “and his attitude
was a complete contrast to his usual buoyancy and optimism.”*°

On the other hand, Truman avoided alienating supporters of Israel by in-
creasing levels of aid to both sides in the Middle East. On 24 May, he recom-
mended allocations of $23.5 million in economic aid for Israel, $23.5 million in
economic aid for the Arab states, $50 million for Palestinian refugee relief, and
$41.5 million for military grants to area states. In October 1951, after months of
complicated negotiations and Israeli lobbying, Congress approved $65 million
in aid for Palestinian refugees and the Arab states, $65 million for Israel, and
$40 million in military aid.”

The reaction of Middle East states to this aid program revealed the difficulty
of negotiating the politics of the region. Israel complained that the $65 million
allocation was insufficient to meet its needs. Several Arab statesmen protested
that Israel’s allocation equaled the combined Arab allocation, while Syrian Min-
ister el-Khouri considered “any aid to Israel . . . an unfriendly act.” In response,
McGhee told Arab leaders that the relief for refugees would redound to their
advantage. Any country that criticized the aid package “with Communist-type
clichés” might lose its funding, he added. The United States “is not forcing grant
aid” on any power.>

Similar controversies beset subsequent discussions on aid. In late 1951, Israel
requested $126 million in FY 1953 funds to enable it to absorb six hundred thou-
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sand Jewish immigrants. Arab leaders repeated their earlier protests and added
a charge that immigration would lead to Israeli expansionism and thus create
regional strife. Sensitive to Arab concerns but also cautious lest Israel attempt
another gambit in Congress, Truman and Acheson proposed an $8o million
aid package to Israel. In July 1952, Congress allocated $73 million to Israel in
FY 1953.5%

In addition, Israeli requests for emergency financial aid aggravated tensions
within the Truman administration. Facing a financial crisis in mid-1952, Israel
petitioned for $11.5 million from White House discretionary funds. The direc-
tor of the Mutual Security Agency, W. Averell Harriman, who had recently an-
nounced his candidacy for the White House, awarded Israel $19 million—a sum
in excess of what Israel had requested. Annoyed, the State Department opposed
a subsequent Israeli request for $20 million in Mutual Security Program funds
and secured Truman’s approval of a “sterner attitude regarding our assistance
to Israel.” Ben-Gurion directed Eban, however, to pressure Truman, Harriman,
and Democratic Party leaders on the hunch that they felt vulnerable on the eve
of a national election. Indeed, in August Truman approved another emergency
advance of $25 million to Israel.>*

The State Department won over Truman, however, on an Israeli request for a
$124 million debt-consolidation loan from the U.S. government or the Export-
Import Bank. In summer 1952, Eban recruited Niles and other prominent U.S.
Jews to press Truman and Harriman to approve the request, claiming that it
would stabilize Israel’s economy. But McGhee argued that the United States had
been “beaten over the head” in Arab states with charges of “alleged US favorit-
ism to Israel,” and State Department economic experts advised rejection of the
loan request on fiscal grounds. Truman followed this advice.*

In addition to economic aid, the question of grant military aid to Middle East
states emerged as a major issue in 1951-52. The October 1951 Mutual Security
Act made available $40 million for grant military aid to Middle East states, but
the State Department and Pentagon froze allocations pending the outcome of
the bid to establish MEC. Israel requested $15 million in grant military aid to
finance construction of airfields, ports, and railways. When the State Depart-
ment hinted that military aid would be reserved for MEDO members, Sharett
protested that Israel must not be “pressed down [to the] Arab level and treated
as another Lebanon.” He spearheaded an effort among administration insiders,
members of Congress, and U.S. Jewish leaders to gain Truman’s approval of the
request.>S

The Pentagon and State Department firmly opposed Israel’s bid for grant
military aid. They feared that it would anger Arab leaders and exacerbate Arab-
Israeli tension and again resented Israel’s use of pressure tactics. Even Harriman
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reasoned that military aid to Israel “would be contrary to the security interests
and political objectives of the United States” in light of “the complex and ex-
plosive political atmosphere” in the Middle East.>”

Israeli determination to secure grant aid intensified after Britain sold four-
teen military jets to Syria, Jordan, and Iraq and fifteen to Egypt, even though the
British also sold fourteen jets to Israel and elicited nonaggression pledges man-
dated by the Tripartite Declaration. Israel was “convinced [that] its existence is
in jeopardy,” Davis observed. Ben-Gurion asked for U.S. F-84 jets to rectify the
imbalance, and Sharett ordered an “all-out effort” to mobilize members of Con-
gress and private citizens to secure Truman’s compliance. Eban sent Feinberg
and Eddie Jacobson, with an Israeli embassy memorandum in hand, to ask Tru-
man to approve grant aid as a “valedictory benefit” to Israel. Truman, however,
refused the jet request.>®

U.S. officials also divided over grant military aid to the new government of
Egypt, which was established in July 1952. In August, the State Department and
Pentagon agreed that they should “scrape together a representative selection”
of arms to orient the regime to the West, endear it to MEDO, and deter it from
attacking Israel. With Truman’s permission, State Department officials invited
General Mohammed Naguib, nominal head of the new regime, to apply for a
grant of $10 million. NEA officials considered such aid to Egypt “a matter of
great urgency.”>’

But Israel launched a major initiative to block the proposed aid to Egypt.
Adopting a principle that he called “both you and I shall not have,” Sharett pro-
tested to Acheson that such aid “would make the prospects of a peaceful settle-
ment more remote, heighten the already existing tension, promote an arms race
and gravely affect Israel’s security and economic problem.” Eban appealed to
members of Congress and administration insiders, organized a major letter-
and editorial-writing campaign, and sought to “rally world opinion” to Israel’s
side. American Zionist Council Chairman Louis Lipsky warned Acheson on
30 December 1952 that discussion of arming Egypt “is alarming to Israel’s many
friends in this country.”¢°

Israeli efforts blocked U.S. grant military aid to Egypt. On 29 December, Eban
reported, Truman promised Feinberg that no such deal would take place. The
president dispensed with the matter during a 7 January 1953 discussion with
Acheson and Harriman at the White House. After a brief debate, Truman ac-
cepted Harriman’s reasoning that the lame duck president should not bequeath
to the incoming Dwight D. Eisenhower administration a legacy of grant mili-
tary aid to Egypt. Instead, Truman authorized a $10 million economic aid grant
to that country.®!
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The U.S. Approach to Arab-Israeli Problems

Becoming increasingly involved in the Middle East after 1950, U.S. officials also
resolved to solve the Arab-Israeli conflict. Although the 1948-49 war had desta-
bilized the region, pessimism about resolving the controversy initially deterred
American leaders from involvement. In 1950, however, for reasons similar to
those driving the U.S. quest for MEC, officials in Washington resolved to re-
duce Arab-Israeli tensions. Peace in the region would diminish the prospects
for Soviet expansionism there.

In 1949, U.S. officials identified the Arab-Israeli conflict as a major source of
Middle East instability. Together with problems such as economic dislocation,
government incompetence, and intra-Arab rivalries, Office of Near Eastern Af-
fairs (NE) officials estimated, the Arab-Israeli dispute threatened to render the
Arab states “highly vulnerable to Soviet penetration and eventual overthrow.”
The existence of Israel “will be a disturbing factor in the Near East for many
years.” Conversely, NEA officials predicted in March 1949, a settlement would
eliminate such threats to U.S. security interests. The Joint Strategic Survey Com-
mittee advised that Arab-Israeli conflicts “should be reconciled at least to the
extent that Israel and the Arab states would act in concert to oppose Soviet ag-
gression.” ®?

Despite their desire for a settlement, U.S. officials initially doubted that it
could be accomplished and refrained from trying. The c1a expected the conflict
to persist “for a great many years,” while U.S. diplomats in the Middle East, sur-
veying political conditions in March 1950, detected “little likelihood of an early
over-all settlement in Palestine.” Through mid-1950, the State Department de-
ferred to the United Nations to take the initiative to find an Arab-Israeli settle-
ment. A major U.S. effort seemed likely only to aggravate relations with Israel
and the Arab states.®®

In late 1950, the State Department switched its tack, resolving to find a solu-
tion to the Arab-Israeli conflict because it threatened the stability of the Middle
East from within. The United Nations proved unable to broker a comprehen-
sive peace, NEA officials observed, and the conflict exacerbated “the power and
violence of the Nationalist movements” in Arab states. The greatest peril to U.S.
vital interests in the Middle East, the NsC summarized in April 1952, “arises not
so much from the threat of direct Soviet military attack as from acute instability,
anti-western nationalism, and Arab-Israeli antagonism which could lead to dis-
order and eventually to a situation in which regimes oriented toward the Soviet
Union could come to power.”

U.S. officials identified certain principles on which to search for Arab-Israeli
settlement. Truman approved an NEA strategy of distancing the United States
from British and French imperialism, improving U.S. bilateral ties with each
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Middle East country, and mitigating the Arab-Israeli conflict on “a framework
of strict impartiality.” To accomplish such ends, the Nsc advised using “all fea-
sible and appropriate means” to abate “Arab distrust of Israel and resulting ani-
mosity toward the United States,” while the State Department resolved to pres-
sure Israel to limit immigration and eschew expansionism. The United States
would not abandon Israel but would instill in Arab minds “a more realistic
appreciation of the fact that Israel is there and is likely to remain there for
some time.”%®

Conclusion

U.S. policy toward the Middle East changed dramatically in 1949-53. Consis-
tent with Cold War aims of containing Soviet power, U.S. officials reaffirmed the
importance of security, economic, and political assets in the region. The global
containment policy seemed to require stabilizing the area, aligning Israel and
the Arab states with the West, and protecting them from Soviet expansionism.
New circumstances in the region and elsewhere forced the United States to pur-
sue such objectives more actively after 1949 than before.

In 1950-52, the United States became demonstrably more involved in the
Middle East. U.S. security planners had previously relied on Britain to safeguard
the region and on the United Nations to settle the Arab-Israeli conflict. After
1950, however, the Soviet Union displayed increasing interest in the Middle
East, conditions within the region seemed conducive to such expansionism, and
British capabilities to defend the region declined. The United States thus ac-
cepted enduring commitments to Middle East stability and security while af-
firming its reliance on Britain as a security partner.

The shift from reliance on Britain to direct involvement was manifest in the
evolution of U.S. policy toward arms supply to Middle East states. Israeli pro-
tests against British armament of Arab states in early 1950 convinced Truman
to implement the Tripartite Declaration, designed to ensure parity of Western
arms supply to the Arab states and Israel and to deter intraregional aggression.
On one level, the declaration represented a creative device for reconciling secu-
rity interests with domestic political demands and establishing a modicum of
Arab-Israeli stability. On a deeper level, the policy represented a major U.S. de-
parture from reliance on Britain and the first explicit American commitment to
Middle East security.

In addition to issuing the Tripartite Declaration, the United States took other
initiatives to secure and stabilize the region. U.S. officials tried to erect MEC to
protect the area from Soviet military aggression and dispensed economic and
military aid to area states to stabilize them, bolster their ability to resist com-
munism, and align them with the West. U.S. officials also explored a permanent
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settlement of the Arab-Israeli conflict that would contribute to peace and sta-
bility within the region.

A variety of circumstances frustrated these initiatives. Arab leaders torpe-
doed MEC because it smacked of imperialism and threatened their balance of
power. Israel opposed Western reliance on Arab powers as military partners be-
cause this policy threatened Israel’s security. Israel’s ability to leverage substan-
tial levels of U.S. economic aid provoked an Arab backlash, while U.S. efforts to
provide grant military aid to Egypt collapsed under the weight of Israeli resis-
tance. U.S. officials concluded that a comprehensive Arab-Israeli peace settle-
ment was impossible to accomplish in the short term. The United States thus
proved unable to reconcile its global ambitions with the security concerns of
the local powers.
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PRESIDENTIAL PASSIVITY
Truman and the Peace Process, 1949-1953

In 1949-53, the Harry S. Truman administration desired peace settlements that
would officially end the Arab-Israeli war, establish permanent borders around
Israel, and restore stability to the Middle East. To achieve that goal, U.S. officials
initially worked through the United Nations, but it proved unable to elicit suffi-
cient compromises or concessions from either side. American officials then en-
couraged Israeli-Jordanian and Israeli-Egyptian bilateral deals, but these efforts
proved equally futile. When a 1951 Syrian-Israeli crisis stoked tensions, U.S. offi-
cials helped avert a full-scale war, but the Arab-Israeli conflict persisted.

Several factors complicated U.S. peacemaking. The Truman administration
occasionally identified certain Cold War interests that conflicted with the desire
for Middle East peace. Domestic political pressures made it difficult for officials
to pressure Israel. White House advisers and the State Department disagreed on
various facets of U.S. diplomacy and battled for the president’s ear. Both Israel
and the Arab states demanded U.S. endorsement of their positions on certain
disputes. U.S. officials attempted to reconcile their global, regional, and domes-
tic interests in a consistent and cogent policy toward Arab-Israeli peacemaking
but proved unable to find a recipe for success.

Failure of the Arab-Israeli Peace Process

At the time of the armistice agreements in early 1949, the United States natu-
rally favored a permanent Arab-Israeli peace agreement. U.S. officials initially
supported U.N. peacemaking but found it difficult to square diplomatic ob-
jectives, such as convincing Israel to make concessions deemed necessary for
peace, with political circumstances, such as domestic pressure on Truman to
safeguard Israel’s interests. While peacemaking in 194950 would have proven
difficult in any case, inconsistencies in U.S. diplomacy hindered U.N. efforts to
achieve a settlement.

86
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The United Nations organized the first international effort to make Arab-
Israeli peace following the war of 1948-49. In December 1948, the Security
Council created the Palestine Conciliation Commission (pPcc), comprised of
U.S., French, and Turkish representatives, to mediate a settlement. Under the
leadership of the U.S. delegate, Truman’s personal friend Mark Ethridge, the
PCC established a headquarters in Jerusalem in January 1949 and convinced
Israel, Egypt, Jordan, Syria, and Lebanon to attend a peace conference at Lau-
sanne, Switzerland, starting on 27 April. Iraq and Saudi Arabia refused to at-
tend, but the latter agreed to abide by any settlement.!

Ethridge’s hope of effecting an Arab-Israeli settlement at Lausanne quickly
died. Arab representatives, he reported on 9 May, “are staying in their hotel
rooms,” refusing even to meet the Israelis. Arab envoys asked Ethridge to com-
pose a treaty that they could sell to their peoples as a U.N.-imposed settlement, a
responsibility Ethridge refused to incur. Israeli Foreign Minister Moshe Sharett
directed envoy Abba Eban to issue conciliatory statements upon arriving at Lau-
sanne but then to refuse to concede on any major issue. The director-general
of the Israeli Foreign Ministry, Walter Eytan, visited Lausanne and spent “two
hours talking and one hour drinking” with Ethridge “to get him into a more
amiable frame of mind,” but Ethridge refused to relax his pressure on Israel to
concede. The Israelis were “arrogant [and] drunk with success,” Ethridge re-
ported. “It was open to doubt whether they were at all interested in peace.”?

Given such attitudes, the conference quickly deadlocked. Ethridge convinced
the Arab states and Israel to sign a protocol on 12 May that acknowledged the
November 1947 partition resolution, approved peace negotiations, implied Arab
recognition of Israel, and committed Israel to withdraw to partition-plan bor-
ders, but reservations attached by various powers stripped the protocol of value.
Ethridge reported on 20 May that the conference had reached “a virtual stale-
mate,” and on 15 June he adjourned the proceedings for three weeks in hope
of inspiring fresh thinking. Ethridge’s efforts, the c1a noted, “make abundantly
clear that little basis for agreement between the Jews and Arabs exists.”?

Despite subsequent U.S. efforts to broker a settlement, the Lausanne confer-
ence collapsed in August 1949. Paul A. Porter, who replaced Ethridge as U.S.
delegate to the PCc, arrived at Lausanne on 16 July and presented a peace plan
that included Israeli cession of the southern Negev. But Sharett rejected this
plan as “garbage” from “the boys at the State Department.” Frustrated, Porter
recommended suspension of the Lausanne conference. Truman and Secretary
of State Dean G. Acheson agreed, realizing that “no real basis for conciliation
between the parties exists at the present time.”*

During the Lausanne conference, U.S. and Israeli diplomats squared off on
territorial issues. Israel indicated that it would retain Jaffa and the western Gali-
lee, territories that it had occupied beyond the partition borders. Since no Arab
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Palestine state had emerged, the Foreign Ministry argued, Israeli withdrawal
would deliver such lands to Arab states, a result not intended by the United
Nations. Prime Minister David Ben-Gurion also rejected Jordan’s demand for a
corridor to the Mediterranean by declaring that “Israel could not be cut in two.”*

Truman initially authorized the State Department to contest Israeli retention
of land beyond the partition borders. Even Special Counsel Clark Clifford con-
ceded on 28 March that Israeli claims to additional lands must be secured “by
friendly dealing and negotiation with the Arabs.” Accordingly, Truman wrote to
King Abdallah of Jordan that “Israel is entitled to the territory allotted to her”
by partition, but “if Israel desires additions . . . it should offer territorial com-
pensation.” The State Department repeated this policy in numerous messages
to Israel.®

The border issue became a sore point between the United States and Israel at
Lausanne. The State Department rejected an Israeli proposal to retain the west-
ern Galilee and Jaffa without compensation. Israel’s refusal to heed U.S. policy
was “a slap in the face for the President,” Ethridge commented, and “a declara-
tion of intellectual warfare against the United States.” State Department officials
were also angered by evidence that “certain agents of the Israeli Government”
had indirectly pressured Truman to relent. In June, the department suggested
“immediate adoption of a generally negative attitude toward Israel.”’

Truman approved the State Department’s suggestion. Undersecretary of State
James E. Webb presented the president with a choice between approving de-
partment policy on behalf of “our national interest” or overruling it in light of
“strong opposition in American Jewish circles.” Truman subsequently warned
Ben-Gurion that his refusal to honor partition borders would force the United
States to conclude “that a revision of its attitude toward Israel has become un-
avoidable.” When Webb reported Israeli efforts to pressure Truman through
back channels, moreover, the president decided “to stand completely firm.” In
August, Truman endorsed Porter’s plan to remove the southern Negev from
Israel and declared that Israel “sh[ou]ld be left under no illusion . . . that there
is any difference of view” between the White House and the State Department.?

Rather than buckling, Israeli leaders responded to Truman’s message with
firm diplomacy. They argued that Arab aggression had invalidated the partition
resolution and that Israeli security depended on occupation of territory beyond
the partition lines. The Foreign Ministry also intensified its indirect pressure on
Truman by “recruiting everybody we've got . . ., all the Baruchs, Crums, Frank-
furters, Welles, young and old Roosevelts, etc., and making an all-out effort”
to change Truman’s mind. “No fair-minded man will deny us the right to re-
tain that part of our ancient land,” Israeli President Chaim Weizmann wrote to
Truman, “which has become ours at a terrible cost of blood and treasure in the
course of a war forced upon us by others.”?
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Despite his initial firmness toward Israel, Truman soon caved in under the
pressure from Israel and its domestic supporters. Shortly after endorsing Por-
ter’s plan, Truman apparently authorized Clifford to tell Israeli officials that he
would support their retention of the Negev. On 19 August, Truman pledged to
Eddie Jacobson, who visited the White House at Ambassador Eliahu Elath’s be-
hest, that “no single foot of land will be taken from Israel in [the] Negev.” Tru-
man’s change of heart forced Acheson to suspend pressure on Israel and adjourn
the Lausanne conference.'

The pcc faded into obscurity after the Lausanne conference. The commis-
sion sponsored talks in New York in October 1949, in Geneva in January-July
1950, and in Jerusalem in June 1950, but all deadlocked amid familiar, mutual
accusations of bad faith. Convinced that any effort to arbitrate a settlement
would prove futile given both sides’ reluctance to compromise, the State De-
partment remained passive about these initiatives. Many U.S. officials agreed
in mid-1950, in the words of the American ambassador to Tel Aviv, James G.
McDonald, that the “pcc is condemned by its own record and . . . should be
scrapped.” Although the United Nations voted in late 1950 to preserve the com-
mission, its importance declined."

Meanwhile, Arab and Israeli attitudes toward comprehensive regional peace-
making hardened. U.S. diplomats monitored Arab peoples’ persistent opposi-
tion to considering peace with or recognition of Israel. In June 1951, Abdallah
told the pcc that he personally would defy the Arab League in peacemaking
but that he could not “defy my own people.” Political dynamics inside Israel
also hindered peacemaking. Ben-Gurion claimed a victor’s prerogative to dic-
tate peace terms and vowed to rest Israel’s security on its army rather than on
Arab promises. So strongly did public opinion support this view that the mod-
erate Sharett refused U.S. suggestions that he declare that he desired peace.'?

Despite the obstacles, the State Department tried in 1951-52 to jump-start the
peace process. Acheson directed Ely E. Palmer, a U.S. official serving as chair-
man of the Pcc, to invite Israel, Egypt, Syria, Jordan, and Lebanon to a Sep-
tember 1951 conference in Paris to discuss terms for a general peace, but the
conference foundered from the start. Palmer proposed a detailed plan for peace,
including mutual economic concessions, extensive Israeli concessions on the
refugees issue, and U.N.-supervised talks on other issues. The Arab states ac-
cepted these terms, but Israel firmly rejected them despite U.S. pressure to con-
cede. Egypt, having defied the West over MEC, then also criticized the plan, and
U.S. officials realized the pointlessness of their efforts and suspended the con-
ference in November.”?

In late 1952, the United States lost control of the moribund peace process.
After the Arab states placed the Palestine issue on the General Assembly agenda,
Israel upstaged them by pushing through a U.N. committee a resolution calling
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for direct negotiations leading to peace. Eban, the Israeli ambassador to Wash-
ington, dispatched Jacobson and the president of the Development Corpora-
tion for Israel, Abraham Feinberg, to the White House, where they convinced
Truman to order the State Department “to muster all support you can” for the
resolution. But Israel’s motion lacked backing among other U.N. members, and
the assembly defeated it on 19 December. To U.S. officials, this episode revealed
how ineffectual the peace process had become.™

Failure of Bilateral Israeli-Arab Negotiations

As the pcc withered, U.S. officials encouraged prospective bilateral peace treat-
ies between Israel and each of its Arab adversaries. Such treaties, the Americans
believed, would further the quest to restore stability to the Middle East. But pro-
moting bilateral peace treaties proved to be as difficult as achieving a regional
settlement. On occasion, U.S. officials even hindered the peace process when it
threatened to intrude on their Cold War security interests.

Peace prospects seemed nil in several cases. Lebanon would not negotiate
directly with Israel, the Lebanese minister to Washington, Charles Malik, told
Assistant Secretary of State George C. McGhee in February 1950, because “it
did not trust the Jews” and because negotiations would imply recognition. Ben-
Gurion bypassed a chance to meet Husni Zaim, who ruled Syria from 30 March
to 14 August 1949, because the Israeli leader detected a Syrian conspiracy to as-
sassinate him. In early 1950, Syrian Prime Minister Khalid al-Azm hinted that he
would consider peace with Israel, but U.S. officials doubted that the Syrian pub-
lic would consent. An Israeli-Iraqi settlement remained out of the question."”

In contrast, peace between Israel and Jordan appeared possible, and U.S. offi-
cials promoted it. “The cause of peace in the Near East would be greatly fur-
thered,” Truman wrote to Abdallah after Israeli-Jordanian negotiations opened
in November 1949, “if the states most directly concerned in the Palestine dis-
pute should find it possible to agree among themselves upon the basic elements
for a just settlement.” On 24 February 1950, Israel and Jordan initialed a peace
treaty that established borders near the armistice lines, pledged nonaggression
for five years, promoted commerce, and established joint control of Jerusalem.'

Although U.S. officials desired peace in principle, the draft treaty gave them
pause. When Abdallah submitted the pact for approval, his cabinet, fearing a
backlash among Palestinian residents of the kingdom, decided to await elec-
tions scheduled for 11 April. To avoid galvanizing nationalists in those elections,
Truman refrained from pressuring Abdallah to ratify the deal. Opposition to
the treaty among other Arab powers also deterred U.S. intervention. The Arab
League voted to condemn, expel, and impose economic sanctions on any mem-
ber that made peace with Israel, and Syria vowed to seal its border with Jordan if
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it ratified the treaty. Endorsing the pact would damage U.S. relations with other
Arab powers."”

When the peace treaty became embroiled in a dispute over the West Bank
remnant of Arab Palestine, moreover, U.S. officials privileged their security ob-
jectives over the treaty. Having occupied the West Bank during the 1948-49 war,
Jordan annexed the territory in April 1950. When signing the armistice, how-
ever, Israel refused to recognize Jordan’s control; Israel also refused to recognize
the annexation. As a deterrent to Israeli expansion, Britain promptly extended
the Anglo-Jordanian defense treaty to the West Bank. Although the annexation
rekindled Jordanian-Israeli tension, the State Department approved the move
on behalf of Britain’s security interests.'®

U.S. officials also remained aloof when Jordan torpedoed the draft peace
treaty with Israel. After his cabinet refused to ratify the pact or renew negotia-
tions, Abdallah announced that his kingdom must gain Eilat before it would
make peace. Israel rejected that suggestion and asked U.S. officials to encourage
Abdallah to approve the February treaty, but they refused. Jordan and Israel,
McGhee told Jordanian counselor Abdul Monem Rifai, should “reach peace on
a basis which was mutually satisfactory to them.”*

In the face of U.S. passivity, the prospects of an Israel-Jordan peace treaty
crashed under a wave of violence and regicide. After a series of border inci-
dents in summer 1950, a Jordanian roadblock erected at Gharandal in Decem-
ber nearly provoked war as the IDF mobilized troops, issued an ultimatum, and
buzzed King Abdallah’s palace with a warplane. Although Abdallah dismantled
the roadblock and fired the defense minister who had imposed it, the king also
threatened to “organize terrorism and sabotage within Israel.” The U.S. minis-
ter to Amman, Gerald A. Drew, noted that the Israelis “have lost their one sin-
cere friend in [the] whole Arab world.” The assassination of King Abdallah by
a Palestinian gunman on 20 July 1951 virtually eliminated the chance of Israeli-
Jordanian peace during the Truman presidency. Episodic negotiations between
Jordan and Israel in 1951-52 quickly degraded into quarrels about trade and ter-
ritory.°

U.S. officials intervened in the Israel-Jordan situation only when border vio-
lence peaked in 1952. After a series of terrorist infiltrations in January, Israel
retaliated by killing three Palestinian villagers near the armistice line. Sharett
justified the move by declaring that the “language of reprisals is [the] only one
Arabs seem to understand,” but the State Department called Israel’s actions “ex-
tremely grave violations” of the armistice. Under such pressure, Israel submitted
to a UN.-brokered deal in which Israel and Jordan pledged to seal their own
borders to stop exfiltration of persons from Jordan to Israel. That deal restored
calm to the border, although the climate for peacemaking remained cold.*!

U.S. officials also passively encouraged periodic peace talks between Israel
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and Egypt. In late 1949, the American ambassador to Cairo, Jefferson Caf-
fery, and ambassador to Tel Aviv, McDonald, transported messages between the
two governments. That kind of participation, however, only made U.S. officials
aware of the deep disagreements between the two powers and the political con-
straints that hindered King Farouk from settling. “While certain elements in
Egypt feel that a peace settlement with Israel is necessary,” U.S. officials con-
cluded in July 1950, “no government so far has had the courage to proceed.”*

The outbreak of war in Korea in June 1950 created a brief burst of U.S. en-
thusiasm for Egyptian-Israeli peace. Feeling a degree of urgency because of the
Korean situation, State Department officials conceived of a settlement in which
British forces would evacuate the canal zone, as Egypt demanded; Egypt would
make peace with Israel; and Britain would occupy military bases in the Gaza
strip. Such a plan, McGhee hoped, would “achieve the dual objective of satis-
fying our defense considerations and breaking the Arab-Israeli impasse at an
important point.” But security experts in Washington and London rejected the
plan because Gaza lacked sufficient military facilities, and the Israeli expulsion
of two thousand Bedouin from the Negev into Egypt angered leaders in Cairo.
Foreign Minister Mohammed Salaheddin told Acheson that peace with Israel
was “out of the question.” Soaring nationalism in Egypt, provoked by the rejec-
tion of MEC in October 1951, diminished the chance of peace with Israel.?*

The July 1952 Free Officers’ revolt against King Farouk created a window
of opportunity for peacemaking late in the Truman presidency. Sensing that
General Mohammed Naguib, who nominally headed the new regime in Cairo,
desired a settlement, Ben-Gurion declared in the Knesset on 18 August that
“there is . . . no reason or basis for a quarrel between Egypt and Israel.” Israeli
and Egyptian diplomats in Paris conducted secret, occasional peace talks from
August to October. The two states also reconvened the Israeli-Egyptian Mixed
Armistice Commission (MAC) after a ten-month hiatus and agreed to stop bor-
der exfiltrations.*

On behalf of Western security interests in Cairo, however, U.S. officials re-
frained from encouraging such promising developments. Hoping that Naguib
would accommodate Western security interests in the canal zone military base,
NEA officials feared that raising the sensitive issue of Israel given the volatile
political situation in Cairo would undermine or alienate the new regime. They
denied Sharetts requests to pressure Naguib to make peace and even urged
Israel to make concessions on various issues, thereby bolstering Naguib’s pres-
tige.”®

Acheson finally encouraged Israeli-Egyptian peacemaking in the twilight of
the Truman presidency, but to no avail. As secret talks resumed in Paris, Naguib
allowed an Israel-bound food ship to transit the Suez Canal, visited a Cairo
synagogue, and blocked an Arab League resolution encouraging discrimination
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against Jews. Acheson encouraged Israel to interpret these gestures as sincere.
When Naguib criticized an Israeli-German economic aid deal and demanded a
corridor across the Negev, however, Israeli officials came to see his gestures as
empty gimmicks designed to secure U.S. aid. They planned “concentrated anti-
Naguib diplomacy and propaganda” to erode his stature in the United States.
In the absence of U.S. activism, Egyptian-Israeli peace failed to materialize.?®

The Huleh Dispute

In contrast to their passivity regarding bilateral peace talks, U.S. officials became
immersed in the Huleh dispute of 1951-52, a crisis that threatened to plunge
Israel and Syria into war. Because of the gravity of the situation, U.S. officials
felt compelled to become more deeply involved in it than in peacemaking be-
tween Israel and other Arab states. Perhaps because the stakes seemed so high,
Truman remained evenhanded in the Huleh controversy despite pressure from
Israel to endorse its case. Although U.S. officials helped to avert an escalation to
war, they failed to achieve progress toward a final peace agreement and angered
both Israel and Syria in the process.

The dispute involved property rights along the Israel-Syria border near Lake
Huleh, which emptied to the south into the Jordan River. To improve public
health and reclaim land, in October 1950 Israel launched a public works pro-
gram to drain malarial marshes north of Lake Huleh by straightening four kilo-
meters of riverbank south of the lake and lowering its water level. The work to
the south centered in a demilitarized zone (DMz) and required the flooding of
land owned by Israelis and Palestinians. Promising to compensate landowners,
Israel sent bulldozers into the pMz in January 1951.%

Controversy ensued when Syria protested the reclamation project to the
Israeli-Syrian Mmac. The MmAc chairman, General William E. Riley, found merit
in Syria’s complaint that the project disrupted the lives of Palestinians. Because
Israel lacked the sovereign right to expropriate land in the pmz, he ruled, the
country must halt operations until Syria approved. Rather than stopping con-
struction, however, Israel rejected Riley’s ruling on legal grounds, boycotted the
MAC, and sent armed patrols to protect its workers in the pmMz. On 15 and
25 March, violence flared between the patrols and local landowners, and Syrian
Premier Adib al-Shishakli alerted his army for action.?®

The Huleh dispute confronted U.S. officials with a difficult dilemma. On the
one hand, the State Department questioned the legitimacy of Syria represent-
ing the Palestinian landowners and saw merit in Israel’s efforts to drain the
Huleh marshes. Malarial mosquitoes, Burton Y. Berry of the NEA observed to
Syrian envoys, “respected no boundary lines.” On the other hand, the depart-
ment blamed Israel for provoking tension by infringing on Palestinians” prop-
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erty rights and for defying U.N. authority. The department pressed Israel to
withdraw its troops from the bMz and to honor MAc directives.*

Rather than comply with U.S. demands, Ben-Gurion escalated the situation
in April by dispatching troops to expel eight hundred Palestinians from three
villages in the pMz. The “idea is [to] clear [the] Syrian frontier belt . . . once
[and] for all of Arabs,” Eytan privately explained to Eban, “thereby asserting our
rule and possession beyond doubt.” When an Israeli patrol reached al-Hamma
on 4 April, Syrians opened fire, killing seven. To retaliate, the IDF demolished
the three evacuated Arab villages and bombed nearby Syrian army positions.*®

The Israeli government divided internally over Ben-Gurion’s bold move. IDF
officers strongly approved the action as a means to continue the reclamation
project, dispute the MAC’s authority, and challenge Syria. By contrast, the more
dovish Sharett censured the 1IDF’s “thoughtlessness and irresponsibility,” while
Eban warned that the move undermined Israeli prestige. To mitigate the diplo-
matic damage, Sharett suspended work at Huleh for the Passover holiday and
convinced Ben-Gurion to apologize for the reprisal raid.*'

To protect their interests, U.S. officials censured Israel. Acheson feared that
the Israeli action might provoke full-scale war, and a request from Syria and
Saudi Arabia to invoke the Tripartite Declaration against Israel, although de-
nied by the State Department, underscored the prospect of being drawn into
such hostilities. Harry N. Howard of the NEA warned that acquiescing to Israel’s
actions would confirm Arab charges of U.S. complicity in Israeli expansionism.
Accordingly, Acheson urged Ben-Gurion to avoid the “slightest semblance [of]
provocation.” The State Department drafted a Security Council resolution that
censured Israel’s attack on Syria and demanded that Israel halt drainage opera-
tions and allow the villagers to return.*?

U.S. officials also encouraged Syria to defuse the crisis. Acheson praised the
“helpful and constructive attitude” of the Syrian prime minister, who pledged to
abide by mac rulings, and discouraged “further recourse to violence” by Syrian
forces. Minister Faiz el-Khouri reported on 9 April that Syrian troops had de-
parted the DMz, and on 12 April the government in Damascus pledged its peace-
ful intent. Syria complained, however, that it received more stringent treatment
than Israel did from the State Department; furthermore, Syria charged, 250
Israeli soldiers remained in the pmMz.*

Despite U.S. efforts to end the Huleh crisis, it escalated into large-scale vio-
lence. On 2 May, fighting between Israeli and Syrian forces near Tel al-Mutillah
in Israeli territory near the bMz and at Shamalneh in the DMz triggered a four-
day artillery duel. On 6 May, the IDF launched a massive strike that repelled the
Syrians at a cost of forty Israeli lives. Fighting ended on 10 May, two days after
the Security Council passed a cease-fire resolution. Israel blamed Syria for pro-
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voking the battle, Syria blamed Israel, and officials in Washington were unable
to determine who fired first.>*

Alarmed by the fighting, U.S. officials took action in the Security Council to
end it. The State Department recruited Britain, France, and Turkey as cospon-
sors of a resolution that called on all powers to end the crisis. The resolution
alluded to Syrian provocations but reproached Israel for its 5 April air strike on
Syria, its defiance of the MAC, and its maltreatment of Palestinians. Suspicious
that the resolution revealed the State Department’s “accumulated irritation” at
them, Israeli officials complained that the measure would strain U.S.-Israeli re-
lations and reward Syrian aggression. The Israeli government mobilized Jacob-
son; White House adviser David Niles; Weizmann; the executive director of
the American Zionist Council, Jerome Unger; and publicist Freda Kirchwey to
pressure Truman to block the resolution.*

Truman resisted the Israeli pressure, and the Security Council passed the
resolution on 18 May by a vote of ten to zero, with the Soviet Union abstaining.
Available records fail to clarify why Truman resisted Israeli appeals or whether
he noticed the campaign to influence him. When he received a cable from Weiz-
mann, Truman told Acheson, “I know nothing about this situation.” It is pos-
sible that the president, uninformed about the entire dispute, simply deferred
to the State Department to make policy.>®

U.S. officials deemed it prudent to rein in the Arab states’ ecstasy regard-
ing the U.N. resolution. According to U.S. Minister to Damascus Cavendish W.
Cannon, Arab League officials meeting in the Syrian capital were “surprised
and heartened by tangible proof that [the] West [was] seeking justice in this in-
stance.” Syrian minister el-Khouri thanked McGhee for the “concrete evidence”
of U.S. impartiality. Lest Syria indefinitely obstruct the drainage project, the
State Department endorsed the project as a benefit to the region and clarified
that the department had not intended to “give veto power over drainage [of the]
swamp to any party.”*’

Israel, by contrast, earned U.S. satisfaction by partially accepting the Secu-
rity Council resolution. Sharett realized that defiance of the United States risked
economic grants, military aid, and other advantages. The State Department “has
many means of revenge,” warned Moshe Keren, counselor at the Israeli embassy
in Washington. Yet capitulation seemed likely to trigger criticism from Knesset
members and the 1DE. To balance his diplomatic and domestic interests, Sharett
halted drainage work on Arab-owned land on 24 May but declared that the
project would continue on Israeli-owned land. Once General Riley approved
these terms, U.S. officials rejected Syrian protests and a British suggestion that
the Security Council order Israel to halt all work.>®

Although the Security Council resolution curtailed the violence at Huleh,
tension persisted for months. Israel and Syria quarreled over the fate of some



Presidential Passivity 97

eight hundred Palestinians dislocated from the bMz by Israeli action. mAc offi-
cials efforts to ascertain each family’s desire to return to its land or receive com-
pensation from Israel were hampered by Israeli demolition of homes, police
interference, and, reportedly, elimination of heads of families. Angry at Riley
for allowing Israel to resume its work, Syria discouraged the Palestinians from
accepting compensation. Acheson chastised both states for using the villagers
“as pawns of national policy,” but neither Israel nor Syria relented.>

Despite U.S. efforts to settle it, the Huleh dispute persisted in 1951-52. The
State Department proposed that Israel and Syria partition the pMz along the
Jordan River. Syria agreed, but Israel refused to negotiate anything other than
a peace treaty, refusing to budge even when al-Shishakli offered in late 1952 to
partition the DMz ten meters east of the Huleh-Jordan-Galilee waterline and at-
tach the Ein Gev enclave to Israel, thus relinquishing Syria’s access to the water.
The “high-level talks” that the United States arranged between the two states in
October 1952, Fred S. Waller of NEA observed, “turned out to be neither high
level nor much of a talk.”*°

U.S. officials were thus left with the task of containing the Huleh dispute.
In August 1952, al-Shishakli threatened to use force to stop the Huleh drain-
age operation, and Israel demanded that the State Department punish the
Syrian leader by cutting economic aid. Assistant Secretary of State Henry A.
Byroade admitted that he “called the Syrian boys in and gave them hell about
al-Shishakli’s statements,” but the department refused to punish him, preferring
al-Shishakli to the alternatives. Al-Shishakli’s threats, Parker T. Hart of the NEA
told the Israelis, were “just politicians’ bark for internal needs.”*!

Conclusion

After the United Nations negotiated the Arab-Israeli armistices of 1949, the
task of reaching final peace treaties remained. The protagonists in the conflict
claimed to desire peace on certain conditions. U.S. officials favored peace in
principle on behalf of their interests in the Middle East. The United Nations at-
tempted peacemaking with a variety of diplomatic initiatives. Yet peace did not
materialize in 1949-53.

Several reasons account for the failure of peacemaking. Political conditions
in the Middle East were simply not conducive. Emboldened by victory, Israeli
leaders rested their security on their military prowess rather than on compro-
mises with the Arab states and categorically refused to yield any territory occu-
pied in the war. Embittered by defeat, most Arab leaders and peoples sought
to disable Israel, prevent it from expanding, and gain territory at its expense.
Intra-Arab rivalries encouraged firmness toward Israel, as signified by the as-
sassination of Jordan’s moderate King Abdallah by a disaffected Palestinian. The
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PCC, erected by the United Nations to achieve a settlement, could not overcome
such obstacles.

The United States offered limited and ineffective leadership in peacemak-
ing. To be sure, U.S. officials supported the peace process by endorsing the U.N.
conference at Lausanne, backing arbitration efforts by the pcc, encouraging
Israeli-Jordanian and Israeli-Egyptian bilateral negotiations, and advising the
major protagonists to make concessions. In the face of intense Arab-Israeli ani-
mosity, however, U.S. leaders refrained from taking major initiatives. More-
over, the American government privileged Cold War interests over Arab-Israeli
settlement when the two conflicted. Thus, U.S. officials endorsed Jordan’s an-
nexation of the West Bank despite the displeasure that the action caused Israel
and discouraged Egyptian-Israeli negotiations that might have undermined the
Naguib regime, on which Western security seemed to rest.

The Truman administration’s deep internal divisions with respect to Israel
also compromised U.S. peacemaking capabilities. Perhaps still regretting the
creation of Israel over their objections, State Department officials advised Tru-
man that Israel must make substantial concessions to accomplish a peace treaty.
Mobilized by the Israeli embassy, however, certain officials and private citizens
encouraged Truman to reject such advice. This battle for Truman’s mind ended
in a draw. Political advisers convinced Truman to prohibit the State Department
from compelling Israel to surrender territory beyond the partition borders but
failed to convince the president to block a Security Council resolution critical
of Israel’s behavior in the Huleh crisis. In any case, such internal divisions neu-
tralized the administration’s ability to lead.

Passive toward peacemaking in general, the Truman administration became
actively involved in Arab-Israeli diplomacy only when tensions triggered hos-
tilities. When the Huleh crisis portended war, U.S. officials worked rapidly and
effectively to cap the violence and restore the status quo. But in most cases, the
administration did not throw its full support behind peacemaking, encourag-
ing the principals to negotiate settlements but refraining from vigorous action.
U.S. officials saw no easy path to achieving a settlement.
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REPATRIATION VERSUS RESETTLEMENT
The Palestinian Refugee Crisis, 1949-1953

One of the most troublesome issues to emerge from the Palestine War was the
displacement of hundreds of thousands of Palestinians from Israeli-controlled
territory. For humanitarian, strategic, and political reasons, U.S. officials tried
both to mitigate the suffering of these refugees and to find some means to inte-
grate them into the region’s societies and states. This effort foundered, however,
against Israel’s rock-solid refusal to repatriate substantial numbers of refugees
and the Arab states’ equally firm refusal to resettle the Palestinians. Failure to
resolve this vexing situation accentuated Arab-Israeli animosity.

Several factors shaped U.S. diplomacy regarding the refugee crisis. First, U.S.
officials took action because they expected that the Soviet Union would use the
situation to gain political influence in the Middle East. Second, the State De-
partment and White House staft disagreed on the concessions they expected
from Israel and competed to influence President Harry S. Truman. Third, U.S.
officials aimed for a compromise settlement that would preserve good relations
with all involved powers. These factors stimulated U.S. action in the dispute but
also limited the American ability to achieve a settlement.

The Refugee Crisis

The exodus of Palestinian refugees from Israel became a major issue during the
Palestine War because of the scale and complexity of the displacement. Nearly
one million Palestinians took refuge in camps in Arab states. This situation in-
flamed passions among the Palestinians and other Arab peoples, reducing the
prospect of peace. In U.S. thinking, the refugees appeared to represent both
tragic victims of war and fertile ground for communism. Yet U.S. officials who
sought to resolve the crisis found the governments of the region reluctant to
cooperate, concede, or compromise.

The refugee crisis originated in the dynamics of war. In April 1949, the State
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Department estimated that 700,000 Palestinians had fled Israeli-controlled ter-
ritory. The Palestine Conciliation Commission (pcc) counted 950,000 “Pales-
tine refugees and destitute persons” residing in the West Bank (630,000), Leba-
non (131,000), Jordan (99,000), Syria (85,000), and Iraq (5,000). Food and water
shortages made the situation “critical,” Secretary of State George C. Marshall
noted at the onset of the exodus. “Disease is rampant and [the] sanitation situa-
tion unspeakable.” In November 1948, the General Assembly asked states to
contribute thirty-two million dollars for emergency relief, and on 11 December,
the assembly authorized the Pcc to “facilitate the repatriation, resettlement and
economic and social rehabilitation of refugees and payment of compensation”
for lost property.!

Israeli responsibility for the flight of the refugees has been a subject of intense
debate. Many chroniclers have echoed the Israeli government’s claim that the
refugees left of their own volition, enticed by Arab leaders to relocate to Arab-
controlled areas on the promise of help in liberating their homeland. The “Arab
exodus [is a] direct result [of] aggression organised by Arab States,” Israeli
Foreign Minister Moshe Sharett claimed. However, revisionist scholars such as
Benny Morris, Erskine Childers, and Nur Masalha cite evidence that the Israel
Defense Forces (1DF) compelled Palestinians to flee. Israel must explore “all pos-
sibilities of getting rid, once and for all, of the huge Arab minority which origi-
nally threatened us,” Sharett commented in August 1948. “What can be achieved
in this period of storm and stress will be quite unattainable once conditions
stabilize.”?

Whatever caused the departure of the refugees, Israel categorically refused to
allow them to return to its territory. Repatriates would form a “source [of] im-
minent danger,” Sharett repeatedly asserted. Israeli Ambassador to the United
States Eliahu Elath argued that returnees would “not feel comfortable as a racial
or religious minority group.” Israeli leaders insisted that the Arab states that at-
tacked must resolve the problem. Government seizures of Palestinian property
under the absentee-property ordinance of 12 December 1948 signaled Israel’s
intent to transfer Palestinian property to Jewish immigrants.?

Arab leaders, by contrast, charged that Israel had fomented the exodus of
refugees and insisted that Israel repatriate all who desired to return. Most Arab
states “insist upon the repatriation of all the Palestinian refugees,” the State De-
partment noted. In the Arab view, “Israel, and to a lesser extent the United
Nations and the United States, created the problem and are responsible for its
solution.”*

For humanitarian and security reasons, the United States promoted relief
for refugees. Hundreds of thousands of destitute people living with inadequate
shelter and food and facing the approach of winter, the State Department ob-
served in October 1948, portended “a tragic disaster” of “catastrophic propor-
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tions.” The Pentagon regretted that the refugees’ suffering made them sus-
ceptible to communism, angered Arab peoples, and aggravated the Palestine
dispute. The State Department encouraged the Red Cross, churches, and oil
companies to contribute one million dollars in relief, and the Pentagon and the
Public Health Service dispatched physicians, sanitary engineers, and epidemi-
ologists to refugee camps. Even the Central Intelligence Agency (c1a) rendered
assistance “on an informal basis.” The State Department named foreign service
officer Stanton Griffis as the director of U.N. Relief for Palestine Refugees and
convinced Congress to fund half of the UNUs thirty-two-million-dollar relief
program.®

When contemplating a long-term solution to the crisis, Truman initially took
the view that Israel must repatriate the refugees. The refugees “should be per-
mitted to return to their homes,” U.S. Ambassador Warren R. Austin declared to
the United Nations on 20 November 1948, and “adequate compensation should
be arranged for the property of those who choose not to return.” Truman af-
firmed this statement in January 1949 and reassured Jordan’s King Abdallah in
April that repatriation “is a matter of deep personal concern to me.” U.S. offi-
cials were confident that U.N. supervision of repatriation would safeguard Israel
against infiltration by terrorists and saboteurs.®

Truman and other U.S. officials embraced this position for several reasons.
First, many leaders were bothered by the physical suffering of the refugees and
by Israel’s seizures of their property. In a statement typical of State Depart-
ment thinking in late 1948, Minister to Damascus James H. Keeley regretted
that “Arab refugees from Israeli terror” were “dying of starvation and exposure
while their ancestral homes are given to Jewish DP’s [displaced persons] from
Europe.” Repatriation promised to end the suffering.”

State Department officials also identified political reasons to support repa-
triation. Israel should accept repatriation as “evidence of its desire to establish
amicable relations with the Arab world.” Resolution of the crisis, Gordon Matti-
son of the NEA added, “would lay a firm basis for Israeli-Arab friendship and
mutual confidence.” Israel’s absorption of Jewish immigrants, officials in Wash-
ington added, invalidated its claim that it lacked the fiscal means to repatriate
Palestinians.®

Security concerns provided a third motive for supporting repatriation. The
State Department observed that the refugee problem “is directly related to our
national interests.” Secretary of Defense Louis A. Johnson agreed that the crisis
would “aggravate conditions of insecurity, unrest, and political instability, with
attendant opportunity for Soviet penetration.” “If winter comes with no help,”
pcc Chairman Mark Ethridge warned in June 1949, “there will be an explosive
situation.”®

U.S. officials gradually tempered their quest for repatriation with a recogni-
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tion that some refugees must resettle in Arab states. State Department officials
reasoned that circumstances in Israel would prevent every refugee from return-
ing. Substantial U.S. economic aid, American officials hoped, would convince
the refugees to surrender their “very natural desire to return to their . . . fig tree
and vine” in favor of “some other fig tree and vine elsewhere.” In March 1949, the
department concluded that Israel should repatriate a fixed number of refugees
and compensate others whom Arab states would absorb.!

Even as U.S. policy moderated, however, American and Israeli officials
clashed over the U.S. expectation that Israel should repatriate some refugees. To
U.S. chagrin, Israel frustrated pcc attempts to implement the U.N. resolution
of 11 December 1948. In February 1949, Ethridge and Sharett argued to a stand-
still about the suggestion that Israel affirm repatriation in principle. In March,
Prime Minister David Ben-Gurion clarified that Israel would compensate refu-
gees for expropriated lands only if the Arab states paid Israel war damages. Israel
“has prejudiced [the] whole cause of peaceful settlement,” Ethridge reported to
Truman, by the “cold-bloodedness of her attitude toward refugees.” At a pcC
meeting in Beirut in April, Ben-Gurion consented to repatriate a tiny number
of refugees seeking reunion with their families, but he refused to approve re-
patriation in principle on grounds of “self-preservation.”"

With Truman’s endorsement, the State Department exerted considerable
pressure on Israel to make additional concessions. Secretary of State Dean G.
Acheson urged Sharett and Ben-Gurion to show “magnanimity and humanity”
and to “make a real contribution” that “would make it possible for the Presi-
dent to continue his strong and warm support for Israel.” When Israeli officials
refused to bend, Truman spoke bluntly to Israeli President Chaim Weizmann
on 23 April. “I am rather disgusted with the manner in which the Jews are ap-
proaching the refugee problem,” Truman later confided to Ethridge."

The pressure from Truman softened the thinking of several Israeli officials
but failed to change their policy. Ambassador to the United Nations Abba Eban
advised Sharett to make concessions because the issue had become a “point of
honour with [the] U.S.A. closely affecting [the] whole relationship.” To appease
Truman, Weizmann pledged to consider “all the possibilities of resettlement
and repatriation in the Near East.” Ben-Gurion and Sharett, however, refused
to buckle in the face of U.S. demands.”

Early U.S. Initiatives to Solve the Crisis, 1949

Given the PcC’s inability to settle the refugee problem, the United States pro-
moted a solution that blended repatriation of some refugees by Israel and re-
settlement of others by the Arab states. Neither the Arab states nor Israel, how-
ever, would make any concessions, and the effort to sell the U.S. plan strained
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American relations with both sides. Israel tried to settle the matter by driving
a wedge between the State Department and the White House with a diplomatic
ruse, but the scheme backfired, provoking the first crisis in U.S.-Israeli relations.
The United States proved unable to negotiate a settlement or to avoid residual
damage to its own interests.

The State Department’s Arab Refugee Working Panel conceived of a plan
for refugee settlement in April 1949. Because mass repatriation “is manifestly
impossible from the political, economic, and geographical point of view,” the
panel envisioned a long-range program in which the United States, Britain, the
World Bank, and oil corporations would finance public-works and economic-
development programs in Arab states that would enable them to absorb large
numbers of refugees. The panel hoped that Israel would repatriate two hundred
thousand refugees and the Arab states (especially Iraq and Syria) would resettle
five hundred thousand, and the panel wanted Congress to allocate half of the
three hundred million dollars needed over three years to finance the scheme.™*

Truman approved the State Department plan, authorizing Undersecretary of
State James Webb to implement it despite fiscal concerns raised by the Bureau of
the Budget and political doubts expressed by the Senate Foreign Relations Com-
mittee. Recently named a special assistant to the secretary with rank of minis-
ter to handle the refugee problem, George McGhee promoted the plan among
World Bank and British officials. Acheson directed U.S. diplomats to launch the
“strongest diplomatic approach” to Israel and the Arab states “to soften their
respective attitudes.” "

Two Arab states reacted positively to the U.S. initiative. Syrian Prime Min-
ister Husni Zaim pledged to resettle 250,000 refugees provided that foreign in-
vestment developed his country before he revealed his concession to his people.
Otherwise, he told Keeley, the “powerful opposition would attack him for sell-
ing out to [the] Jews and their backers.” Jordan offered to resettle nearly 600,000
refugees in the West Bank in exchange for financial aid. But U.S. officials be-
lieved that the country’s eagerness exceeded its abilities, and in summer 1949,
the government in Amman reconsidered its enthusiasm for the plan.'®

Other Arab powers expressed reluctance about the U.S. plan from the be-
ginning. Lebanon’s prime minister argued that admitting refugees would up-
set his country’s delicate confessional balance between Christians and Muslims.
Iraqi Foreign Minister Muhammed Fadil Jamali declared that his country “has
no moral, legal, or logical reason” to resettle refugees. Saudi Arabia agreed to
endorse resettlement only after Israel repatriated most refugees and compen-
sated the remainder. Egypt declared that it lacked room for immigrants. The
U.S. consul in Jerusalem, William C. Burdett, reported that the refugees them-
selves wished to return to their homes."”

U.S. officials pressed the Arab states to cooperate with the plan, but to no
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avail. In June, the State Department told Jordan, Saudi Arabia, Syria, Iraq, Leba-
non, and Egypt that the United States was “deeply disappointed” by the dead-
lock on the issue and expected them, together with Israel, to implement a solu-
tion bankrolled by the United States. In the absence of a settlement, the United
States might end its funding of U.N. relief programs, which would impose major
financial burdens on the Arab states. The Arab countries refused, however, to
approve the U.S. plan.'®

Israel also rejected the State Department’s plan on security and political
grounds. Citing “moral considerations,” Israeli officials conceded on 4 May that
they would repatriate a handful of refugees, compensate owners of abandoned
property, contribute humanitarian relief, and safeguard the rights of minorities
within their borders. But leaders of the Jewish state refused additional conces-
sions on the grounds that the Arab states were “entirely responsible” for the
crisis. The refugees were “members of an aggressor group defeated in a war of
its own making,” Ben-Gurion told Truman on 8 June. “Israel cannot in the name
of humanitarianism be driven to commit suicide.”*

To deflect U.S. pressure, Israel briefly floated its own scheme. Ben-Gurion
proposed that Israel annex the Gaza Strip and absorb its 230,000 refugees and
80,000 permanent residents. The State Department initially considered this idea
“perhaps the key that would unlock the whole problem” and recommended it to
Egypt. But Egypt responded that the plan would give Israel land as a reward for
fulfilling an obligation mandated by the U.N. resolution of 11 December 1948.
The plan smacked of “cheap barter,” Ambassador Kamil Abdul Rahim added,
because it “exchang[ed] human lives for territory.” Given Egypt’s resistance,
U.S. officials allowed the Gaza plan to wither.?®

Israel also resisted the State Department plan by appealing through various
channels to the White House. Elath reported that the president of the Develop-
ment Corporation for Israel, Abraham Feinberg, personally urged Truman, Spe-
cial Counsel Clark Clifford, and presidential secretary Matt Connelly to accept
Israel’s position and to replace Ethridge with an appointee sympathetic to Israel.
The Israeli Foreign Ministry mobilized lobbyist I. L. Kenen, General John Hill-
dring, and U.S. Jewish journalists to promote Israel’s position. U.S. Ambassador
to Tel Aviv James B. McDonald argued Israel’s case in a direct communication
to Clifford, as did Weizmann in an impassioned letter to Truman.*

In this instance, the State Department neutralized Israel’s indirect appeals to
the White House by alerting Truman to the pressure. “Israeli officials have in fact
informed our representatives in Palestine,” Webb warned the president, “that
they intend to bring about a change” in U.S. policy “through means available to
them in the United States.” Bothered by this allegation, Truman told Webb “that
he has no doubt as to the wisdom of the course being followed” by the State
Department. Truman informed several visiting Jewish leaders that “unless they
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were prepared to play the game properly and conform to the rules they were
probably going to lose one of their best friends.”

Annoyed by the Israeli pressure, in fact, Truman authorized a series of se-
verely worded messages intended to pressure Israel to concede. The United
States “is seriously disturbed by the attitude of Israel,” a late May message from
Truman to Ben-Gurion stated. If Israel remained inflexible, the administration
“will regretfully be forced to the conclusion that a revision of its attitude toward
Israel has become unavoidable.” Because Ben-Gurion’s response merely “re-
peats the familiar arguments,” State Department officials advised Truman to
adopt “a generally negative attitude toward Israel.” Truman authorized an aide-
mémoire to Israel on 24 June that called the refugee problem “a common re-
sponsibility of Israel and the Arab States, which neither side should be per-
mitted to shirk.”?

The pressure from Truman weakened Israeli leaders™ resolve. Israel risked
“the profound alienation of President Truman,” Eban warned. Public opinion
favored the Arab view, Uriel Heyd of the Israeli embassy in Washington added,
“from Justices on the Supreme Court . . . down to the man in the street.” To
ease U.S. pressure, Sharett proposed to the Israeli cabinet on 5 July that Israel
repatriate one hundred thousand refugees in exchange for a peace treaty. The
cabinet authorized him to explore informally whether Truman would endorse
such terms.**

While scoping out Truman’s thinking, Sharett triggered a diplomatic brou-
haha that snowballed into a U.S.-Israeli crisis. Acting through the general coun-
sel of the Israeli Embassy in New York, Eban recruited Hilldring to visit Truman
and discern his views on Sharett’s settlement scheme. Unaware of this arrange-
ment, Truman admitted that he might approve the scheme if it promised to
break the deadlock. Although Truman admonished Hilldring not to repeat the
details of their meeting, Hilldring conveyed the president’s position to David
Niles, who informed Israeli embassy officials, who relayed the news to Sharett.
Encouraged, Sharett formally proposed to Truman on 28 July that Israel would
absorb one hundred thousand refugees if the Arab states made peace and agreed
to resettle all other refugees.?

Unaware of Truman’s conversation with Hilldring, the State Department
considered Israel’s offer insufficient. McGhee told Elath that Israel should accept
230,000 refugees, the number it would have absorbed under Ben-Gurion’s Gaza
plan. Burdett interpreted Israel’s offer as a hollow gesture to evade U.S. pressure
and one from which Israel would wiggle away in the end. Acheson criticized the
“‘take it or leave it’ attitude” of Israel’s offer. On 9 August, the State Department
formally rejected Israel’s offer.>®

In what proved to be a major misstep, Sharett tried to overcome the State
Department’s opposition by cashing in Truman’s assurance to Hilldring. Israeli
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Foreign Ministry political adviser Reuven Shiloah told a department official that
Truman had approved the 100,000 figure in his meeting with Hilldring. But
State Department officials replied by strictly warning against any attempt to di-
vide the White House from them, by resecuring Truman’s support for a demand
that Israel repatriate 250,000 refugees, and by notifying the C1A that a source
in the White House had divulged classified information to Israel. Stuart Rock-
well of the NEA bluntly warned Israeli envoys that their country’s gambit would
spawn anti-Semitism in the United States.?”

Truman reacted angrily to the Israeli effort to turn him against the State De-
partment. He promptly suspended the $49 million balance of Israel’s $100 mil-
lion Export-Import Bank loan and approved other such measures against Israel.
“I would be less than frank,” he wrote to Weizmann, “if I did not tell you that I
was disappointed.” The United States “wishes no harm” on Israel, Rockwell told
Zalman Liff, an Israeli official at Lausanne, “but cannot go on pampering it.”®

The suspension of the bank loan deeply irritated Israel. The State Depart-
ment portrayed the move as a decision by bank officials based on a lack of
progress toward peace that undermined Israel’s ability to repay. But Elath did
not buy this explanation. He asserted that the suspension “cut across the type
of relationship . . . which should exist between Israel and the United States” and
that it would weaken Israel and undermine its ability to make peace. The clash
over the refugee issue shook U.S.-Israeli relations to the core.?

The Economic Survey Mission, 1949-1951

Facing Israeli and Arab rigidity on the refugee dispute, the United States tried
to settle the problem by a new path. The State Department launched an initia-
tive under U.N. auspices to foster economic development that would meet the
refugees’ physical and economic needs. U.S. officials hoped that such a techni-
cal approach would enable Middle East states to sidestep the deadlock between
repatriation and resettlement. By 1951, the initiative had modestly achieved its
economic objectives but had neither reassured the principals in the dispute nor
resolved their political stalemate.

Several factors compelled the State Department to try the economic devel-
opment plan. U.S. officials continued to worry about the refugees’ physical suf-
fering and susceptibility to political extremism. The intense Arab and Israeli
resistance to political compromise made a political settlement seem impossible.
Moreover, the emergency relief funds provided by the United Nations in late
1948 were expected to run out in December 1949, and Congress seemed unlikely
to renew indefinitely such funding. The State Department reasoned that it could
not remain inactive regarding the refugee crisis.>

With Truman’s approval, the State Department initiated its plan in late 1949.
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At the U.S. behest, on 1 September 1949 the pcc created an Economic Survey
Mission (EsM) and directed it to study Middle East economic conditions and
write a technical plan “to overcome economic dislocations created by the hos-
tilities” and “to facilitate the repatriation, resettlement, and economic and social
rehabilitation of the refugees.” U.S., British, French, and Turkish officials would
staff the mission under the leadership of Gordon R. Clapp, chairman of the
board of the Tennessee Valley Authority (Tva). Like many experts in the 1940s,
Clapp believed that technical assistance could stabilize the Third World.*

U.S. officials worked hard to overcome Arab resistance to the Esm. Leba-
non and Saudi Arabia complained that the mission would delay repatriation
and channel U.S. economic aid to Israel, and Syria threatened to mobilize the
Arab League to oppose the mission. The State Department responded that the
EsM would compose an economic master plan to reverse the pCcC’s string of
failures in peacemaking. Describing himself as “an engineer and not concerned
with politics,” Clapp added that the EsM would determine the value of aban-
doned Arab property in Israel and Israel’s ability to compensate refugees. This
campaign convinced Arab leaders to consult with Clapp, who visited Lebanon,
Egypt, Jordan, and Syria by 1 October.*

Israel also viewed the EsM with skepticism. Privately, the Foreign Ministry
feared that Clapp’s plans for public works in Arab states would enrich the refu-
gees, solidify their sense of community, and increase pressure for repatriation.
Israel pledged to work with the mission but also indicated that it would not raise
its offer to repatriate one hundred thousand refugees. When he visited Israel in
October, Clapp noted that Sharett provided a “long lecture on Arab responsi-
bility for Arab-Jewish war and Israeli history from Moses to date.”**

After touring the Middle East, the EsM issued a report to the United Nations
in December 1949, proposing relief and public works projects to benefit the
refugees. Silent on the issue of repatriation versus resettlement, the report pro-
posed various programs at a price of $54.9 million for the period January 1950 to
June 1951. Priority would be given to construction of dams and irrigation works
at Wadi Zerqa and Wadi Quilt, Jordan, projects that would employ seventy
thousand workers and indirectly support four hundred thousand refugees. (See
map 3.) The report also urged Lebanon to begin a works program in the Litani
River Valley and Syria to launch a reclamation project in the Ghab Swamps of
the Orontes Valley. The full program would be administered by a permanent
U.N. agency that would work with each state to ensure that the initial programs
evolved into long-term development. After June 1951, local states would be ex-
pected to provide for the needs of the refugees within their borders.>*

State Department officials identified merits in the ESM report. At a cost com-
parable to relief operations, Arthur Gardiner noted, the proposed works “were
not simply ‘make-work’ schemes with no permanent value but were actually de-
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velopmental in nature.” The Clapp report conformed to the State Department’s
growing realization that massive repatriation was impossible. According to the
deputy director of the Office of United Nations Affairs, Durward Sandifer, and
the deputy assistant secretary of the NEA, Raymond A. Hare, the plan would
lead to the resettlement of most refugees in Arab states, an outcome the report
downplayed “for reasons associated with Arab sensibilities.”

U.S. officials strongly supported the Clapp report. On 8 December, they
pushed through the General Assembly a resolution that created the United Na-
tions Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA)
to administer the program. Comprised of U.S., British, French, and Turkish rep-
resentatives, the UNRWA established itself in Beirut in April 1950 and assumed
responsibility for refugee relief on 1 May. On 5 June, Truman signed the For-
eign Economic Assistance Act, which allocated $27.5 million for the UNRWA,
and Britain and France agreed to contribute most of other funds needed.*

Israel and the Arab states, however, showed little enthusiasm for the Clapp
report. Israeli officials privately criticized its “vagueness [and] superficiality”
about aid to their state. Although King Abdallah signaled his support, Egypt
and Lebanon were more restrained, and Syria declared that its acceptance of aid
for public works would not imply that it would settle politically with Israel. In
May 1950, refugees at camps in Sidon and Damascus declared a labor strike, re-
fused rations and medical care, and closed schools in protest against the thrust
toward resettlement. In response, Clapp noted that “I for one expected no quick
and overwhelmingly successful result.”*’

U.S. Failure to Settle the Crisis, 1950-1952

Because the Clapp report proposed only stopgap measures, U.S. officials con-
tinued to seek a political settlement of the refugee dispute in 1950-52. Convinced
that the problem destabilized the Middle East politically and economically, they
pursued four parallel initiatives—under U.N. and U.S. auspices—to achieve a
compromise settlement. Israel and the Arab states refused to make any conces-
sions, however, and the U.S. quest to solve the refugee problem fell short.

One of the four U.S. initiatives involved remobilizing the pcc. At U.S. urg-
ing, the pcc visited Jerusalem in August 1950 to stimulate negotiations on
the refugee issue, and the commission organized a September-November 1951
meeting in Paris to promote a deal based on repatriation and resettlement.
Arab and Israeli leaders remained unresponsive, however, and both confer-
ences deadlocked. Chairman Ely Palmer reported that a “sense of futility” over-
whelmed the pcc.?®

Second, U.S. officials endorsed a proposal by UNRw A Chairman John Bland-
ford to resolve the issue by resettling the refugees in Arab states at Israeli and
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U.N. expense. Blandford proposed that Israel and the United Nations each con-
tribute $100 million to fund development schemes in Arab states that absorbed
refugees. The United States cosponsored a resolution, passed by the General
Assembly on 30 November 1950, to implement the Blandford plan and pressed
Israel to contribute $5 million as a first installment. In 1952, Israel paid $2.8 mil-
lion to the Blandford scheme (and released the frozen assets of Palestinian bank
accounts worth $14.5 million) but announced that such payments fulfilled the
Jewish state’s duty to repatriate refugees.®

Even while promoting the Blandford plan, Truman launched a third U.S.
mission to solve the refugee problem. In December 1951 he dispatched Edward
Locke as a special representative of the State Department to explore U.S. aid
programs in Arab states. “There are too many plans and too much talk and not
enough action,” Truman instructed Locke. “I want you to try to get action.” In
April 1952, Locke proposed a major program to develop railroads, highways,
rivers and harbors, and oil pipelines in the Middle East. The United States would
invest one hundred million dollars, and the World Bank, United Nations, and
other powers would add four hundred million dollars over three to five years.*°

The Locke proposal had a mixed reception in Washington but ultimately
died there. Although the NEA favored the plan as promoting regional stability,
Truman shelved the proposal because Congress seemed unlikely to fund it. In
September 1952, Locke tried to revive his idea in the White House but badly
fumbled his presentation and insulted the president. Truman recalled Locke and
abolished his office, telling an aide that he had “known Mr. Locke for many
years and was surprised by the attitude which . . . he had displayed.”*

In late 1952, the Truman administration made one final push to settle the
refugee problem by pressing Israel to repatriate between fifty thousand and one
hundred thousand refugees and compensate the remainder. U.S. officials ar-
gued to Israel that it might benefit from the return of certain refugees and that
a concession might mollify the Arab states and thereby contribute to peace. The
American government also told Arab leaders that refusal to resettle refugees
seemed “cruel” since “the chances of repatriation were exceedingly slight and
the existence of false hope could only end in increased bitterness.”

The U.S. initiative failed immediately. Sharett gave it a “sharp categorical
negative.” Concessions by Israel, Eban added, would appear to be a “sign [of]
weakness and provoke further hostile measures by Arabs.” Nor were Arab lead-
ers cooperative. Resettlement would violate the refugees’ “ever present desire
to return . . . home,” Syrian Foreign Minister Zafar Rifai warned. “No amount
of compensation can ever make them forget their attachment to their place
of birth.”*?

At the end of the Truman presidency, the U.S. quest to end the refugee crisis
remained unrealized. UN. programs had reduced the number of refugees on
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relief from 1,019,000 in 1949 to 850,000 in 1952, but State Department officials
remained frustrated and perplexed by their inability to facilitate a permanent
solution to the problem. Despite the United States’ best efforts to conceive a
practical and equitable solution, neither side to the dispute would concede or
compromise.**

Conclusion

The Palestinian refugee crisis posed great difficulty for U.S. officials during the
second Truman administration. The existence of hundreds of thousands of Pal-
estinian refugees threatened the U.S. objective of Middle East stability. While
Western officials scrambled to provide basic necessities to the refugees, a com-
plicated political dispute erupted between the Arab states, which insisted that
Israel offer the refugees a choice between repatriation to Israel or compensation
for their lost property, and Israel, which refused this demand and insisted that
Arab governments resettle the refugees.

Both Israel and the Arab states identified compelling reasons to refuse con-
cessions on the issue. Each side blamed the other for the crisis and assigned the
other responsibility to solve it. Both sides cited security and economic concerns
that precluded their absorption of Palestinians. Leaders in all states felt unable
to capitulate in light of their national aspirations and domestic public opinion,
and rivalries among Arab states further reduced the prospect of concession. The
mutual mistrust and fear that pervaded Arab-Israeli relationships in the shadow
of the Palestine War discouraged compromise.

For a variety of reasons, U.S. officials sought to solve the refugee crisis. Hu-
manitarian concern drove them to provide funds needed to care for the refu-
gees, as did fear that the Soviet Union would exploit the refugees’ suffering and
anger to spread communism. U.S. officials sought to solve the dispute before it
alienated the Arab states from the West or triggered a war that would destabilize
the region; furthermore, American leaders hoped that progress in solving the
refugee issue might create a spirit of conciliation leading to solutions of other
Arab-Israeli disputes.

U.S. officials conceived several tactical plans to advance American objectives.
The U.S. government helped establish the pcc to provide relief and to search
for a long-term solution. American officials founded the EsM to formulate a
regional development scheme that would facilitate refugee repatriation and re-
settlement. The United States endorsed various plans conceived by U.N. officials
and by the U.S. envoy to the region, Locke. American leaders applied political
pressure on Israel to repatriate a sizable number of refugees and on the Arab
states to resettle vast numbers of Palestinians under various schemes.

Unfortunately for the United States, none of these diplomatic initiatives
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solved the problem. When the Truman presidency ended, U.S. officials had ar-
ranged international relief to mitigate the physical hardships facing the refugees
but had failed to solve the political question of the refugees’ permanent dispo-
sition. The United States lacked the means to force Israeli or Arab concessions,
and available financial incentives proved insufficient to secure Arab or Israeli
compliance with U.S. wishes.

U.S. policy toward the refugees experienced a palpable shift in 1949-53. Echo-
ing the position of Arab states, the Truman administration initially expressed a
determination to force Israel to accept the principle that every refugee had the
right to choose between repatriation to or compensation by Israel. U.S. policy
gradually evolved toward the more balanced view that a final settlement must
be based on a combination of repatriation and resettlement. By 1951, officials
in Washington concluded that large-scale repatriation would prove impossible
in light of Israeli resistance, thus essentially embracing the Israeli view that re-
settlement on a grand scale offered the only realistic solution.

The evolution of U.S. policy from the Arab side to the Israeli view did not re-
flect an innate favoritism toward Israel among officials in Washington. On the
contrary, for much of the period U.S. officials were profoundly angry at Israel
for its stubborn refusal to accept their counsel. Truman approved extraordinary
measures to punish Israel in 1949 for its categorical rejection of his advice and
its indirect efforts to force his hand. Even Israel’s supporters in Congress and on
the White House staff criticized the country’s attitude toward the refugees on
humanitarian grounds. The shift in U.S. policy also revealed a realistic under-
standing of the firmness dilemma. U.S. officials originally assumed that they
could force Israel to meet U.N. resolutions that mandated repatriation and com-
pensation but gradually realized that Israel had the means to resist. American
policy was modified to take into account this new reality.

Israel also gained a deeper understanding of the influence dilemma. Israeli
officials initially assumed that they could change unfriendly State Department
policy by appealing through back channels to Truman, as had repeatedly been
the case in the past. On the issue of the refugees, however, Israel found that Tru-
man resisted and resented the informal approach. Consequently, Sharett eased
the pressure on Truman and modified Israeli policy toward the refugees by offer-
ing more substantial repatriation and some compensation. Such steps placated
the United States until its policy aligned with Israel’s position.
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HOLY PLACES
The Question of Jerusalem, 1949-1953

In addition to the refugee issue, the fate of Jerusalem also posed an intractable
problem after the Palestine War. During the hostilities, Israel and Jordan had
militarily occupied the city. After their armistice, the two powers agreed to di-
vide the city and plotted to fend off foreign challenges to their control. In con-
trast, the United Nations, the United States, and other powers aimed to establish
international control of the city as mandated by U.N. resolutions of 1947-48.
In ensuing negotiations, a coalition of Arab and Catholic states sought to force
Israel and Jordan to relinquish their claims.

In a major difference from the refugee issue, U.S. involvement in the Jeru-
salem dispute declined over time. U.S. officials initially resisted the Israeli-
Jordanian division of the city and sought to settle the issue on terms consistent
with U.N. resolutions. As the international deadlock over the city deepened,
however, the United States calculated that it lacked vital national interests in the
issue. Contemplating the high costs of imposing a settlement over Israeli and
Jordanian resistance, President Harry S. Truman and Secretary of State Dean G.
Acheson shifted to passive tolerance of the partition of the city.

Jerusalem has been a subject of contention among scholars. Shlomo Slonim
emphasizes the legitimacy of Israel’s sovereignty over the city. Henry Cattan
mounts a legalistic challenge to Israel’s claims, while Edward W. Said and Tan W.
Lustick suggest that Israel artificially projected the idea of Jewish sovereignty
over a united city to undergird its territorial acquisition. Meron Benvenisti aptly
observes that “the chronicles of Jerusalem are a gigantic quarry, from which
each side has mined stones for the construction of its myths—and for throwing
at each other.””

112
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The Status of Jerusalem in 1949

The political fate of Jerusalem emerged as a complex issue in 1947-49. The parti-
tion resolution of November 1947 declared the principle of corpus separatum —
that Jerusalem should be established as an international zone under U.N. con-
trol. On 11 December 1948, the General Assembly reaffirmed this principle and
directed the Palestine Conciliation Commission (Pcc) to compose a plan to
internationalize the city under U.N. auspices. Having occupied Jerusalem dur-
ing the war, Israel and Jordan jointly resisted the idea. U.S. officials faced a di-
lemma between upholding U.N. resolutions or recognizing the reality of bi-
national control. By spring 1949, the United States resolved this dilemma with
a compromise that left the United States at odds with Israel.

The Israeli-Jordanian division of Jerusalem was fraught with tension. Dur-
ing the war, Israel had taken control of western Jerusalem (called the New City),
where the Jewish population was concentrated, while Jordan had occupied the
Old City and Arab neighborhoods to the east, north, and south. In May 1949,
the two states agreed to make permanent their de facto division of the city in
defiance of U.N. resolutions. But they remained on the verge of violence, as Jor-
dan denied Israel’s demand for a corridor to Mount Scopus and Israel threat-
ened to open a route by force. Firefights flared in June as soldiers maneuvered
along the border. Israel mobilized troops and canceled military leaves, and Jor-
dan pledged to fight in defense of its interests.

Israeli leaders made clear that they would never accept international control
over Jewish Jerusalem as prescribed by the U.N. resolutions. The Israeli Con-
stituent Assembly met in the New City as the provisional government enforced
abandoned-property laws, scheduled municipal elections, and established its
Supreme Court and various ministries there. Given the U.Ns failure to defend
the New City against Arab attack, Foreign Minister Moshe Sharett told the pcc
in February 1949, Israel “could not now entrust [the] security of Jews in Jeru-
salem to any outside agency.” The Jerusalem issue was settled “3,000 years ago
when Bel Yishai (King David) made Jerusalem the Jewish centre,” Prime Minis-
ter David Ben-Gurion announced, linking his policy to the ancient Jewish cul-
tural attachment to the city. “The living Jerusalem will not again accept any rule
but that of its own people, Israel.”?

Monitoring the situation in Jerusalem, Truman and Acheson sought first to
prevent violence. With the president’s blessing, Acheson warned Sharett that
“any government which attempts to effect a particular settlement by the renewal
of hostilities or the threat of hostilities would incur a grave responsibility before
the community of nations.” U.S. officials convinced Israel and Jordan to join a
Mixed Armistice Commission, which arranged a truce among border troops in
late June.*
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When violence had been averted, Truman delegated Acheson to sort out the
city’s political future. Many U.S. officials naturally wished to honor the U.N.
resolutions calling for a corpus separatum and to deny local states any rewards
for military action. U.S. Christian churches also encouraged the State Depart-
ment to ensure international control of various holy places in the Jerusalem
area.’ But Deputy Undersecretary of State Dean Rusk worried that promoting
a corpus separatum would “cause a very strong unfavorable reaction in Israel
and in American Zionist circles.” A corpus separatum would prove economi-
cally unviable, the NEA projected, and would require a four-thousand-man U.N.
police force costing thirty million dollars per year. The U.S. consul in Jerusa-
lem, William C. Burdett, observed that despite its cultural affiliation for the holy
places, the United States lacked any strategic interests in Jerusalem and there-
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fore should welcome the stability inherent in an Israeli-Jordanian binational
division.®

Acheson resolved this dilemma by compromising between practicality and
the principle of international control. The United States would aim for a settle-
ment in which Israel and Jordan would administer portions of the city under a
U.N. commissioner empowered to supervise local administration and to guar-
antee free access to the holy places. While committed to upholding U.N. reso-
lutions, Acheson recognized “considerable flexibility in what might constitute
an international regime.””

Israeli officials were pleased by Acheson’s flexibility but remained troubled
by his refusal to recognize their sovereignty in Jerusalem. The question reached
a flashpoint in February, when Sharett asked Ambassador James G. McDon-
ald to attend the opening ceremony of the Constituent Assembly in Jerusalem.
McDonald wanted to accept the invitation as a gesture to Israel, but Burdett and
pcC Chairman Mark Ethridge countered that McDonald’s attendance would
undermine efforts to establish international control of the city. With Ameri-
can patience frayed by Israel’s offensive against Egypt in the Negev, Truman ap-
proved Acheson’s decision to order McDonald to decline the invitation.?

In the months that followed, U.S. insistence on international control pro-
duced additional tension with Israel. With Truman’s explicit approval, Acheson
pressed Israeli leaders to “recognize international . . . authority for the Holy
Places.” In reply, Ben-Gurion told the pcc that Israel would accept “interna-
tional supervision of holy places” but not UN. sovereignty. “Jerusalem is to
Jews,” he argued, “what Rome and Paris are to Italians and French respectively.”
Tension between U.S. and Israeli leaders began to mount.’

U.N. Approaches to the Jerusalem Issue, 1949

As Truman and Acheson formulated a policy on Jerusalem, the United Nations
began to debate the city’s future. Unable to resolve the issue, the pcc recom-
mended to the General Assembly a plan that blended international control and
local governance of Jerusalem. U.S. leaders supported the plan despite Israeli
and Jordanian opposition, but the General Assembly voted instead to reaffirm
the concept of a corpus separatum. This outcome outraged Israel and left Ache-
son and Truman frustrated and despondent about the quarrel.

In March 1949, when the pcc addressed the question of Jerusalem, the com-
mission became bogged down in controversy. Ethridge, the U.S. delegate, advo-
cated the State Department’s principle of local administration by Jordan and
Israel under international control. France proposed complete internationaliza-
tion, including a U.N. police force, court system, citizenship, and currency, a
plan that Ethridge considered “impossible and fantastic.” Jordan and Israel re-
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jected both the U.S. and the French plans and suggested that the pcc recognize
their bilateral division of the city.'

After months of deliberation, on 1 September 1949 the Pcc submitted to the
General Assembly a “Draft Instrument Establishing a Permanent International
Regime for the Jerusalem Area.” Under the plan, Israel and Jordan would pro-
vide civil governance in their respective zones. The United Nations would ap-
point a non-Arab, non-Israeli administrator who would be advised by a mixed
council of nine Jerusalem residents and protected by U.N. guards. The admin-
istrator would protect the holy places, guarantee human rights, and ensure de-
militarization. Mixed and international tribunals would deal with civil law."

Israeli officials firmly rejected the instrument. Because it blended irreconcil-
able U.S. and French ideas, Foreign Ministry official Michael Comay compared
the plan to “one of the gargoyles on the medieval cathedrals, with the head of
one animal and the body of another.” Because the plan would violate the secu-
rity of Jerusalem’s Jews, the Foreign Ministry concluded, it “clearly and defi-
nitely exposes the principle of internationalization as impractical and unjust.”
As extremists in Israel vowed to resist the instrument with violence, Sharett told
Acheson that the plan had “fanned into new flame” a Jewish affinity for Jerusa-
lem that had existed “some thousands of years.”'>

Although skeptical of the instrument, Acheson endorsed it. His advisers wor-
ried that the plan might prove impractical in the face of Israeli and Jordanian
resistance but also feared that France might revert to the corpus separatum if the
instrument were rejected. Acheson decided to support the instrument as “the
best chance of achieving an international regime and in the hope that the parties
will acquiesce in a United Nations decision.” He endorsed the measure in an
address to the General Assembly on 21 September and urged Sharett to seek a
solution “by calm and constructive means.”*?

As in the past, Israel sought to overturn Acheson’s policy by appealing to
Truman. If the United Nations imposed an administrator on Israel, McDonald
wrote to Truman’s special counsel, Clark Clifford, “a repetition of the Berna-
dotte tragedy would not be improbable.” As Israeli Ambassador to the United
States Eliahu Elath took credit for mobilizing “White House friends,” presi-
dential adviser David Niles encouraged Truman to postpone a U.N. vote on
the instrument and Agriculture Secretary Charles F. Brannan confided that he
“constantly consulted” Truman on the issue. Such pressure continued even as
Israeli intelligence detected the State Department’s mounting resentment of the
tactic."*

Having anticipated such an Israeli effort to reach Truman, Acheson was ready
to counter it. On 21 November, he secured the president’s explicit approval of
the State Department policy. Truman authorized Acheson to support the instru-
ment as a practical plan to establish international safeguards of the holy places,
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restore peace to Jerusalem, and demilitarize the city. The United States would
support the pcc plan despite Israeli and Jordanian protests.®

Although Acheson defeated Israel in the battle for Truman’s support, the sec-
retary of state lost control of the General Assembly debate on the instrument.
Under the sway of its Catholic citizens, Australia introduced a resolution direct-
ing the United Nations Trusteeship Council (UNTC) to establish a corpus sepa-
ratum by spring 1950. The State Department opposed this resolution as imprac-
tical, but several U.N. delegations, lobbied by Archbishop of New York Francis
Cardinal Spellman, endorsed it. On 9 December, Catholic states, Arab states ex-
cept Jordan, and the Soviet bloc passed the resolution by a vote of thirty-nine
to fourteen, with five abstentions.'®

Passage of the 9 December resolution frustrated most U.S. officials. Acheson
seemed to throw up his hands in despair. He informed Truman that he would
“say to the Vatican and the Jews that they should get together and talk to each
other, but that we are not going to coerce them.” According to Israeli intelli-
gence, by contrast, Edwin Wright of the NEA admitted that the vote pleased the
State Department’s Arabists because it would encourage Arab powers to “raise
a lot of hell against Israel.”"”

The 9 December resolution also divided U.S. public opinion. The measure
was popular among Catholics, who viewed Israel with suspicion regarding alle-
gations of Israeli violence against Christian shrines, mistreatment of Palestini-
ans, and refusal to internationalize Jerusalem. But other voices criticized the
resolution because it failed to safeguard Israel’s interests. The New York Times
dismissed the U.N. document as “ill-advised” and “unrealistic” because it defied
Israeli and Jordanian policies.'®

As was to be expected, Israeli leaders staunchly opposed the 9 December
resolution. Sharett instructed his subordinates to protest the measure and seek
its reversal at the United Nations, and he planned to delay implementation until
the resolution “fall[s] of its own weight and [the] U.N. itself admit[s] unfeasi-
bility.” “It would take an army to get [the] Jews out of Jerusalem,” Ben-Gurion
warned McDonald, “and the only army I see willing to occupy Jerusalem is Rus-
sia’s.” More ominously, the prime minister declared to the Knesset on 13 Decem-
ber that Israel would resist the resolution by transferring government offices
and the Knesset to Jerusalem and seeking access to the Old City."

The Transfer of Israeli Government Offices to Jerusalem

As pledged, Ben-Gurion moved the prime minister’s office to Jerusalem on
14 December, adding a layer of contention to the Jerusalem dispute. Having pre-
viously indicated its opposition to such a move, the United States refused to rec-
ognize Jerusalem as Israel’s capital, relocate the American embassy to the city,
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or even conduct official business there. Aware of their limited capabilities, how-
ever, U.S. leaders eventually softened this policy. Discerning the limits of U.S.
power, Israeli officials strengthened their resolve to exercise power in Jerusalem.

Ben-Gurion’s decision to transfer government offices to Jerusalem capped
months of debate about such a move. In August 1949, the prime minister urged
his cabinet to declare Jerusalem the capital as a means of presenting the world
with a fait accompli while the pcc deliberated. When Sharett cautioned against
antagonizing the United States or Catholic countries, the cabinet approved the
principle of transfer but delayed implementation. Aware of these deliberations,
Acheson indicated his disapproval of any transfer because it would prejudice
U.N. debates and, by angering Arab states, undermine Arab-Israeli negotiations
on other issues. Sharett gave assurances that Israel would not “force the hand
of the General Assembly.”>°

Ben-Gurion’s move to Jerusalem in violation of such assurances produced a
sharp reaction in Washington. He regretted having to flout the United Nations,
the prime minister confided to his diary, but the move was necessary to safe-
guard the Jews of Jerusalem and to demonstrate Israeli resolve after the passage
of the 9 December resolution. NEA officials, by contrast, construed the move “as
open opposition by Israel to the United Nations” and refused to rule out some
punitive measure by the Security Council. When Israeli embassy counselor
Moshe Keren explained that Israeli public opinion had forced Ben-Gurion’s
hand, Raymond Hare of the NEA countered that on Jerusalem issues, “Israel had
to reckon as well with world opinion.”

To the end of the Truman presidency, Acheson consistently refused to recog-
nize Jerusalem as Israel’s capital but found it impossible to reverse the move. He
repeatedly denied Israeli requests for recognition because the Jewish state had
acted “in clear violation” of U.N. resolutions. Yet Acheson refrained from com-
pelling Israel to return its government to Tel Aviv. When Iraqi chargé Abdul-
lah Ibrahim Bakr suggested punitive measures by the United States in early
1950, Assistant Secretary of State George McGhee replied that pressure on Israel
would only “strengthen the Government in its present policy.” >

The United States also showed some ambivalence in its conduct of official
business in Israel. To put some teeth into his nonrecognition policy, Acheson
refused to locate the U.S. embassy in Jerusalem and required U.S. diplomats
in Israel to conduct business in Tel Aviv. Only the consul in Jerusalem could
make “non-official courtesy and social contacts” in the city. But these regula-
tions caused U.S. diplomats hardship and embarrassment, so in February 1951
Acheson authorized embassy officials to conduct ad hoc visits to Jerusalem pro-
vided that they clarified on each occasion that their government favored inter-
nationalization of the city.*

Even as he came to terms with Ben-Gurion’s transfer to Jerusalem, Ache-
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son protested Israel’s plans to relocate its Foreign Ministry there. In May 1952,
Sharett announced that he would move his ministry to Jerusalem in six to eight
months, “not [as] a political demonstration but [as] a domestic and organiza-
tional necessity.” This announcement disturbed Acheson. “There should be a
special international regime for Jerusalem,” the State Department declared in
July. The United States “would not view favorably the transfer of the Foreign
Office” to Jerusalem and would not locate its embassy there.?*

The U.S. protests did not greatly concern Israeli officials. Foreign Ministry
legal adviser Shabtai Rosenne downplayed the gravity of the U.S. protest be-
cause it neither contested the transfer of other government offices to Jerusa-
lem nor demanded a reversal of the decision to transfer the Foreign Ministry.
U.S. officials seemed most angry at Israel’s “tactical mistake” of not informing
the United States of the decision before announcing it. One U.S. official cor-
roborated this observation by complaining to Ambassador to Washington Abba
Eban that news of the transfer had “brought [a] flood of Arab representations
to State Dep[artmen]t [officials] when they [were] not ready.”**

In light of such assessments, Sharett remained determined to move his min-
istry but avoided rushing the action. Together with similar reactions by Britain,
France, Turkey, Australia, and Italy, U.S. protests convinced him to postpone
the transfer until the autumn 1952 General Assembly session adjourned. After
the U.S. presidential election, Eban urged Sharett to complete the move by the
end of December, on the hunch that Truman would relocate the U.S. embassy
to Jerusalem but President-elect Dwight D. Eisenhower would not. But Sharett
decided that logistical impediments prevented relocation before March 1953.2¢

The Convergence of U.S. and Israeli Policy, 1950-1952

As Israel established its presence in Jerusalem, the United Nations pursued its
9 December 1949 resolution to establish a corpus separatum. Truman and Ache-
son faced a difficult decision about whether to support a U.N. resolution that
most Arab and Catholic states favored, Israel opposed, and the U.S. leaders
deemed impractical. Careful not to embrace openly Israel’s position for fear of
international backlash, the American government worked subtly to derail the
U.N. initiative and then adopted a passive posture toward the Jerusalem issue.
Although they disapproved of its policy, Acheson and Truman allowed Israel to
achieve its goals.

Action by the UNTC in the aftermath of the 9 December 1949 resolution con-
fronted U.S. officials with a dilemma. To fulfill the resolution, the UNTC urged
Israel to suspend its transfer of government offices to Jerusalem and, on 4 April
1950, voted to establish a corpus separatum in the city. Truman and Acheson did
not wish to defy the United Nations or anger the Vatican or Arab states, but
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the American government had opposed the 9 December resolution, deeming a
corpus separatum impractical. Thus, U.S. leaders decided to cooperate officially
with the UNTC but to derail the corpus separatum through indirect means.*’

Acheson implemented this decision through public and private action. As a
member of the UNTC, he announced, the United States would “participate con-
structively when the Council undertakes the task concerning Jerusalem.” But
he also told Niles, who told Elath, that the secretary of state preferred a deal
among Israel, Jordan, and the Vatican. Moreover, the United States abstained
on the UNTC statute of 4 April and convinced the council to delay implementa-
tion until Jordan and Israel commented on the measure. The State Department
also encouraged King Abdallah of Jordan to defy an Arab League resolution
favoring internationalization. At U.S. urging, the UNTC reported to the General
Assembly in June that it was unable to establish a corpus separatum.®

Thereafter, Truman and Acheson adopted a passive approach to the Jerusa-
lem issue. On “orders from the White House,” Stuart Rockwell of the NEA noted,
the State Department would “let someone else take the lead” since it “got its
knuckles rapped” in December 1949. The department had “nothing to sponsor,
support, or suggest,” McGhee told Eban. “Our present intention is not to play
an active role on this issue,” noted Burton Y. Berry of the NEA.?®

Truman and Acheson apparently based their passivity toward international
control on rational consideration of political factors. No security imperatives
dictated any immediate settlement terms, they reasoned, and the viability of
international control had declined. A corpus separatum, Rockwell advised, was
“no longer practicable” because the deadlocks among Israel, Jordan, and the
Vatican were irresolvable.*®

Itis harder to discern the extent to which Israeli pressure on the White House
and U.S. public opinion shaped Truman’s policy. Israeli records reveal that Ben-
Gurion recruited Zionist activist Bartley Crum to urge Truman to resist a corpus
separatum. To stress the “Biblical promise” of a Jewish Jerusalem, the Foreign
Ministry declared, in a letter sent to Truman over Weizmann’s signature, that
“Jerusalem has been our capital since the days of David and Solomon.” Eban
recruited Federal Security Administrator Oscar Ewing to deliver this letter to
Truman in person.®

Israel also influenced U.S. public opinion on the subject. In information
(or hasbara) operations, the Jewish state presented its case to the U.S. people
through rhetoric, propaganda, and other activities. Israeli officials also mobi-
lized Protestants to neutralize Catholic political power, noting that Protestant
opinion had turned favorable in 1950. Israeli officials concluded that such has-
bara operations generated broad U.S. public support that Truman had to respect
during an election year. Given the timing of the operations, however, it appears
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that Truman had decided his policy before hasbara would have had any impact
on him.?

Even though their policy aligned with Israel’s, Truman and Acheson re-
frained from openly endorsing Israel’s position lest they offend the Arab states.
Lebanon’s minister in Washington, Charles Malik, complained to McGhee on
1 August of the “curve of deterioration” in U.S. support for U.N. resolutions re-
garding Jerusalem. Syrian Minister Faiz el-Khouri likened Israel’s position to
“that of a thief who has robbed you of all your furniture and compromises by
offering to give you back a chair.” Iraqi and Egyptian officials revealed similar
views. While failing to trigger any reconsideration of corpus separatum, such
protests restrained U.S. leaders from explicitly approving Israel’s policy.>®

In 1950-52, the Jerusalem issue receded from the United Nations’ attention.
In late 1950, the General Assembly debated the issue but failed to pass a reso-
lution. Sensing that deadlock facilitated Israel’s objectives, the Jewish state dis-
couraged U.N. discussion in 1951 by arguing that arrangements worked out in
1950 by Israel, Jordan, and local Christian communities adequately safeguarded
the sanctity of the holy places. When the General Assembly failed to pass any
resolution on Jerusalem in 1952, U.S. Ambassador Warren R. Austin noted that
the Israelis reacted with “satisfaction bordering on enthusiasm.”**

Some State Department officials remained reluctant to see the issue dis-
appear. A U.N. presence in Jerusalem, NEA officials asserted in October 1952,
would ensure Arab security, help resolve the refugee problem, and undergird
armistices. Even a token presence “would serve as a steadying influence in the
area” and “furnish the world with a listening post.” Others believed that back-
ing internationalization would give “dramatic evidence to the Arab world that
we can say ‘no’ to Zionism.”**

Yet Truman and Acheson allowed the Jerusalem issue to recede as Israel
wished. “We see no point in supporting any schemes for the internationaliza-
tion,” the NEA reasoned in October 1951. Acheson opposed a debate on Jerusa-
lem during the November 1951-February 1952 General Assembly meeting, and
in November 1952 he resolved to take no initiative on Jerusalem at the Gen-
eral Assembly and to offer no support if some other power raised the issue. On
17 December 1952, Truman directed Acheson to “take sides with the Israeli Dele-
gation against the Arabs” on the issue.

Conclusion

International diplomacy on the subject of Jerusalem produced winners and
losers. Israel and Jordan obtained what they wanted —bipolar control of the city
in defiance of U.N. resolutions. Jordan firmed up its occupation of the Old City,
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while Israel not only planted its government in the New City but affirmed in
the minds and hearts of its citizens an indelible attachment to the city. Other
Arab states were denied their objective of resisting Israeli and Jordanian en-
croachments, and the Vatican and the United Nations failed to establish a corpus
separatum.

For the United States, the results of the debate were mixed. Denied their
original goal of an international city, Truman and Acheson gradually realized
that they lacked vital interests there and could not afford the financial or stra-
tegic costs of enforcing internationalization. Thus they abandoned their com-
mitment to a corpus separatum and passively tolerated Israeli and Jordanian
control. The debate over Jerusalem witnessed a gradual convergence of U.S. and
Israeli views. Such an outcome, although not what U.S. officials initially desired,
proved acceptable to them.

The Jerusalem issue generated substantial tension between the United States
and Middle East powers. Arab states other than Jordan complained that the
United States failed to honor U.N. decisions to establish an international regime
in the city. Many Arab leaders saw U.S. acceptance of Israel’s transfer of govern-
ment offices to Jerusalem as favoritism. Truman’s refusal to recognize Jerusalem
as Israel’s capital, to relocate his embassy there, or to oppose openly the UNTC’s
internationalization initiatives revealed his desire to limit the damage that his
policy caused U.S.-Arab relations.

Although U.S. and Israeli policies regarding Jerusalem eventually converged,
the debates on the issue also generated some tension between the United States
and Israel. Even when the United States abandoned corpus separatum, Israeli
leaders criticized the American refusal to recognize their sovereignty in Jerusa-
lem. For its part, the United States regretted Israel’s defiance of U.N. authority
and refused to recognize Jerusalem as Israel’s capital. Israeli efforts to influence
Truman, however effective, generated resentment among U.S. officials.
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TANGLED WEB

The U.S. Failure to Solve Multiple Controversies,
1949-1953

In addition to the major controversies over peace terms, borders, refugees, and
Jerusalem, several other issues generated Arab-Israeli conflict in 1949-53. Dis-
putes arose regarding Israeli access to the Suez Canal, the availability of Arab oil
for the refinery at Haifa, the status of Jewish citizens of Arab states, the rate of
Jewish immigration to Israel, and the repercussions of German monetary repa-
rations to Israel. The Harry S. Truman administration tried to resolve these con-
troversies in hope of laying a foundation for a more stable and peaceful region.
Success proved elusive.

U.S. policy toward these Arab-Israeli disputes reflected three basic tenden-
cies. First, in contrast to his personal decision making on the border, refugee,
and Jerusalem issues, President Truman deferred to Secretary of State Dean G.
Acheson to decide U.S. policies on the other disputes. Second, Acheson bal-
anced his desire for Arab-Israeli peace with U.S. security interests. In addition,
he sought to maintain a balance between the Arab states and Israel as a means of
preserving sound relations with both sides. However, U.S. leaders again found
themselves unable to effect settlements or to avoid a backlash from either side.

The Haifa Refinery Closure and Suez Canal Blockade

The Arab-Israeli war of 1948-49 generated two related disputes over the ship-
ment of commodities, especially oil, to Israel. During the war, Iraq closed pipe-
lines that had carried oil to a refinery at Haifa, Palestine, and Egypt closed the
Suez Canal to any ship bound to or from Israel. These restrictions clearly vio-
lated the U.S. principles of free trade and free seas, upset the British, and stimu-
lated vigorous Israeli protests. But the restrictions did not directly threaten U.S.
interests, and the State Department anticipated that its intercession on Israel’s
behalf in Baghdad or Cairo would tarnish U.S.-Arab relations. Although U.S.
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officials occasionally endorsed British diplomacy on the issue for the sake of the
Atlantic alliance, they refrained from advocating Israel’s interests.

The dispute over the Haifa oil refinery originated during the Palestine War.
Before 1948, the British-owned refinery acquired crude oil from Iraq through
pipelines owned by the Iraq Petroleum Company (1pc), a joint venture between
the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company (whose principal owner was the British gov-
ernment), the Compagnie Francaise des Pétroles (whose principal owner was
the French government), and the private U.S. firms Socony Vacuum and Stan-
dard Oil of New Jersey. The refinery had a production capacity of ninety thou-
sand barrels per day and added fifty million dollars per year to the British econ-
omy and five million dollars per year to British tax revenues. In April 1948, labor
unrest and violence prompted British managers at Haifa to close the facility.
After occupying Haifa, Israel refined forty thousand tons of crude oil that re-
mained in 1PC tanks, but Iraq categorically refused to reopen the 1PC pipelines
to the city, thereby depriving a military adversary of energy.!

During the war, U.S. officials showed little sympathy for Israel’s situation.
Israel argued that reopening the refinery would benefit Arab and European con-
sumers, Western transport firms, and all powers that desired regional peace.
“Israel has a refinery and the Arab states have crude petroleum,” the Israeli am-
bassador to the United States, Eliahu Elath, asserted. “These things must be knit
together.” Upset by Israeli rejection of the Bernadotte Plan, however, Acheson
showed no interest in Israel’s argument.

A controversy regarding Israeli shipping rights on the Suez Canal also origi-
nated during the Arab-Israeli war. On 15 May 1948, Egypt closed the canal to
any ships traveling to or from Palestine and seized Palestine-bound goods from
ships in Egyptian ports. Together with Iraq’s closure of pipelines, these restric-
tions pinched Britain, the principal owner of the Suez Canal Company. With
U.S. shipping companies forced to adjust routes, the State Department protested
that the measures violated the Suez Canal Convention of 1888, and the U.S.
government discouraged Egypt from imposing other restrictions. But Egypt re-
mained firm on the issue for months after signing the armistice.?

The canal restrictions became a major Egyptian-Israeli dispute in 1949. In
September, Egypt eased the restrictions but left in place a ban on Israeli ships
and on any other vessels carrying arms, ammunition, or oil to Israel. Israeli offi-
cials called the blockade a “warlike action” and “a severe economic handicap,”
justified their conquest of the Negev as a countermeasure, and protested to the
United Nations and the Israeli-Egyptian Mixed Armistice Commission that the
blockade contradicted Egypt’s assurances of peacefulness. Citing the absence of
a formal peace treaty with Israel, authorities in Cairo defended the restrictions
on security grounds.*
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Although generally unsympathetic to Israel’s plight, Acheson modestly sup-
ported a British initiative to reopen the Haifa refinery in summer 1949. Britain
proposed that Iraq reopen 1pC pipelines if Israel would establish a free port in
Haifa and guarantee that finished oil products would be sold abroad. Britain
also shipped crude oil from the Caribbean to prime the Haifa refinery, loaded
several tankers in the Persian Gulf with Iranian crude, and asked King Farouk to
allow the tankers to transit the Suez Canal. As a gesture to Britain, the State De-
partment endorsed the British gambit in Baghdad and Cairo despite the realiza-
tion that reopening the Haifa refinery might “make it impossible for American
companies producing oil in the Middle East to sell their output.” In any case,
Iraq and Egypt rejected the initiative.®

U.S. officials withheld support from a French scheme to lift the oil block-
ade in late 1949. Citing cumulative losses of twenty-five million dollars from the
1PC pipeline closure, France proposed that the 1PC construct a new pipeline to
Sidon, Lebanon, to resume the flow of Iraqi oil to Europe. But the State Depart-
ment feared that Israel might retaliate by nationalizing the Haifa refinery, and
the U.S. firms involved in the 1PC advised that submission to Iraq would set a
dangerous precedent. Without U.S. support, the French plan collapsed.®

During the remainder of the Truman presidency, U.S. officials declined to
pursue the reopening of the 1pC pipeline to Haifa. “The Iraqi politician who
would agree to opening the pipelines while Haifa was still in Jewish hands,” NEA
officials reasoned, “had not yet been born.” To press Baghdad to resume the
flow of oil to Haifa would prove futile and damage U.S.-Iraqi relations. Thus,
the United States tolerated the oil blockade, and the Haifa refinery remained
closed.”

The United States also tolerated the Suez Canal closure in 1949-51. Ache-
son limited himself to occasional protests to Egypt about procedural obstacles
imposed on ship captains. He reasoned that the United States, a nonsignatory
to the 1888 convention, lacked a mandate to enforce that covenant, that intru-
sion might encourage other powers to challenge U.S. regulation of the Panama
Canal, and that Egypt was legally entitled to impose the blockade. In spring 1951,
Acheson denied a British request to protest Egypt’s policy because such a move
would aggravate tensions over the Huleh dispute, stir Egyptian resentment, and
fail to change Egyptian policy.®

Acheson openly opposed the canal blockade only when Britain contemplated
forceful remedies. In 1949 and again in 1951, British officials considered send-
ing destroyers to escort tankers through the canal en route to Haifa. Such a
move, Assistant U.S. Secretary of State George C. McGhee warned Acheson,
would trigger an Anglo-Egyptian armed clash that would have “extremely seri-
ous” consequences for Western interests throughout the Arab world. Thus, in
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both instances Acheson urged Egypt and Iraq to reopen the canal and the 1pC
pipelines. U.S. intervention failed to change Egypt’s or Iraq’s policy but helped
to convince British officials to refrain from naval action.’

Despite U.S. expressions of concern, Egypt not only refused to rescind the
canal restrictions but also imposed a blockade on the Gulf of Aqaba. After Israel
occupied the Negev, the Egyptian military, with Saudi approval, occupied Tiran
and Sanafir, uninhabited islands dominating the shipping routes into the gulf,
in January 1950. (See map 5.) A month later, Egypt pledged to U.S. officials that
the islands would not be used to halt shipping in the gulf. In February 1951, how-
ever, Egypt announced that it would stop at the entrance to the gulf any ships
flying the Star of David and would seize contraband from them."

The Canal Question at the United Nations

The controversy over the Suez Canal intensified in 1951 when Israel protested
Egypt’s restrictions to the United Nations. Together with Britain, Israel pressed
the United States to support a Security Council resolution critical of Egypt,
while Egypt pressed the United States to resist such a move. With his advisers
divided over the best course of action, Acheson temporized and eventually tried
to take a moderate stance in the U.N. debates. But moderation proved imprac-
tical.

Several factors led Israel to appeal the canal blockade to the Security Council
in 1951. Israeli Foreign Ministry officials calculated that the blockade had cost
the country $152 million in lost commerce since 1948. U.N. consideration of the
issue, moreover, would embarrass Egypt and distract attention from Israeli ac-
tivities in the Huleh dispute. “We have nothing to lose,” the Israeli ambassador
to Washington, Abba Eban, reasoned. “At best [the] Canal would be opened
while at worst Egypt and [the] Western Powers would be embroiled in open
conflict on [the] highest international stage while our own position is one of
immaculate virtue.” Foreign Minister Moshe Sharett asked the Security Council
to pass a resolution declaring that the blockade impeded free trade, destabilized
the Middle East, and violated the armistice, the U.N. charter, and the convention
of 1888."

Israel sought U.S. support for this move. Sharett argued to the American
ambassador to Tel Aviv, Monnett B. Davis, that because the United States had
sponsored the Huleh resolution that censured Israel, the United States must also
sponsor a canal resolution that censured Egypt. Refusal would level a “smash-
ing blow” to the armistice by affirming the “pernicious Egyptian doctrine that
[a] state of war exists.” Eban mobilized U.S. “Jews, press, and friends” to lobby
the State Department. Some officials there acknowledged the validity of Israel’s
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legal case “but hope not to be forced [to] plunge into icy waters,” Eban cabled
Sharett. “Therefore we must push.”*?

Britain endorsed Israel’s appeal to the Security Council and urged the United
States to cosponsor an appropriate resolution. Such action would quell British
parliamentary pressure to use force against Egypt, which spiked in July after the
Egyptian navy stopped and searched a British ship, the Empire Roach, that was
sailing in the Gulf of Aqaba and bearing arms for Jordan. As a mounting Anglo-
Iranian crisis cast doubt on the security of Britain’s refinery at Abadan, more-
over, reopening the Haifa refinery seemed increasingly critical. With Anglo-
Egyptian base talks stalemated, British officials further reasoned, there seemed
to be nothing to lose. Middle East states would interpret inaction, Foreign Min-
ister Herbert Morrison observed to Acheson, “as a sign of doubt and hesitation
on the part of the maritime powers.”'?

Egypt, however, asked the United States to reject the Israeli initiative. Egyp-
tian leaders maintained that their canal closure was legal. The Anglo-Egyptian
and Anglo-Iranian quarrels, Mohamed Kamil Abdul Rahim, the Egyptian am-
bassador to Washington, argued, made the present moment the “worst possible
time [to] debate such [an] explosive question.” Arab League Director-General
Azzam Pasha warned that Security Council hearings “will cause another flare-
up of Arab countries against the Uk and us.”**

These conflicting pressures divided U.S. officials. NEA officials advocated co-
sponsoring a resolution, as Israel and Britain wished, to affirm the Anglo-U.S.
partnership, defend freedom of navigation, and maintain impartiality between
the Arab states and Israel. “In the Huleh dispute we started calling the shots
as we saw them (in that instance against Israel),” G. L. Jones of the NEA noted.
“We must not flinch from the same course when the blame lies largely on Egypt.
There is a moral issue here.”"

Other U.S. officials advised against supporting Israel. U.S. Ambassador to the
United Nations Warren R. Austin warned that Israel’s initiative would harden
Egyptian resolve, intensify Arab-Israeli bitterness, and strain U.S.-Egyptian re-
lations. Ambassador to Cairo Jefferson Caffery predicted that Egypt would defy
the resolution, rendering it meaningless. The assassinations of former Lebanese
Prime Minister Riad el-Solh on 16 July and Jordan’s King Abdallah on 20 July,
the acting U.S. representative to the United Nations, Ernest A. Gross, observed,
illustrated the “wide-spread Arab hostility to [the] West stemming from past
history and creation of Israel.” Supporting a resolution favorable to Israel would
“further stimulate this nationalist reaction.”'¢

Acheson initially resolved this dilemma by temporizing. He argued in U.N.
debates that the canal restrictions were “unreasonable, impracticable, and un-
just.” The United States would not take the lead in debates, however, and would
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consider cosponsorship only if the resolution aimed solely to lift the restrictions
and only if it needed U.S. cosponsorship to pass. Acheson also tried to avoid a
Security Council debate by encouraging Egypt to abolish the restrictions."”

After 26 July, when the Security Council opened debate on Israel’s petition,
Acheson shifted his policy. Britain proposed a resolution critical of Egypt, and
an acrimonious debate ensued. To wrest control of the situation, Acheson agreed
to cosponsor the British resolution as a means of delaying its passage. Then
he used his prerogative as cosponsor to delay proceedings for several weeks
while seeking an “out-of-court” settlement with Cairo. Egypt remained stub-
born, however, and by the end of August, Acheson had decided against addi-
tional delays.'®

Acheson’s support of the anti-Egypt resolution proved crucial to its ultimate
success. In late August he directed his advisers to overcome a series of proce-
dural obstacles imposed by Turkey, France, and the Soviet Union as each power
weighed the repercussions of voting on its standing in the Arab world. On 1 Sep-
tember, the Security Council passed a resolution calling on Egypt to abolish all
restrictions on canal transit. The Soviets, consistent with their relative aloofness
from the Middle East, abstained."

The United States immediately recognized that the resolution would prove
ineffective. Egypt would indefinitely delay compliance, and any effort “to bad-
ger the Egyptian Government” on the matter would undermine the Palestine
Conciliation Commission peace conference in Paris or wreck Anglo-Egyptian
negotiations on the base issue. Worse, from Caffery’s point of view, the passage
of the resolution exacerbated Egyptian nationalism, undermined U.S. prestige
in Cairo, and triggered Egypt’s October decision to reject the Middle East Com-
mand and abrogate the Anglo-Egyptian treaties.”®

Wary of further provoking Egyptian nationalism, Acheson refrained from
enforcing the Security Council resolution. In February 1952, he asked Egyptian
Prime Minister Ali Maher Pasha to make the restrictions “quietly disappear” but
backed off when Maher demurred. Acheson also discouraged Israel from raising
the matter at the United Nations, especially after the July 1952 Egyptian revolu-
tion seemed to create conditions in Cairo more conducive to an Anglo-Egyptian
base settlement. On 2 September, he told Israeli leaders that “the present mo-
ment is not opportune” for pursuing the issue.!

Israeli officials remained dissatisfied with such U.S. passivity. In late 1951,
they considered sending a tanker into the canal to “establish free transit as a
fact,” declining to act only because of expected U.S., British, and French oppo-
sition. As restrictions persisted in 1952, Israel frequently demanded that the
United States enforce the resolution, criticized the United States for subordi-
nating a UN. resolution to American national interests in Cairo, and threat-
ened to reappeal to the Security Council. But Acheson proved immune to such
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appeals, and at the close of the Truman presidency, Israeli aims remained un-
fulfilled.??

U.S. Involvement in Other Arab-Israeli Disputes

In the aftermath of the Palestine War, Acheson became involved in several addi-
tional quarrels that exacerbated the Arab-Israeli conflict. These disputes cen-
tered on the comparatively minor issues of the welfare of Jews in Arab states,
Jewish immigration to Israel, and German financial reparations to Israel. None
of these clashes had the capacity to spark a second round of warfare or to gain
the attention of the United Nations, but each one diminished the prospect for
Middle East peace and stability. Thus, Acheson searched for a solution to each
dispute.

Acheson became enmeshed in a controversy centering on Israel’s fundamen-
tal belief that the Jews of the Diaspora should “return” to Israel. In addition to
the thousands of European Jews who had reached Palestine before Israeli in-
dependence, Israel absorbed 250,000 immigrants in 1948-49 and announced
plans to absorb 200,000 per year indefinitely. By 1951, Israel had absorbed tens
of thousands of Jews from Poland, Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia, Yemen, and Iraq
and was encouraging the immigration of Iran’s 70,000 Jews and the 1.75 mil-
lion in the Soviet Union. The ingathering would eliminate minority problems
and anti-Semitism in many countries, Sharett stressed to Acheson, and siphon
“manpower . . . from the Soviet reservoir into the Western reservoir.”**

The migration concerned Acheson because it added to Arab-Israeli tension.
Arab states charged that substantial immigration of Jews would inevitably lead
to Israeli territorial expansionism. The Arabs also complained that the new Jew-
ish arrivals occupied the vacant homes of Palestinian refugees, reducing the
likelihood of repatriation. Sensitive to these concerns, Acheson also attributed
Israel’s financial instability to its immigration rate. To stem the tide, he advised
Israel to limit its immigration to its “economic capacity” to absorb new citi-
zens.**

In 1950, Acheson denied Israel’s requests for large-scale economic aid to settle
immigrants because he disliked the Jewish state’s immigration policy. With Tru-
man under domestic pressure to aid Israel, however, Acheson approved eighty
million dollars in economic aid for Israel in FY 1953, in part to help “absorb
into the productive economy of Israel refugees already arrived and to permit a
moderate rate of immigration.” He offered this aid although he recognized “a
measure of validity” in the Arabs’ fear that immigration would trigger Israeli
expansion.”

Acheson also reluctantly mediated a dispute over the well-being of Iraqi Jews.
In 1949, Sharett asked the State Department to investigate evidence that Iraq had
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persecuted two thousand Iraqi Jews. When McGhee replied evasively, Sharett
ordered Ambassador Elath to “make things unpleasant” for Baghdad by orga-
nizing demonstrations outside the Iraqi embassy in New York and to recruit
U.S. journalists to “kick up [a] row.” After the American Zionist Emergency
Council pressured him on the issue, Truman ordered Acheson to investigate.?®

The State Department examined but rejected the Israeli allegations against
Iraq. The report found that although Iraqi Jews experienced “certain difficul-
ties,” they were not subjected to “a campaign of genocide or of general perse-
cution.” Privately, U.S. officials suspected that Israel had raised the matter pri-
marily to facilitate Jewish emigration from Iraq. Conversely, on the basis of a
“completely reliable” source in the Truman administration, Israeli leaders con-
cluded that the State Department had declined to defend Iraqi Jews as a result
of its interests in the 1PC pipeline.?’

To mollify Israel, Acheson endorsed Israel’s quest to relocate Iraqi Jews to
Israel, but tensions rose over that issue. In March 1950, Iraq granted its Jewish
citizens the right to emigrate but required them to register their intent to do so
and deprived registrants of their citizenship and financial assets. Acheson re-
jected an Israeli request to protest such actions on the grounds that Iraq would
reply by protesting Israel’s maltreatment of Palestinians. By July 1951, 106,662
Jews had left Iraq for Israel, but Israel charged that those who remained suffered
persecution.?®

The Arab-Israeli conflict also complicated an international dispute regard-
ing West Germany’s obligation to compensate Israel for the Nazi regime’s per-
secution of Jews. In negotiations in 1950-52, West German Chancellor Konrad
Adenauer agreed to compensate Israel because a majority of Germans shared
the guilt of Nazism. For legal and political reasons, U.S. officials remained aloof
from these talks, although they quietly encouraged West Germany to make con-
cessions when the talks deadlocked in early 1952. In an agreement signed in Sep-
tember 1952 and ratified in March 1953, West Germany pledged to provide Israel
with commodities valued at $715 million over a twelve-year period.*®

The Arab-Israeli dispute intruded into the German-Israeli negotiations from
the beginning. In 1951, Sharett sought U.S. support for his negotiating position
by hinting that German restitution would enable Israel to compensate Arab
refugees. In early 1952, Syria and Lebanon pressured the State Department to
ensure that German reparations were sequestered for such purposes. When the
reparations deal was signed, the Arab states threatened a trade embargo against
West Germany if it made payments to Israel. Members of the German cabi-
net and Bundestag hesitated to ratify the deal in the face of such threats. De-
claring that he had “no desire whatsoever to become embroiled in Arab-Israeli
troubles,” Adenauer pressed for ratification but asked the United States to head
off an Arab embargo.*®
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In response to Adenauer’s concerns, Acheson discouraged Arab states from
exacting retribution on West Germany. He suggested to Arab governments that
the principle of German reparations would strengthen the legal ground of refu-
gees seeking compensation from Israel. He also encouraged Israel urgently to
consider compensation to Palestinian refugees for lost property. Assistant Sec-
retary of State Henry A. Byroade assured West German officials that the Arab
states were unlikely to impose an embargo even if reparations were approved.®!

Yet the Arab states censured West Germany and the United States for the
reparations deal. Speaking for the Arab League Political Committee, the Egyp-
tian premier, General Mohammed Naguib, charged that the accord would make
Israel “a menace to [the] very existence of [the] Arab States” by increasing its
military capabilities. Lebanon charged that the United States had “coerced” West
Germany into approving the deal, while Syria alleged that only U.S. aid to West
Germany enabled it to compensate Israel. In Beirut, Chargé James C. Loben-
stine reported, the United States received the “brunt of adverse criticism.” The
State Department denied having pressured Germany and explained the deal as
solely a German-Israeli matter, but few Arab leaders were persuaded.*

Conclusion

In 1949-53, the Arab states and Israel quarreled over a variety of issues. Iraq’s
closure of oil pipelines that supplied the Haifa refinery became a point of con-
tention. Egypt’s restrictions of transit on the Suez Canal provoked Israeli anger
and triggered a diplomatic showdown at the United Nations. The immigration
of Jews to Israel, the status of Jews in Arab states, and the West German-Israeli
reparations agreement exacerbated hostile feelings. These issues contributed to
the ill will and mistrust in Arab-Israeli relations after the Palestine War.

Acheson approached these controversies intent on acting impartially and
containing conflict. He opposed British and Israeli schemes to break the Suez
Canal blockade with force and diplomatically pressed Egypt to ease the block-
ade. He discouraged massive Jewish immigration to Israel but refused Arab de-
mands to block it, and he resisted Israeli pressures to accentuate the hardships
facing Jewish citizens of Arab states. Acheson declined to interfere in the West
German-Israeli reparations accord, as Arab leaders urged, and he encouraged
Arab leaders to accept the deal. Domestic political concerns interfered in Ache-
son’s diplomacy only when Truman directed the secretary of state to provide
Israel with aid for immigrant absorption and to investigate Israeli charges that
Iraq persecuted its Jewish citizens.

Despite such relative immunity to domestic concerns, Acheson found it im-
possible to protect U.S. interests while remaining impartial between Israel and
the Arab states. On the Suez Canal issue, he endorsed a Security Council reso-
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lution to serve the U.S. interests of placating Britain and affirming legal and
free trade principles, but he refrained from enforcing that resolution because it
undermined U.S. security interests by stoking Egyptian nationalism. While he
helped avert violence over the canal, Acheson made no progress toward solv-
ing the dispute and in the process strained U.S. relations with both Israel and
Egypt. Similarly, his efforts to mediate the disputes over the Haifa refinery, Jew-
ish immigration, Arab Jews, and German reparations fell short and frustrated
one or both sides of the controversies. Try as he might, Acheson proved unable
to contain or resolve any of these disputes, which would create discord for years
to come. Given the resulting tension in U.S. relations with Israel and the Arab
states, it is evident that he paid a price for trying.
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THE IMPACT OF CONFLICT

U.S. Relations with Israel and the Arab States,
1949-1953

The Arab-Israeli conflict deeply influenced U.S. relations with Israel and its
Arab adversaries during Harry S. Truman’s second administration. Israel con-
tinued to divide the makers of U.S. foreign policy along the same fault lines that
formed in 1947-48. The new state enjoyed strong support among several influ-
ential U.S. officials and citizens with access to President Truman, who remained
outwardly friendly. Israel also cultivated its favorable image among members
of Congress and in U.S. public opinion. Wary that the domestic pressure to side
with Israel undermined security and diplomatic interests, the State and Defense
Departments resented such efforts.

The Arab-Israeli situation affected the quality of U.S.-Israeli relations by
shaping American handling of several issues pertaining to the Jewish state. Tru-
man and Secretary of State Dean G. Acheson faced decisions about whether to
extend de jure recognition to Israel, support its application for membership in
the United Nations, and provide it with economic aid. Given the tensions within
the Truman administration, such issues simultaneously caused amity and dis-
cord in U.S.-Israeli relations.

Although inconsistent, U.S. support of Israel negatively affected U.S. rela-
tions with the Arab states in 1949-53. In particular, relations with Syria and
Egypt experienced severe tension. Even those Arab states that remained on
friendly terms with the West—Jordan, Lebanon, Iraq, and Saudi Arabia—reg-
istered deep reservations about U.S. policy. Israel was not the only reason for
conflict between Western powers and the Arab states, but the Jewish state did
constitute a major source of discord.

The Enigma of U.S.-Israeli Relations

In 1949-53, the United States and Israel developed a complex and ambiguous
relationship. On the surface, the relationship appeared warm and friendly, as
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Israel garnered support and sympathy among key members of the Truman ad-
ministration, both Democratic and Republican members of Congress, and the
U.S. public. At a deeper level, however, tension developed between the United
States and Israel as the makers of foreign policy in both states clashed over sev-
eral principles and issues. Although U.S. and Israeli policy occasionally con-
verged on such matters, the policy-making process caused friction between the
two states.

Contemporary observers of the U.S.-Israeli relationship recorded evidence
of warmth and friendliness. James G. McDonald, Truman’s special representa-
tive (1948-49) and ambassador (1949-51) to Israel, considered the Israeli people
“markedly friendly,” while British Ambassador to Washington Oliver Franks re-
ported that Israel “enjoys in the United States an unusual measure of Christian
as well as Jewish goodwill.” On a 1951 visit to the United States, Israeli Prime
Minister David Ben-Gurion gained audiences with Truman, Acheson, Secre-
tary of Defense George C. Marshall, and Truman’s special assistant, W. Averell
Harriman; in addition, Ben-Gurion enjoyed enthusiastic receptions at numer-
ous public appearances across the country. U.S. Jews and non-Jews, the first sec-
retary of the Israeli embassy, Esther Herlitz, observed, “stand steadfastly at the
right hand of Israel.”!

Israeli officials carefully cultivated U.S. goodwill. Cognizant of the impor-
tance of Truman’s friendship, they encouraged him to assert his authority in
U.S. policy making. They appealed to his pride with such gestures as naming
a recreation room at a disabled soldiers’ hospital near Tel Aviv for his mother,
Martha Truman. “It seemed providential that Israel should have arisen” when
Truman was president, Foreign Minister Moshe Sharett told the U.S. leader in
person in July 1952. “We in Israel had felt all along that he was our true friend.”?

Israeli officials also nurtured ties with certain presidential advisers whom the
Israeli leaders called their “friends in the White House.” David Niles, Truman’s
adviser on minority affairs, continued to brief Israeli envoys about policy de-
velopments within the White House and to lobby Truman on Israel’s behalf.
Ambassador McDonald divulged the internal dynamics of U.S. policy to Israeli
officials and pressed Britain, France, Italy, and Greece to recognize Israel. “No
better man could have been chosen by President Truman,” Ambassador Eliahu
Elath observed of McDonald. Harriman and Eddie Jacobson, a friend of Tru-
man, also advocated Israel’s interests in the White House.?

Israeli officials also sought close relations with members of Congress. In Feb-
ruary 1949, for example, Elath hosted a dinner party for eight of the ten Jew-
ish members of Congress, including such powerful representatives as House
Judiciary Committee Chairman Emanuel Celler (D-New York), House Foreign
Affairs Committee Chairman and fourteen-term representative Sol Bloom (D-
New York), and committee members Jacob K. Javits (R-New York) and Abra-
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ham A. Ribicoft (D-Connecticut). Israeli envoys also secured the support of
non-Jewish members of Congress by encouraging their pro-Zionist constitu-
ents to express their opinions. When Senator Theodore F. Green (D-Rhode
Island) criticized Israel in April 1952, the Israeli ambassador to the United States,
Abba Eban, arranged a “flood of protests from Rhode Island” in response.*

Israeli officials also encouraged admiration of Israel in U.S. public opinion.
The Foreign Ministry conceptualized a comprehensive information (hasbara)
program in late 1949 to bolster Israel’s image amid criticisms of its policies on
the refugees and Jerusalem issues. By 1950, Abraham Harman, the hasbara chief
stationed in New York, organized visits of American notables to Israel, main-
tained close ties with U.S. labor leaders, and established posts in Israeli studies
at U.S. universities. His staff claimed to influence editorials in U.S. newspapers,
win the support of U.S. Christians, and shape film and television productions.
Pro-Israel media pressure on the State Department during the Huleh contro-
versy of 1951, Herlitz summarized, “shows you that it pays to have a press cam-
paign.”®

While sympathy for Israel in the White House, Congress, and public opin-
ion created a veneer of friendship toward Israel, a reservoir of resentment in
the State and Defense Departments added a frosty edge to the relationship. The
State Department remained alarmed that domestic pressure on Truman to sup-
port Israel threatened vital security interests in the Arab states. By June 1949,
the department monitored an “Israeli smear campaign” against State Depart-
ment officials who resisted the pressure. In contrast to favorable public per-
ceptions of Ben-Gurion, U.S. Navy Intelligence labeled him “a militant Zion-
ist” who cavorted with Irgun and Stern Gang terrorists. U.S. military attachés
in Tel Aviv reportedly mistrusted their Israeli contacts. Irritated by Israel’s vari-
ous conduits to the White House, officials in the Bureau of Near Eastern, South
Asian, and African Affairs (NEA) provided Truman in June 1949 with “a C1A re-
port from Damascus relating to certain activities of Ambassador McDonald.”
Within months, Truman authorized Acheson to recall McDonald.®

Acheson also resented the pro-Israel rhetoric of members of Truman’s cabi-
net. In a typical speech in 1950, for example, Vice President Alben Barkley called
Israel “an oasis of liberty in the desert of despotism.” Acheson’s advisers con-
cluded that such rhetoric stoked anger in the Arab states, as was manifest in
bombings of U.S. legations in Beirut and Damascus, anti-U.S. statements by
Arab leaders, and abstentions on U.N. resolutions regarding Korea. The secre-
tary of state persuaded Truman to curtail his pro-Israel rhetoric but considered
cabinet members’ speeches to be a continuing problem.”

Israeli officials reciprocated the ill feelings in the State and Defense Depart-
ments but felt ensnared by the influence dilemma. The director-general of the
Foreign Ministry, Walter Eytan, accused William J. Porter of the U.S. delegation
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at Lausanne of “abominable conduct,” and Ben-Gurion found Acheson “rather
stiff” at a May 1951 meeting. Worse, Truman became more deferential to the
State Department after his reelection in 1948. “We cannot easily expect a repe-
tition of events like the recognition of Israel by the fist of the President without
his even consulting the Department of State,” embassy counselor Moshe Keren
observed in 1950. Although the NEA posed a “bottleneck” for pro-Israel policy,
Israeli officials realized that asking Truman to overrule the bureau would in-
flame the situation.®

The tension between Israeli and U.S. diplomats stemmed not only from per-
sonal and political rivalry but also from a divergence in thinking about secu-
rity issues. U.S. defense experts considered Israel an obstacle to the regional
stability on which Western interests rested, and the National Security Council
(Nsc) grumbled about Israel’s neutralism and “intensely nationalistic” charac-
ter. For its part, the Israeli Foreign Ministry’s United States Division resented
“American interference and pressure in matters between us and our neighbors.”
Because the United States aimed for “stability and peace” in the Middle East,
the division noted, “we are seen as a disruptive factor. . . . Israel is a ‘bone in the
throat’” of the United States.’

This divergence of thinking, aggravated by tensions over the Arab-Israeli
conflict, strained U.S.-Israeli relations on several issues. In late 1948, for ex-
ample, Israel sought U.S. de jure recognition, and Special Counsel Clark Clif-
ford, McDonald, and various members of Congress endorsed the request. After
Marshall emphasized that the May 1948 U.S. de facto recognition had alienated
the Arab states, however, Truman hesitated. He recognized Israel only after a
permanent government was elected in January 1949; to Israel’s displeasure, he
simultaneously recognized Jordan.'

U.S. and Israeli officials also sparred briefly on the question of Israeli mem-
bership in the United Nations. Truman accepted Clifford’s reasoning that Israel
deserved a U.N. seat, like several Arab states, and he directed Acheson to sup-
port the Jewish state’s request for membership. With U.S. support, in March
1949 the Security Council approved a resolution affirming Israeli membership.
But Acheson, angry at Israel’s “liberal use of big stick in armistice talks,” then
sought to delay the new country’s UN. admission to demonstrate that Israel
“cannot continue to ignore with impunity [the] opinion [of the] world commu-
nity.” Truman agreed and authorized Acheson to bury the Israeli petition in a
General Assembly committee.

Israel, however, again waged a triumphant battle for Truman’s mind. Elath
mobilized certain “White House friends” to argue to the president that Israel
was more likely to cooperate with U.N. peacemaking initiatives as a member.
Truman also reasoned, Acheson noted, that a reversal of the U.S. endorsement
of December 1948 would cause “confusion and irritation” with the administra-
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tion and that supporting Israel’s admission might result in American leverage
over the country. On 11 May, the General Assembly passed a U.S.-cosponsored
resolution to admit Israel.'?

U.S. and Israeli officials also squabbled over an Export-Import Bank loan
to Israel. When Israel held elections and signed armistice agreements in early
1949, the State Department approved a $100 million bank loan to Israel. With
Truman’s approval, however, Acheson ordered bank officials to sequester the
loan’s $49 million balance in August 1949 because of Israel’s policy toward Pales-
tinian refugees. Israel used Niles as a conduit to complain to Truman about the
State Department’s “coercion and blackmail,” and Acheson, feeling pressured by
the White House, capitulated. He approved allocations of $2.4 million in late
August and $20 million in October even though Israel remained unyielding on
the refugee issue.®

The United States and the Arab World

The Arab-Israeli conflict severely strained U.S. relations with the Arab world.
The war of 1948-49 and the disputes that followed stimulated a wave of Arab
nationalism and passion, much of it aimed against the United States. The State
Department monitored the decline in Arab-U.S. amity and worried about its
impact on vital American interests in the Arab states. Although the degree of
tension between the United States and each Arab country varied and stemmed
from multiple causes, U.S. experts concluded that U.S. standing among Arab
powers declined because of Israel.

Various U.S. officials concluded that the Palestine conflict destabilized Arab
governments and threatened U.S. status in the Arab world. The Central Intel-
ligence Agency (c1a) predicted that anti-Western nationalists would exploit
popular discontent with the Arab defeats in Palestine to overthrow moderate,
pro-Western Arab governments. Worse, Arab nationalists considered the cre-
ation of Israel a case of “Western Zionist aggression.” The chairman of the Pales-
tine Conciliation Commission (Pcc), Mark Ethridge, told Truman that the Arab
states “have great bitterness toward the UN and the United States.” During a
1950 tour of Arab states, NEA intelligence adviser W. Wendell Cleland found that
“the Palestine problem overshadows all problems.” Arab League General Secre-
tary Azzam Pasha told Assistant Secretary of State George C. McGhee that U.S.
policy “caused great bitterness in the Arab world which cannot be dispelled in
a moment.” ™

Many U.S. officials feared that the instability caused by the Palestine conflict
might open the Arab states to Soviet power. Communism in Arab states seemed
limited by such factors as Islam, traditional social mores, the absence of large
labor forces, Soviet support of partition in 1947, and severe government repres-
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sion. “If you could find a Communist in Saudi Arabia,” King Ibn Saud tellingly
mentioned to Air Force Brigadier General Edwin M. Day, “I will hand you his
head.” Yet U.S. officials noted that nascent communist movements had existed
in many Arab states since 1941 and that Soviet propaganda exploited Arab anti-
colonialism. The c1a doubted that Arab leaders would openly embrace commu-
nism but feared that as Arab nationalists attempted to overthrow pro-Western
regimes, “the ensuing chaos would provide suitable conditions for Soviet ex-
ploitation.” '

Arab ambivalence regarding the Korean War accentuated U.S. concerns
about the orientation and stability of Arab powers. In late 1950, Lebanon, Iraq,
Saudi Arabia, Syria, and Jordan quietly endorsed the U.S. action in Korea, but
Egypt, the lone Arab power able to send troops to Korea, refused to do so.
Worse, Arab leaders expressed resentment that the United States enforced U.N.
resolutions in Korea but not in Israel as well as a preference for a negotiated
Korean settlement short of complete U.S. victory.'®

U.S. relationships with individual Arab states varied widely, but all experi-
enced tension over the Palestine issue. Jordan remained on comparatively sound
terms with the United States. To reward Abdallah’s moderation toward Israel,
Truman received a personal envoy from the king and recognized his govern-
ment in January 1949. When counselor Abdul Monem Bey Rifai affirmed in
August 1950 that Jordan was “solidly behind the West” in Korea, Acheson raised
the status of the U.S. legation in Amman to an embassy. In 1951, McGhee and
King Abdallah enjoyed a warm and friendly meeting in Amman and the Nsc
exempted Jordan from U.S. laws that denied aid to states trading with the Soviet
Union.”

The assassination of King Abdallah on 20 July 1951 tested the U.S. reliance
on Jordan. Uncertain of the assassin’s motives, the c1a feared that neighboring
states or anti-Western elements within Jordan might take advantage of Abdal-
lah’s successor, his son, Talal, who lacked Abdallah’s stature and had a history
of mental illness, and of Talals fifteen-year-old son, Crown Prince Hussein. But
the Arab Legion proved able to maintain internal order and deter foreign en-
croachment. A modicum of stability returned in August 1952, when Talal was
deposed and Hussein was named king. (A regency council ruled until Hussein
reached age eighteen in 1953.)*®

The turmoil of 1948-49 also challenged U.S. amity with Lebanon. Alluding
to the decades of U.S. philanthropy in their country and to U.S. support for their
national independence in 1943, Lebanese officials expressed a desire to align
with the West in the Cold War. But they also criticized U.S. support of Israel,
which they considered a danger to their security. After the State Department
encouraged Lebanon to make peace with Israel in April 1950, someone tossed a
small bomb over the wall of the U.S. embassy in Beirut, a deed that the U.S. min-
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ister to the country, Lowell C. Pinkerton, took as Lebanon’s response. In August,
the Lebanese minister to Washington, Charles Malik, complained to McGhee
that “the US does not give a damn about the Arabs.”*®

With little success, U.S. officials adopted a policy of “friendly firmness”
toward Lebanese leaders in 1951. “We cannot expect them to forget Palestine,”
minister to Beirut Harold B. Minor noted, “but we can ask them to turn their
backs on the past and face the future resolutely and confidently with us.” The
State Department withheld economic aid until Lebanon shifted its focus from
Israel to the Middle East Command concept. Yet tension persisted, as is evident
in the collapse of negotiations on a treaty of friendship, commerce, and navi-
gation in 1951. “It is hard to exaggerate [the] intensity of Leb[anon’s] anti-Israel
feelings,” John H. Bruins observed from the Beirut embassy, “which are [the]
number one deterrent to our aims here since we are labelled as [the] number
one Israel friend.”2°

U.S.-Lebanese relations improved only after Camille Chamoun was elected
president of Lebanon on 23 September 1952. Chamoun pledged to side with the
West in any world war, requested U.S. arms, and offered military bases to the
United States. Acting Lebanese Foreign Minister Fouad Ammoun committed
the new government to collaborating “to the fullest extent possible with the
West and particularly with the United States.” Chamoun pledged to support
U.S. efforts to deescalate the Arab-Israeli conflict. “There were no problems be-
tween the United States and Lebanon,” he declared, “that could not be settled
right away.”*!

The Palestine War also strained U.S.-Saudi relations. According to the first
secretary of the Saudi embassy, Ahmed Abdul Jabbar, U.S. support of partition
in spite of Foreign Minister Prince Faisal’s strong objections comprised “a per-
sonal defeat for the Prince.. . . as he had prided himself upon his grasp of Ameri-
can affairs.” Saudi friendship “cooled considerably” when the United States rec-
ognized Israel, State Department officials noted in May 1949, because King Ibn
Saud feared that Israel would expand at Arab expense and perhaps import com-
munism to the region. Citing “the painful events in Palestine,” Ibn Saud only
temporarily extended the 1945 Dhahran base pact when it expired in 1949.2

Despite these tensions, the U.S.-Saudi relationship stabilized in late 1949. As
the armistices diminished tensions, the State Department noted that “our re-
lations with Saudi Arabia are definitely improving.” Ibn Saud recognized “that
there was too great a community of interest between the United States and
Saudi Arabia,” the U.S. minister to Jidda, J. Rives Childs, told Truman in Sep-
tember, “for him to be deflected from his course of friendship with us.” Even
Prince Faisal decided that “the deed is done,” State Department officials noted
in December. The Saudis would stop “feeding rancor with a dead issue.”??

Economic and security ties provided incentives to heal the breach. Ibn Saud
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never canceled U.S. oil concessions and even allowed oil companies to expand
operations in late 1949. When the king proposed a U.S.-Saudi military alliance
in March 1950, McGhee offered an assurance that the United States “will take
most immediate action at any time that the integrity and independence of Saudi
Arabia is threatened.” After the Pentagon provided military aid, Ibn Saud signed
a five-year renewable Dhahran base agreement in June 1951. Truman added to
the rapprochement by dispatching his personal physician to treat the ailing king
on four occasions in 1950-52.%*

Through the Truman presidency, however, Arab-Israeli tensions threatened
U.S.-Saudi cordiality. To the chagrin of the Pentagon, Ibn Saud expressed more
concern about Israeli expansionism than about Soviet expansionism. Prince
Faisal complained about U.S. economic aid to Israel and about pro-Israeli state-
ments by members of Truman’s cabinet. State Department officials unsuccess-
fully protested Saudi embargoes on imports from U.S. firms owned by Jews,
discrimination against U.S. officials who were Jewish, and denial of overflight
rights to airplanes with Jewish passengers. Saudi leaders remained “critical and
cynical upon occasion” about U.S. policy toward Israel, U.S. officials noted in
1951, thereby testing the foundation of U.S.-Saudi friendship.>

U.S. relations with Iraq also suffered because of Palestine-related issues. Ne-
gotiations on a friendship, commerce, and navigation treaty deadlocked in part
because Iraq refused to lift its trade embargo on Israel. Iraqi leaders resented
U.S. requests to reopen Iraq Petroleum Company pipelines to Israel and com-
plained that Israel received extensive U.S. financial aid while “the Arab states
receive promises.” U.S. efforts to sell the MEC-MEDO concept in Baghdad fell flat
as Iraqi leaders claimed to fear Israel more than they feared communism. State
Department officials repeatedly observed that U.S.-Iragi antagonism resulted
from “one factor, namely, the support to Israel given by the United States.” >

The Arab-Israeli conflict also contributed to tension between the United
States and Egypt. The long history of U.S.-Egyptian amity, the State Department
observed in 1950, had collapsed as a result of U.S. support of partition, recog-
nition of Israel, and policy on the refugee and border issues. Egypt refused to
endorse U.S. policy in Korea, Wells Stabler of the NEA concluded, because of
“the bitterness which still exists over the Palestine question.” Israel would galva-
nize Egyptian nationalism against the United States for some time because the
topic possessed “a deep-seated hold on public opinion” in Egypt.?’

Anger about Israel exacerbated Egypt’s discontent with U.S. policy regarding
the Anglo-Egyptian base dispute. Having tried in vain for years to expel British
troops from their country, Egyptian officials criticized U.S. reluctance to en-
dorse this quest. Acheson concluded that Egypt’s mounting anticolonial fervor
blinded the country to the value of the MEC-MEDO concept and threatened to
trigger a radical revolution in Cairo. The Anglo-Egyptian conflict, he noted to
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the Nsc in 1952, “was made the more complicated . . . by the violent Arab hatred
against us because of our sympathy for the Israelis.”

The July 1952 Egyptian revolution pushed Arab-Israeli issues to the back
burner, but only briefly. The new regime, led by General Mohammed Naguib
and Colonel Gamal Abdel Nasser, implemented domestic reform and discussed
security cooperation with the United States. Naguib downplayed the conflict
with Israel and even attended services in the Synagogue of the Grand Rabbi in
Cairo. But State Department suggestions that Egypt consider peace with Israel
and open the Suez Canal to Israeli shipping had no effect. The Egyptian-Israeli
conflict remained unresolved, a looming impediment to U.S.-Egyptian amity.**

In 1949-52, the United States sought to maintain good relations with Syria
as it experienced recurrent instability. Colonel Husni Zaim took power in a
bloodless coup on 30 March 1949 but was ousted and executed by fellow army
officers on 14 August. A third coup in December opened a period of instability
that lasted until Colonel Adib al-Shishakli seized power on 29 November 1951.
Despite their distaste for military takeovers, U.S. officials recognized each new
regime both to deter neighboring states from encroaching on Syria and to pre-
serve diplomatic influence in Damascus. The c1a worried that Syria might drift
toward Moscow until al-Shishakli crushed the Muslim Brotherhood and the
Communist Party and firmly entrenched himself in 1952.%°

During the period of instability, Arab-Israeli tensions aggravated U.S.-Syrian
relations. Syria repeatedly demanded that the United States compel Israel to re-
patriate Palestinian refugees. U.S. officials blamed anger over Israel for a bomb
explosion in the garden of the U.S. legation in Damascus in April 1950 and
for Syrian indifference to the Tripartite Declaration of May. Negotiations on
economic aid, which the State Department hoped would improve relations,
collapsed amid what McGhee called “a considerable growth of anti-American
sentiment” resulting from U.S. support of Israel. Syria seemed more likely
“to complain of the Ex[port]-Im[port] Bank loan to Israel,” one U.S. official
lamented, “than to prepare an application for a bank loan.”*!

The tension persisted after al-Shishakli stabilized Syria. Al-Shishakli told U.S.
officials that only the threat of Israeli expansion prevented him from joining
MEDO. Negotiations on an arms deal collapsed when U.S. officials realized that
Syria wanted weapons to defend against Israeli rather than Soviet attack. U.S.-
Syrian relations, NEA officials noted in November 1952, were friendly but “not at
the optimum, primarily because of the Syrians’ concept of how we stand toward
Israel.”3?

The State Department concluded that Israel-related issues formed the prime
cause of Arab-U.S. tensions. Intelligence officials estimated that Arab resent-
ment of U.S. policy toward Israel surpassed anticolonialism, Anglophobia, and
economic maladjustments as the largest factor behind anti-Western Arab na-
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tionalism. The Soviets sought a “high position in [the] Arab world which is
already full of neutralism,” Minor, the U.S. ambassador in Beirut, warned when
U.N. debates on Arab-Israeli peace ended inconclusively in late 1952. The Arab

»33

world might “drift into chaos and ultimately go [the] way of China.

Conclusion

The Arab-Israeli conflict influenced U.S. relations with Israel and the Arab
states in 1949-53. The U.S. relationship with Israel displayed both accord and
discord. Israel enjoyed the friendly support of President Truman, the White
House staff, Congress, and influential private citizens in the United States. Much
of this support derived from the traditional pro-Zionism of the White House
and public opinion, while some of it resulted from the conscious efforts by
Israeli officials to mobilize “friends” in the United States. By contrast, profes-
sionals in the State and Defense Departments remained suspicious of Israel,
which they viewed as an impediment to their goal of a stable and pro-Western
Arab world.

Such tensions within the administration shaped the resolution of such diplo-
matic issues as U.S. recognition of Israel, Israeli membership in the United Na-
tions, and economic aid to Israel. In each case, State Department professionals
preferred to extract certain concessions as the price of favorable U.S. policy.
But Truman, sensitive to domestic pressures, ultimately ordered enactment of
policies that provided Israel what it wanted. As in the disputes over borders,
refugees, and Jerusalem, Israel’s lobbying of Truman stoked anger among State
Department officials, revealing the risks to Israel inherent in the influence di-
lemma.

The Arab-Israeli conflict profoundly altered U.S. relations with the Arab
states. Embittered by defeat in the Palestine War, Arab leaders deeply resented
U.S. support of Israel and reinforced one another’s defiant refusals to make
peace. To be sure, factors such as decolonization, nationalism, economic under-
development, and inter-Arab rivalries contributed to the discord between the
Arab community and the United States, but U.S. policy toward Israel seriously
aggravated the tensions.

Relationships between the United States and individual Arab countries de-
clined markedly in 1949-53, although variations occurred. Relations with Jor-
dan remained fairly warm, although the 1951 assassination of King Abdallah
destabilized the state. Lebanon, Iraq, and Saudi Arabia remained stable and
disposed toward the West but strongly disliked U.S. policies deemed favorable
to Israel. Disagreements over Israel-related issues inflamed U.S. relations with
Egypt and Syria.

In 1953, Truman and Acheson might have felt a small measure of optimism
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regarding the Arab states. Despite the deterioration since 1947, U.S. relations
with the Arab states had avoided complete collapse. Some Arab leaders seemed
supportive of U.S. security ambitions and responsive to requests for coopera-
tion. The rise of Hussein in Jordan, Chamoun in Lebanon, Naguib and Nasser
in Egypt, and al-Shishakli in Syria, together with the persistence of the Saudi
monarchy, offered a ray of hope for stability in the Arab world. If the Arab states
could be stabilized and the Arab-Israeli conflict mitigated or contained, then
the United States might achieve its goal of a Middle East free of Soviet control.
Such hopes would be tested repeatedly in the years to come.
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COLD WAR FRAMEWORK
U.S. Perspectives on the Middle East, 1953-1957

Determined to prevail in the Cold War, President Dwight D. Eisenhower main-
tained key provisions of Harry S. Truman’s global strategy of containing the
Soviet Union. Like his predecessor, Eisenhower considered the Middle East vital
to U.S. security and resolved to defend the region against Soviet political and
military expansion. Perceiving an increasingly acute Soviet threat to the region,
Eisenhower took more immediate action than Truman had to protect U.S. inter-
ests. In so doing, the new president significantly deepened the long-term U.S.
commitment to Middle East security.

Eisenhower also modified Truman’s policy toward the Arab-Israeli conflict.
Convinced that Truman had favored Israel over its Arab neighbors to the det-
riment of U.S. interests, Eisenhower resolved to practice impartiality in the
dispute. Whereas Truman had made policy in reaction to sudden, tumultuous
changes in the region, Eisenhower shaped a proactive policy that sought in prin-
ciple to solve the Arab-Israeli conflict. Despite his impartial and proactive dis-
position, however, Eisenhower found himself, like Truman, unable to solve the
controversy and remain on amicable terms with both sides.

Eisenhower brought to office substantial experience in international and
military affairs. A 1915 graduate of West Point, he earned a reputation as the
army’s most capable staff officer in a variety of training and command assign-
ments in the 1920s and 1930s, and he commanded the Allied invasions of North
Africa, Italy, and France during World War II. Although he had avoided domes-
tic politics while a professional soldier, Eisenhower courted financial backers
and polished his public image while holding a variety of official and private posi-
tions during the Truman presidency. Both major parties courted him in 1948,
but Eisenhower waited until 1952 to accept the Republican nomination. He won
the White House after campaigning on the principles of anticommunism, in-
tegrity, and internationalism. Eisenhower’s enormous popularity among voters
contributed to the Republican Party’s capture of both houses of Congress.!

147
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Secretary of State John Foster Dulles served as Eisenhower’s chief foreign
policy adviser. The grandson and nephew of former secretaries of state, Dulles
was educated at Princeton, served as counsel to the U.S. delegation to the Paris
Peace Conference of 1919, and emerged as a prominent international lawyer in
the 1920s and 1930s. Dulles gained experience in Truman’s administration as
delegate to the San Francisco Conference in 1945, delegate to the U.N. General
Assembly in 1945-49, and ambassador-at-large in 1950-51. Diagnosed with can-
cer in 1956, Dulles remained influential as secretary of state until shortly before
his death in 1959.2

Eisenhower implemented policy in the Middle East in close consultation
with Dulles. Despite the prevailing 1950s image of a passive president routinely
deferring to his cabinet secretaries, revisionist historians have emphasized that
Eisenhower understood foreign policy problems and made crucial policy deci-
sions. The conception of an in-charge chief executive weakened Dulles’s early
reputation as the administration’s leading diplomat, although Dulles revision-
ists have stressed that the secretary of state acted as Eisenhower’s policy adviser
and executor. “Eisenhower always made the decision,” Richard H. Immerman
notes in a centrist perspective, “but always after consulting Dulles.”* As this and
subsequent chapters will reveal, Eisenhower and Dulles closely collaborated in
shaping U.S. policy in the Middle East, thereby avoiding some of the internal
divisions that bedeviled Truman’s policy making.

The Strategic Importance of the Middle East

In 1953-56, the Eisenhower administration affirmed the doctrine of contain-
ment and applied it anew to the Middle East. U.S. officials remained concerned
with the orientation of the region, whose strategic and oil assets remained criti-
cal to U.S. security. Sensing a Soviet campaign to expand into the Third World,
Eisenhower became determined to erect a Middle East security pact as a shield
against Soviet advance. In short, the Cold War continued to provide the basic
framework for U.S. Middle East policy.

While upholding the doctrine of containment, Eisenhower engineered im-
portant changes in U.S. global strategy. Whereas Truman tended to make Cold
War policy in reaction to sudden events and crises overseas, Robert R. Bowie
and Immerman observe, Eisenhower drew on his considerable strategic and
diplomatic experience to formulate a comprehensive grand strategy for the
Cold War. After establishing a rational system for formulating security doc-
trine, Eisenhower developed an approach based on avoidance of nuclear war
through deterrence, toleration of Soviet power within the country’s current bor-
ders, balance between military preparations and fiscal economy, reliance on
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European allies to share defense burdens, and cultivation of partnerships with
Third World countries.*

Eisenhower generally continued the global partnership with Britain that had
persisted during the Truman years. The new U.S. president had earned honor-
ary British citizenship for his military exploits in World War II, and he deeply
admired Winston Churchill, the British wartime statesman who had returned
to the prime ministry in 1951. The two leaders affirmed anti-Soviet contain-
ment as the fundamental Western policy in Europe and Asia. In August 1953,
they launched a joint covert operation to remove Iranian Premier Mohammed
Mossadegh, a nationalist who had expropriated British oil facilities, and restore
the pro-Western Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi. As some scholars have pointed
out, Anglo-U.S. disagreements arose over China, Indochina, and competing oil
claims in the Buraimi Oasis along the Saudi border with Oman. But Eisenhower
and Churchill honored their friendship forged in the war. A summit meeting
with Churchill in late 1953, Eisenhower wrote, “was for me a sort of homecom-
ing, a renewal of an old and close relationship.”?

With the situation in Europe stabilized and the Korean War at a standstill,
the Third World assumed increasing importance in U.S. thinking during the
early Eisenhower presidency. World War II had unleashed the forces of decolo-
nization against European empires in the Middle East, Asia, and Africa, where
revolutionary leaders, animated by nationalism and anti-Western passions, as-
pired to establish nation-states endowed with independence and self-rule. Criti-
cal scholars argue that Eisenhower occasionally misread Third World nation-
alism as a Soviet-orchestrated phenomenon, subverted his anticolonial ideals,
and squandered opportunities to build healthy relationships with nationalist
leaders. Most notoriously, the president ordered covert operations in Iran in
1953 and in Guatemala in 1954 to replace popular nationalist leaders with un-
democratic but U.S.-oriented regimes. Revisionist scholars counter that Eisen-
hower opposed European imperialism in principle, understood the vitality of
nationalism, and distinguished it from communism but nonetheless consid-
ered accommodation with nationalists less important than promoting security
interests.®

The Middle East in particular continued to loom large in U.S. strategic think-
ing after 1953. The region’s military bases, lines of communication, and Suez
Canal, all in close proximity to the Soviet Union, held tremendous military im-
portance. The Joint Strategic Plans Group considered control of the Middle East
vital to the defense of NATO’s right flank and to the successful prosecution of
war against the Soviet heartland if global hostilities should occur. State Depart-
ment officials noted that Christian, Muslim, and Jewish holy places throughout
the region added cultural importance. Soviet capture of the Middle East, the
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National Security Council (Nsc) resolved, would leave U.S. security “critically
endangered.” By 1954, the Pentagon drafted plans to use U.S. rather than British
forces to defend the region against Soviet attack.”

Access to Middle East oil remained a vital U.S. interest. By 1955, proven oil
reserves in Middle East states totaled between 100 billion and 150 billion bar-
rels, three to five times more than U.S. reserves. Middle East states produced
some 3 million barrels per day—including 1 million each from Saudi Arabia
and Kuwait and 600,000 from Irag—and supplied 9o percent of the oil con-
sumed in Western Europe. “The uninterrupted supply of oil from the Middle
East is so vital,” the Pentagon’s Joint Middle East Planning Committee observed
in early 1956, “that nothing should be allowed to threaten its continuance.” If oil
deliveries were disrupted, the Operations Coordinating Board added, Western
Europe’s “will to resist communist collaboration would be greatly weakened.”®

To protect such vital interests, Eisenhower furthered the quest to stabilize the
Middle East. In a series of 1953—55 policy papers, State Department officials re-
solved to pursue intraregional peace, promote economic development, encour-
age local powers to help defend against Soviet incursion, and improve bilateral
relations with local states. The United States, Bromley K. Smith of the Nsc spe-
cial staff summarized in 1955, needed “stable, viable, friendly governments in
the area capable of withstanding Communist-inspired subversion from within
and willing to resist Communist aggression.”®

U.S. officials perceived numerous obstacles to Middle East stability. The peo-
ples of the region provided “tinder for Communist conflagrations,” Edmund A.
Gullion of the Office of Near Eastern Affairs (NE) noted in early 1953, because
they were “poverty-stricken, suspicious of the West, animated by a fierce nation-
alism, [and] divided by political disputes and religious and racial differences.”
While touring the region in early 1953, Dulles observed that Britain and France
had become “more a factor of instability rather than stability.” The emergent
nations of the Middle East, the Nsc added, also disliked the United States be-
cause it associated with the European imperialists and with Israel.*°

After 1953, U.S. officials had reason to fear growing Soviet influence in the
Middle East. Nikita Khrushchev, who emerged as Soviet leader after a brief
power struggle following Stalin’s death, promoted peaceful coexistence with
the West on European issues but welcomed political competition in the Third
World. In 1954-55, the Soviet Union sought political and economic ties with
Third World leaders and promoted nonalignment of their states to undermine
Western imperial assets. Elevating pragmatism over ideology, Khrushchev nur-
tured closer relations with Egypt, which Stalin had eschewed, on the reason-
ing that Premier Gamal Abdel Nasser’s nationalism might provide a vehicle for
contesting Anglo-American hegemony in the region."
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U.S. officials monitored the increasing Soviet interest in the Middle East.
They interpreted Soviet broadcasts in Middle East media in 1953 about the ar-
rests of prominent Jews in Prague and Moscow as a bid to impress Arab audi-
ences. In 1954 the Nsc recognized that through trade agreements, industrial
fairs, public declarations, and U.N. diplomacy, the Soviet Union “is striving to
create chaos and to nullify the influence of the Western Powers.” Operations
Coordinating Board officials observed in 1956 that Soviet behavior had shifted
from “encouraging local parties and engaging in small covert operations” to “an
extensive economic and diplomatic effort which seriously threatens the British
and American position in the area.”'?

U.S. officials were especially sensitive about apparent Soviet bids to gain in-
fluence over Middle East oil. In 1954, U.S. officials monitored evidence of Soviet
support of a labor strike among oil workers in Dhahran. Khrushchev declared
in 1955 that the Western imperialists used Israel to gain control over Arab natu-
ral resources and offered in 1956 to build an oil refinery in Syria. The Pentagon,
State Department, and Nsc discerned a Soviet conspiracy to undermine West-
ern oil assets in Arab states and disrupt the flow of oil to Western Europe.”

U.S. officials were also bothered by Soviet political offensives in Egypt and
Syria. Soviet leaders launched a “vigorous diplomatic offensive” to dispense aid
to Middle East regimes, State Department intelligence officials noted in 1955.
Nasser’s emergence as a neutralist leader—signified by his attendance at the
Asia-Africa Conference at Bandung, Indonesia, in April 1954 —disturbed U.S.
officials. The Soviet-Egyptian arms deal of September 1955 seemed doubly trou-
bling because it signaled new departures both in Soviet assertiveness in the re-
gion and in an Arab state’s receptivity to Soviet aid. The Soviets encouraged neu-
tralism in Syria to weaken Western influence in the northern tier of the Middle
East. The United States feared not a “dramatic Communist move within Syria,”
intelligence officials advised Dulles, but “a Soviet-sponsored Syrian drift into a
firmly anti-Western position.”*

To advance stability against internal hindrances and external threats, the
Eisenhower administration resolved to become more involved in the Middle
East. Unless the United States promoted security and economic development,
NEA officials advised, “the possibilities for forward-looking and progressive
leadership will be lost, and the Arab world placed in grave danger of Soviet sub-
version.” Dulles returned from a tour of the region in early 1953 convinced that
the United States must “increase its influence in the Middle East at the earli-
est possible moment” and convey to Arab states that it had “sympathy for the
legitimate aspirations of the people.” In 1953-54, the Nsc resolved to take bold
new initiatives to stabilize the Middle East, deny it to the Soviets, win over its
peoples, and prevent war in the region.”®
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To secure its interests, the Eisenhower administration refined Truman’s de-
fense planning for the region. Eisenhower and Dulles concluded that Truman’s
concept of the Middle East Defense Organization (MEDO) based in Egypt was
impossible to establish. Egyptian Ambassador-designate to Washington Ahmed
Hussein told Assistant Secretary of State Henry A. Byroade on 4 May 1953 that
MEDO was “completely unacceptable” because it infringed on Egyptian sover-
eignty. Israeli opposition further weakened the idea’s appeal. After detecting
widespread resistance to MEDO during his tour of the region, Dulles informed
his advisers that the scheme was “on the shelf.”'¢

After abandoning MEDO, U.S. officials gravitated toward a security pact
based on the northern tier states of Turkey, Iraq, Iran, and Pakistan. Iraq and
Turkey seemed more receptive than Egypt did to Western defense schemes,
Dulles told the Nsc in spring 1953, because these countries felt “the hot breath of
the Soviet Union on their necks.” Restoration of the pro-Western Shah of Iran
in August 1953 made the northern tier scheme viable. The Joint Chiefs of Staff
(Jcs) envisioned “an association of indigenous forces under indigenous com-
mand” located close to the Soviet Union and immune to the Anglo-Egyptian
and Arab-Israeli conflicts."”

U.S. officials breathed life into the northern tier concept by encouraging
area states and Britain to form a defense alliance. The United States extended
military aid to induce Turkey and Pakistan to sign an agreement on 2 April
1954 pledging cooperation and consultation in defense matters. After months of
painstaking diplomacy, Iraq and Turkey signed a more formal mutual-defense
pact in Baghdad on 24 February 1955. Britain joined the pact in April, Paki-
stan in September, and Iran in October. The pact was governed by a Ministerial
Council that met semiannually, a sitting Council of Deputies based in Baghdad,
and committees responsible for military plans, economic cooperation, counter-
subversion strategies, and other matters. The United States refrained from join-
ing the Baghdad Pact to avoid Soviet retaliation, Egyptian criticism, or Israeli
demands for a compensatory defense commitment. Nonetheless, U.S. support
was crucial to the pact’s formulation.'®

From the beginning, U.S. officials recognized several flaws in the northern
tier concept. The combat forces of Baghdad Pact members, including British
forces in the region, seemed incapable of even slowing a Soviet invasion. The
plan among pact members to launch “tactical atomic attacks on the fighting
value and speed of advance of the Russian forces” would fail, the Joint Strate-
gic Plans Committee noted, because the participants lacked delivery capabili-
ties. Soviet air atomic attacks in the early stages of a war, by contrast, would
destroy most military bases, supply depots, and oil fields in the northern tier
states. Soviet ground forces would easily move south in eastern Iran and out-
flank pact forces defending along the Zagros Mountains. Access to the ports,
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roads, and railroads needed to provide Western reinforcements from the south,
Major General Alfred Johnson, deputy director of logistics on the Joint Staff,
noted, would require “the wholehearted cooperation and participation” of Syria,
Lebanon, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and Egypt. The lack of such cooperation, of
course, had redirected U.S. thinking to the northern tier."

U.S. officials also identified problems with a prospective U.S. commitment to
defend pact states in the event of war. In 1955, the jCs considered establishing “a
small U.S. nuclear delivery capability in the Middle East” to stymie any Soviet
attack but found local base and weapons storage facilities insufficient for the
task. Moreover, any hint of a U.S. atomic umbrella, Pentagon planners specu-
lated, would discourage pact members from working out collective self-defense
measures. To bolster the pact would accentuate its weaknesses and incur a re-
sponsibility that the United States wished to avoid.*°

Further complicating the situation, Arab states other than Iraq criticized
the Baghdad Pact. Viewing Iraq as its rival for leadership in the Arab world,
Egypt charged that the pact divided the Arab community, undermined the Arab
League Collective Security Pact, and served European colonial and Israeli inter-
ests. Egypt, Syria, and Saudi Arabia formed a partnership in October 1955 to
deter other Arab states from joining the pact. In exchange for offers of Anglo-
U.S. financial aid to build the Aswan Dam in late 1955, Nasser suspended active
opposition to the pact provided that no other states were recruited to join it.
But when Britain tried unsuccessfully to enlist Jordan in early 1956, Nasser re-
emerged as a sharp critic. The Baghdad Pact “was the most significant turning
point in Arab politics since the 1948 war,” Elie Podeh notes. “It shattered the
Arab system, leading to new political groupings and new patterns.”*

The Israeli attitude toward the Baghdad Pact also complicated the situation.
As in the case of MEDO, U.S. officials excluded Israel from the northern tier
scheme to avoid a categorical Arab rejection of it. Israel did not contest that
decision but profoundly opposed the pact because it would funnel weapons to
Iraq and encourage Turkey to mollify Arab states at the expense of Turkish-
Israeli amity. Dulles’s retort that the pact would benefit Israel by dividing the
Arab states and preventing Iraqi aggression did not ease Israeli concerns.??

Despite the weaknesses in the Baghdad Pact, the Pentagon gradually em-
braced the idea of U.S. adherence to it. As late as June 1955, Defense and State
Department planners agreed that Turkey and Pakistan should carry the burden
of defense. By October, however, the chairman of the jcs, Admiral Arthur Rad-
ford, found this approach “unsatisfactory” in view of Egyptian-Israeli tensions
and “increased Soviet interest in the Arab States.” During Radford’s Decem-
ber visit to Baghdad, Iraqi officials complained that Nasser, despite his oppo-
sition to the pact, had gained Soviet arms and an Anglo-U.S. offer to fund the
Aswén Dam. Other member states grumbled that U.S. absence aggravated the



154 Cold War Framework

pact’s military impotence and the political difficulty of dealing with Britain. In
early 1956, the yCs recommended that the United States join the pact “with-
out delay.”??

Eisenhower declined to accept formal membership in the Baghdad Pact, but
he wove the United States into the agreement’s structure both to bolster it and
to deflect allied and Pentagon pressure to join. In September 1955, he named
the U.S. Army attaché in Baghdad as U.S. military observer to the pact. In early
1956, he authorized State Department observers to attend the first meeting of the
pact’s Economic Council, paid one-sixth of the pact’s annual budget, appointed
eight staff to its secretariat, and authorized the U.S. military observer to partici-
pate in military planning. In April, the United States joined the Economic and
Countersubversion Committees, and in November it established the Baghdad
Pact Military Liaison Group in the Iraqi capital **

Eisenhower’s policy of supporting the Baghdad Pact from a distance has pro-
voked a range of scholarly judgments. William Stivers and Magnus Persson ar-
gue that the pact served U.S. interests by containing communism in the Middle
East and securing Europe’s right flank. Robert W. Stookey observes that Eisen-
hower drew Arab nationalist and Soviet backlash by supporting the pact but
weakened the alliance by refusing to join. Ritchie Ovendale, Steven Z. Frei-
berger, G. Wyn Rees, Elie Podeh, and Nigel John Ashton emphasize that dis-
agreements about the timing of the pact’s creation, U.S. membership, and Jor-
dan’s role in it strained the Atlantic alliance. In any case, U.S. support of the
pact, which aggravated Arab-Israeli as well as intra- Arab tensions, revealed that
Eisenhower privileged his anti-Soviet containment objectives over his desire to
make Arab-Israeli peace.”

The U.S. Approach to the Arab-Israeli Conflict, 1953-1954

Intent on stabilizing the Middle East against perceived Soviet activism, the
Eisenhower administration could not avoid the Arab-Israeli conflict. Because
that dispute provoked anti-Western sentiment in Arab states, hindered the
establishment of a regional defense scheme, and limited economic and social
development, Eisenhower and Dulles concluded that solving the problem would
serve their ambitions in the region and affirmed their intent to act as peace-
makers in 1953-54. Hindered by several obstacles, however, U.S. officials initially
remained inactive on the issue.

Eisenhower and Dulles applied three basic principles to the Arab-Israeli con-
flict. First, in light of apparent Soviet activism in the Middle East, the U.S. lead-
ers reiterated the importance of settling the conflict. Any Israeli attack on an
Arab state, the Nsc noted in 1954, would cause “a decisive movement of the
area away from the West and possibly into the Soviet sphere of influence.” Rear
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Admiral Edwin T. Layton, the Joint Staff’s deputy director for intelligence, ob-
served that Arab-Israeli tension “offers the Communist Bloc a troubled water
in which to fish.” Arab-Israeli peace seemed conducive to containment.?¢

Second, Eisenhower and Dulles impartially approached the Arab-Israeli
situation. While the United States must not “turn back the clock on the exis-
tence of Israel,” the State Department noted in 1953, it must correct Truman’s
“lopsided” favoritism of Israel. Dulles aimed “to convince the Arab World that
the United States is operating upon a policy of true impartiality,” while Eisen-
hower resolved to be “as tough with the Israelis as with any other nation.” The
Nsc restated this view in 1954.%7

Third, U.S. officials expressed a general desire to become directly involved
in making Arab-Israeli peace. The United States, State Department counselor
Douglas MacArthur II told Israeli Minister to Washington Reuven Shiloah in
May 1953, aspired “to cultivate an atmosphere of mutual trust and convince
both sides that an agreement is in their interest.” State Department officials
aimed to provide economic aid to Arab states and Israel as an incentive to settle
their disputes. Rejecting Britain’s desire to delay peacemaking until it achieved
a base settlement with Egypt, Eisenhower approved an Nsc plan to promote
settlements of major Arab-Israeli controversies and seek full and final peace
treaties.”®

Hope for an early Arab-Israeli peace, however, foundered on the animosity
between the two sides and Arab-Arab political dynamics. Lebanese Minister to
Washington Charles Malik observed in April 1953 that Israel’s immigration, ex-
pansionism, and support in Western states had convinced most Arab statesmen
that current Israeli territory “is but a bridgehead from which the Zionists . . . will
sweep over and conquer the entire Arab Near East.” A meeting of Arab foreign
ministers in Cairo resolved that peace depended on Israel’s willingness to relin-
quish land beyond the original partition lines. Each foreign minister supported
this extreme position, U.S. Ambassador to Amman Joseph C. Green reported,
“lest he appear less patriotic and less anti-Israel than the others.”?*

Such sentiments solidified in 1954. Arab leaders seemed willing to tolerate
Israel’s existence and unlikely to provoke a second round of fighting, but they
hoped that Israel would collapse if they isolated it and pressed for the return of
Palestinian refugees. Arab statesmen strove for “eventual liquidation of Israel as
a political entity,” the State Department observed. “The Jewish state is regarded
as a cancer on the body of the Arab Middle East. Quite frankly, the Arabs want
it removed.”*°

The Israelis also did not seem eager to settle. Prime Minister David Ben-
Gurion claimed to desire peace only if it did not require cession of land, inter-
national control of Jerusalem, or repatriation of refugees. “The stability of the

3%

Middle East does not depend on ‘arrangements,” he commented in April 1953,



156 Cold War Framework

“but on cultural uplifting of the Arabs, and this requires a long-term plan.”
Foreign Minister Moshe Sharett favored the status quo because a U.S. “peace
offensive” might make Israel appear weak or force it to concede on vital issues.
Given Israeli resistance to compromise with Arab states and its policy of re-
prisals against border provocations, the State Department sensed by 1954 that
Israel had lost faith in the armistices and was contemplating assertive action on
the calculation that the situation would have to deteriorate into violence before
improving.>!

In light of such obstacles, the Eisenhower administration initially refrained
from promoting Arab-Israeli peace. During his spring 1953 tour of the Middle
East, Dulles showed little interest in peacemaking. “The U.S. has no God-given
right to settle the problems of the whole world,” he told Sharett and Ben-
Gurion. U.S. officials “did not want to butt in where they were not wanted or
where they could not be helpful.” In meetings with Egyptian leader Mohammed
Naguib in Cairo, Dulles refrained from promoting peace and instead deliber-
ated the Anglo-Egyptian base problem and Egypt’s position in Western defense
schemes.??

Such passivity regarding the Arab-Israeli situation persisted in mid-1954.
State Department experts deemed the Arab-Israeli problem insurmountable
in the short term and hoped only that regional economic development might
eventually create political stability, generate resources needed to care for refu-
gees, and provide incentives for Arab-Israeli cooperation. In addition to deter-
ring aggression, U.S. diplomats in the Middle East concluded in May that they
should explore solutions to the controversies over refugees, Jerusalem, borders,
and water usage. But the time for such solutions had not yet arrived in light of
“presently irreconcilable basic attitudes.”*?

Conclusion

Because of the Cold War, Eisenhower deepened the U.S. commitment to the
security of the Middle East. U.S. national security rested in part on the West’s
assured access to the Middle East’s oil, military bases, and other assets. Given
the importance assigned to the region, American officials worried that politi-
cal instability, economic underdevelopment, and Arab-Israeli conflict destabi-
lized the Middle East from within and were alarmed by mounting evidence
that Soviet leaders sought to exploit such factors to erode Western interests
and enhance the Soviet position in the region. To provide military security in
the Middle East, Eisenhower abandoned the Truman-era MEDO concept and
created the Baghdad Pact along the region’s northern tier. When that agree-
ment proved insufficient to its task as a result of tactical military inadequacies
and opposition from the Soviet Union, Israel, and most Arab states, the United
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States bolstered the pact with a variety of steps short of formal membership. In
the process, the United States became further enmeshed in the region.

Concerns about regional security also influenced the new administration’s
approach to the Arab-Israeli conflict. Evidence that the Soviet Union sought to
gain influence in the Middle East by exploiting the Arab-Israeli dispute con-
vinced U.S. officials to favor Arab-Israeli peace in principle. In view of the deep
mutual animosities of the parties to the dispute, however, the administration re-
mained inactive as a peacemaker through mid-1954 as Eisenhower doubted his
ability to negotiate peace. As the following chapters reveal, however, the Cold
War subsequently made the Arab-Israeli conflict seem more dangerous to U.S.
interests and prodded Eisenhower and Dulles into action.
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BORDER WARS

Eisenhower, Dulles, and Arab-Israeli Frontiers,
1953-1955

President Dwight D. Eisenhower and Secretary of State John Foster Dulles con-
fronted a complex situation along Arab-Israeli borders in 1953-55. The 1948-
49 war had left a delicate status quo resting on fragile armistices rather than
peace treaties. Although relatively static in the late Truman era, this status quo
was challenged in 1953-55 by a rising tide of border violence, as Arab infiltra-
tors waged low-intensity warfare against Israel and Israel responded with force.
Numerous incidents along Israel’s borders with Jordan, Egypt, and Syria stoked
tensions, diminished peace prospects, and threatened to lead to the resumption
of hostilities that would destabilize the entire Middle East.

Eisenhower’s and Dulles’s reactions to this situation had two striking fea-
tures. First, the leaders felt that security interests compelled the United States to
shed its initial reluctance to become involved in the controversy and to devise
diplomatic tools to pacify the borders. Second, although the United States failed
to solve the border conflicts, in the process of trying Eisenhower and Dulles
angered the principals to the dispute and perhaps even aggravated underlying
Arab-Israeli tensions, resulting in a difficult political controversy.

Problems on Israel’s Border with Jordan

As Eisenhower took office, mounting tension along the Jordanian-Israeli bor-
der threatened to trigger hostilities between the two countries. Drawn to the
controversy by a series of violent episodes, Dulles initially blamed Israel for ag-
gravating the situation by enacting an aggressive border security policy, but his
firm criticism of that policy had little effect. Over time, Dulles sought a more
evenhanded solution to the border turmoil. In another case of the firmness di-
lemma, however, he found Israel unwilling to accept any foreign scheme that
challenged the Jewish state’s sovereignty.

158
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Tensions on the Israeli-Jordanian border escalated in early 1953. Israel re-
fused to renew a “local commanders” agreement under which military officers
from both states had pledged cooperatively to stop illegal border crossings. In-
stead, the Jewish state declared that it would engage in “active defense” of its
borders by ambushing infiltrators and pursuing them into Arab states if nec-
essary. Foreign Minister Moshe Sharett conceded to the Israel Defense Forces
(1DF) the authority to conduct reprisals without consulting him. By February,
IDF forces had made five reprisal raids into Jordan.!

Israel cited several reasons for adopting the reprisal policy. In 1952, infil-
trators from Jordan had stolen goods worth one million Israeli pounds, killed
thirteen civilians, and left fifty-three soldiers dead and fifty-six wounded. Repri-
sals against Jordanian targets promised to achieve revenge, deter future infiltra-
tions, and boost the morale of border-area soldiers and civilians. The absence
of progress toward peace agreements, frustration at Western armament of Arab
states, and discomfort caused by the Arab economic boycott also encouraged a
more bellicose posture.?

Jordanian and U.N. officials criticized Israel’s new policy and disputed the
rationale behind it. Jordan denied responsibility for border infiltrations and ac-
cused Israel of aggression. Jordan portrayed the infiltrators as uneducated per-
sons crossing artificially drawn borders to harvest crops or visit relatives, as had
been done for years. U.N. officials in the area attributed most illegal crossings to
traditional patterns of smuggling and disputed Israel’s contention that the in-
cursions threatened Israel’s vital interests. Many U.N. observers even suspected
that Israeli kibbutzim, facing economic problems, pilfered from each other and
blamed nearby Arabs.?

Dulles accepted Jordan’s view of the situation but appealed to Jordan and
Israel to defuse the tension. U.S. Army intelligence officers considered most bor-
der crossings harmless acts of commerce and suspected that Israel engaged in
reprisals to satisfy its public opinion or provoke a second round of war that
would enable it to gain territory. Dulles placed “considerable responsibility” on
Israel and urged Israeli diplomats to “act with maturity.” However, he also asked
Jordan to prevent exfiltrations and thereby reduce tensions.*

Despite his initial evenhandedness, Dulles sharply criticized Israeli reprisals
during a series of 1953 incidents. In February, IDF forces attacked Jordanian sol-
diers at Falama to retaliate for a guerrilla attack on an Israeli railway. Calling
Israel’s action “a grave danger to the security and stability of the area,” Dulles
threatened to invoke the Tripartite Declaration of 1950 if Israel continued “to
flout friendly counsel and take matters into [its] own hands.” Prime Minister
David Ben-Gurion told Dulles that the Israeli leader was “astonished and hurt”
by this reproach and refused to suspend reprisals.’
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U.S. concern with the border deepened in April, when a gun battle erupted
between 1DF and Jordanian forces in Jerusalem. The U.S. consul at Jerusalem,
S. Roger Tyler Jr., considered the incident the “most grimly serious threat to
peace between [the] two countries” since 1949. Although Dulles reproached
both sides for the episode, he concluded that Israel’s reprisals policy earned it
“circumstantial responsibility.” Under pressure from the American secretary of
state, Israeli leaders agreed to renew the local commanders agreement on 8 June,
but violence flared in the following months.®

Dulles more severely criticized Israeli behavior in the October Qibya inci-
dent. After Arab infiltrators murdered an Israeli woman and two children on
13 October, four hundred 1DF soldiers retaliated during the night of 14-15 Octo-
ber by attacking the Arab village of Qibya, killing forty-five civilians, demolish-
ing thirty-nine homes, and shelling neighboring villages to prevent interdiction
by the Arab Legion. Despite his personal misgivings about the raid, Sharett pub-
licly justified it as a step to protect border residents. He asked how the United
States would react if Mexican bandits crossed the border and murdered Ameri-
can citizens.”

The Qibya raid provoked criticism in many countries. Echoing other Arab
states, Jordan denounced Israel’s “acts of butchery” and demanded that West-
ern powers “do something drastic” to punish the Jewish state. U.S. embassy
counselor Francis H. Russell told Sharett that the raid “created revulsion among
American people [and] was [a] violation of every moral standard.” Even U.S.
Jewish leaders criticized the raid, and some members of the Israeli Knesset
called it a “murderous frenzy” and “Nazi actions.” Sharett told the Israeli cabinet
that the operation “exposed us in front of the whole world as a gang of blood-
suckers.”®

To deal with the Qibya situation, Dulles used the United Nations to cen-
sure Israel and, in the spirit of evenhandedness, to encourage Jordan and Israel
to prevent such incidents in the future. After publicly reproaching Israel, he
pushed a 24 November resolution through the Security Council that expressed
“the strongest censure” of the raid, called on Israel to avoid such action in the
future, and urged Jordan to reduce exfiltrations. Dulles promoted the resolu-
tion despite Israeli objections that it “will make peace impossible for a long time
to come.”®

During the Qibya episode, a split developed in State Department thinking
about the border controversy. Outraged by the Qibya raid, some of Dulles’s
advisers criticized his decision to target Jordan, however slightly, in the U.N.
resolution. During one debate, Israeli Ambassador to the United States Abba
Eban learned, Dulles “vented his wrath” at Assistant Secretary of State Henry A.
Byroade for being too firm toward Israel. Thereafter, NEA officials reportedly
derided Dulles and spread “nasty rumors” about leading U.S. Jews.!
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This split within the State Department deepened after a major border inci-
dent in March 1954. Israel declared Jordan responsible for an ambush of an
Israeli bus in the Negev and retaliated by attacking Nahhalin, killing nine and
wounding fourteen civilians. Jordan asked the United States to invoke the Tri-
partite Declaration against Israel, and Lebanon asked the United States to secure
another U.N. resolution. Taking a hard line, Byroade warned the Israeli Min-
ister to Washington, Reuven Shiloah, that “neither side would be allowed [to]
involve [the] area in war without having their heads knocked about.” Byroade
then urged Dulles “to make it abundantly clear to Israel our conviction that her
policy of force will not pay, and . . . may force us into a position of open opposi-
tion.” But Dulles rejected this advice on the reasoning that Jordan contributed
to the tension by refusing to make peace. “To read the riot act to the Israeli Am-
bassador at this stage would produce no useful results,” he decided. “We may
and should protest. But not deliver any ultimatum.”"

Rather than censure Israel, Dulles promoted an initiative to arbitrate an
Israeli-Jordanian border stabilization deal. British, French, and U.S. officials
conceived a plan to increase the personnel and mobility of U.N. observers, de-
marcate borders and erect physical barriers along them, and regularize innocent
transit of Palestinians between the Gaza Strip and Jordan, although Britain and
France rejected a U.S. suggestion that Western soldiers guarantee border secu-
rity. On 22 May 1954 the three Western powers floated the plan in Amman.'?

Despite a promising beginning, the tripartite border plan faded quickly. In
June, Jordan partially approved the plan, and the sponsors submitted it to Israel.
Within days, however, tensions flared when a firefight erupted between Israeli
and Jordanian soldiers in Jerusalem. Israel then rejected the plan on 29 July, as-
serting that the armistice contained sufficient provisions to ensure peace, that
the proposed strengthening of U.N. machinery would infringe on Israeli sover-
eignty, that Israel and Jordan alone could demarcate their border, and that Israel
would not allow Arab transit across its territory under U.N. management. Israel,
the NEA grumbled, had “tripped up” the effort to stabilize the Middle East. The
State Department learned anew the firmness dilemma: Israel would not con-
done any international initiative that treated the country like a mandate.”®

By 1955, a tenuous calm settled on the Israel-Jordan border. Jordan sup-
pressed exfiltration, and the Anglo-Jordanian treaty seemed to deter major
Israeli strikes. Yet Jordanian nationalism mounted against both Britain and
Israel, and in early 1956 King Hussein felt compelled to remove British Gen-
eral John Bagot Glubb as commander of the Arab Legion. As Israeli-Egyptian
tensions increased, several Jordanian leaders indicated that if Israel attacked
Egypt, they would invade Israel. U.S. efforts to pacify the Israel-Jordan border
had failed.**
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Problems on Israel’s Border with Egypt

The United States was also drawn into an emerging conflict between Israel and
Egypt. At odds over a variety of issues, the two powers engaged in a border war
that increased in intensity in 1953-55. As the violence mounted, Dulles took a
series of steps to arrest the tension before it escalated into full-scale war. As in
the case of Jordan, he initially criticized Israel’s reprisals policy but gradually
demonstrated some sympathy for the Jewish state’s resort to arms. Also as in
the case of Jordan, Dulles found it extremely difficult to end the border clashes.

Egyptian-Israeli relations soured in 1953-54 for several reasons. Israeli leaders
worried about Egyptian leader Gamal Abdel Nasser’s ambitions as he forced
Mohammed Naguib to resign, consolidated power in Cairo, and espoused pan-
Arab nationalism. As Britain and Egypt moved toward settling their base dis-
pute, Ben-Gurion feared that Egypt’s assumption of Britain’s military bases,
together with promised U.S. military aid to Cairo, would threaten Israeli secu-
rity. Egypt crushed a conspiracy between Israeli covert agents and Egyptian
Jewish saboteurs to disrupt the Anglo-Egyptian base negotiations by conduct-
ing terrorist attacks against Western facilities in Cairo and leaving evidence that
Egyptians had perpetrated the acts. Tension mounted as Egyptian authorities
arrested and hanged two of the conspirators. As chapter 13 will reveal, Egypt’s
closure of the Suez Canal to Israeli shipping also generated animosity.”®

As tension mounted over these issues, border violence inflamed the Egyptian-
Israeli situation. In 1953-54, Israel charged that Palestinian infiltrators from
Egypt had committed murder, theft, and other crimes against Israelis. A military
incident occurred at al-Auja in late 1953, and in September 1954, U.N. inspectors
found that a recent sapper operation in Israel had originated in Egypt. Despite
Nasser’s public disavowals, Israeli intelligence concluded that he had organized
the raids. The IDF planned a major reprisal against him.'

Dulles became involved in this border conflict in the hope of preventing hos-
tilities. He urged Nasser to remove a Palestinian battalion of the Egyptian army
from the front, to monitor the movement of explosives, and to cooperate with
Israel to seal the border. Dulles also encouraged Sharett, who replaced a retiring
Ben-Gurion as prime minister on 9 December 1953, to show restraint toward
the border incidents. Nasser pledged to comply with U.S. requests to stop exfil-
trations into Israel, but Sharett warned that he could not practice moderation
indefinitely in the face of Arab assaults along all of his borders."”

The Egyptian-Israeli border situation exploded on 28 February 1955 when
IDF units raided an Egyptian army outpost at Gaza in the first planned assault
on soldiers by soldiers since the armistices of 1949. Thirty-eight Egyptians, all
but one of them soldiers, died in the attack. U.S. diplomats saw the raid as the
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culmination of Israel’s frustrations with border incursions and Western arms
aid to Iraq. Egypt was targeted because it boasted the most powerful Arab army,
refused to make peace, maintained the canal blockade, and executed the two
Jewish saboteurs. To add to the crisis, the raid triggered two days of rioting by
Palestinian refugees in Gaza that overwhelmed local police and destroyed U.N.
buildings and vehicles.'®

Dulles rebuked Israel for the raid. His advisers blamed Ben-Gurion’s 17 Feb-
ruary return to government as minister of defense for triggering the attack.
Israel’s behavior “works clearly and progressively against her own interests,”
Dulles intoned to Sharett. Israel must shed its “mistaken belief that she can
shoot her way . . . into a peace treaty with her neighbors.” Under U.S., British,
and French direction, the Security Council passed a resolution on 29 March that
criticized Israel and omitted any reference to Egyptian misdeeds."”

Dulles also censured the broader Israeli reprisals policy manifest in the raid.
Privately, his advisers warned that retaliation such as the Gaza raid would un-
dermine Arab cooperation with the Baghdad Pact, kindle Arab extremism, and
diminish prospects of a peace deal. For their part, Israeli intelligence officers in-
terpreted Dulles’s “severe denunciation of Israel” as an effort “to appease Egypt”
for U.S. security reasons. Thus, Eban asserted to the State Department that
Israel’s reprisals were justified because the Arab states were waging a war of at-
trition via cross-border attacks.”®

Despite Dulles’s diplomacy, the border grew more tumultuous. Even before
the Security Council passed the 29 March resolution, sabotage and sniping inci-
dents continued in Israel, with deadly results. Nasser gave his word to U.S. offi-
cials that he was not involved in these attacks and blamed Palestinian irregu-
lars under command of the mufti, Amin al-Husayni, living in exile in Egypt.
As Israelis increasingly began to demand reprisals, Sharett warned that Nasser
was “playing with fire.” Byroade, who became the U.S. ambassador to Egypt on
10 March, warned Dulles that Israel or Egypt “may pull the temple down.” Nas-
ser “cannot take another Gaza-like attack by Israelis lying down.”*!

Hoping to avert another massive military raid, Dulles more actively inter-
ceded in the confrontation. He decided to use the 29 March U.N. resolution as a
“point of departure for [a] determined effort [to] arrest [the] growing chain [of ]
incidents” along Israel’s borders, especially Gaza. He conveyed to Israel, Egypt,
Jordan, Lebanon, and Syria that the “events flowing from Gaza” proved conclu-
sively that border violence would strain, not improve, Arab-Israeli relations.??

Over subsequent months, Dulles followed several diplomatic avenues to head
oft Egyptian-Israeli border violence. First, he encouraged Egypt and Israel to
pacify their border under U.N. auspices. General Eedon L. M. Burns, a Cana-
dian who headed the U.N. Truce Supervision Organization in Palestine, pro-
posed that the two powers arrange regular consultations between local com-
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manders, erect barriers along the border, ban irregular troops from the frontier,
and establish joint patrols on both sides of the border. Egypt accepted only the
joint patrols idea, while Israel accepted all the proposals except that one, on the
grounds that such patrols would infringe on its sovereignty. To no avail, Dulles’s
advisers urged Israel to approve joint patrols by noting that U.S. soldiers had pa-
trolled with communist troops in places like Vienna. State Department officials
also could not convince Nasser to agree to a meeting between top-level Israeli
and Egyptian officials to jump-start the process.*

Second, Dulles opposed an Israeli move to seek redress at the United Nations.
Smarting from the Security Council’s censure of the Gaza raid, Israel sought a
U.N. resolution condemning Egypt for provocative behavior along the border.
But Dulles discouraged Israel from raising the issue and refused to endorse a
complaint the Jewish state filed over U.S. objections. During debates on 19 April,
he blocked a resolution on the reasoning that the Security Council should not
weaken the effect of the Gaza resolution. That outcome, U.S. Ambassador to the
United Nations Henry Cabot Lodge Jr. estimated, comprised a “severe diplo-
matic defeat” for Israel.>*

Third, Dulles reproached both Israel and Egypt when violence flared. In May,
for example, an IDF reprisal raid in Gaza provoked a gun battle that resulted
in six Egyptian and nine Israeli casualties. U.S. officials admonished both states
for their behavior, urged Israel to reconsider the joint patrols idea, and pressed
Nasser to agree to high-level negotiations. Such diplomacy not only failed to
curb the violence but also drew criticism from both Sharett and Nasser, who
demanded complete U.S. backing of their policies.?®

Fourth, Dulles discouraged other powers from becoming involved in the
Israeli-Egyptian dispute. Saudi Arabia pledged “solidarity with Egypt” as it re-
sisted “repeated perfidious aggressions by Israel,” and Syria and Iraq vowed to
fight with Egypt in a general war against Israel. Britain warned that treaties
obliged it to defend Egypt against invasion and recommended reaffirmation of
the Tripartite Declaration. Dulles, however, discouraged the Arab states from
joining the fray and distanced the United States from the pledges inherent in
the Tripartite Declaration.?®

Unfortunately for the United States, a final push to end the border crisis
through U.N. diplomacy sputtered in summer 1955. After intricate negotiations,
Egyptian and Israeli military officers agreed in principle to meet jointly with
General Burns to discuss border pacification. But after several weeks of delay,
the meeting on 29 June immediately mired down in squabbles over the agenda
and the ranks of the attending officers. With U.S. backing, sporadic talks fol-
lowed in July and August, but those meetings were marked by discord, prone to
frequent suspensions, and canceled by Nasser after three Egyptian soldiers died
in a firefight on 22 August.”’
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The persistent border confrontations escalated into a crisis in late August. To
avenge the Egyptian deaths of 22 August, Nasser dispatched twenty-four com-
mandos to infiltrate Israel. At the risk of compromising sources, a U.S. intelli-
gence officer in Cairo appealed to Nasser to cancel the operation. He pledged
compliance, but ten commandos, reportedly out of radio contact, committed
acts of terrorism that left seventeen Israelis dead over six days. Sharett rejected
a cease-fire suggested by the State Department as long as “Egyptian gangs run-
ning wild” perpetrated “beastly and inhuman acts” on his people. On 31 August,
he ordered the IDF to conduct a major reprisal against Egyptian facilities at
Khan Yunis. One Israeli soldier and at least twenty-five Egyptian soldiers and
twenty-five civilians perished in the fighting, and Israeli war jets shot down two
Egyptian Vampires flying over Israel on 1 September.?®

Although he had censured Israel’s earlier reprisal in Gaza, Dulles conspicu-
ously refrained from collaring Israel on this occasion. Apparently aware of
Israel’s intentions, Byroade took the extraordinary step of telephoning from
Cairo hours before the assault to urge Dulles to telephone Sharett and advise
restraint. But Dulles opted merely to phone the U.S. ambassador to Tel Aviv,
Edward B. Lawson, asking him to see Sharett. Dulles presumably recognized
that the circumstances warranted Israel’s impending retaliation.*

In any event, U.S. officials tried to contain the violence at Khan Yunis. On
1-3 September, Jordan and Syria announced that they would fight beside Egypt
if general hostilities erupted, Syria advanced troops to its border, and Israel
ordered a general mobilization as an artillery duel raged along the Egyptian-
Israeli frontier. U.S. officials endorsed a cease-fire brokered by General Burns on
4 September and pushed a supporting resolution through the Security Council
four days later. The causes of the crisis remained unresolved, however, and the
violence spoiled the climate for peacemaking.*®

Problems on Israel’s Northern Borders

While distracted by the border wars involving Jordan and Egypt, Dulles experi-
enced mixed results in trying to contain violence along Israel’s borders with
Lebanon and Syria. In the case of Lebanon, minimal diplomatic intercession
by U.S. officials helped prevent the outbreak of violence. In the case of Syria,
however, tensions simmered despite U.S. restraints, boiling over during a major
military engagement in 1955.

The State Department intervened to preserve tranquillity along the Israel-
Lebanon border when incidents threatened to disrupt it. In April 1955, for ex-
ample, the Lebanese army arrested three Israelis who had crossed the border
equipped with weapons, military maps, and rations. Arguing that the three men
were private citizens, Israel sent forces into south Lebanon, seized nine Leban-
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ese civilians, and offered to swap captives. The State Department convinced
Israel to release the Lebanese without condition and then persuaded Lebanon
to release the Israelis.®

U.S. officials also became involved in a more complicated dispute in Septem-
ber. After infiltrators from Lebanon attacked an Israeli bus near Safed, Israel
asked Lebanon for permission to retaliate against Palestinian refugees in south
Lebanon. Lebanese authorities criticized the attack on the bus and ordered all
Palestinians to evacuate land within ten kilometers of Israel but refused to per-
mit an Israeli reprisal. The State Department urged the Israelis to show restraint,
and they held back. The department was able to prevent hostilities in a dispute
in which neither protagonist felt that war would advance its interests.>?

The Syrian-Israeli border proved a more intractable problem for U.S. diplo-
mats. In June 1953, tensions flared over three demilitarized zones (Dmzs) estab-
lished by the United Nations in 1949. Israeli forces occupied large sectors of
the zones, and understaffed U.N. inspection teams proved unable to investigate
such developments or to enforce rulings. In bilateral and U.N.-sponsored talks,
Israel and Syria discussed liquidating the DM zs by drawing a permanent border,
but disputes over water rights, security of settlements, and landownership pre-
vented agreement. In early 1954, Syria argued that pronouncements by Israeli
leaders, IDF troop concentrations in northern Israel, and two Israeli gunboat
attacks on Syrian targets near Tiberias revealed Israeli aggressive intent. U.S.
officials tried to contain this animosity and prevent war.*?

The difficulties of negotiating a resolution to this situation increased during
an Israeli-Syrian confrontation over the fate of five Israeli soldiers captured by
Syria after crossing the border with sabotage equipment in December 1954. In
January 1955, the Israeli-Syrian Mixed Armistice Commission (MAC) censured
Israel for sending the soldiers and directed Syria to return them, but Syria kept
the men in detention, and one committed suicide. To no avail, the State Depart-
ment asked Syria to comply with the MAcC ruling and release the soldiers. As the
men remained in captivity, bellicosity soared among the Israeli people, and the
IDF conducted a small October raid into Syria.>*

The border situation exploded in violence when Israel conducted a massive
raid against Syria on 11 December 1955. Advancing by land and sea, six hundred
Israeli soldiers attacked Syrian positions to the east and north of Lake Tiberias.
Fifty-two Syrians were killed, and thirty-two were captured or declared missing.
Israel claimed that the attack was provoked by Syrian firing on an Israeli police
boat on the lake on 10 December, but U.S. officials found this charge “unimpres-
sive and unconvincing” since an operation of such scale would have required
at least a week of planning. They concluded that Ben-Gurion had ordered the
attack to demonstrate his resolve, avenge Syria’s detention of the captured sol-
diers, and counter an October Egyptian-Syrian defense agreement.*
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Reacting to the raid, Dulles imposed a measured punishment on Israel.
Eisenhower authorized the secretary of state to criticize the operation and to
suspend an impending deal to provide Israel with weapons. Dulles also sup-
ported a U.N. Security Council resolution, passed on 19 January 1956, censur-
ing Israel for the attack. To assuage Syria, he expressed “deep regrets” over the
violence and indicated that he “deeply deplore[d] the recurrence of retaliatory
action.”?¢

However, Dulles refused to take additional steps to punish Israel, as
Arab states demanded. He refused requests from Syrian Prime Minister Said
el-Ghazzi to invoke the Tripartite Declaration against Israel, cancel economic
aid to Israel, and expel Israel from the United Nations. In a 19 January 1956 reso-
lution, in fact, the Security Council mentioned Syrian cease-fire infractions that
preceded the Tiberias raid. Chief of Intelligence Major Abdel Hamid Sarraj, a
notable figure in the Syrian army, told U.S. envoys that Syria remained dissatis-
fied with the resolution and “would be satisfied only with [the] disappearance

of Israel””

Conclusion

As the Arab-Israeli border situation deteriorated in 1953-55, Eisenhower and
Dulles became deeply involved. Dulles tried to persuade the various parties to
eschew violence, to negotiate border pacification arrangements, and to consider
U.N. schemes for reducing tension. As hostilities mounted, he pressured Arab
statesmen to prevent exfiltrations into Israel, criticized Israel for certain repri-
sals, and supported U.N. resolutions that censured perpetrators of violence. By
1955, Dulles found himself more involved in the Arab-Israeli border controversy
than he had intended or desired, and he remained unable to resolve the conflict
or to avoid the anger of the states involved.

U.S. diplomacy in the border controversy revealed an important transition in
State Department views on Israel. Consistent with the department’s traditional
disposition to view Israel critically, many officials initially censured Israel’s
reprisal policy as unjustified and provocative. By 1955, however, Dulles tem-
pered this feeling with a begrudging recognition that Israel deserved to retaliate
against certain perpetrators of violence. This recognition reflected Dulles’s per-
sonal disposition to deal evenhandedly with Arab-Israeli matters and marked a
milestone in the State Department’s institutional acceptance of Israel as a state.

As Eisenhower and Dulles became more involved in the border situation,
they unintentionally contributed to the mounting Arab-Israeli tensions by ad-
vancing U.S. security interests in the Middle East. For example, the decision to
arm Arab states as a means of bolstering the Baghdad Pact increased Israeli in-
security, which became manifest in its reprisal policy. U.S. efforts to facilitate
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British withdrawal from Egypt and to groom revolutionary Egypt as a secu-
rity partner had a similar effect.?® Determination to remain on friendly terms
with both Israel and the Arab states for Cold War reasons restrained the United
States from compelling either side to submit to the other.

U.S. involvement in the border conflicts was marked mostly by failure. Dulles
made a positive difference in only one situation, by deterring Israel and Leba-
non from allowing minor incidents to escalate into serious conflict. His involve-
ment helped avert outbreaks of major hostilities between Israel and Jordan,
Egypt, and Syria, but the tension in those relationships intensified over time. As
American diplomacy proved insufficient to arrest—let alone reverse—the re-
gion’s march to war, Eisenhower and Dulles concluded that they must adopt a
more interventionist approach to the region by attempting to initiate a peace
process focused on certain Arab-Israeli disputes.



13

CORNUCOPIA OF CONFLICT
Water, Jerusalem, Refugees, and Trade, 1953-1955

As violence flared along Israel’s borders, several other disputes with origins in
the 1940s also destabilized the Arab-Israeli situation in the early years of the
Dwight D. Eisenhower administration. Conflicts simmered over the proper dis-
position of the Jordan Valley water, the status of Jerusalem, the rights of Pal-
estinian refugees, and Arab economic warfare against Israel. President Eisen-
hower and Secretary of State John Foster Dulles sought impartially to resolve
these conflicts and thereby promote Arab-Israeli amity, improve relations with
all Middle East states, and stabilize the region against Soviet meddling.

The U.S. quest to mitigate the Arab-Israeli disputes, however, was laden with
difficulty and complexity. First, Eisenhower and Dulles found it extremely dif-
ficult to resolve Arab-Israeli disputes without favoring one side or the other.
American leaders were unable to make progress toward a settlement or to avoid
tensions with both sides. Second, the quest to defuse the Arab-Israeli conflict
occasionally clashed with the larger ambition of Soviet containment, and Eisen-
hower and Dulles deemed it necessary to privilege containment over Arab-
Israeli accord. Moreover, detecting evidence of rising Soviet activism in the
Middle East, the U.S. leaders deepened their role in the region but found it hard
to achieve their objectives.

Jordan River Water

At the dawn of the Eisenhower presidency, one Arab-Israeli quarrel concerned
control of and access to the Middle East’s precious freshwater. Eisenhower saw
in the water controversy both a threat to the stability of the region and an op-
portunity to achieve an Arab-Israeli agreement that would promote regional
development and provide a foundation for peace. He launched a major diplo-
matic initiative to persuade the Arab states and Israel to approve an impartial
technical development plan that would benefit all parties. His aides made re-

170
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markable progress in selling the scheme but ultimately proved unable to secure
a formal agreement.

Debates over freshwater in the Palestine-Israel area centered on two rivers.
The Jordan River, the most prized waterway, flowed from springs and precipi-
tation runoff in northern Israel, southern Lebanon, and southern Syria, formed
Lake Huleh in northern Israel, and ran south to Lake Tiberias (also known
as the Sea of Galilee or the Kinneret) and then the Dead Sea. After 1948, the
Israeli-Syrian and the northern Israeli-Jordanian borders roughly followed the
river, while the kingdom of Jordan, once it occupied the West Bank, controlled
the southern stretch of the river and the Dead Sea. The Yarmouk River flowed
westward along the Syrian-Jordanian border to the Jordan River south of Lake
Tiberias.! (See map 3.)

The Harry S. Truman administration took notice when the Arab states and
Israel began quarreling over these waterways in 1949-52. The State Department
advised Israel, Jordan, Syria, and Lebanon to coordinate their water usage under
a regional development scheme, but conflicts such as the Huleh episode pre-
vented progress. In 1951, the department encouraged Jordan and Israel to nego-
tiate a bilateral deal for shared usage of the Jordan River, but no settlement ma-
terialized. Instead, Israel began drawing irrigation water from the Jordan River
north of Tiberias, while Jordan planned an irrigation dam on the Yarmouk.?

Eisenhower and Dulles moved at once to solve the water controversy. On the
negative side, they feared that the riparian states, if left to themselves, would
pursue uncoordinated and inefficient development plans and even come to
blows. On the positive side, the U.S. leaders saw a unique opportunity to pro-
mote Arab-Israeli cooperation and economic development for local peoples. A
regional water scheme, Dulles observed, would “provide [the] greatest good to
[the] greatest number” of people.?

In summer 1953, NEA officials promoted a cooperative venture between Jor-
dan and Israel based on a technical study conducted by engineers from the Ten-
nessee Valley Authority (Tva). The study concluded that Jordan’s plan for the
Yarmouk River would cost sixty-six million dollars and take seven years of con-
struction time but would result in a reservoir with insufficient capacity to meet
the kingdom’s needs. For a mere three million dollars over two years, by con-
trast, engineers could construct a canal from the Yarmouk River to Lake Tiberias
and a retention dam on the lake that would serve the water needs of both Israel
and Jordan and enable the resettlement of more than four hundred thousand
Palestinian refugees in Jordan. The scheme assumed that Israel would grant Jor-
dan access to water in Lake Tiberias.*

Dulles stressed to Jordan and Israel the economic and political advantages of
bilateral water development, but the two countries rejected the idea. Intent on
guarding its sovereignty, Israel refused to grant Jordan access to Lake Tiberias.
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After speaking to Jordanian leaders, the U.S. chargé in Amman, Andrew G.
Lynch, reported that “economic sense is not the criterion by which they reach
decisions.” The Jordanian shared the Arab axiom, as voiced by a Lebanese offi-
cial, that any leader who made a deal with Israel “would fall before sunset. King
Abdullah, [the] last man who tried it, was riddled with bullets.”®

As the NEA had feared, conflict ensued in the absence of a regional develop-
ment plan. In September 1953, Israel started excavating a canal at Banat Yaacov
to divert Jordan River water for electricity production and economic develop-
ment. Syria charged that the canal project violated the 1949 armistice, treaded
on the rights of Palestinian landowners, and gained Israel a military advantage.
On 23 September, the United Nations Truce Supervision Organization (UNTSO)
chairman, Major General Vagn Bennike of Denmark, directed Israel to suspend
its work. Suspicious that the State Department had influenced Bennike, how-
ever, Israeli Prime Minister David Ben-Gurion defied the ruling and accelerated
the excavation at Banat Yaacov. Because Israel’s move threatened the goal of re-
gional development, Dulles endorsed Bennike’s finding and quietly suspended
economic aid to Israel.®

Israel relented on the Banat Yaacov project only after the Qibya raid earned
the country international reproach. Angered by the raid, Dulles publicized his
earlier suspension of aid to Israel. Bothered by the episode, Foreign Minister
Moshe Sharett convinced the Israeli cabinet, over Ben-Gurion’s opposition, to
stop work at Banat Yaacov if ordered by the United Nations. When the Security
Council resolved on 27 October that Israel should suspend work on the canal,
Israel pledged to comply, and Dulles resumed economic aid.

The Banat Yaacov canal issue festered, however, and Dulles became tangled
in it. Israel asked the Security Council to approve its project, while Syria re-
quested a resolution declaring the project a violation of the armistice. To solve
the controversy evenhandedly, Dulles advanced a resolution that simply urged
both parties to honor UNTso decisions. When the Security Council voted in
January 1954, however, the Soviets vetoed this resolution because Syria disap-
proved it. Impartiality “only incurs the wrath of both sides,” Dulles fumed. “We
could only win the friendship of either side if we deliberately devised policies to
‘hurt’ the other side.”®

To escape this predicament, Eisenhower and Dulles launched an ambitious
initiative to achieve a regional water usage agreement. They based their pro-
gram on an impartial, technical study, known as the Jordan Valley Plan (jvp),
composed by Tva engineers under a UNRW A contract. Unlike the first Tva plan
for Israel and Jordan, the jvp provided a blueprint for maximizing usage of
water resources by all Middle East states and for devoting those resources to
refugee relief projects.’

To lead such an initiative, Eisenhower appointed Eric Johnston, chairman of
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the Advisory Board for International Development, as a personal representa-
tive, with the rank of ambassador and a military plane at his disposal. In October
1953, the president tasked Johnston with promoting the jvPp to Jordan, Syria,
Lebanon, and Israel by indicating that U.S. economic and military aid hinged
on their cooperation. Johnston saw the JvP not merely as an engineering project
but as “a means of constructing the foundation on which peace in the area may
ultimately be built.”

Despite such optimism, Johnston faced enormous difficulties. Israel had re-
cently refused Jordanian access to Lake Tiberias. The Qibya raid, the U.S. chargé
in Amman, Talcott Seelye, noted, “dashed to smithereens” any chance that Jor-
dan would talk with Israel about the water issue. Egyptian officials said that
Israel’s reprisals made it hard to negotiate. Envoys from Lebanon, Iraq, and
Egypt told Dulles that Johnston “should be recalled gracefully” because of his
membership in the pro-Zionist American Christian Palestine Committee."

Despite such handicaps, Johnston made remarkable progress toward a com-
promise settlement of the water issue during a series of visits to the Middle East.
By November 1953, he had elicited pledges from Lebanon, Jordan, Syria, Egypt,
and Israel not to reject out of hand the jvp. In spring 1954, Arab and Israeli
leaders affirmed the principle of unified water development under international
supervision. In late 1954, Johnston convinced both sides to agree to storage of
water from the Yarmouk and Jordan Rivers in Lake Tiberias.!?

Johnston reached an even bigger milestone in early 1955. He persuaded the
foreign ministers of Lebanon, Syria, and Jordan to approve a “tentative memo-
randum of agreement,” a good-faith but nonbinding accord that allocated one-
third of the available water of the Jordan and Yarmouk Rivers to the Arab states
and the balance to Israel. The Arab states also conceded that Israel would be per-
mitted to use its water outside the Jordan Basin, that the water would be stored
in Lake Tiberias under a neutral water master, and that Israel could resume work
on the diversion canal at Banat Yaacov. As incentives, Johnston offered Jordan
twenty-one million dollars in U.S. aid to build a storage dam on the Yarmouk
River and Dulles offered Lebanon a five-million-dollar loan.®

Israel initially rejected the memorandum of agreement, however. Ben-
Gurion, who retired from the prime ministry on 9 December 1953, confided to
his diary that Johnston sought “to impose some kind of American mandate on
Israel. . . . I support keeping Israeli sovereignty at any price.” Sharett, who suc-
ceeded Ben-Gurion as the Israeli leader, refused to grant Arab states access to
Lake Tiberias, submit to international supervision, or yield control of Jordan
River water. Through seven intense meetings in early 1955, Johnston pled with
Sharett to concede, but he remained firm. “It would be a sad day if Ambassador
Johnston and I had to part company,” he commented, “but Israel cannot give

away its vital resources.”'*
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The jvp quickly faded after Israel hesitated to accept the plan. Furious at
Israel’s February 1955 Gaza raid, Jordan, Syria, and Lebanon retracted their ap-
provals of the jvp. Syria and Lebanon also recanted because they realized that
the plan would provide Jordan commercial gains, to the detriment of the other
Arab countries. Johnston persuaded Sharett to approve the yvP in July, but this
agreement came too late to assuage the Arab states. Border clashes in August
and the Soviet-Egyptian arms deal in September inflamed passions on both
sides. In October, the Arab League voted to postpone discussion of the jvp."

Once the jvPp collapsed, U.S. officials found themselves in the midst of an-
other conflict over water. Israel announced that on 1 March 1956 it would begin
diverting water from the Jordan River within the limits proposed by the jvp.
Still smarting from the December 1955 Lake Tiberias raid, Syria vowed to re-
sist such action with military force, and Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Jordan, Iraq, and
Lebanon pledged to back Syria militarily. “There might well be a war for the
Jordan waters,” special assistant to the U.S. president Harold Stassen feared. To
head off such a calamity, U.S. officials warned Israel that they would hold it ac-
countable for hostilities related to Banat Yaacov and told the Arab states that
the United States would oppose an attack on Israel.'®

U.S. officials used the war scare to make one final push for the jvp, encour-
aging Middle East states to approve the plan not only to end the present show-
down but also to resolve the underlying dispute and secure economic bene-
fits through cooperation. Ben-Gurion, who had returned to the prime ministry
in November 1955, eased the threat of war by suspending operations at Banat
Yaacov but asserted the right to resume work at any time and showed little inter-
estin the yvPp. Echoing other Arab leaders, Egyptian Premier Gamal Abdel Nas-
ser declared the plan “completely dead and abandoned.” The U.S. effort to solve
the water issue foundered.”

Jerusalem

The Eisenhower administration also inherited a controversy regarding Jerusa-
lem. Before 1953, Christian churches and most Arab states had promoted inter-
nationalization of the city as provided in U.N. resolutions, while Israel and Jor-
dan sought recognition of their de facto partition of the city. In 1953-55, Dulles
was forced to decide whether to promote the U.N. ideal of international control
of Jerusalem, whether to endorse the transfer of the Israeli Foreign Ministry to
the city, and whether to allow U.S. diplomats to conduct business there. Despite
his best efforts to avoid controversy, he became enmeshed in the conflict over
the city.

Dulles quickly grasped the Jerusalem dilemma. On the one hand, he opposed
Israeli-Jordanian annexation on the reasoning that “the world religious com-
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munity has claims in Jerusalem which take precedence over the political claims
of any particular nation.” On the other hand, to internationalize the city would
require foreign military forces, a burden the Pentagon wished neither to bear
nor to entrust to the Soviets. To resolve this dilemma, Dulles proposed recogniz-
ing Israeli-Jordanian political control of Jerusalem but establishing “functional
internationalization” of the city’s holy places.'® (See map 4.)

Dulles’s approach failed to resolve the controversy over the city’s status. The
Vatican and the Arab states firmly rejected the concept of “functional inter-
nationalization.” Jordan and Israel resolutely opposed a Vatican proposal to de-
militarize Jerusalem. To no avail, Arab states protested U.N. inaction to enforce
its resolutions. When the debate stalemated in 1955, internationalization of any
variety was a dead idea."

Dulles also faced the delicate issue of Israel’s claim of Jerusalem as its capital.
In early 1953, Sharett told the American secretary of state that Israel would move
its Foreign Ministry to Jerusalem by June because the ministry needed quarters
near other ministries. Sharett asked Dulles “to discontinue urging Israel not to
move.” Worried that the transfer would antagonize the Arab states, however,
Dulles advised indefinite delay. In a meeting with Sharett during a May 1953 visit
to Israel, Dulles repeated his opposition to the transfer.>

Despite such statements, Israeli officials wishfully concluded that Dulles
would accept a transfer in fact. In a social encounter in Israel, Dulles expressed
to an Israeli official his desire that if the Israelis “did move the Ministry to Jeru-
salem, we would not do it while he was around; it would embarrass him greatly.”
Sharett interpreted this remark as a hint that Dulles would approve a transfer
if it occurred after his visit. Sharett’s conclusion was reinforced by Dulles’s June
remark that he most highly valued international control specifically of the holy
places.”!

Confident that Dulles would not protest, Sharett announced on 10 July that
the Foreign Ministry would relocate to Jerusalem three days later. He declared
that geographic distance had “impaired the Ministry’s effective discharge of
its primary function,” that U.N. resolutions had proven “inherently unimple-
mentable,” and that Israel would not object to international control of the holy
places. Sharett hoped that this concession, together with the interval of time
since Dulles’s tour, would forestall a strong U.S. reaction.*?

Sharett’s announcement, however, annoyed Dulles and caused U.S.-Israeli
discord. Fearing that the transfer would exacerbate regional tensions, Dulles
protested that it would “prejudice the United Nations’ freedom of choice in con-
sidering the future of this historic and venerated area.” When Sharett alluded
to Dulles’s May remarks, the U.S. secretary of state explained that Sharett had
badly misconstrued them. The United States, Dulles declared, would not recog-
nize Jerusalem as Israel’s capital or move its embassy there. To indicate his re-
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solve, Dulles instructed the embassy in Tel Aviv to conduct business with Israel
only at a Foreign Ministry liaison office in Tel Aviv, to decline invitations to offi-
cial functions in Jerusalem, and to encourage other embassies to act likewise.
Sharett delicately protested that U.S. envoys must not “treat the capital as an
area ‘out of bounds.’” U.S. policy “is blasphemy,” Ben-Gurion more bluntly de-
clared. “Christ himself came to Jerusalem. So did Dulles, a religious man.”??

Despite Dulles’s initial reaction, U.S. opposition to the transfer remained
measured. When Saudi Arabia, Iraq, Lebanon, Egypt, Syria, and Yemen de-
manded a more vigorous U.S. reaction, Acting U.S. Secretary of State Walter
Bedell Smith deplored the move but added that internationalization as envi-
sioned in 1947 was dead. The State Department also confessed that it lacked the
ambition to pursue the issue and even discouraged Israel from raising inter-
national control of the holy places during the current U.N. session because
doing so might disrupt deliberations on Korea. Despite Dulles’s protests, Sharett
realized, the United States would tolerate his move.2*

Dulles also amended the restrictions on U.S. diplomats when U.S. interests
demanded such action. When the boycott of Jerusalem hampered his mid-1954
initiatives to pacify the Jordanian-Israeli border, Dulles authorized embassy
staff to conduct business in Jerusalem if they informed the Foreign Ministry
that U.S. policy toward Jerusalem remained unchanged. He also permitted U.S.
envoys to call on the prime minister but not the foreign minister in Jerusalem, a
somewhat puzzling directive given that Sharett held both offices from 9 Decem-
ber 1953 to 2 November 1955. Counselor in Tel Aviv Francis H. Russell first met
Sharett, wearing the hat of prime minister, in Jerusalem on 10 August 1954.%°

The 26 July 1955 Israeli elections further jolted Dulles’s restrictions. The poll-
ing compelled Sharett to resign as prime minister on 15 August 1955, although
the Knesset directed him to remain in office until November while Ben-Gurion
formed a cabinet. Dulles anticipated that prohibiting visits to Sharett in Jeru-
salem once he became only foreign minister would divert influence to Ben-
Gurion at a time when the U.S. secretary of state preferred Sharett’s moderation
to Ben-Gurion’s hawkishness. Dulles therefore authorized the U.S. ambassador
to call in secret on the foreign minister in Jerusalem provided that he recipro-
cated with visits to Tel Aviv. The principled U.S. refusal to recognize Jerusalem
as Israel’s capital broke down at the practical level 2

Palestinian Refugees

Eisenhower and Dulles also faced a difficult situation regarding Palestinian refu-
gees. On the humanitarian issue of satisfying the physical needs of the refugees,
the U.S. leaders succeeded in extending U.N. relief operations. But trouble arose
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in the larger political dispute when the United States shifted in favor of resettle-
ment of refugees in Arab countries rather than repatriation to Israel. Dulles
tried to wrest concessions from Israel to soothe Arab resentment at this policy,
but Israel refused to yield, and the Arab states remained upset.

The refugee problem remained deadlocked in early 1953. The United Nations
Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA)
counted 868,133 refugees, including 475,000 in Jordan, 206,000 in Gaza, 103,000
in Lebanon, and 86,000 in Syria. Arab leaders repeated their shopworn de-
mands that Israel repatriate the refugees, while Israel stubbornly insisted that
the Arab states resettle the people. The State Department noted that the refugees
were languishing in squalor, “an embittered group, subject to subversion.”?’

Eisenhower and Dulles turned first to the issue of ensuring subsistence relief
to the refugees. The UNRW A was scheduled to expire on 30 June 1954, and mem-
bers of Congress threatened to withhold U.S. funds from the agency unless it re-
duced relief rolls. A solution, Representative Frances P. Bolton (R-Ohio), chair-
woman of the House Foreign Affairs Committee subcommittee on the Near
East and Africa, declared, “can and must be found.” While the State Depart-
ment worked on that task, Dulles resolved to extend the UNRwWA’s mandate
for humanitarian and security reasons. With tenuous congressional backing, he
convinced the General Assembly to extend the UNRWA’s mandate until June
1955 (and subsequently until June 1960).2®

When contemplating the political aspects of the refugee problem, Eisen-
hower and Dulles deemed resettlement of refugees in Arab states to be the only
practical solution. Dulles recognized that Israel would never allow massive re-
patriation and suspected that Arab leaders kept “the problem alive as a politi-
cal weapon against Israel and against the West.” Thus, he concluded, “a great
majority of the refugee population must find its future in Syria or Iraq.” Ac-
cordingly, the State Department planned economic development schemes to
facilitate refugee resettlement in Arab states, blocked an Arab quest for a UN.
censure of Israel’s refusal to repatriate refugees, and even suggested that the
UNRWA curtail relief to force Arab states to absorb Palestinians. Scholar Mo-
hammed K. Shadid observes that Dulles failed to appreciate the refugees’ intense
devotion to their native land; however, U.S. officials probably understood this
devotion but simply could not accommodate it.?°

To make resettlement seem more acceptable to the Arab states, Dulles sought
to force Israel to compensate the refugees in some way. Although Israel had ac-
cepted compensation in principle in 1949, deep disagreements remained in 1953
over the amounts, methods, and conditions of payment, and Israel made clear
that it could not afford compensation unless the United States provided sub-
stantial financial aid. NEA officials conceived a scheme, vaguely reminiscent of
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the G.I Bill, to create a national corporation that would collect payments from
Israel, borrow capital from the U.S. Treasury, and compensate refugees by issu-
ing credits or loans to build homes, buy land, or begin businesses in Arab states.
But U.S. officials predicted that such a program would exhaust U.S. foreign aid
resources and dissatisfy Arab leaders who demanded Israeli sacrifice.>

State Department officials explored several options to facilitate Israeli com-
pensation. They proposed, as “the moral equivalent” of repatriation, that Israel
earmark for refugee compensation all funds saved from any future reopening
of the Suez Canal to Israeli shipping or that Israel yield its share of Jordan River
water for the welfare of refugees. The department also considered the prospect
of linking West Germany’s promised reparations to Israel to Israel’s promised
compensation to refugees. Israel resisted these ideas, however, and the State De-
partment dropped them.*

U.S. officials made modest progress only in a scheme to compel Israel to re-
lease blocked bank accounts of Palestinians. After months of negotiations, the
Palestine Conciliation Commission and the UNRW A arbitrated an agreement in
which Israel would release the blocked accounts at a rate of one pound sterling
($2.80) per Israeli pound to those qualified Palestinians who submitted appli-
cations by 31 May 1953. Israel agreed to pay some $14 million under the scheme.
U.S. officials noted, however, that Arab extremists discouraged eligible refugees
from applying for reimbursements and that banks in Jordan refused to cooper-
ate in the transfer of funds.*

Economic Warfare

In consultation with Eisenhower, Dulles also confronted tensions regarding
Arab economic warfare against Israel. In 1953, the Arab League maintained a
boycott against Israel, Egypt closed the Suez Canal and the Gulf of Agaba to
Israel-bound ships, and other Arab states interfered with potential Israeli trade.
Israel charged that these restrictions were illegal and belligerent and demanded
U.S. action to abolish them. But Dulles remained inactive on the reasoning
that intercession would not change Arab policy but would only alienate Arab
leaders.

The boycott represented the clearest manifestation of Arab economic war-
fare against Israel. What had begun as haphazard efforts by individual Arab
states to isolate Israel economically took on an air of design and permanence in
1952, when the Arab League established a Boycott Office in Damascus to punish
foreign firms doing business with Israel. The Boycott Office identified firms that
maintained branches in Israel, distributed Israeli exports, or employed Israeli
agents to import goods to the Middle East, and the office denied those firms per-
mission to conduct any business in Arab states. As an incentive to cooperate,
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the Boycott Office allowed firms accused of wrongdoing to escape punishment
by halting their offensive actions.*®

The boycott incensed Israel. Combined with Iraq and Jordan’s closure of the
Haifa pipeline and various states’ denial of port rights to ships and planes that
called in Israel, the boycott cost Israel more than sixty million dollars in lost
revenues. Israeli officials repeatedly appealed to the United States, Britain, and
France to move against the boycotts and blacklists as violations of the armistice
agreements.>*

Although the boycott troubled Dulles, he declined to act against it. On the
one hand, the boycott contradicted free trade ideals, retarded regional economic
development, and diminished the chance of a political settlement. On the other
hand, Dulles’s advisers deemed the boycott “legally excusable” because some
Arab states remained at war with Israel. Furthermore, American officials real-
ized that the United States had imposed similar restrictions against the Soviet
bloc and predicted that outside interference seemed likely to alienate Arab lead-
ers without changing the situation. As a result, the State Department took only
the occasional mild step of protesting the blacklisting of certain U.S. firms as
“unwarranted.” As anticipated, such efforts had little effect.?®

Egypt’s closure of the Suez Canal to Israel-bound ships also caused tension.
Israel charged that the closure violated rulings by the U.N. mediator, the Mixed
Armistice Commission, and the Security Council and caused intolerable losses
in trade. After Israel signed a 1954 oil deal with Iran, denial of the canal cost
the Jewish state an estimated ten million dollars per year in lost revenue. An-
ticipating that Egypt would impose additional obstacles after Britain agreed to
withdraw from the Suez Canal Zone in 1954, Israeli leaders launched a firestorm
of protests at Western states and at the United Nations.>®

Dulles remained reluctant to take up Israel’s case, continuing to believe that
criticism of the restrictions would only alienate Egyptian leaders. Thus, he re-
peatedly discouraged Israel from raising the controversy at the United Nations
on the grounds that debates would complicate the delicate Anglo-Egyptian base
negotiations or aggravate the Banat Yaacov controversy. Although he disap-
proved of Egypt’s restrictions in principle, Assistant Secretary of State Henry A.
Byroade told Israeli Ambassador Abba Eban in December 1953 that “this was a
poor time to summon Egypt before the bar of world opinion.”?”

Against their wishes, U.S. officials were forced into action on the canal in
1954. After Egypt detained a number of ships, Israel formally complained to the
Security Council that Egypt continued to defy the council’s September 1951 reso-
lution. Egypt countered with a complaint that Israel had violated other council
resolutions, and both powers sought U.S. backing. Unable to prevent council
action, Dulles supported a resolution critical of Egypt, but the Soviet Union,
consonant with Nikita Khrushchev’s strategy of impressing Arab nationalists,
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vetoed the measure. Dulles worried that Cairo felt indebted to Moscow and
consequently refused Israeli entreaties to freeze economic aid to Egypt until it
opened the canal *®

Israel provoked a confrontation over the canal in September 1954. The five-
hundred-ton Bat Galim, flying the Star of David, entered the canal en route
from Eritrea to Haifa, carrying meat, hides, and plywood. Eban admitted to U.S.
officials that Israel had dispatched the ship to force a U.N. debate on the issue.
The Egyptian navy seized the Bat Galim and arrested the crew. Israel protested
to the Security Council in September and October 1954, February and August
1955, and September 1956, charging Egypt with “piracy” and “lawless conduct”
in violation of the Suez Canal Convention of 1888 and the Security Council reso-
lution of 1951.%°

U.S. officials regretted Israel’s recourse to such action. They suspected that
Israel had dispatched the ship to disrupt the pending Anglo-Egyptian base deal
and to pressure Eisenhower during the U.S. midterm elections. American lead-
ers doubted that Egypt would concede under pressure and predicted another
Soviet veto of any resolution critical of Egypt. Thus, the State Department urged
Egypt to release the ship and crew but also criticized Israel’s move as provoca-
tive, delayed Security Council hearings, and urged Israel to negotiate directly
with Cairo. Egypt released the Bat Galim crew in January 1955 but kept the cargo
and pressed the ship into its navy in August 1956.*°

Another confrontation emerged in the early 1950s over Israeli transit rights
in the Gulf of Agaba. The gulf offered a potential trade route between Israel’s
southern coast and the Red Sea, bypassing the Suez Canal. But ships could enter
the gulf only through the Grafton or Enterprise Passages, both of which flowed
between the Egyptian Sinai and Tiran Island, less than four miles to the east.
Sovereignty over Tiran was unclear, but most experts considered it Egyptian
or Saudi. In 1950-51, Egypt had occupied the island with Saudi approval, posi-
tioned coastal artillery batteries along the straits, and closed the straits to Israeli
warships and to any Israel-bound vessel bearing weapons, automobiles, metals,
oil products, or foodstuffs. Cumbersome application procedures discouraged
shipping companies from plying the straits with any goods. The State Depart-
ment considered Egypt’s blockade legal since both channels lay within three
miles of Egypt or the Egyptian-occupied Tiran Island.**

A row developed over the Agaba blockade during the August 1955 Egyptian-
Israeli border crisis. Israel hinted that it would use force to break the blockade,
and France proposed that the Western powers jointly press Cairo to open the
gulf. Because such a démarche would damage relations with Nasser, however,
Dulles rejected it. Foreshadowing the Suez-Sinai War of 1956, Sharett declared
that Israel would defend its right of “free passage through this international
channel, at whatever time and by whatever method it will see fit.”*?
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Conclusion

From its inception, the Eisenhower administration faced Arab-Israeli disputes
regarding Jordan River water, Jerusalem, Palestinian refugees, and Arab eco-
nomic restrictions against Israel. These conflicts threatened to undermine the
U.S. objective of a stable and peaceful Middle East integrated into the Western
orbit. If unresolved, Arab-Israeli disputes might turn the Arab world against
the West or provide an opening for Soviet power to enter the region. Indeed, the
Soviet Union’s vetoes of U.N. resolutions critical of Egypt and Syria and the
Soviet arms deal with Egypt seemed to validate U.S. fears regarding Soviet politi-
cal expansion into the Middle East. Dulles sought to settle or contain these dis-
putes, thereby mitigating the Arab-Israeli conflict and finding some basis for
promoting permanent peace.

Eisenhower and Dulles initially centered their attention on the conflict over
water. They formulated the yvP to avert hostilities, promote Arab-Israeli co-
operation, and perhaps facilitate a general peace. In short, the United States
hoped that an impartial, technical solution to an economic development puzzle
would prove acceptable to the adversaries and provide residual political bene-
fits. Despite making progress in promoting the Jvp, however, Johnston proved
unable to finalize a deal before his momentum stalled. In the end, he failed to
promote either unified water development or peace.

On other issues, Eisenhower and Dulles remained more passive. Dulles
abandoned the campaign to internationalize Jerusalem, although he contested
Israel’s claim to the city as the country’s capital both to protect cultural interests
there and to soothe Arab anger. Although Eisenhower and Dulles took steps to
prevent wholesale human suffering among Palestinian refugees, the U.S. leaders
realized that Israel would never repatriate the refugees and therefore favored
resettlement as the only solution to the problem. They tolerated Arab economic
restrictions against Israel despite intense Israeli pressure to overturn them.

In these issues, Eisenhower and Dulles displayed a tendency to act impar-
tially by favoring Israel on some issues and the Arab states on others. The U.S.
acceptance of the status quo in Jerusalem and abandonment of refugee repatria-
tion resembled Israel’s positions on those issues. The JvP, by contrast, expected
Israel to concede in the areas of water claims and acceptance of an international
authority. U.S. toleration of Arab economic restrictions favored the Arab states.

Eisenhower and Dulles learned that passivity and evenhandedness caused
problems. Arab-Israeli disputes remained unsolved and continued to generate
tension. In each quarrel, either the Arab states or Israel faulted the United States
for failing to take its side. This continuing state of affairs made Eisenhower and
Dulles ready to consider a greater U.S. role in the Arab-Israeli conflict.
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The U.S. Peace Process and the Resumption of War,
1955-1956

In 1955-56, the Dwight D. Eisenhower administration launched the first U.S. ini-
tiative to negotiate a comprehensive Arab-Israeli peace settlement. Consonant
with their declared national security aims, President Eisenhower and Secretary
of State John Foster Dulles formulated an elaborate peace plan and encouraged
Egypt and Israel to accept it as a first step toward a multilateral settlement. A
series of events in 1955, however, aggravated Arab-Israeli tensions and dashed
hopes for an end to the conflict. In fact, a war scare swept the region and led
Eisenhower to prepare for military action if necessary to halt aggression. The
president became more personally involved in Middle East diplomacy, intensi-
fying his search for a peace settlement in early 1956, but his effort foundered on
both sides’ refusal to compromise.

The diplomacy of peacemaking was complicated. Having earlier resolved
to resist Soviet influence in the region, Eisenhower actively promoted Arab-
Israeli peace to head off a nascent Soviet-Arab rapprochement. When Arab-
Israeli animosity increased, he felt compelled to deploy military forces to the re-
gion and even to prepare to intervene in hostilities. Determined to stabilize the
Middle East on behalf of U.S. global interests, Eisenhower found it difficult to
avoid the assumption of responsibilities that created the risk of involvement in
armed conflict in the region. The comprehensive peace plan devised in 1955 ap-
peared strikingly balanced on paper, but all powers to the conflict rejected it as
unfair. Ironically, Eisenhower’s peacemaking exacerbated Arab-Israeli tensions
and strained U.S. relations with all parties to the dispute.

The Alpha Plan

Eisenhower and Dulles became deeply involved in Arab-Israeli peacemaking in
1955. Together with Britain, the U.S. leaders formulated a comprehensive plan,
code-named Alpha, to settle the major disputes using permanent peace treaties.
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Even though Arab-Israeli tensions escalated as 1955 unfolded, Dulles publicized
the terms of the peace plan and urged Israel, Egypt, and other Arab states to ac-
cept it. But the local states, unenthused about the plan, became even less willing
to approve it as the prospects for peace dimmed.

The Alpha plan originated in conversations between U.S. and British leaders
in 1954. Because the Soviets seemed likely to exploit Arab-Israeli disputes that
the United Nations could not solve, the National Security Council (NsC) re-
solved in July to “assume responsibility in developing solutions and ensuring
their implementation.” Encouraged by the Anglo-American collaboration in
solving the Italian-Yugoslav Trieste controversy in October, Dulles and British
Foreign Minister Anthony Eden agreed to consider composing a comprehen-
sive Arab-Israeli peace plan. To secretly formulate peace terms in early 1955,
Eden appointed Foreign Office Assistant Undersecretary of State Evelyn Shuck-
burgh, and Dulles named Francis Russell of the Bureau of Near Eastern, South
Asian, and African Affairs (NEA).!

Dulles realized that major obstacles blocked the path to peace but remained
determined to try. Given the intensity of the conflict, Ambassador to Jidda
George Wadsworth observed, “surely it is expecting too much that the Arabs
and Jews will be able truly to bury the hatchet.” Conversely, NEA officials saw “a
glimmer of hope here and there” in improved U.S. relations with certain Arab
leaders, Egyptian Premier Gamal Abdel Nasser’s pledge to consider peacemak-
ing once he settled the base issue with Britain, and relative tranquillity along
Israel’s borders in late 1954-January 1955. American leaders hoped that if they
could nudge Egypt and Israel to make peace, other Arab states would follow.
“Whilst we are not over-optimistic about our chances of success,” Shuckburgh
noted in February 1955, “we agree that the attempt should be made.”?

Eisenhower and Dulles also resolved to promote peacemaking before domes-
tic politics hindered them from acting impartially. “We should make an all-out
effort to get a settlement,” they agreed in February 1955, “before the elections of
’56.” “If the Republicans failed to offer measures acceptable to American Jewry”
in an election year, Dulles told the British, “the Democrats would surely promise
them.” Dulles even used politics as a diplomatic lever, advising Lebanese Am-
bassador to the United States Charles Malik to support a peace plan in 1955 be-
cause “both political parties . . . will be under strong pressure to support Israel”
in 1956.2

In early 1955, Shuckburgh and Russell outlined the Alpha plan. It proposed
that Israel would repatriate seventy-five thousand refugees over five years and
pay $280 million to compensate others for lost property. Arab states would
absorb the remaining eight hundred thousand refugees and terminate the Suez
Canal blockade and the economic boycott. All parties would accept the Jordan
Valley Plan (yvP). Israel would give Jordan free access to a port at Haifa, and
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both sides would allow mutual civil air and telecommunications access. A U.N.
entity would oversee and guarantee free access to the holy places of Jerusalem.
To sweeten the deal, the United States would dispense more than $1 billion over
five years, including $120 million for the JvP, $100 million for the Aswan Dam
as an incentive to Nasser, $150 million to help Israel compensate refugees, and
$250 million in military aid.*

The Alpha plan paid special attention to territory. It proposed a “converging
triangles” scheme in which Israel would yield to Egypt and Jordan triangular
pieces of land in the Negev, positioned point to point so that the Arab states
would control an east-west corridor that bridged a similarly shaped Israeli corri-
dor running north-south. Dulles rejected Britain’s wish for large converging tri-
angles in the northern Negev because “it would look on a map like a serious dis-
memberment of Israel,” and the Alpha plan contained a more modest triangles
scheme in the southern Negev. The plan also called for minor border adjust-
ments and mutual division of demilitarized zones and no-man’s-lands between
armistice lines. Prepared to accept major new responsibilities, the United States
and Britain would guarantee the borders “against change by armed force.”*

Despite high U.S. and British hopes for Alpha, Egypt reacted unenthusiasti-
cally to the plan. Nasser showed interest when Eden presented the plan during
a visit to Cairo on 20 February. But the signing of the Baghdad Pact on 24 Feb-
ruary made Nasser angry at the West, and the Gaza raid on 28 February made
him bitter and vengeful toward Israel. After returning from the Bandung Con-
ference in May, Nasser accused the United States of plotting to overthrow him
and demanded Israeli evacuation of the Negev rather than the converging tri-
angles scheme. Promoting Alpha in this context would be “unwise and useless,”
U.S. Ambassador to Cairo Henry A. Byroade advised. The plan seemed “clearly
impossible for the time being.”¢

Israel also indicated opposition to Alpha, even before officially being in-
formed of the plan. The Gaza raid, U.S. Ambassador to Tel Aviv Edward B. Law-
son noted, indicated that the “sands of time ran out on Israel[i] moderation
policy.” Israelis possessed “the deepest and most emotional feelings” on land,
he added, and “any back-down, even involving relatively small areas and areas
of little value, such as sand and rock, would be difficult.” Having heard rumors
of Alpha, Israeli envoys reportedly applied the technique of “wine goes in and
secrets come out,” getting two State Department officials “very drunk,” in which
state they disclosed key provisions of the plan. Armed with such knowledge,
Israeli Prime Minister Moshe Sharett pressed Dulles to issue a security guaran-
tee to Israel instead of floating a peace plan.’

Despite the tepid reactions from Egypt and Israel, Dulles resolved to advance
the Alpha plan in summer 1955. However bleak the prospects, Undersecretary
of State Herbert Hoover Jr. reasoned, “we might wait in vain for a better time.”



Stillborn 185

Inaction, Dulles added, would promote insecurity and leave the Middle East
vulnerable “to aggression from without.” Dulles also attributed some of the
distance between Israel and Egypt to negotiating tactics, portraying Nasser’s
“greatly exaggerated” claims in the Negev as merely “an initial statement of trad-
ing position.”®

In August, Dulles decided to publicize the Alpha plan. Over the objections
of NEA experts who predicted negative Israeli and Egyptian reactions, Dulles
reasoned that publicizing the plan seemed more likely than secret negotiations
“to avoid outbursts and to attract inquiries into our proposals.” The approach
of the 1956 election and intelligence reports of an impending Soviet-Arab rap-
prochement also convinced him, in different ways, to declare U.S. peace terms
“while we can speak as the friend of both” sides. Dulles publicly announced the
Alpha plan on 26 August, expressing his hope that it would instill in the Arab
states and Israel “a sense of urgency in seeking a settlement.”®

Israel and the Arab states reacted to Dulles’s speech, however, with vary-
ing degrees of skepticism. The Israeli ambassador to Washington, Abba Eban,
called the proposed Israeli cessions of territory a “built-in deadlock,” and Sharett
ordered hasbara activities to challenge these provisions. Lebanon, Jordan, and
Iraq expressed sympathy for Alpha’s purposes but insisted that Israel would
need to make major concessions. Nasser echoed that demand and added that
the United States must sell him arms and dissolve the Baghdad Pact. Saudi For-
eign Minister Prince Faisal deemed it “impossible” for Arab states to “forgive
or accept” the creation of Israel, and Syrian and Palestinian spokesmen were
equally critical.*

Although Dulles remained enthused about Alpha, most NEA officials real-
ized that it had fallen flat. Dulles called the reactions of Middle East states “grati-
fyingly thoughtful, sober, and responsible” and stressed that no power had sum-
marily rejected the plan. Arab reactions were “not as violently against as was
teared,” he told Eisenhower, while Israeli thinking “seems more favorable than
anticipated.” The NEA, by contrast, found little reason to hope that Alpha would
work. Egypt and Israel voiced irreconcilable positions on the major issues and
showed no inclination to compromise. “The situation resembled an oriental
bazaar bargain,” Russell and Shuckburgh agreed, “in which neither vendor nor
purchaser would name the starting price.”

The NEA’s pessimism was reinforced by developments in the Middle East.
The Israel-Egypt border crisis of late August erupted days after Dulles’s ad-
dress, and other episodes of violence along Israel’s borders with Egypt and Syria
stoked passions between September and November. The Soviet-Egyptian arms
deal, finalized within a month of Dulles’s speech, boded ill for Alpha by alarm-
ing Israel. “If Nasser were going to bring the Communist conspiracy to Israel’s
doorstep,” Eban argued, “if behind him there should arise a hinterland of Soviet
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support, this was a menace to Israel’s survival. . . . Nasser could no longer be
believed.”*

By November, even Dulles realized that Alpha faced perilous times. Because
the Soviet-Egyptian arms deal indicated new Soviet involvement in the Middle
East, U.S. officials became even more determined to promote Arab-Israeli peace,
but they also realized, as the c1A put it, that the arms deal “will complicate if
not block” Alpha. Eisenhower lamented that he had “begged to be allowed to be
friends of both sides—but that there has been that flaming antagonism.” Des-
perate to rescue Alpha, Dulles authorized Eden publicly to endorse the plan on
9 November and to demand that Israel cede a corridor linking Jordan and Egypt
in the Negev. “It was probably good,” Dulles told Eisenhower, “to administer
some shock treatment to Israelis about territory.” "

Despite such “shock treatment” of Israel, the territorial issue mortally
wounded Alpha by December 1955. Israeli officials approved Alpha’s terms on
Jerusalem, water, trade, refugees, and communications but categorically refused
to cede any land. “The people of Israel . . . were 100% opposed to any cession” of
territory, Eban summarized. “The whole proposal smacks of Munich.” With the
backing of Iraq, Jordan, and Lebanon, by contrast, Nasser offered to concede
on the Jerusalem and refugee issues if Israel affirmed the principle of territorial
contiguity between Egypt and Jordan. Alpha clearly had failed.**

Preparing for War in the Middle East, 1955-1956

As Dulles promoted the Alpha plan in late 1955, a war scare swept the Middle
East and triggered a momentous shift in U.S. policy in the region. Fearful that
hostilities would gravely destabilize the Middle East, Eisenhower decided to use
military force if necessary to deter or thwart Arab or Israeli aggression. After the
usual consultation with Britain, the Pentagon planned for various contingen-
cies, including the use of U.S. ground combat forces to stop an Arab-Israeli war.
Because the prospect of sending soldiers into harm’s way seemed so undesir-
able, U.S. officials also implemented certain military and diplomatic maneuvers
designed to avert an Arab-Israeli clash. Still, Eisenhower brought the United
States the closest it had ever been to armed conflict in the Middle East.

The Middle East war scare followed the Soviet-Egyptian arms deal of Sep-
tember 1955. As Defense Minister David Ben-Gurion replaced Sharett as prime
minister on 2 November 1955, Israeli officials alerted the State Department that
they were contemplating a “preventive war” to destroy Egypt’s power before it
could absorb promised Soviet arms. Evidence that Israel mobilized troops in
November prompted a Pentagon alert that a war might erupt suddenly. In early
1956, Arab states charged that Israel intended to attack Jordan and Gaza and to
drop atomic bombs on Iraqi and Saudi oil fields. Israeli intelligence anticipated
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that the Arab states would provoke a war by forcing masses of refugees to march
into Israel, and Ben-Gurion considered war “inevitable” by summer."

U.S. officials doubted that either side in the dispute sought war but sensed
that hostilities might nonetheless erupt. In light of economic problems in Israel
and Egypt, NEA officials concluded in February, “neither side seems in very
good shape for war.” Both sides repeatedly denied any intent to provoke hos-
tilities; however, U.S. intelligence officials observed that “the proximity of large
forces, heightened tensions in the area, the weakening of restraining factors,
growing Arab self-confidence, and Israeli fears” raised the chances that “an inci-
dent or a miscalculation might develop into a major conflict.”*¢

Alarmed by such reports, Eisenhower’s staff initially resolved to respond to
any hostilities with economic and limited military means. If war erupted, the
Nsc planning board (comprised of officials from State, Defense, Treasury, and
the Bureau of the Budget) advised Eisenhower to “compel the withdrawal of the
aggressor’s forces” by imposing a maritime and aerial blockade of trade with and
aid to the aggressor state. If necessary, U.S. air and naval forces in the Middle
East could attack the ground forces of an aggressor state, with profound conse-
quences."”

Officials in Washington sharply debated the potential use of U.S. ground
forces to reverse Arab or Israeli aggression. In principle, Dulles’s advisers fa-
vored ground military intervention if economic measures failed to end a war.
The Pentagon and the Bureau of the Budget, however, strongly opposed such
a move because it would require five hundred thousand soldiers, deplete NATO
combat reserves, encourage the Soviets to make mischief, and either provoke
pro-Israel U.S. citizens or undermine relations with Arab and Muslim states.
After a vigorous discussion of this issue on 20 and 27 October, the Nsc resolved
to consider —without obligation —additional military options if necessary.'®

As Arab-Israeli tensions mounted in early 1956, Eisenhower shed the initial
reluctance regarding ground intervention. When Eden asked the president to
plan joint armed operations to counter Arab or Israeli aggression, Eisenhower
replied that he could not engage in ground warfare without explicit congres-
sional authorization. Shortly thereafter, however, Eisenhower ordered the Pen-
tagon and State Department to coordinate with Britain contingency plans for
ground military action. Eisenhower made this momentous policy shift to ad-
dress concerns about the prospect of Arab-Israeli war and to please an ally."

Consonant with Eisenhower’s directive, the Pentagon planned for war in the
Middle East. To establish a range of options, officers drafted plans to evacuate
U.S. nationals, deter Arab-Israeli war, impose a maritime blockade on Israel or
Egypt, and intervene with air or ground forces to defeat aggression. To prepare
for ground operations, the Joint Chiefs of Staff (ycs) alerted two army divisions
for deployment to a base at Adana, Turkey; deployed the Second Marine Di-
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vision to ships in the eastern Mediterranean; dispatched one tactical air force
wing to the region; and enhanced the Sixth Fleet. The Pentagon ordered local
commanders to be ready to “deter, localize, minimize, and terminate difficul-
ties” caused by Israel or any Arab state. On 6 July, Arthur Radford, chairman of
the jcs, notified Secretary of Defense Charles E. Wilson that U.S. forces in the
Middle East theater were sufficiently armed with munitions, including atomic
weapons, to conduct a range of operations as ordered by the president.*

The State Department also prepared for hostilities in the Middle East. In the
event of war, NEA officials planned to determine which state had perpetrated
aggression, seek a Security Council cease-fire resolution, and notify the bellig-
erents of the range of steps the United States might take. The department also
worked quietly to obtain the permission of Morocco, Libya, Italy, Greece, and
Turkey for U.S. forces to use American military bases in those countries for
action in an Arab-Israeli clash.*'

Even while devising these plans, Pentagon officers firmly opposed ground
operations in an Arab-Israeli conflict. Army Brigadier General Forrest Cara-
way, chairman of the Joint Middle East Planning Committee of the jcs, urged
that the Pentagon try to avoid such action. A prolonged occupation on the scale
of Korea would be “too wasteful to tolerate,” he advised, and even a token show
of force would risk Soviet intervention, with grave consequences. The jcs real-
ized that military operations against Israel would provoke a firestorm of do-
mestic protest. Arab peoples, by contrast, would be “easily swayed by fanatical
leaders” to resist invading U.S. soldiers, and Arab governments “may close the
Suez Canal, revoke existing base rights, expropriate oil fields, cut pipe lines, and
seize other Tripartite interests in the area.”

Given such reluctance to fight in the Middle East, the Pentagon organized
naval patrols designed to prevent Arab-Israeli war. Eisenhower authorized such
“show the flag” patrols on 2 February in hope that “awareness and interest in
what the U.S. and British might do” would deter Arab or Israeli aggression. The
patrols would also signal U.S. resolve to stabilize the region and facilitate any
military action that became necessary. Accordingly, four U.S. destroyers sailed
the eastern Mediterranean and made their presence known by radioing pass-
ing ships, conducting training drills, and visiting ports in Israel and Egypt. Two
other destroyers patrolled the Red Sea and called at Port Said, Port Sudan, Jidda,
Djibouti, and Aden. British ships engaged in similar voyages. When the patrols
were discontinued in June, Chief of Naval Operations Arleigh Burke deemed
them a success at fulfilling their purposes.”

On 1 May, Eisenhower also approved a State Department plan called Opera-
tion Stockpile (or “arms in escrow”) to deter Arab-Israeli war. The plan called
for the United States to stockpile weapons in the Mediterranean region and
pledge to deliver them to any victim of aggression in the Middle East. The
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navy dispatched to the Mediterranean the USS Oglethorpe, loaded with weapons
and ammunition earmarked for any Arab state attacked by Israel. The air force
stockpiled in Europe twenty-four F-86 jets, spare parts, and ammunition, ear-
marked for Israel in the event of an Arab attack. Dulles intended to publicize the
operation when the Oglethorpe reached the Mediterranean in July, but Eisen-
hower canceled Operation Stockpile after the onset of the Suez Canal crisis.*

U.S. officials also modified their policy toward arms sales to Israel when do-
ing so seemed likely to prevent war. Israel made a series of increasingly desper-
ate pleas for U.S. weapons after the Soviet-Egyptian arms deal of 1955. Eisen-
hower incurred “a very grave moral responsibility,” Ben-Gurion declared, by
denying Israel a means of self-defense. But U.S. intelligence officials calculated
that arming Israel would trigger “a strong shift in Arab attitudes away from
the West and toward the Bloc.” U.S. interests would not be served, Dulles told
Sharett, by “putting primary reliance upon the capacity of Israel to defend itself
by force of arms.”>®

In spring 1956, Eisenhower’s reluctance to arm Israel wavered. The Pentagon
feared that unmatched Soviet arms supply to Arab states would trigger Arab
bellicosity or provoke Israel to initiate a preventive war before summer, while
the Jewish state retained superior strength. After three Israelis died in a firefight
with Syria, Eisenhower commented that he preferred arming Israel to sending
U.S. soldiers to defend it. Selling weapons to Israel would also serve the Omega
initiative, a plan to confront Egypt with firm diplomacy that Eisenhower ap-
proved in March.>¢

U.S. domestic concerns also encouraged Eisenhower to provide arms to
Israel. Israeli lobbyists persuaded more than 150 members of the House of Rep-
resentatives to petition the administration to sell Israel arms worth fifty million
dollars. The Washington Post editorialized that such a deal would “check the war
hawks on both sides” and “cool down the immediate danger of war.” Just before
announcing his intent to run for a second term as president on 1 March, Eisen-
hower observed that “we were being too tough with the Israelis with respect
to arms.” %’

By contrast, Dulles’s reluctance to provide arms to Israel deepened in the
face of Israeli efforts to press the issue through U.S. domestic channels. Dulles
complained to Eban about Israel’s “political warfare” against Eisenhower on the
issue. Alluding to U.S. citizens who lobbied for Israel, Russell complained about
“ill-informed attacks from well-intentioned people who took their lead from the
Israel[i] Government.” Such pressure made Dulles less inclined to arm Israel
because “we did not want our policy to seem to be made by the Zionists.” >

In spring 1956, Eisenhower and Dulles conceived of a way to funnel arms
to Israel without risking a backlash in the Arab states. The U.S. government
would persuade France and Canada to sell military jets to Israel and to deny
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that they acted under U.S. pressure. In late April, Eisenhower formally refused
Israel’s weapons requests, explaining to Ben-Gurion that U.S. arms sales would
not “serve the cause of peace and stability in the world.” French and Canadian
jets, the president hinted, would give Israel enough security to resist a preven-
tive war.?®

The Failure of the Peace Process

Faced with the prospect of war in the Middle East, Eisenhower and Dulles tried
not only to deter hostilities but also to achieve a permanent peace. They dis-
patched a special emissary to arbitrate an Egyptian-Israeli settlement, endorsed
a similar mission by the U.N. secretary-general, and searched for other means
to bring the adversaries to the peace table. All such efforts were stymied by the
unwillingness of Middle East states to make concessions on the major issues,
however, and the tensions gripping the region increased. By mid-1956, the U.S.
peace process had stalled.

In early 1956, Eisenhower resolved to make another all-out bid for peace be-
tween Egypt and Israel. “We are ready to do anything within reason to bring
them closer together,” he wrote in January. The president appointed former
Undersecretary of Defense Robert Anderson as a special emissary to arbitrate
a bilateral peace treaty. Eisenhower hoped that the recent Anglo-U.S. offer to
fund construction of the Aswian Dam might win Nasser’s cooperation and that
Israel’s insecurity stemming from the Soviet-Egyptian arms deal would force
the Jewish state to negotiate. Between January and March, Anderson conducted
a series of clandestine meetings with Nasser and Ben-Gurion.*®

Unfortunately for Eisenhower, Anderson failed to broker agreements on the
major issues. Nasser stood by the traditional demand for repatriation of refu-
gees, Ben-Gurion demanded resettlement, and both leaders refused to compro-
mise. Nor could Anderson resolve the deep differences over the Negev. Ben-
Gurion offered air and railroad transit privileges to Egypt, Jordan, and Lebanon
but categorically refused Nasser’s bid for “substantial territory connecting Egypt
and Jordan and forming a part of one or the other of these two countries.” Other
ideas, such as arranging a swap of the Negev for Gaza, establishing U.N. control
of the Negev, and constructing a causeway across the Gulf of Aqaba, were also
discarded.®

Anderson also failed to build a positive relationship between Ben-Gurion
and Nasser or to secure either leader’s commitment to make peace. Ben-Gurion
requested a personal meeting with Nasser and insisted that any peace deal
should take effect at once, before Egypt could absorb Soviet arms. Citing domes-
tic and inter-Arab politics, Nasser rejected both demands and refused Ander-
son’s suggested compromises of a top secret encounter with Ben-Gurion aboard
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a U.S. Navy vessel and an immediate settlement with delayed publicity. Eisen-
hower realized in March that the Anderson mission had failed and blamed both
Egypt and Israel. “The chances of a peaceful settlement seem remote,” he noted.
“It is a very sorry situation.”*?

When the Anderson mission deadlocked, Dulles turned to the United
Nations to promote Arab-Israeli peacemaking. He proposed that the United
Nations dispatch a new mediator endowed with substantial authority to arrange
peace talks on the basis of the armistice agreements or the Lausanne protocol of
1949. The Security Council passed a resolution on 5 April, appointing Secretary-
General Dag Hammarskjold to the task. Eisenhower promptly encouraged Ben-
Gurion and Nasser to cooperate with the secretary-general >

As Hammarskjold ventured to the Middle East to negotiate peace treaties,
however, Egypt and Israel nearly started a war. After an Egyptian attack on an
Israeli patrol left three Israelis dead, the IDF retaliated by shelling the town of
Gaza, killing fifty-six people. Telling Byroade that he could not sit “idly by in face
of slaughter of civilians under his protection,” Nasser sent into Israel hundreds
of fedayeen commandos, who killed ten Israelis and wounded thirty-eight. The
IDF became “wild with rage,” Lawson reported, and determined to retaliate with
a massive strike against Egypt. Eisenhower urged restraint on both states. Ham-
marskjold scrambled to secure a cease-fire and troop withdrawal agreement on
19 April, only hours before the 1DF planned to launch a major military operation
against Egypt.**

In such a context, Hammarskjold’s mission to promote peace collapsed. Nas-
ser flatly refused to work with the U.N. secretary-general. When Hammarskjold
suggested Israeli concessions at the height of fedayeen violence, Lawson re-
ported, Ben-Gurion became “so upset and his speech . . . so incoherent that
I feared he would have a stroke.” “This is a mission of bad will,” Ben-Gurion
roared. “Is he Ambassador of Nasser?” Stymied, the secretary-general advised
the Western powers to consider working with the Soviets to promote an Arab-
Israeli settlement. The Security Council ended his mission with a 4 June resolu-
tion urging all parties to honor cease-fires, respect armistices, and seek peace.>

In the aftermath of the Hammarskjold mission, U.S. officials searched fruit-
lessly for some means to revive the peace process. Russell conceived such
schemes as advancing Alpha on a piecemeal basis, redirecting UNRWA fund-
ing to Arab states willing to absorb refugees, and recruiting Lebanon to sell the
Johnston Plan (renamed for Lebanese Foreign Minister Salim Lahoud) to other
Arab states. Alarmed by Egypt and Israel’s near war of April, the Policy Plan-
ning Staff even approved the unprecedented step of inviting the Soviet Union
to help arbitrate a Middle East settlement. U.S. officials found, however, that
political conditions simply were not conducive to any such diplomacy.>

As peacemaking stalled, Eisenhower fretted that the threat of war persisted.
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Dulles feared that Israel might initiate hostilities after Ben-Gurion, on 18-19
June, replaced Foreign Minister Sharett with the more hawkish Golda Meir and
declared to the Knesset that the government would disregard the armistices if
provoked. After a series of border incidents in July, the Israeli cabinet autho-
rized Ben-Gurion to conduct reprisals against Jordan, and Jordan mobilized its
armed forces. Hammarskjold returned to the Middle East to press Israel, Jor-
dan, and Egypt to pacify their borders, but within days, firefights erupted near
Jerusalem. Eisenhower braced for war.?”

Conclusion

On behalf of American regional interests, U.S. officials strenuously attempted
through a variety of diplomatic and military initiatives to promote Arab-Israeli
peace in 1955-56. These leaders formulated the Alpha plan as a blueprint for a
settlement and tried to convince Israel and Egypt to accept the plan through
diplomacy capped by Robert Anderson’s mission to the region. After the Alpha
initiative stalled, the United States supported Hammarskjold’s peace mission;
failing that, the U.S. government even contemplated peacemaking in collabo-
ration with the Soviets. U.S. officials sought to deter war by stationing combat
troops in the region, dispatching navy vessels to show the flag in the region, and
stockpiling arms earmarked for any victim of attack.

The harder U.S. officials tried to make peace, ironically, the more hostile the
Arab-Israeli situation became. The Alpha plan fell victim to unfortunate and
ill-timed occurrences in the Middle East. Days after Eden presented the Alpha
plan to Nasser in February 1955, the Gaza raid aggravated the Egyptian leader’s
anger at Israel. Days after Dulles publicly outlined the plan in August 1955, vio-
lence along the Egyptian-Israeli border nearly erupted into full-scale war. Ham-
marskjold’s April 1956 mission to make peace floundered as yet another border
crisis between Egypt and Israel intensified both sides’ ardor for war. The dete-
rioration of Egyptian-Israeli relations in 1955, which U.S. officials had no way of
anticipating, proved deadly to Alpha.

U.S. peacemaking was undermined not only by Arab-Israeli tensions but
also by other developments in the Middle East, including some initiated by the
United States. Nasser’s anger at the West for establishing the Baghdad Pact con-
tributed to his reluctance to approve Alpha. U.S. concern with Nasser’s drift
toward neutralism embittered U.S. officials, who feared that the Soviets would
gain entry to the region through Cairo. The U.S. refusal to arm Israel, based
on a desire to avoid risking interests in the Arab states, helped turn the Jew-
ish state against the Alpha plan. In short, U.S. Cold War policies and priorities
often conflicted with the quest to make Arab-Israeli peace, which suffered as a
result.
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Scholars have reached a range of conclusions about the Alpha peace plan.
Mordechai Bar-On considers it a “pathetic, . . . naive, [and] more than slightly
ridiculous” plan that not only failed but aggravated Arab-Israeli passions in the
process. By contrast, Neil Caplan portrays Alpha as a reasonable and fair pro-
posal that failed largely because of the unfortunate timing of events, unforesee-
able Soviet interference in regional politics, and uncontrollable Arab and Israeli
attitudes®®

The Alpha plan earned a mixed legacy. On the positive side, it represented a
comprehensive effort by the Western states to resolve the Arab-Israeli conflict,
the first attempt of its kind. U.S. officials maintained their policy of impartiality
by promoting Alpha in 1955, before the electoral dynamics of 1956 pressured
them to adopt a stance favoring Israel. In early 1956, Eisenhower became sym-
pathetic to Israeli requests for arms supply for U.S. domestic political as well as
diplomatic reasons. Yet his decision to rely on allies to supply weapons to Israel,
rather than to supply U.S. arms and reap the domestic political rewards, reveals
a determination to maintain impartiality as a peacemaker.

Conversely, certain features of the Alpha plan doomed it to failure. No mat-
ter how fair and impartial, it proved unable to overcome the deep-seated in-
transigence of local powers. Promotion of Alpha increased tensions by focusing
local leaders’ attention on the points of contention and by raising fears on both
sides that the West would force them to make concessions that they consid-
ered inimical to their vital interests. Because Alpha demanded territorial con-
cessions, for example, Israel firmly resisted the plan, criticized it as unfair, mobi-
lized U.S. sympathizers against it, and demanded arms and a security guarantee
in its stead. The State Department’s suspicion that Israel conducted the Gaza
raid to abort the emerging Alpha plan, while impossible to prove, is plausible.

In 1955-56, Eisenhower involved the United States in the Arab-Israeli situa-
tion to an unprecedented extent. The Alpha plan placed the United States at the
center of the peace process and included a momentous offer to guarantee Arab-
Israeli borders if the Middle East states made peace. Anderson was the first U.S.
emissary to become deeply and intimately involved in the peace process. Eisen-
hower directed the Pentagon to bolster the U.S. Navy presence in the theater
and to prepare to fight in the region both as a deterrent against aggression and
as a corrective if war erupted. Eisenhower and Dulles conducted an operation to
supply weapons to any victim of aggression and funneled weapons from allied
powers to Israel. Britain’s role as junior partner in and France’s exclusion from
the U.S. endeavors of 1955-56 signaled a major shift from the international col-
laboration manifest in the Tripartite Declaration of 1950. Even after the burst
of Alpha-era peacemaking faded, the increased U.S. involvement in the Arab-
Israeli situation would endure for years.
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DESPERATION DIPLOMACY
U.S. Policy during the Suez-Sinai War of 1956

The Arab-Israeli conflict took a new and unexpected turn after Egyptian Pre-
mier Gamal Abdel Nasser nationalized the Suez Canal Company in July 1956.
Nasser took over the British- and French-owned firm to demonstrate his inde-
pendence from the European colonial powers, to avenge an Anglo-U.S. denial
of economic aid, and to garner the profits the company earned in his country.
Britain and France responded by threatening to use force to recover owner-
ship of the waterway. U.S. President Dwight D. Eisenhower sought to resolve
the dispute before it triggered hostilities, but the Suez-Sinai War nonetheless
erupted in October when Israel, in secret partnership with Britain and France,
attacked Egypt.

Cold War interests shaped Eisenhower’s policy toward the crisis. He opposed
the use of force against Egypt because it seemed likely to enhance Soviet pres-
tige in the Arab world. Assessing the Soviet Union’s intentions in the Middle
East on the basis of Soviet behavior in Eastern Europe, the president feared an
advance in the Middle East or a direct attack on Britain and France. Eisenhower
moved quickly to end the Suez-Sinai War, both to deny the Soviet Union politi-
cal advantages in the Arab states and to remove the risk of Soviet military action
that would have grave consequences for world peace.

Arab-Israeli factors complicated Eisenhower’s diplomacy during the crisis.
Israel pressed him to guarantee its transit rights on the canal in any settlement of
the dispute. By autumn 1956, instability in Jordan portended an Israeli incursion
into that country or an Arab-Israeli war for control of it. The collusion among
Britain, France, and Israel to attack Egypt completely melded the canal contro-
versy and the Arab-Israeli conflict, adding a new dimension of complexity to
the situation.

The Suez-Sinai imbroglio confronted Eisenhower with several challenges.
He found it necessary to react hastily to confusing and quickly unfolding de-
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velopments. He incurred Israel’s anger by denying its objectives but also felt
the heat of the Arab backlash against Anglo-French imperialism. The turmoil
corroded the foundations of the Anglo-U.S. strategic partnership even as Eisen-
hower prepared to fight the Soviets if they militarily attacked his ally. Because
U.S. involvement in the Middle East had deepened on Eisenhower’s watch, he
confronted a perilous situation, one of the most serious of the Cold War.

U.S. Policy in the Suez Crisis

Nasser’s nationalization of the Suez Canal Company touched off a four-month
international crisis during which Britain and France prepared to use military
force against Egypt unless Nasser relented. Consonant with the goal of stabi-
lizing the Middle East, Eisenhower approached the canal crisis on three basic
and interrelated premises. First, he sought to avert a military clash and settle
the canal dispute with diplomacy before the Soviet Union exploited the situa-
tion for political gain. Second, he aimed to avoid alienating Arab national-
ism and included Arab statesmen in his diplomacy to end the crisis. Third, he
sought to isolate Israel from the canal controversy. Mixture of the volatile Arab-
Israeli and Anglo-French-Egyptian conflicts, Eisenhower feared, would ignite
the Middle East.

From the dawn of the crisis, Eisenhower promoted diplomacy over violence
as the best means to address the canal dispute. He sympathized with Britain’s
and France’s desire to recover the canal company but feared that an attack on
Egypt would destabilize the Middle East and play to the Soviets’ advantage.
Eisenhower directed Secretary of State John Foster Dulles to defuse the crisis
on terms acceptable to Britain and France, through public statements, negotia-
tions, two international conferences in London, establishment of a Suez Canal
Users Association, and U.N. deliberations. By late October, these efforts proved
fruitless, and Anglo-French preparations for war continued.!

In refusing to endorse Anglo-French force against Egypt, Eisenhower dis-
played sensitivity to Arab nationalism. Nasser’s seizure of the canal company
was widely popular among his own and other Arab peoples. Even though the
other Arab countries feared Nasser’s expansionism, Iraq, Jordan, Saudi Arabia,
and Lebanon declared that they would back Egypt if it were attacked by West-
ern armies. “Our problem in the long run was how to guide the new nations
from colonialism to independence in an orderly way,” Dulles commented. “We
must have evolution, not revolution.”?

The surge in Nasser’s popularity among Arab peoples, however, short-
circuited Eisenhower’s efforts to settle the canal crisis in partnership with Arab
leaders. The president dispatched Robert Anderson on a secret mission to ask
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King Saud, who had ruled Saudi Arabia since the 1953 death of his father, Ibn
Saud, to pressure Nasser to retreat on the canal issue. Saud convinced Nasser
to curtail propaganda broadcasts on Radio Cairo and to meet a Western dele-
gation from the first London conference, but the king refused to press Egypt
for additional concessions and criticized the U.S. suspension of economic aid
to Egypt. Dulles also tried unsuccessfully to turn Iraqi officials against Egypt by
emphasizing that Nasser had destabilized the region.?

Eisenhower also tried to separate the canal crisis from the Arab-Israeli con-
flict. Early in the crisis, the Intelligence Advisory Committee warned that Israel
might join a Western attack or initiate its own assault on Egypt during the canal
showdown. Dulles abhorred such a prospect because, he told the National Secu-
rity Council (Nsc), “any action which would put the Israelis out in front in the
Suez situation would solidify the Arab world.” The Arab-Israeli conflict “should
not be allowed to intrude itself into the present matter,” the Bureau of Near East-
ern, South Asian, and African Affairs (NEA) advised. Israel was told “to keep
quiet during the coming period.”*

To serve this aim, Dulles marginalized Israel’s interests during the Lon-
don conferences. Having for years resisted Egypt’s canal restrictions, Israel de-
manded a seat at the conferences and warned against “decisions that ignore
Israel’s rights.” But Dulles denied Israel’s request to attend and blocked discus-
sion of its grievances against Egypt. “Reports from London indicate that Dulles
was king of the conference,” Walter Eytan of the Israeli Foreign Ministry noted,
“and, as such, made sure that Israel should not be mentioned there.”*

Dulles also blocked several Israeli gambits to exploit the canal crisis for its
own gain. Israel proposed, for example, to build an oil pipeline from Eilat to
Haifa as a bypass to the canal for Persian Gulf oil destined for Europe. But Dulles
declined Israeli Ambassador to the United States Abba Eban’s repeated requests
to discuss the idea on the grounds that Arab states would easily render such a
pipeline inoperable and that mere discussion of it might appear as acquiescence
in Nasser’s seizure of the canal company. Dulles also rejected Eban’s request to
send a U.S. oil tanker bound for Israel into the canal to test Nasser’s reaction be-
fore the canal issue was settled. Dulles also did not show any sympathy for Israeli
complaints in September that Egypt had closed the canal to a Greek ship carry-
ing cement from Haifa to Eilat and had formally impounded the Bat Galim, the
Israeli ship seized in 1954.°

Dulles also marginalized Israel during the Security Council’s October hear-
ings on the canal crisis. Israeli Foreign Minister Golda Meir demanded “ener-
getic American action” to ensure Israel a voice in the hearings, and Eban asked
for an opportunity to explain that the blockade violated the 1951 Security Coun-
cil resolution and had cost Israel untold millions of dollars. But Dulles re-
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plied that if Eban addressed the council, the Arab states would demand a voice
and the proceedings “would become a mockery.” The Security Council denied
Israel’s request to speak, and Dulles, in his own speech to the council, failed even
to mention the 1951 resolution that directed Egypt to open the canal to Israeli
shipping.’

Meanwhile, U.S. officials sensed a spike in Israeli bellicosity toward Egypt. In
August, fedayeen raids from Gaza raised Israeli insecurity and provoked reprisal
raids. Because the first London conference had failed to reverse Nasser’s seizure
of the canal company, Eban feared that Nasser would “look for new worlds to
conquer” and asked the United States to guarantee Israel’s security. “Strong ele-
ments in Israel” sought to use the Suez crisis to launch a war on Egypt or Jordan,
the Israeli minister to Washington, Reuven Shiloah, warned on 20 September.
Feelings were “extremely high.”®

Wary of such Israeli sentiments, Eisenhower and Dulles supported mod-
est arms supply to Israel. To avoid provoking Nasser early in the canal crisis,
Dulles delayed a planned release of helicopters, half-tracks, and machine guns
to Israel and discouraged Canada from announcing its planned sale of F-86 jets.
In August, however, he quietly released the U.S. weapons, reasoning that such a
move would balance Nasser’s acquisition of Soviet arms, disprove Anglo-French
accusations that Eisenhower favored Nasser, and please pro-Israel voters on the
eve of the 1956 election.’

Dulles also discreetly supported the previously arranged Canadian sale of
warplanes to Israel. In late September, Canada announced that it would sell
Israel twenty-four F-86 jets and released twelve planes for immediate shipment.
Dulles privately endorsed the sale, although he publicly portrayed it as a purely
Canadian decision, and he refused a suggestion from his former law partner,
Arthur H. Dean, who occasionally delivered messages from Israeli officials, that
Dulles maximize domestic political gain by openly supporting the deal. (The
Canadian arms deal never came to fruition. Canada suspended delivery of the
jets when Israeli-Jordanian border tensions rose in October, and Israel canceled
the deal in November.)°

Dulles also tolerated France’s covert supply of Mystére military jets to Israel.
France had asked the Near East Arms Coordinating Committee, the top secret
Anglo-U.S.-French body established under the Tripartite Declaration of 1950 to
coordinate arms supply to Middle East states, to approve a sale of twenty-four
Mysteres to Israel. After the Suez crisis broke, France officially postponed the
sale at Eisenhower’s request, but in September, U.S. intelligence detected that
France had covertly sent between forty-eight and sixty Mystéres to Israel. Pen-
tagon intelligence officers stressed that Israel lacked the personnel and facili-
ties to deploy all the Mystéres and that France unloaded the planes because it
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was unhappy with their performance. Eisenhower and Dulles quietly tolerated
the deal. "

U.S. Policy toward the Israeli-Jordanian Border

Eisenhower’s quest to resolve peacefully the Suez Crisis was seriously compli-
cated by a series of hostile incidents along the Israeli-Jordanian border that
threatened to trigger a full-scale war. To defend his kingdom and to insulate it
from internal turmoil, King Hussein invited Iraq to station troops in his coun-
try, a step that Israel vowed to contest. U.S. officials suddenly realized that Jor-
dan might fall victim to internal discord or foreign conquest. An Israeli invasion
of Jordan seemed possible.

The Israeli-Jordanian border crisis escalated sharply in mid-September.
When infiltrators from Jordan killed six soldiers and seven civilians in Israel, the
Israel Defense Forces (IDF) retaliated by killing sixty-nine soldiers while demol-
ishing three Jordanian army posts. Israeli officials justified the reprisals as acts
of self-defense against facilities used to raid their territory. But General Richard
Collins, deputy director for intelligence on the Joint Staff, detected Israeli “con-
tempt for the capability of the Jordan Army and .. . an open invitation for them
to ‘come out and fight’” King Hussein deployed his entire army to the West
Bank, raising the Pentagon’s concern that public pressure would force him to
assault Israel or that the IDF would attack and destroy his army while it sat in
such an exposed position."?

Dulles tried to contain the Israeli-Jordanian tensions. He complained to
Israel that its reprisals only aggravated Arab animosity. The first secretary of the
U.S. embassy in Tel Aviv, William L. Hamilton, told Pinhas Eliav of the Israeli
Foreign Ministry’s U.S. Division that the “U.S. will do everything to prevent
a messy little war.” Dulles pressed Jordan’s ambassador to the United States,
Abdul Monem Rifai, to admit that “hot-headed” Jordanian military officers de-
served some blame for the border violence and declined to endorse a Jordanian
appeal to the Security Council to impose sanctions on Israel. Instead, the U.S.
secretary of state sought subtly to turn Jordan against Egypt by charging that
Nasser’s stubbornness on the canal issue gave the Israelis “a protective shield
behind which they can take strong measures.”"?

King Hussein complicated the border situation in late September by asking
King Faisal of Iraq to station a division of fifteen thousand Iraqi troops in Jor-
dan to deter Israeli attack. King Faisal denied the request, Pentagon intelligence
learned from sources in Baghdad, because he feared that such a move might
trigger rather than prevent Israeli preemption and because he wanted his sol-
diers at home to suppress expected disturbances orchestrated by Nasser. But
Faisal agreed to stockpile weapons at Mafraq and send a company or a battalion
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to guard them. (See map 5.) Iraqi Prime Minister Nuri Said asked the United
States to endorse this move and to send Jordan a few thousand rifles and ma-
chine guns.'*

In principle, Dulles conditionally approved an Iraqi deployment to Jordan.
Provided that Iraq sent a small force without armor and kept it east of the Jordan
River, he reasoned, the stability provided by such a force would reduce the risk
of Jordan collapsing under internal, Egyptian, Israeli, or Soviet pressure. The
troop deployment would also enhance Iraq’s prestige and lessen Egypt’s stand-
ing among the Arab masses. Britain also endorsed the Iraqi move as a safeguard
against Israeli attack and Egyptian subterfuge.

In early October, Dulles convinced Israeli Prime Minister David Ben-Gurion
to accept a limited Iraqi deployment in Jordan. Ben-Gurion initially resolved to
occupy the West Bank if Iraqi troops entered Jordan because, as he wrote in his
diary, “we do not want an enemy at our country’s gates.” When Dulles stressed,
however, that lightly armed Iraqi soldiers at an outpost east of the Jordan River
would stabilize Jordan to Israel’s advantage, Ben-Gurion relented. “If Iraq sends
troops to [the] other side of [the] Jordan River, we will do nothing,” he said. “If
they send troops to our borders, that is different.” If Jordan were dismembered
by other Arab states, Israel would not sit idle, Eban added. “Everybody, not only
Arabs, would dream dreams.”'¢

As Israeli-Jordanian tensions escalated in mid-October, however, Ben-
Gurion rescinded his concession regarding Iraqi troops. After forty Jordanians
and fifteen Israelis died in a border clash on 10-11 October, Britain sent Hunter
aircraft to Jordan and announced the British intention to provide air defense
of the kingdom. This action, together with Britain’s recent endorsement of a
political union among Iraq, Jordan, and Syria, provoked Ben-Gurion to contest
an Iraqi entry into Jordan. Such a move, Ben-Gurion told Eisenhower, would
“acutely aggravate the threat to Israel’s security.””

This reversal of Israeli policy dismayed Eisenhower and Dulles. They be-
lieved that Israel exaggerated British intentions, and intelligence officials de-
tected in Israeli behavior a determination to expand at Jordan’s expense. Dulles
reasoned that Israel might be tempted to annex Jordan because it tottered on
the verge of collapse, because the canal crisis would preclude Egyptian inter-
vention, and because domestic political pressures would prevent a vigorous U.S.
response. Eisenhower warned Israel that he would not tolerate an attack on Jor-
dan’®

Dulles’s calculation that Israel might try to exploit the U.S. presidential elec-
tion prompted Eisenhower to declare that he would not make policy toward
Israel on the basis of electoral concerns. The president’s position “should not be
influenced by domestic political considerations,” he told Dulles, but by “what
was right and what was in our overall national interest.” Eisenhower would
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rather lose votes than adopt a position that “would not permit us to live with
our conscience.” He added that “no considerations of partisan politics will keep
this government from pursuing a course dictated by justice and international
decency.”??

Political dynamics within the Arab community ultimately blocked the de-
ployment of Iraqi troops in Jordan. Iraq postponed at the last minute a border
crossing planned for 15 October after disagreements developed over command
arrangements. Iraq hesitated a second time, according to Pentagon intelligence
reports, when Syria and Egypt discussed sending their forces to Jordan to
counter an Iraqi deployment. When Egypt, Jordan, and Syria signed a mutual-
defense pact on 24 October, the prospect of Iraqi units moving into Jordan
evaporated.®®

Although the tension over an Iraqi deployment faded, Eisenhower continued
to worry that Jordan remained vulnerable to internal collapse or external con-
quest. On 21 October, Jordanian voters elected as prime minister Suleiman al-
Nabulsi, a rival to King Hussein, and a Chamber of Deputies consisting of nine-
teen anti-Western, nine neutralist, and twelve pro-Western members. Dulles
expected Egyptian intrigue to gain influence in Amman, while the Joint Chiefs
of Staff (jcs) expected “serious internal disorder, military intervention by neigh-
boring states, or both.” Nervousness swept the Nsc on 26 October when Direc-
tor of Central Intelligence Allen Dulles relayed an unconfirmed (and false) re-
port that King Hussein had been assassinated. Bracing for trouble, Eisenhower
predicted that “we are going to have a donnybrook in this area.”?!

The Suez-Sinai War

As Eisenhower anticipated, a donnybrook quickly enveloped the Middle East.
The melee erupted after Israel conspired with Britain and France to wage war
on Egypt. Although Eisenhower and Dulles saw evidence of the collusion, they
were caught off guard when Israel invaded the Sinai on 29 October. With Dulles
hospitalized at the height of the crisis, Eisenhower imposed sanctions on the
colluding powers and achieved a cease-fire, but not before Britain and France
joined the fighting and the Soviet Union threatened to widen the conflict into
a world war. Despite Eisenhower’s efforts to segregate the Arab-Israeli conflict
from the canal crisis, the two problems intersected, with nearly catastrophic re-
sults.

France, Israel, and Britain began coordinating plans to attack Egypt in early
October. French army officers suggested to Ben-Gurion on 3 October a plan
in which France would bomb Alexandria while Israel invaded the Sinai. At a
16 October meeting in Paris, French Premier Guy Mollet and British Prime
Minister Anthony Eden agreed that if Israel attacked Egypt, France and Britain
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would defend the move and use their veto powers to protect Israel from Secu-
rity Council reproach. Angry at having “been double-crossed by Mr. Dulles” in
his promotion of the Suez Canal Users Association, Mollet and Eden calculated
that Eisenhower would decline to stop such an assault before the U.S. election.
U.S. efforts to stop Britain and France from attacking Egypt, ironically, led the
two European powers to enlist Israel as a partner in a scheme that broadened
the scope of the conflict.??

These consultations set the stage for secret meetings on 22-25 October at
Seévres, near Paris, at which British, French, and Israeli officials colluded to make
war on Nasser under an elaborate ruse. They agreed that Israel would initi-
ate war with Egypt on 29 October, that Britain and France would issue ulti-
matums on 30 October ordering Egyptian and Israeli troops to withdraw from
the canal zone, and that if, as expected, Nasser rejected the ultimatums, Britain
and France would bomb Egyptian airfields within forty-eight hours, occupy the
canal zone, and depose Nasser. These terms were written in a protocol signed
on 24 October by Ben-Gurion, French Foreign Minister Christian Pineau, and
British Foreign Office Undersecretary Patrick Dean. Eden ratified the deal the
next day.”

Ben-Gurion agonized over the collusion before approving it. He felt isolated
and insecure because of the U.S. refusal to provide substantial weapons or to
approve his reprisal raids as Arab military capabilities increased. The collusion
plan, if enacted before the U.S. election, offered a means to stop Nasser from
launching an Arab crusade against Israel. Conversely, Ben-Gurion worried that
Nasser might survive the onslaught and that the United States or Soviet Union
might intervene. After France offered to shield Israel from Security Council cen-
sure and to defend the Jewish state against Egyptian air strikes, Ben-Gurion
signed the protocol. On 25 October, he ordered the IDF to mobilize for an attack
on the Sinaj.?*

The Israeli military mobilization alarmed and perplexed U.S. observers. Since
August, top U.S. officials had downplayed the prospect of Israeli involvement
in an Anglo-French assault on Egypt on the logic that Israel would gladly allow
other powers to demolish its biggest military foe. Unsure of the purpose of
Israel’s mobilization, Eisenhower sent messages to Ben-Gurion on 27-28 Octo-
ber that recalled Israeli pledges not to provoke war, noted that no threat against
Israel justified its mobilization, and warned against an attack on any power.
Dulles warned U.S. embassies in the Middle East, especially those in Cairo and
Amman, to exercise vigilance, and the Pentagon ordered an immediate evacua-
tion of U.S. citizens from Jordan.?

Some U.S. officials suspected that Israel intended to attack Egypt, perhaps
with Anglo-French complicity. When Ben-Gurion declared the mobilization a
reaction to the imminent arrival of Iraqi forces in Jordan, U.S. Ambassador to
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Tel Aviv Edward B. Lawson reported that the Israeli prime minister spoke “with
considerable and deliberate caution and was not very effective.” The Central
Intelligence Agency (c1a) and the interdepartmental Watch Committee con-
cluded that the movement of Israeli troops and vehicles to the south portended
a military strike against Egypt. Allen Dulles later claimed that the c1A suspected
Anglo-French complicity after detecting the secret Eden-Mollet meeting in Paris
on 16 October, a meeting “that we were not otherwise informed about.” ¢

Despite such intelligence, Eisenhower and Dulles found reason to doubt that
Israel would attack Egypt or that Britain and France would become involved.
Dulles learned that Israel had not withdrawn funds from its accounts in U.S.
banks, suggesting that it intended a brief strike on Jordan rather than a pro-
longed war in Egypt. When Dulles inquired, the British and French embassies
denied knowledge of Israel’s intent and claimed also to be worried about it.
When Dulles suggested that Britain and France might be involved in Israel’s
move, Eisenhower commented that “he just cannot believe Britain would be
dragged into this.”*

Eisenhower and Dulles were also distracted from the Middle East by for-
eign and domestic developments. On 23 October, Hungary erupted in rebellion
against Soviet rule. On 26 October, the Nsc discussed at length an impending
coup in Syria, which, according to historians Douglas Little and David W. Lesch,
the c1A had organized. Eisenhower spent most of 26-27 October strategizing
with advisers about the election on 6 November, and he departed on a cam-
paign trip to Florida and Virginia on 29 October. Dulles ventured to Dallas on
27-28 October to lecture on diplomacy.?®

Dulles discerned Anglo-French-Israeli collusion on 29 October but even then
failed to realize the magnitude of the plot. He anticipated that Israel would
occupy the West Bank and, if Egypt responded, invade the Sinai as well or that
Israel would send a tanker into the canal: when Egypt stopped the vessel, Brit-
ain and France would have a cause for war. Dulles apparently did not consider a
three-power invasion of Egypt. He resolved to use a 30 October Security Coun-
cil hearing, slated to consider the Israeli-Jordanian border situation, to press
Israel to explain its mobilization. But Israel struck before Dulles could take such
action.?®

Israel’s 29 October invasion of Egypt instantly clarified Eisenhower’s under-
standing of the situation and impelled him to take action to restore peace. As
the president hastened back to Washington, Dulles predicted that Israel’s action
would provoke Nasser to close the canal, Syria to sever its oil pipelines, and the
Soviet Union to rally to Egypt’s side. Thus, Eisenhower resolved to fulfill his
pledge to oppose aggression in the Middle East, to avert intervention by Britain
and France, and to deny the Soviets a chance to intrude into the situation. He
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ordered immediate U.N. action to halt the Israeli assault. When Britain declined
jointly to protest Israeli action at the United Nations on 30 October, Eisenhower
proceeded alone.*®

Domestic political circumstances complicated Eisenhower’s decision to op-
pose the Israeli attack. Israel asked sympathetic members of the administra-
tion and Congress to advocate its interests to the president, and Ben-Gurion re-
corded that White House speechwriter Eli Ginsberg toned down the criticisms
of Israel in Eisenhower’s 31 October speech. Perhaps thinking of Israel and the
impending U.S. election, the president cautioned his staffers on 1 November that
they “must not single out and condemn any one nation.”*

Eisenhower resisted the domestic pressures, however. The New York Times
and the Washington Post editorialized that although Nasser had provoked the
trouble, the United States should nonetheless compel Israel to halt its offensive.
Gallup poll data revealed that 10 percent of Americans approved of Israel’s at-
tack, but 47 percent disapproved. Perhaps aware of such trends in public opin-
ion, Eisenhower claimed that he “gave strict orders . . . that we would handle
our affairs exactly as though we didn’t have a Jew in America.”??

Meanwhile, Britain’s refusal to cooperate at the United Nations confirmed
Eisenhower’s growing suspicion that Britain and France were deeply involved
in the Israeli attack. Indeed, as IDF units advanced across the Sinai, the Euro-
pean allies vetoed two cease-fire resolutions in the Security Council, issued their
contrived ultimatums to Egypt and Israel, and bombed military targets in Egypt
in preparation for an invasion. Shocked that his closest allies were committing
what he viewed as a grave error, Eisenhower secured a resolution in the General
Assembly, where Britain and France lacked veto power, that demanded a cease-
fire, an arms embargo, and a withdrawal of foreign forces from Egypt. Because
war with Britain or France was “unthinkable,” he cautioned the Nsc, he would
“do what was decent and right, but still not condemn more furiously than we
had to.”*

Yet Eisenhower’s diplomacy failed to prevent the widening of the war. On
4 November, three days after securing the cease-fire resolution, the State De-
partment secured another General Assembly resolution establishing a United
Nations Emergency Force (UNEF). Comprised of soldiers from Canada and
other states, UNEF would intervene between the belligerents and thereby pre-
vent Anglo-French troop landings. With strong public backing, Eisenhower
ordered U.S. transport planes to rush Canadian soldiers from West Germany
to Egypt, but Canada delayed the operation until its parliament approved. On
5 November, British and French forces landed in Egypt.>*

Unable to stop the tripartite attack, Eisenhower moved to preserve amity
with Egypt by distancing himself from the offensive. Assistant Secretary of



Desperation Diplomacy 205

State William M. Rountree assured Egyptian Ambassador to the United States
Ahmed Hussein that the president had lacked foreknowledge of the Anglo-
French ultimatums and had tried to block Anglo-French military intervention.
U.S. diplomacy at the United Nations, Nasser confessed, convinced him of U.S.
sincerity. The United States “has won [the] area without firing a shot,” he told
c1a officials in Cairo, who found his praise of their government “so eftusive . . .
as to be almost embarrassing.”?*

Eisenhower and Dulles also discerned that the tripartite assault had rallied
Arab opinion to Nasser’s side. In Baghdad, the collusion triggered massive anti-
British rioting and public demands that Iraq leave the Baghdad Pact. King
Saud asked Eisenhower “to check this treacherous aggression . . . by the Zion-
ist group.” Jordan threatened to attack Israel; invited Iraqi, Syrian, and Saudi
troops to occupy the East Bank; denied Britain the use of its air bases at Mafraq
and Amman; severed relations with France; and demolished an Iraq Petroleum
Company oil pipeline near Irbid. Syria invoked its defense pact with Egypt and
placed its forces under Egyptian command. The “whole Arab world was boil-
ing,” Iraqi Ambassador to Washington Moussa al-Shabandar observed.*®

U.S. leaders took a measured view of this Arab backlash. To soothe it and
avert a Soviet-Arab rapprochement, Dulles emphasized to Arab leaders that
Eisenhower sought to end the hostilities with diplomacy. But the U.S. secretary
of state also rejected Arab demands for American military action to stop Britain
and France on the grounds that such a move, in Rountree’s words, would de-
stroy “the world structure as it now existed.” The c1a doubted, moreover, that
Arab leaders would start a war against Israel that they were likely to lose. “They
talk big,” Allen Dulles told the Nsc, “but they have few military capabilities.”*”

Eisenhower and Dulles also sought to isolate the Soviet Union from the Suez-
Sinai War. On 31 October, Dulles assured Soviet leaders that he was trying to
stop the Israeli attack and urged them to refrain from intervention. The c1a dis-
missed French reports of an impending Soviet intervention in Syria in view of
the logistical difficulties of such a move, the unlikelihood that the Soviets would
risk general war, and the suspicion that France sought to divert attention from
Suez. Indeed, wary of their military inferiority in the region, Soviet leaders cau-
tiously avoided involvement in the hostilities, even removing from Egypt Soviet
advisers, tanks, and bombers that had recently arrived under the terms of the
1955 arms deal >®

Yet the prospect of Soviet intervention intensified on 5 November, sending
the 1956 war into its most dangerous phase. When British and French para-
troopers landed along the Suez Canal one day after Soviet forces crushed the
revolution in Hungary, Soviet Premier Nikolai Bulganin proposed joint U.S.-
Soviet military steps to halt the Anglo-French attack and vaguely threatened to
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use “atom and hydrogen weapons” against London and Paris. On the basis of
the timing and wording of these threats, historian Galia Golan concludes that
the Soviets lacked the intention or capability to enter the war and sought only
to score political points in neutralist Middle East states. U.S. Ambassador to
Moscow Charles E. Bohlen, however, called the Soviet threats “as close to [an]
ultimatum as possible without so stating,” and a plausible source at the United
Nations reported that Soviet envoys had offered to send troops to Arab states.
Within days, the c1a had gathered reports of Soviet military planes and sol-
diers arriving in Syria and had intercepted a message indicating that the Soviets
would “do something” for Egypt.>*

The Soviet threats and actions alarmed Eisenhower. “The Soviets are scared
and furious” because of Hungary, he observed, and ready “to take any wild ad-
venture.” The c1A suspected that Soviet troops might engage in “small-scale at-
tacks by air or submarine” against Western forces in the Mediterranean or fire
guided missiles at Israel. If “the Soviets attacked the French and British directly,
we would be in war,” Eisenhower resolved, and if Soviet forces were detected in
Syria “then there would be reason for the British and French to destroy them.”
Tensions escalated days later when a high-altitude Western military plane was
shot down over Syria. “Such a feat would be impossible for the Syrian air force,”
the chairman of the jcs, Admiral Arthur W. Radford, warned. “The Russians
may have much more air[power] in Syria than we currently estimate.”°

Alarmed by these developments, the Pentagon prepared for a world war
against the Soviet Union. Between 29 October and 4 November, the jcs ordered
an aircraft carrier and an antisubmarine hunter-killer group to sail from the
Atlantic to the Mediterranean, alerted other forces for action, and braced for at-
tack by Egyptian, Israeli, or even British and French forces. After Soviet leaders
threatened intervention, the jcs placed the Strategic Air Command and the
Continental Air Defense Command on “increased readiness stage,” redeployed
naval vessels to monitor Soviet submarines and to reconnoiter the Distant Early
Warning line, canceled leaves and training missions, and ordered commanders
worldwide to increase “general vigilance.” By 11 November, the Sixth Fleet was
positioned between Crete and Malta, poised to launch air strikes in Egypt or the
Levant and vigilant against attacks by Soviet jets from Eastern Europe or Syria.
Other naval forces stood by in the Atlantic and Pacific for rapid transfer to the
Middle East if needed.*!

Shaken by the sudden prospect of global war, Eisenhower moved quickly
to head it off. He applied political and financial pressures on the four belliger-
ents to accept on 6 November a U.N. cease-fire deal that took effect the next
day. State Department officials endorsed U.N. Secretary-General Dag Hammar-
skjold’s efforts to deploy UNEF to Egypt at once. They persuaded Nasser to au-
thorize UNEF to patrol his territory despite his fear that its Canadian soldiers
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would appear to his people as British troops in disguise. To secure Nasser’s co-
operation, Hammarskjold made a concession, which would prove decisive on
the eve of the 1967 Arab-Israeli war, that Egypt would retain the right to order
UNEF to leave.*?

As the cease-fire took effect, Eisenhower took some comfort in evidence that
the Soviet threats against Britain and France had redounded to U.S. advantage.
Nasser told c1a officers that he neither wanted nor invited Soviet intervention,
and he urged that the U.S. Sixth Fleet check any Soviet move into the region. De-
spite the Soviet ultimatum, U.S. Ambassador to Amman Lester D. Mallory ob-
served, the Jordanian public appreciated U.S. diplomacy to end the crisis. Israeli
leaders denounced the Soviet threats. “Except for his signature, I would have
thought this note was written by Hitler,” Ben-Gurion commented on a missive
from Bulganin. Soviet threats and action in Budapest “testify what these com-
munist Nazis are capable of doing”*?

Yet Eisenhower remained uneasy about Soviet intentions in the Middle East
even after the Suez-Sinai War ended. The c1a and the Joint Intelligence Staff
doubted that the Soviets desired or sought war with the West or another major
Arab-Israeli clash that would result in the defeat of Soviet-supplied Arab armies.
But American intelligence officials suspected that the Soviets would risk war to
hinder resolution of the canal controversy, promote leftist radicalism in Syria,
perpetuate Arab-Israeli tension, or improve Soviet-Arab relations. The Penta-
gon continued to fear Soviet meddling in Syria and predicted in late November
that war between Syria and one or more of its neighbors “could occur with little
warning.” U.S. forces worldwide remained on alert until late December.**

Conclusion

The 1956 Suez-Sinai episode was the most serious situation the United States
had ever faced in the Middle East. Despite U.S. efforts, an international crisis
over the Suez Canal persisted for several months and triggered a tripartite mili-
tary assault on Egypt. The United States halted the attack even though two of its
closest allies were instigators but did not do so before the Soviet Union threat-
ened to intervene. Eisenhower’s preparations for world war against the Soviet
Union revealed the gravity of the crisis at its peak.

Because of its various dimensions, the Suez-Sinai crisis was also one of the
most complex situations Eisenhower ever faced. On an intraregional plane, it
had origins as part of the Arab-Israeli conflict. Egypt and Israel had sparred over
Israeli access to the canal since 1948, and Arab-Israeli tensions regarding bor-
ders, security, and other issues had increased sharply since 1955. Opportunisti-
cally assertive toward the seemingly moribund kingdom of Jordan, Israel ini-
tially remained passive toward the canal dispute on the hope that Britain and
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France would deflate the Jewish state’s nemesis, Nasser, with diplomacy or force.
But Israel eventually embraced the collusion scheme and trained its firepower
on Egypt. A surge in Arab solidarity behind Nasser united the Arab world at the
height of the crisis and threatened to unhinge Eisenhower’s reliance on certain
Arab leaders.

At the interregional level, the crisis pitted Britain and France against Egypt in
a decolonization flashpoint. The European powers resolved to wage war against
Egypt to recover their property, restore their imperial images, and check Nas-
ser’s power. Eisenhower sympathized with his allies’ objectives but rejected the
propriety of military means. Thus, Britain and France colluded with Israel to
undermine Nasser, a deed that linked the Arab-Israeli conflict to the European-
Egyptian controversy and created a crisis of complex magnitude.

The crisis also took on a global dimension when the Soviet Union threat-
ened to intervene in the fighting and to carry the war to France and Britain
and encouraged Arab states to resist a Western-Israeli conspiracy to expand.
Eisenhower briefly sensed that world war loomed, and even after the threat of
Soviet aggression waned, he feared that war might nonetheless result from error,
miscalculation, or some act of desperation by the Soviets. Collusion triggered a
Soviet reaction that raised the specter of global war.

Eisenhower addressed the Suez-Sinai episode on all three levels. Giving first
priority to his Cold War interests, he foiled Soviet ambitions in the Middle East
and vowed to protect Britain and France from Soviet attack. Amid the tensions
over Soviet threats to fire missiles at London and Paris, he showed no interest
in Bulganin’s suggestion of joint U.S.-Soviet action to halt the Suez-Sinai War.
With the Soviets excluded, Eisenhower sought to end the Anglo-French and
Israeli assaults on Egypt and in so doing to restore the stability on which U.S.
regional interests rested.

Although Eisenhower ended the Suez-Sinai War without Soviet involvement,
the imbroglio marked the nadir of U.S.-British postwar relations. Eisenhower’s
refusal to endorse British military operations against Egypt impelled Eden to
hatch the collusion scheme as a means of deceiving the U.S. president. Feel-
ing betrayed and calculating that the collusion undermined Western security
interests throughout the Third World, Eisenhower used political and economic
leverage to force the attackers to desist. So humiliated were Britain and France
that a deterioration in the Western alliance loomed.

The Suez-Sinai War constituted a major setback in the U.S. quest to stabilize
the Middle East. The episode caused turmoil, war, Soviet meddling, additional
Arab-Israeli animosity, and the decline of Allied power in the region. By end-
ing the hostilities and avoiding military conflict with the Soviets, Eisenhower
escaped a complete disaster. He even restored a modicum of stability by arrang-
ing a cease-fire, averting Soviet military intervention, avoiding an irreparable



Desperation Diplomacy 209

breach with Britain and France, and preserving some respect in Cairo. But the
task of curing the regional instability caused by the crisis remained daunting.
Success would depend on Eisenhower’s ability to extend the cease-fire, com-
pel the belligerents to withdraw from Egypt, and settle the controversy over the
Suez Canal that had initially sparked the crisis.
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PERSISTENT CONFLICT
The Aftermath of the Suez-Sinai War

At the cease-fire of the Suez-Sinai War, Israel occupied the Gaza Strip and the
Sinai, while Britain and France controlled corridors along the Suez Canal. Hav-
ing stopped the military advance of the colluding powers, the Dwight D. Eisen-
hower administration demanded that they withdraw unconditionally from
Egyptian territory. Facing U.S. economic and oil sanctions, Britain and France
complied in December 1956." But Israel declined to pull back unless it gained
border security, freedom of transit on the Suez Canal and the Gulf of Aqaba, and
assurances that Egyptian Premier Gamal Abdel Nasser would not restore the
status quo antebellum in the Sinai or Gaza. The Arab-Israeli component of the
Suez-Sinai War persisted long after the European and global dimensions faded.

President Eisenhower and Secretary of State John Foster Dulles engaged in
months of painstaking diplomacy to achieve Israeli withdrawal and restore a
modicum of stability to the Middle East. Cold War interests deterred them from
seeking Soviet assistance to achieve such goals, and congressional and public
opinion prevented them from using sanctions to force an Israeli departure. In
the end, Eisenhower found a way to avert a recurrence of Egyptian-Israeli war
and to mitigate tensions over borders, Israeli transit, and Egyptian governance
of Gaza. In the process, however, tensions developed between the United States
and both Israel and Egypt.

The Debate on the Israeli Occupation of Egypt

In the months following the cease-fire, U.S. and Israeli officials debated the
legitimacy and longevity of Israel’s occupation of Egypt. They initially addressed
the legitimacy of Israel’s attack and the necessity of its withdrawal from occu-
pied territory. As time passed, the debate centered on the terms of Israeli
evacuation of the Sinai, Sharm al-Sheikh, and Gaza. Israel also challenged a U.N.
decision regarding the duration of the deployment of the United Nations Emer-
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gency Force (UNEF) between the Israeli and Egyptian armies. Although Eisen-
hower and Dulles decided to make concessions to Israel, they pressured Israel
first to agree to withdraw unconditionally from all occupied territory. But Israel
proved reluctant to pull back without ironclad guarantees of its interests.

The earliest U.S.-Israeli debate focused on the legitimacy of Israel’s attack on
Egypt. Israel claimed that the Israel Defense Forces (IDF) had captured enough
Soviet-made weapons in the Sinai to have armed eighty thousand Egyptian sol-
diers, battle plans for an impending Egyptian-Jordanian-Syrian invasion, “very
deadly poison” intended for Israeli drinking water, and “copies of ‘Mein Kampf’
in Arabic everywhere.” Israel’s incursion into Egypt, Prime Minister David Ben-
Gurion wrote to Eisenhower’s friend Walter Bedell Smith, was justified by “the
nightmare of continuous aggression and the threat of extinction” the Jewish
state faced.?

But Eisenhower considered Israel’s attack unjustified. Doubtful of Egypt’s
capability to invade Israel, Pentagon officers noted that the captured supplies
included neither unconventional weapons nor stockpiles earmarked for Soviet
troops. State Department officials observed to Israeli envoys that preventive war
in principle threatened international order, that the Soviets would have stopped
the collusion scheme by severe means had Eisenhower not halted it, and that
Israel must learn to deal with Arab provocations through the United Nations.?

U.S. and Israeli officials also disagreed in principle about Israel’s occupation
of Egyptian territory. The State Department warned Israel that unless it evacu-
ated Egypt, the Arab states would turn to Moscow, opening the Middle East to
Soviet influence that would cause Israel’s demise. Eisenhower expressed to Ben-
Gurion his “deep concern” that an Israeli refusal to withdraw might “impair the
friendly cooperation between our two countries.” Ben-Gurion resolved in late
1956, however, that he would withdraw only if Egypt restrained the fedayeen,
ended the canal blockade, and negotiated a formal peace treaty. Israel “never
planned to annex the Sinai Desert,” Ben-Gurion assured Eisenhower, and would
“willingly withdraw” if these conditions were met.*

To bolster Ben-Gurion’s message to Eisenhower, Israeli officials in Washing-
ton conducted “comprehensive hasbara” activities on the Suez crisis and mobi-
lized sympathetic Americans to pressure the White House. The American Jew-
ish Committee urged Dulles to seek a comprehensive Arab-Israeli peace on
terms consistent with Israeli security, while Zionist activist Rabbi Abba Hillel
Silver pressed the secretary of state to secure for Israel transit rights on the Gulf
of Aqaba and permission to annex Gaza. Leaders of seventeen major U.S. Jewish
groups, meeting on 27 November, passed resolutions endorsing Israel’s action
and urging Eisenhower to support it

Israeli officials discerned sympathy for their position in certain corners of the
Eisenhower administration. Ben-Gurion sensed that Director of Central Intelli-
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gence Allen Dulles, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff (jcs) Admiral Arthur
Radford, and presidential confidante Walter Bedell Smith supported the Israeli
prime minister’s objective of ousting Nasser. The Israeli minister to Washing-
ton, Reuven Shiloah, noted that John Foster Dulles became more anti-Nasser
once the Soviets interceded in the crisis. As Dulles’s health declined beginning in
1956, however, control of State Department policy seemingly passed to Under-
secretary Herbert Hoover Jr. and Ambassador to the United Nations Henry
Cabot Lodge Jr., who unalterably opposed Israel’s attack on Egypt. Eisenhower,
reelected president on 6 November, seemed immune to the domestic pressures
to support Israel. In November, he declined Ben-Gurion’s request for a private
audience to discuss the Sinai situation.®

Israeli occupation of the Sinai formed the first specific territorial issue de-
bated by U.S. and Israeli leaders. On 21 November, Israel withdrew its troops
several miles along the entire battle frontier and offered to evacuate most of
the remaining Sinai if UNEF occupied three Egyptian military bases that had
supported fedayeen operations. The State Department, however, insisted that
Israel withdraw its forces from the Sinai “without conditions and without delay”
and pushed a resolution with such terms through the General Assembly on
24 November. Israel yielded in hope of winning concessions on other disputes.
In a staged withdrawal, the IDF evacuated the entire Sinai except Sharm al-
Sheikh by 22 January 1957.” (See map 6.)

In contrast to its concessions on the Sinai, Israel remained firm on Sharm
al-Sheikh. Since the IDF had occupied the city, Israel had enjoyed maritime ac-
cess to the Gulf of Aqaba and made plans to develop Eilat as a major seaport.
The Israeli ambassador to Washington, Abba Eban, stressed that an interoceanic
transit line through Israel, paralleling the Suez Canal, would provide Europe
“two lungs rather than one to breathe with.” Israel would retain Sharm al-Sheikh
until the Jewish state obtained international assurances of its transit rights on
the gulf, Ben-Gurion declared. “No more will we be subject to Nasser’s whims
or charity.”®

Ben-Gurion also took a firm position on Gaza. He decided not to annex it
because Israel could not “digest” its 250,000 Palestinian refugees, but he re-
fused to accept a restoration of the status quo antebellum. “In no event and in
no manner will Israel agree to [the] return of [the] Egyptian invader” to Gaza,
he declared. Israel must have some guarantee against “fedayeen murder units”
based there. Ben-Gurion offered to withdraw from Gaza only if Israeli police
forces remained to govern the strip in cooperation with UNEF and local civil
authorities.’

Eisenhower made limited concessions to Israel on the Sharm al-Sheikh and
Gaza issues. Dulles conceded that UNEF units rather than Egyptian troops
should occupy Sharm al-Sheikh and that the international character of the Gulf
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of Aqaba should be guaranteed. But he also insisted that Israel first withdraw
its forces unconditionally and submit to U.N. decisions on the deployment of
UNEF. He also decided that Israel should transfer control of Gaza to UNEF,
which should allow Egypt to restore civil but not military authority in the ter-
ritory."

Israel also quarreled with U.N. officials about the duration of UNEF’s mis-
sion in the Sinai. Israeli leaders criticized U.N. Secretary-General Dag Ham-
marskjold’s concession to Nasser that UNEF’s presence in Egypt depended on
Egypt’s consent, demanding safeguards to ensure that the General Assembly
would decide whether and when to terminate the mission. Hammarskjold re-
assured Israel that his deal with Nasser had “calculated ambiguity” and that
when UNEF proved functional, he would ask Egypt to recognize the General
Assembly’s prerogative over it. But Israel remained unconvinced."

The Debate on Sanctions and Israeli Withdrawal from Egypt

U.S.-Israeli debates on the terms of Israeli withdrawal from Egypt were over-
taken in early 1957 by U.N. consideration of a resolution to impose economic
sanctions on Israel. Third World states clamored for sanctions on the grounds
that Israel refused to heed resolutions demanding its unconditional withdrawal.
Eisenhower and Dulles reluctantly endorsed sanctions and even took the lead in
formulating an appropriate resolution, both to force Israel to make concessions
and to deflect a more severe resolution promoted by other powers. Public and
congressional sympathy for Israel, however, sharply limited American leaders’
options and, in the end, forced them to compromise with Israel.

The drive for sanctions emerged from U.N. action on the Israeli occupation
of Egypt. On 19 January, the General Assembly passed a resolution demanding
Israeli withdrawal to the armistice lines, and on 2 February the assembly passed
two resolutions, one deploring Israel’s refusal to comply and the other reaffirm-
ing the Egyptian-Israeli armistice and authorizing UNEF to occupy Sharm al-
Sheikh and Gaza. On 22 February, Iraq, Lebanon, and four other states submit-
ted a resolution condemning Israeli defiance of these U.N. directives and urging
all states “to deny all military, economic or financial assistance” to Israel.’?

Both the Arab states and Israel sought U.S. support for their positions on
sanctions. Saudi Deputy Foreign Minister Yusuf Yasin advised the State De-
partment that imposing sanctions would earn the United States “great prestige”
among Arab states. Iraq, Jordan, Syria, Lebanon, and Egypt made similar ap-
proaches. In contrast, Ben-Gurion argued to Eisenhower the injustice of pun-
ishing Israel alone when Egypt also had violated U.N. resolutions. Because sanc-
tions would not change Israeli policy, he added, enacting them would tarnish
U.N. prestige.®
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The sanctions debate confronted Eisenhower with a difficult dilemma. Sev-
eral State Department officials argued that sanctions formed a proper response
to Israel’s refusal to heed the United Nations. The United States had endorsed
sanctions on Israel by cosponsoring the 30 October 1956 Security Council reso-
lution vetoed by Britain and France, Lodge argued. To reverse course in Febru-
ary 1957 would deal the United Nations “a body blow” and convince Arab states
that the administration lacked the will to impose fair punishments on Israel.**

But Dulles remained leery of sanctions. If enforced broadly, he noted, sanc-
tions would comprise Israel’s “death sentence.” He hesitated to punish Israel
alone in light of Egypt’s noncompliance with other U.N. resolutions or to set
an undesirable precedent for similar measures against other countries. The New
York Times found it “illogical to the point of nonsense” to force Israel to with-
draw without first providing reasonable assurances of its future security. Mobi-
lized by lobbyist I. L. Kenen, numerous members of Congress communicated to
the White House their opposition to sanctions. Senate Majority Leader Lyndon
B. Johnson (D-Texas) threatened to hold up Senate approval of the Eisenhower
Doctrine, the administration’s new regional policy (explained in chapter 17),
if sanctions were imposed. Dulles recognized that the modest increase in the
Democratic Party’s majorities in the House and Senate in the 1956 election lim-
ited the president’s options. In light of public and congressional attitudes, he
told Lodge on 10 February, “we would have a terrible time on sanctions.”*®

To resolve the dilemma, Eisenhower approved a compromise proposal that
avoided sanctions. In an aide-mémoire dated 11 February, Dulles demanded
that Israel execute a “prompt and unconditional” withdrawal from Gaza, yield
the strip to UNEF, and abandon the goal of stationing civil police there. Yet he
also recognized the Gulf of Aqaba as “international waters” in which Israel had
the right to “free and innocent passage.” Once Israel yielded Sharm al-Sheikh to
UNEF, the United States would “join with others to secure general recognition of
this right.” Using the carrot and the stick, Dulles described these terms as more
valuable to Israel “than red ribbon and seals on paper treaties” and warned that
Israeli noncooperation would lead to U.S. enforcement of U.N. sanctions.'®

Neither the Arab states nor Israel approved the aide-mémoire. The conces-
sion to Israel on Sharm al-Sheikh left “the Arabs ... terribly upset,” Allen Dulles
reported on 13 February. Because the United States had recognized Aqaba as
international waters since 1950, Eisenhower and Dulles explained to Arab lead-
ers, the aide-mémoire provided Israel no gains. But the American leaders’ words
fell on deaf ears. On the other side, Ben-Gurion rejected the aide-mémoire be-
cause it would not satisfy Israeli security imperatives.””

In the face of Israeli stubbornness, Eisenhower and Dulles embraced sanc-
tions in principle. Israel’s position was “unacceptable” and unlikely to improve
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given Ben-Gurion’s “strongly emotional attitude,” they reasoned. “Either we get
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the Israelis out, or the Russians will get the Israelis out,” Dulles added, “and their
influence will thus come into the Middle East to stay.” Eisenhower decided to
impose sanctions on governmental and private aid to Israel, including dona-
tions and Israeli bond purchases by U.S. citizens, a charity stream worth some
one hundred million dollars per year.'®

In contrast to Eisenhower’s thinking, congressional opinion turned sharply
critical of sanctions. Led by Lyndon Johnson, senators delayed Christian A.
Herter’s confirmation as undersecretary of state, blocked foreign aid programs,
and vowed to remove the president’s legal authority to enforce sanctions. Senate
Minority Leader William F. Knowland (R-California) threatened to resign from
the U.S. delegation to the United Nations if Eisenhower endorsed the move.
“Israel is so right in its position,” Representative Edith N. Rogers (R-Massa-
chusetts) declared, that Eisenhower’s proposal “is nothing less than a ludicrous
fiasco.” Representative Daniel J. Flood (D-Pennsylvania) added that sanctions
would comprise “another cheap triumph for the little Hitler of the Middle East,
Egypt’s Nasser.” The “pressure of the Jews,” Dulles fumed privately, created “a
very nasty situation on the Hill.”**

To overcome such criticism, on 20 February Eisenhower invited to the White
House Johnson, Knowland, Speaker of the House Sam Rayburn (D-Texas), and
other leading legislators of both parties. Because Israeli defiance of U.N. resolu-
tions would ruin U.N. prestige, open the Middle East to Soviet influence, and fo-
ment war, the president contended, sanctions were necessary. “Countries which
depend on [the] US for help,” Dulles added, “should follow us instead of us fol-
lowing them.” After voicing reservations, most of the legislators deferred to the
president on the issue. “America has either one voice or none,” Rayburn con-
ceded, “and the one voice was the voice of the President even though not every-
one agreed with him.”*°

Despite Rayburn’s concession, public opinion remained sharply critical of
sanctions. “The terrific control the Jews had over the news media,” Dulles ob-
served, caused “very serious trouble” in the public realm. Eisenhower presented
the case for sanctions in a nationally televised address on 20 February, but pub-
lic opinion remained critical. Desperate, Dulles phoned an acquaintance at the
National Council of Churches to ask Protestant clergy to support Eisenhower
in their 24 February sermons. “It was impossible to hold the line because we got
no support from the Protestant elements of the country,” he intoned. “All we
get is a battering from the Jews.”?!

The public criticism convinced Eisenhower to ease his pressure on Israel. On
20 February, he warned Ben-Gurion that the congressional leadership had ap-
proved sanctions, and he refused to delay the General Assembly debate sched-
uled to start in two days. Hours before the debate opened, however, Eisenhower
decided that “a simple condemnation of Israel and vote of sanctions would
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be wrong.” He directed Dulles to postpone the proceedings until 25 February
and to find a “face-saving” formula that would provide Israel proper assur-
ances while remaining sufficiently coercive to mollify the Arab states and com-
pel Israeli compliance.??

Eisenhower’s flinch set the stage for a convergence of U.S. and Israeli policy.
At a climactic 24 February meeting with Dulles, Eban outlined a plan for Israeli
withdrawal. Israel would withdraw from Sharm al-Sheikh if UNEF occupied the
area and if the United States and other maritime powers would publicly endorse
Israel’s free transit rights on the gulf. Israel would yield Gaza to UNEF control
if the United Nations would decide the strip’s government and prevent restora-
tion of the status quo antebellum. Cautioning only that Egypt must consent to
any change in the Gaza government, Dulles endorsed Eban’s proposal. The U.S.
secretary of state told Eisenhower and Lodge that “he felt better tonight than he
had for a long time. . . . Israel had gone so far that he did not think we could
ever vote sanctions.”?

The 24 February Israeli proposal constituted a major breakthrough that set
the stage for Israeli withdrawal from Egypt. For several days, Israeli and U.N.
officials quarreled over the details of Israel’s proposal. When Eisenhower re-
fused to rule out sanctions, however, Ben-Gurion conceded. On 1 March, For-
eign Minister Golda Meir informed the General Assembly that Israel would
withdraw from Gaza and Sharm al-Sheikh in accordance with the 2 February
resolutions. Israeli military officers transferred their authority to UNEF units on
6-8 March. Eisenhower achieved his objective of Israeli withdrawal without im-
posing sanctions.**

While gratified by this outcome, Eisenhower and Dulles were concerned by
Arab disappointment. Arab leaders seemed frustrated that Israel had avoided
sanctions and a split with the United States, circulating rumors that the United
States had offered Israel some secret incentive to withdraw. Saudi officials
warned the United States not to support Israel’s quest for navigation rights in
the Gulf of Aqaba. So deep was Arab discontent that Dulles feared that Egypt
would “kick [the settlement] over” by moving military forces into Gaza. He de-
nied the rumors about secret assurances to Israel and stressed that Eisenhower
had forced Israel to withdraw without gaining any new rights.®

The Debate on Gaza, the Gulf of Aqaba, and the Suez Canal

After Israel withdrew from Gaza and the Sinai, Egyptian-Israeli conflict per-
sisted on three issues. Two of these disputes—Israel’s resistance to Egyptian au-
thority in Gaza and Arab opposition to Israeli shipping on the Gulf of Aqaba—
briefly threatened to trigger renewed war. The third issue, Israel’s demand for
transit rights on the Suez Canal, complicated a larger international debate over
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the control and management of the waterway. Anxious to restore stability to the
Middle East, Eisenhower and Dulles worked to resolve all three disputes.

Days after Israel’s departure from Gaza, a controversy developed over the
restoration of Egyptian authority there. Between 11 and 19 March, Nasser dis-
patched a civil governor into the territory and advanced troops to El Arish to
assert his legal rights under the armistice and to restore Egyptian prestige dam-
aged by his acceptance of UNEF. Israel protested that these moves revealed Nas-
ser’s intent to incapacitate UNEF and resume fedayeen operations. Nasser had
“rekindled a dangerous tension in the Gaza Strip,” Ben-Gurion wrote to Eisen-
hower. Israel might “have to make use of her right of self-defense.”*¢

Eisenhower and Dulles restrained both sides in this dispute, urging Nasser to
delay the governor’s arrival until the United Nations arranged a border settle-
ment and warning that the Egyptian leader would earn international reproach
if his actions sparked a war. Fearing that Ben-Gurion might be “trigger-happy,”’
Eisenhower also urged him to avoid “any precipitate action which might re-
sult in a deterioration of the situation.” Meir visited Washington on 18 March
to press Dulles in person for approval of an Israeli reoccupation of Gaza, but
Dulles ruled such a move unjustified. Eisenhower also asked Britain and France
to dissuade Ben-Gurion from taking action.””

To Eisenhower’s relief, the situation in Gaza stabilized. Nasser refrained from
sending troops into Gaza and suppressed the fedayeen. In negotiations with
Hammarskjold, Nasser recognized UNEF’s right to transit Gaza, stockpile sup-
plies, maintain an airfield, patrol the border, provide internal security in joint
operations with Palestinian police, and use arrest and deadly force to stop ex-
filtration to Israel. Nasser also conceded, U.S. officials noted, that UNEF would
remain in Gaza “until its task is completed —a determination which cannot be
made by Egypt alone.” Israeli leaders doubted the validity of Nasser’s conces-
sions and suspected that he would resume covert warfare once the attention of
the United Nations waned. But Israel refrained from reoccupying Gaza with
military force.?®

The situation in the Gulf of Aqaba also generated tension in the weeks fol-
lowing Israel’s withdrawal from Sharm al-Sheikh. UNEF’s occupation of the area
denied Egypt the ability to fire on ships entering the gulf, and Nasser agreed
that UNEF could remain until U.N. officials withdrew it. Saudi Arabia, however,
claimed sovereignty over Tiran and Sanafir Islands and the channels between
them and vowed to “take all the necessary measures” to deny Israel access to the
gulf?® (See map s.)

Eisenhower and Dulles struck an ambiguous position on the issue. On the
one hand, State Department lawyers considered the straits leading into the gulf
international waters, and Dulles maintained that Israel was entitled to send
ships through them. As he had pledged before Israel withdrew from Sharm al-
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Sheikh, Eisenhower consulted other Western maritime states about taking joint
action to affirm the international status of the waterway. Wary of Arab anger,
however, he refrained from action to open the waterway. When Meir asked
Dulles to arrange a voyage to Eilat of a ship flying the U.S. flag in order to af-
firm free access in principle, Dulles refused on flimsy grounds that he could not
become involved in the private matter of ship schedules.>’

Despite their efforts to avoid a fray, U.S. leaders became involved in a dispute
involving the Kern Hill, a U.S.-flag tanker that Israel chartered from a Swiss firm
and that passed through the channel and reached Eilat on 7 April. Egypt and
Jordan protested the voyage as a threat to peace, and Saudi Arabia threatened to
shell the next such ship to enter the straits. To deflect such anger, Dulles denied
foreknowledge of the Kern Hill’s voyage, which U.S. leaders attributed to private
shipping firms acting beyond government control. To create an impression of
U.S. endorsement, however, Israel then publicized the fact that a U.S. destroyer
in the Red Sea had sent a routine good luck message to the tanker, and Arab
leaders bitterly protested. Astonished that a “simple act of seaman’s courtesy”
had provoked such anger, the ycs withdrew U.S. Navy ships from the Red Sea.*'

Fortunately for Eisenhower, the situation in the Gulf of Aqaba stabilized after
the Kern Hill episode. Egypt pledged to refrain from hostile action in the gulf.
The State Department asserted to the Saudis that Israel had the legal right to
innocent passage through the straits and warned that Saudi Arabia would prob-
ably lose if it asked the International Court of Justice to rule on the legal issues.
Dulles also encouraged Israel to pursue its rights through quiet and noncon-
frontational means, especially during a Jordanian political crisis in April. Ben-
Gurijon agreed to aim for an “air of routine normality” around Israeli shipping
in the gulf??

In addition to the problems of Gaza and Agaba, Eisenhower and Dulles grap-
pled with difficulties concerning the Suez Canal. The Americans first desired to
reopen the waterway, which Egypt had blocked with sunken ships, cranes, and
dry docks at the onset of hostilities. Closure of the canal disrupted international
commerce, including oil deliveries to the West, reducing Saudi oil exports by
one-third. When Israel evacuated the Sinai in January 1957, Nasser authorized
the United Nations to conduct a canal clearance operation involving more than
forty salvage vessels and bankrolled by the United States. The canal reopened
in April 1957.3

Eisenhower also faced a deadlock over Nasser’s nationalization of the Suez
Canal Company. Dulles encouraged Hammarskj6ld to broker a settlement,
based on the Six Principles of October 1956, that ensured the principle of free
transit for all powers. If Nasser proved uncooperative, U.S. Secretary of the Trea-
sury George M. Humphrey advised, Eisenhower should “station battleships at
both ends of the canal and prevent the transit of any ships.” But Dulles coun-
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tered that he “was not anxious to get into a war in the Middle East in place of
the British and French.” Dulles could only protest when Nasser announced in
March that Egypt’s Suez Canal Authority would operate the canal and collect
all tolls in accordance with the 1888 convention and the U.N. Charter.*

To the chagrin of U.S. leaders, Israel intruded as a factor in the effort to re-
open the canal. In early 1957, Israel had delayed its evacuation of the Sinai until
Egypt recognized its transit rights on the canal, while Egypt refused to reopen
the canal until Israel evacuated its territory. Even after Israel withdrew from
Gaza and the Sinai, the Jewish state demanded suspension of the canal clearance
operations until Egypt granted Israel the right to use the waterway. Ben-Gurion
also contemplated sending a ship into the canal to test Egyptian policy.*

To secure Western rights on the canal, Eisenhower and Dulles distanced
themselves from Israel’s transit interests and dispatched private banker John
McCloy to Cairo to offer economic incentives if Nasser accepted the Six Prin-
ciples. When Nasser charged that those principles were “cleverly drafted to cover
Israel’s case,” however, Eisenhower and Dulles revealed that they valued favor-
able arrangements for Western ships on the canal more than they cared about
Israeli transit rights.*®

In April-May 1957, Eisenhower accepted Egyptian control of the canal and
pressed other powers to do likewise. The president scotched British plans to
depose Nasser if he remained recalcitrant and urged British Prime Minister
Harold Macmillan to accept Egyptian control. Dulles denied Israel the privilege
of addressing the Security Council on the issue and discouraged the Jewish state
from challenging Nasser’s resolve with a test case. In May, the State Department
authorized U.S. shipping companies and the U.S. Navy to transit the canal and
pay tolls to Egypt.*’

Conclusion

The Suez-Sinai War caused sharp territorial disputes between Egypt and Israel.
Backed by other Arab states, Egypt demanded that Israel withdraw uncondi-
tionally from Gaza and the Sinai. While willing to depart from most of the Sinai,
Israel remained in Sharm al-Sheikh in hope of securing transit rights on the Gulf
of Aqaba. Israel also refused to withdraw from Gaza before securing guarantees
against the resumption of fedayeen activity there.

In principle, Eisenhower and Dulles agreed with the Arab view that Israel,
one of the aggressor states in the Suez-Sinai conflict, should withdraw uncon-
ditionally from the occupied territories. When diplomacy seemed unable to
achieve such an outcome, the U.S. leaders endorsed the Arab view that the
United Nations should impose sanctions on Israel. Conversely, the president
and secretary of state also saw merit in Israel’s position on the Gulf of Aqaba.
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Public and congressional opinion, moreover, sharply limited Eisenhower and
Dulles’s ability to compel Israeli withdrawal.

Within the limits established by domestic circumstances, Eisenhower and
Dulles used diplomacy to arrange an Israeli withdrawal. They applied a mixture
of pressures (such as support of UN. resolutions ordering Israel to depart the
territories) and inducements (such as a clarification of the traditional U.S. sup-
port of Israeli transit rights on the Gulf of Aqaba) to convince Israel to evacu-
ate occupied territory as quickly and unconditionally as possible. Dulles made
clear to Arab leaders that he had issued to Israel no special promises that met its
original conditions. Eisenhower advanced a U.N. sanctions resolution even as
he realized that domestic circumstances would prevent him from enforcing it.

U.S. leaders worked hard to ease the tense situation along the Egyptian-Israeli
frontier after the Israeli withdrawal in early March. For several weeks, poten-
tially explosive conflicts persisted over Egyptian governance of the Sinai and
Gaza and Israeli rights on the Gulf of Aqaba and the Suez Canal. In view of
the antebellum tensions over transit rights and border security issues, it would
not have seemed surprising if fighting had resumed in early 1957. Yet war was
averted, at least in part because U.S. officials dissuaded each state from initiating
hostilities or provoking the other side to do so.

By spring 1957, a tenuous calm had returned to the Egyptian-Israeli fron-
tier. Egypt had gained control of the Suez Canal from Britain and France and
implicitly reasserted its ability to deny Israel access to the waterway. Israel had
achieved access to the Gulf of Agaba, which lessened the economic importance
of the canal blockade. A stalemate formed on Gaza, as Egypt reasserted its sover-
eignty but refrained from remilitarizing the area. The United States was relieved
to see a shadow of stability restored in the region.

Yet serious questions remained about the duration of UNEF’s occupation of
Sharm al-Sheikh and Israel’s right of access to the Gulf of Aqaba. With regard to
Gaza, Egypt and Israel held conflicting views about UNEF’s rights to patrol the
border, Egypt’s right to restore its mode of governance, and Israel’s right to de-
fend proactively against fedayeen raids. These disputes would keep the Israeli-
Egyptian conflict at the forefront of policy makers’ thinking for years to come.
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SECURITY AFFIRMED

U.S. Regional Considerations in the Middle East
after the Suez-Sinai War

From the point of view of the United States, the Suez-Sinai War destabilized
the Middle East. In its wake, the Dwight D. Eisenhower administration iden-
tified new factors, notably fervent Arab nationalism serving the objectives of
the Soviet Union, that challenged the traditional quest to maintain Western pri-
macy in the region. Because security experts continued to consider the Middle
East vital for security, political, and economic reasons, the Suez-Sinai War
forced the United States to reconfigure its long-term approach to the region. In
the late 1950s, President Eisenhower brought his fundamental policy toward the
Middle East into line with the new circumstances.

To protect vital U.S. interests in the Middle East in the late 1950s, Eisenhower
blended new approaches with old ones. Most notably, he instituted the Eisen-
hower Doctrine, a declaration that the United States would use economic aid,
military aid, and armed forces to stop the spread of communism in the region.
The president also revived the U.S. friendship with Britain, reaffirmed the Bagh-
dad Pact, and modified his arms supply policy. To a degree, these security en-
hancements were determined by Eisenhower’s earlier identification of security
imperatives in the Middle East. When British influence waned and Soviet asser-
tiveness increased during the Suez-Sinai War, the U.S. president saw no choice
but to raise his commitment to the region.

While affirming the importance of regional security, Eisenhower and Sec-
retary of State John Foster Dulles curtailed their efforts to make Arab-Israeli
peace. They endorsed conflict resolution in principle but calculated that a com-
prehensive peace initiative would fail and perhaps even stoke tensions by accen-
tuating differences. To their dismay, the U.S. leaders came to realize that even
when they refrained from peacemaking, their relations with Israel and the Arab
states were strained by American support of or security collaboration with the
other side.

223
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The Eisenhower Doctrine

At the end of the Suez-Sinai War, Eisenhower worried that the demise of Anglo-
French influence and the rise of Soviet interest in the Middle East boded ill for
the preservation of U.S. objectives in the region. Consequently, he assumed ex-
plicit responsibility, under a new security concept called the Eisenhower Doc-
trine, for stopping communist expansion in the region by fiscal and military
means. The president secured congressional approval of this doctrine but found
it difficult to convince the Arab states or Israel of the doctrine’s purpose or
usefulness. Nonetheless, the Pentagon prepared to enforce the doctrine against
threats external or indigenous to the region. By assuming new responsibilities
in the Middle East, Eisenhower raised the prospect that the United States would
fight in the region or even on a global scale.

Eisenhower conceived the doctrine as an adjustment to the consequences of
the Suez-Sinai War. Given the collapse of British prestige and the rise of Soviet
interest, he decided to establish a new mechanism for U.S. intervention to stabi-
lize the region against Soviet threats or internal turmoil or revolution. “We have
no intention of standing idly by,” the president declared in December 1956, “to
see the southern flank of NATO completely collapse through Communist pene-
tration and success in the Mid East.” Dulles told Britain, France, and Turkey
that “we intend to make our presence more strongly felt in the Middle East.”*

Even as he conceived the doctrine to replace British power, Eisenhower re-
newed his friendship with Britain. Anglo-U.S. discord over Suez was “some-
thing of a sad blow,” he commented, “because, quite naturally, Britain has not
only been, but must be, our best friend in the world.” During a March 1957 meet-
ing with British Prime Minister Harold Macmillan, the president happily noted
that the Anglo-U.S. partnership had healed quickly. “Macmillan is . . . one of
my intimate wartime friends,” he observed, “so it is very easy to talk to him on
a very frank, even blunt, basis.” Hoping “to restore our old relationships with
Washington,” Macmillan welcomed the Eisenhower Doctrine.

Eisenhower also clearly revealed the doctrine’s anti-Soviet purposes. Soviet
leaders charged that the doctrine “protects and covers up colonialism,” and For-
eign Minister Dmitri Shepilov proposed that the United States, Soviet Union,
Britain, and France jointly negotiate an Arab-Israeli peace treaty, pledge non-
interference in Middle East states, curtail arms supply to the region, and evacu-
ate military bases and abolish security pacts there. With Eisenhower’s blessing,
the National Security Council (Nsc) rejected this proposal as a ruse to demolish
Western influence in the region and a betrayal of those Middle East states that
had resisted Soviet power.?

Eisenhower considered the doctrine superior to other schemes to stabilize
the Middle East. He rejected a proposal from a member of Congress to break
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with the Arab powers and bolster Israel as a U.S. bastion. The president also
dismissed the idea of building a U.S. security apparatus on an Arab foundation
because moral and domestic political factors made it impossible to break with
Israel and because Arab nationalists seemed vulnerable to becoming unwitting
agents of Soviet expansionism. While Dulles acknowledged that “there may be
nationalist and patriotic trends which are wholly free from communist inspi-
ration,” he also believed that “International Communism seeks to infiltrate its
agents into all movements within non-Communist countries which tend[s] to
create discord as between the free nations or to weaken non-Communist gov-
ernments.”*

Eisenhower asked Congress to approve the doctrine in early 1957. He re-
quested authority to dispense two hundred million dollars in economic and
military aid and to commit armed forces to defend any country seeking as-
sistance against international communism. He pledged to avoid intraregional
quarrels and to concentrate on defending the area against communist aggres-
sion, and he portrayed the authority to dispatch troops as a deterrent that would
reduce the chance of war. Pointing to “the existing vacuum that must be filled
by the United States before it is filled by Russia,” the president told members of
Congress that the doctrine was “important . . . to the peace of the world.”>

Skeptical of Eisenhower’s proposal, however, some members of Congress
dragged their feet. Various senators openly criticized the doctrine on the
grounds that it would dangerously inflate presidential authority, expose the
country to unnecessary military risks, and waste financial resources. Sena-
tor Allen J. Ellender (D-Louisiana) called the doctrine “unnecessary, super-
superfluous, even impolitic, doubtless unwise, and wholly unjustified.” “Future
historians,” Senator Wayne L. Morse (D-Oregon) added, “may have to record it
as a chapter written in blood.”®

In the end, Eisenhower prevailed in the domestic debate. He mobilized allies
on Capitol Hill to promote his rationale for the doctrine. The New York Times
urged lawmakers to endorse the idea as a bulwark against Soviet aggrandize-
ment. Congress passed a resolution approving the doctrine on 7 March, and
Eisenhower signed the measure into law two days later. Former Congressman
James P. Richards, appointed by Eisenhower as special assistant with the rank of
ambassador, visited Middle East leaders between March and May to seek their
endorsements of the doctrine by offering them economic and military aid.”

Arab reactions to the Eisenhower Doctrine varied widely. Lebanon and Libya
(like Turkey, Iran, and Pakistan) endorsed the doctrine even before Congress
approved it and warmly welcomed Ambassador Richards, who dispensed $12.7
million in economic and military aid in Beirut and $4.5 million in Tripoli. King
Hussein of Jordan approved the doctrine but asked Richards to stay away from
the country while the king engaged in a power struggle with Prime Minister
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Suleiman al-Nabulsi, who denounced the doctrine and led demonstrations cele-
brating the termination of the Anglo-Jordanian treaty on 15 March. Richards
allocated $16 million to Iraq (plus $12.5 million for regional projects of the Bagh-
dad Pact) and $20 million to Saudi Arabia, although the leaders of both coun-
tries warned that U.S. support of Israel would erode the prestige of both the
United States and pro-Western Arab leaders in the minds of the Arab masses.?

Syria and Egypt, by contrast, showed no support for the Eisenhower Doc-
trine. Officials in the Bureau of Near Eastern, South Asian, and African Affairs
(NEA) directed Richardson to avoid Syria because of its regime’s unfriendliness
toward the United States. Preoccupied with achieving Israeli withdrawal from
his territory, Egyptian Premier Gamal Abdel Nasser declined to invite Richards
to visit Cairo to discuss the doctrine. Eisenhower feared that Nasser might tar-
nish the doctrine by rejecting it and consequently refrained from pressing the
matter. Years later, Nasser told a member of Congress that the doctrine seemed
“a device to re-establish imperial control by non-military means” and that he
would “have nothing to do with it and felt it was directed at Egypt as much as
at any communist threat.”®

Eisenhower intended to isolate the doctrine from Israel, which suited Israeli
leaders. The State Department opposed special aid for Israel in light of its rela-
tive security against communism and the likely reaction among Arab states to
such aid. For his part, Israeli Prime Minister David Ben-Gurion disliked the
doctrine because it promised to strengthen Western-Arab ties and reward Arab
states that remained hostile to his country. He also feared that U.S. pressure
to affirm the doctrine would imperil Israel’s budding rapprochement with the
Soviet Union and endanger “aliyah [immigration to Israel] from Poland and
three million [Jews] in Russia.” Israeli officials were pleased that Nasser’s criti-
cism of the doctrine damaged its prospects at no cost to their own interests.'°

Richards failed to reach an accord with Israeli leaders about the doctrine. In
fact, in light of Arab passions, he wished to avoid Israel and visited the coun-
try only after being ordered to do so by Dulles, who cited “very strong feeling
on the Hill.” Given their mutual lack of enthusiasm for any Israeli association
with the doctrine, Richards and Israeli leaders debated the doctrine to a stand-
still. On the grounds that Israel was not threatened by communism, Richards
rejected Foreign Minister Golda Meir’s requests for a pledge to defend Israel
against Arab as well as Soviet attack and for economic aid to construct housing
for recent East European immigrants. Meir and Ben-Gurion refused publicly
to affirm the doctrine for fear of endangering the welfare of Russian and East
European Jews."

The Pentagon prepared to implement the Eisenhower Doctrine even at risk
of triggering a third world war. In the event of U.S.-Soviet hostilities, the Joint
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Chiefs of Staft (jcs) planned to provide “a strategic defense of the Middle East
area, with the U.S. and other allied strategic air offensives making a major con-
tribution to this defense.” Such a war would likely become worldwide in scope
and involve an “intensive exchange of atomic weapons during a short initial
phase” followed by a Western offensive, bolstered by atomic weapons, against
the Soviet Union. Military bases in the Middle East would prove crucial to both
the aerial campaign and the ground offensive."

The jcs also planned to enforce the doctrine in a regional context. In the
event of an Arab-Israeli crisis, the Pentagon would position forces to deter hos-
tilities and to isolate and terminate any fighting that occurred. The Pentagon
also conceived various schemes for intervention in any state that became an
agent of communist expansion. While Egypt and Syria appeared the most likely
targets, by December 1957 the jcs composed plans to protect U.S. nationals or
to intervene in several countries. U.S. military officers seemed confident that
they would prevail in any such limited engagement with air and naval power
augmented by small, mobile, nuclear-capable ground troops.”®

The Pentagon calculated that it could enforce the Eisenhower Doctrine with
its forces as then arrayed. The Sixth Fleet maintained a sizable presence of air-
craft carriers, support ships, and a marine battalion in the Mediterranean, and
during the Jordan crisis of April 1957 the fleet moved from ports in France to
battle stations in the Eastern Mediterranean in fifty hours. A smaller Middle
East task force routinely patrolled the Persian Gulf, the Arabian Sea, and the
Red Sea. The Air Force had the capability to send a combat fleet to Adana, Tur-
key, within six hours of notification; to commence operations within another
six hours; and to launch atomic strikes within seventy-two hours of arrival.
The army earmarked a regimental combat team of eleven thousand soldiers in
Europe and two divisions in the United States for action in the Middle East.
Once alerted, an advance party of six hundred soldiers would be airlifted to
the region, with the remainder airlifted immediately or brought by sea within
twenty-five days. With such combat-ready, atomic-capable, and mobile forces,
the ycs expressed confidence that the Eisenhower Doctrine had teeth.*

In 1958, the Pentagon reaffirmed its readiness to fight in the Middle East even
as regional political conditions complicated the U.S. military’s tasks. As insta-
bility mounted in Lebanon and Jordan, American officers drafted contingency
plans for intervention in either state and stockpiled supplies at forward bases
in Turkey, Cyprus, and Libya. In June, the jcs affirmed its plans to intervene in
Arab-Israeli hostilities, which might erupt “with little or no warning.” By issuing
the Eisenhower Doctrine, the United States assumed the risks of involvement
in a war in the Middle East or even against the Soviet Union."
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Regional Security and Arms Supply

While formulating the Eisenhower Doctrine, Eisenhower had to reconsider two
cornerstones of his policy in the Middle East. Erected as an anti-Soviet contain-
ment barrier along the northern tier of the region, the Baghdad Pact was shaken
by Britain’s strike on Egypt in 1956. Eisenhower had to decide whether to aban-
don, revive, or formally join the scheme. In addition, the September 1955 Soviet-
Egyptian arms deal and the insecurity it caused in Israel had undermined the
arms control provisions of the Tripartite Declaration of 1950. Flooded with arms
requests by Israel and various Arab states, Eisenhower deliberated the conse-
quences of weapons supplies on his quest for regional stability.

Because Britain’s attack on Egypt endangered the Baghdad Pact, Eisenhower
clarified his support of the alliance. Meeting in Tehran in November 1956, Shah
Mohammad Reza Pahlavi of Iran, President Iskander Mirza of Pakistan, Prime
Minister Adnan Menderes of Turkey, and Prime Minister Nuri Said of Iraq
criticized Britain’s resort to arms against Egypt. The U.S. State Department
feared that the pact might collapse, affirmed it, and declared that “a threat to the
territorial integrity or political independence of the members would be viewed
by the United States with the utmost gravity.”'¢

Yet Eisenhower proved more cautious on the issue of whether to adhere for-
mally to the pact. The northern tier states pressed him to join to redress the
loss in British prestige and to bolster the pact against Soviet threats and Arab
nationalist criticism. Without the United States, Iraqi Crown Prince Abdul Ilah
told Dulles, “we are four zeroes and those only add up to zero.” The Pentagon
strongly supported U.S. adherence as a means to bolster the Iraqi government
against internal insurgency, gain access to military bases in Iraq, and counter
the alliance recently signed by Egypt, Syria, and Jordan. “The very life of the
Baghdad Pact is at stake,” the jcs argued.”

Most Arab states and Israel opposed U.S. membership in the Baghdad Pact.
Syrian Prime Minister Sabri al-Asali called U.S. adherence unnecessary and pro-
vocative. At a February 1957 meeting in Cairo, several Arab leaders declared that
the pact had fostered British aggression in Egypt, alienated Iraq from other Arab
states, and brought the Cold War to the Middle East. If the United States joined
the pact, these officials implied, they would embrace neutralism. Long opposed
to the alliance because it funneled weapons to Iraq and stimulated Soviet arms
supply to Egypt and Syria, Israeli leaders protested in late 1956 that U.S. ad-
herence might invite a Soviet attack on their state. Branding the pact forever
“hostile to Israel,” hasbara officials portrayed the treaty to the U.S. public as a
pro-Egypt venture that had lost sight of its anti-Soviet purpose.'®

Eisenhower and Dulles identified several reasons to decline membership.
Joining the pact, Dulles believed, would undermine U.N. efforts to solve the
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Suez controversy and intensify the Soviet effort at “hopping over the ‘northern
tier’ line” through covert, economic, and psychological measures. Membership
would identify the United States with “Iraq’s violently anti-Israel attitude and
also Iraq’s ambitions vis-a-vis Syria, Jordan, and Saudi Arabia.” Joining would
also cause “irresistible pressure” in Congress to issue Israel a security guarantee,
which the State and Defense Departments opposed. Eisenhower endorsed but
refused to join the pact, confident that informal participation would serve U.S.
interests without the risks of formal adherence.””

Moreover, Eisenhower and Dulles increasingly considered the Baghdad Pact
obsolete. Beset by various weaknesses from the outset, the pact declined in im-
portance as U.S. officials rested their security on the Eisenhower Doctrine, and
Iraq withdrew from the agreement eight months after the country’s July 1958
revolution. “We should welcome and encourage” Iraqi departure from the Bagh-
dad Pact, Dulles subsequently told British officials. Lacking Arab members was
“a healthier position, particularly in relation to Israel.” When Iraq departed, the
pact’s remaining members renamed it the Central Treaty Organization and re-
located its headquarters to Ankara. But the organization never mustered real
strength as an anti-Soviet defense mechanism.>

Eisenhower also reconsidered the issue of arms supply to the Arab states and
Israel. He approved arms supply to Jordan and Saudi Arabia after they endorsed
the Eisenhower Doctrine. In early 1958, the United States earmarked fifteen F-86
jets for Iraq, while Britain provided six Hawker Hunter jets to Lebanon and
twelve to Jordan. The United States declared officially that it armed the Arab
powers to help defend the region against Soviet attack; in reality, however, the
United States also acted to neutralize the political fallout from Egypt’s recent
acquisition of Soviet military jets.”!

By the same token, Eisenhower denied arms to Syria and Egypt. In early
1957, Nasser arranged an Arab conference in Cairo that declared that Arab states
would seek Soviet arms unless the West supplied these needs, but Eisenhower
resolved not to compete with the Soviet Union for Egypt’s loyalty. It also did
not seem prudent to arm Egypt in light of its disputes with Israel or to arm
Syria, given its political orientation. When King Saud questioned whether such
a policy actually drove Egypt and Syria into Soviet arms, Eisenhower explained
that they had foolishly chosen to align with Soviet “materialistic atheism.” By
1958, Egypt had accepted Soviet aid worth hundreds of millions of dollars.*?

Eisenhower also faced a 1957-58 Israeli campaign to acquire new weapons.
Israeli officials protested that the Arab states, divided in loyalties to East and
West, collectively received large quantities of arms that posed a serious danger
to the Jewish state. In October 1957, the country’s leaders requested weapons to
balance the submarines and MiG-19 aircraft that had recently arrived in Egypt
and Syria. Because Nasser would soon deploy one thousand Soviet tanks, Meir
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argued in late 1958, Israel needed U.S. funds to increase its arsenal to two hun-
dred tanks.?®

The president declined the Israeli requests, however. Dulles downplayed
Arab rhetoric about destroying Israel, telling the country’s ambassador to Wash-
ington, Abba Eban, that “Israel was just a good thing for politicians to talk
about.” Although the Arab states possessed more weapons than Israel, c1a and
State Department officials concluded, Israel’s superiority in airpower, logistics,
and skill would enable it to defeat an attack by any combination of its Arab ene-
mies. Eisenhower refused to supply Israel with bombers or tanks because they
had offensive applications. Dulles told Eban in 1957 to strive for “a respectable
defensive posture” rather than a preponderance of arms.**

The Decline of the Peace Process

In principle, Eisenhower and Dulles considered Arab-Israeli peace a foundation
of a stable and noncommunist Middle East. After the Suez-Sinai War, however,
the American officials found the Arab states and Israel unprepared to make
the concessions required by a comprehensive, Alpha-style peace plan. Thus, the
president and secretary of state decided, over the objections of the Pentagon, to
suspend such peacemaking initiatives until the local states became more pre-
pared to cooperate. Convinced that peace initiatives doomed to failure would
only aggravate Arab-Israeli tensions, Dulles even hindered such initiatives by
other countries. In 1957-61, the United States put comprehensive peacemaking
to rest.

The Suez-Sinai War initially rekindled Eisenhower’s interest in promoting
Arab-Israeli peace. He confided privately that he lost sleep trying to solve such a
conflict “with no limit either in intensity or scope.” He even oftered to collabo-
rate with neutralist Indian Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru to formulate Arab-
Israeli settlement terms. The Suez-Sinai War demonstrated, State Department
officials noted, that Arab-Israeli peace “is prerequisite to political stability and
economic and social progress in [the] Near East.” In early 1957, Eisenhower and
Dulles realized that a permanent settlement of the Arab-Israeli conflict would
serve the Eisenhower Doctrine’s purposes.®

Yet U.S. efforts to facilitate an Arab-Israeli settlement in late 1956 met strong
opposition. In November, Dulles proposed a General Assembly resolution to
create a five-nation committee to formulate a comprehensive peace plan. Ben-
Gurion demanded direct Arab-Israeli peace talks, however, while Nasser re-
fused to consider peace terms while foreign armies occupied his country. U.N.
Secretary-General Dag Hammarskjold advised that the resolution might under-
mine his efforts to achieve troop withdrawal and canal clearance. Dulles shelved
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the resolution in December. “We had tried our best,” he explained, “but there
was not much else we could do at this time.”2¢

In 1957, Dulles discerned serious obstacles to peacemaking in the Arab states.
Egyptian Foreign Minister Mahmoud Fawzi asserted that “peace was out of the
question.” Iraq, Lebanon, and Saudi Arabia jointly demanded that any peace
plan must be based on the 1947 U.N. resolutions on Palestine, which would strip
Israel of vast parcels of land on which it had settled some five hundred thousand
Jews. The Arab countries argued that the 1947 resolutions were legally bind-
ing, that removing land from Israel would help liquidate the Palestinian refugee
crisis, and that promotion of such terms would inflate the prestige of conserva-
tive Arab states and undermine that of radical ones. Dulles rejected this Arab
demand on the rationale that “the clock could not be turned back.”?”

Israel also resisted peacemaking on U.S. terms in 1957. U.S. Ambassador
to Tel Aviv Edward B. Lawson reported that official and public opinion in
Israel preferred peacemaking while the country remained militarily superior.
But Israeli officials denigrated the terms of the 1955 Alpha plan, and Ben-Gurion
demanded to negotiate peace directly with his Arab counterparts rather than
through an intermediary, a position that U.S. officials considered a roadblock
to settlement. “This was the worst possible moment,” Eban told Dulles in the
autumn, “to raise the question of the totality of an Arab-Israel settlement.”?®

The new factor of Soviet involvement further reduced U.S. hopes for pro-
moting a comprehensive peace plan. In spring 1957, Soviet officials asked to
participate in any great power initiative to pacify the Middle East, and French
Ambassador to Washington Hervé Alphand conceded that the “door should be
left open a little” to East-West cooperation. In November, Soviet leader Nikita
Khrushchev proposed a U.S.-British-French-Soviet guarantee of Middle East
borders as a basis for peace. Sensing that the Soviets had instigated the Arab
push to revive the 1947 resolutions, however, Eisenhower and Dulles suspected
that the Soviets aimed to split the Western alliance. The State Department told
the French that it “strongly opposed” Soviet participation “in any way in the for-
mulation of policy in Middle East matters.” Eisenhower added that he had “no
confidence in the Soviet Union.”?®

In light of the Arab, Israeli, and Soviet positions, Eisenhower and Dulles
decided not to resume any peacemaking initiative on the scale of the Alpha
plan. While peace remained his objective, Eisenhower commented on 6 Feb-
ruary, “the moment was not propitious” to promote it. He and Prime Minis-
ter Macmillan agreed at the Bermuda summit in March that they would seek
only “piecemeal settlement of various particular problems as they arise.” Dulles
rejected an elaborate proposal by Assistant Secretary of Defense Mansfield D.
Sprague to head up a vast road-rail-pipeline development scheme along the
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Egyptian-Israeli border as a means of promoting cooperation between the two
powers. The secretary of state also turned down a June recommendation from
U.N. Ambassador Henry Cabot Lodge Jr. to revive the Alpha plan.*®

In late 1957, the Pentagon challenged Dulles’s passivity regarding peacemak-
ing. Suspecting that the State Department refrained from compelling Israel to
settle with the Arab states for domestic political reasons, the jcs observed that
Arab-Israeli tensions had opened Egypt and Syria to Soviet influence. “The
threat to U.S. security inherent in failing to take the initiative,” the ycs advised,
“is so great as to transcend the interests of any minority group within the United
States.” Assistant Secretary of State William M. Rountree countered to Chief of
Naval Operations Admiral Arleigh A. Burke that promotion of a peace settle-
ment would only arouse nationalist Arab leaders and undermine conservative
ones.*

Dissatisfied with such reasoning, Pentagon officials debated Dulles on peace-
making during a January 1958 NsC meeting. Because “World War III could very
well commence” in the Middle East, Deputy Secretary of Defense Donald A.
Quarles argued, “a strong initiative by the United States was required.” Dulles
conceded that the Arab-Israeli deadlock was “tragic and disturbing” because
“we are confronted with a clear threat to the security of the United States.” But
he found the Pentagon’s prescription “simply not realistic.” Because Israel was
“the darling of Jewry throughout the world,” he explained, “there were certain
courses of action which simply could not be followed.” The United States, he
concluded, could engage only in “muddling through.”3?

In the final draft of Nsc policy paper 5801, the council essentially approved
Dulles’s “muddling through” approach. Despite the attraction of an Alpha-style
settlement, U.S. officials were prepared to accept “a settlement short of formal
peace and addressed to some rather than all of the outstanding issues, and
with only some rather than all of the Arab states.” Under the Eisenhower Doc-
trine umbrella, the United States would deter and thwart aggression within the
Middle East, prepare politically and militarily to defend victims of attack, and
endorse U.N. initiatives to settle any outstanding issues. But the United States
would suspend the comprehensive peace process.*?

Consistent with this policy, Dulles resisted other countries” appeals to make
peace. Britain proposed that the two Western allies issue a joint declaration of
terms for compromise settlement of the refugee, security, and border issues. But
Dulles rejected the proposal as “inopportune,” predicting that it would fall flat
and in the process undermine his effort to convince the Arab states that inter-
national communism posed a greater menace than Israel did. In late 1957, he
also declined a request from Canada, Norway, Australia, and Lebanon to lead a
comprehensive peacemaking venture >*

Until the end of the Eisenhower administration, U.S. officials refrained from
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launching a major peace initiative. In November 1958, the Nsc ranked settle-
ment of the Arab-Israeli conflict as a national objective in the Middle East lower
in importance only than containment of communism and preservation of oil.
Because Israel and its Arab neighbors were not prepared to make peace, how-
ever, Eisenhower and Dulles remained convinced that “we simply could not bull
our way through to a settlement of the problem by our efforts alone.” Dulles’s de-
clining health —he retired from the State Department in April 1959, one month
before cancer claimed his life—also stymied peacemaking. His successor, Chris-
tian A. Herter, lacked the prestige and presidential confidence needed to launch
a major initiative. “Any early Arab-Israeli peace settlement,” Armin Meyer of
the NEA observed in July 1959, “is out of the question.”?*

State Department officials remained unmoved even when the major 1960
presidential candidates endorsed peacemaking. In an address to the Ameri-
can Zionist Organization on 25 August, Democratic nominee John F. Ken-
nedy pledged that as president he would host an Arab-Israeli peace conference
at the White House. Two days later, Vice President and Republican nominee
Richard M. Nixon told the same group that he would assign Ambassador Lodge
as a special emissary to settle the conflict. State Department officials viewed both
pledges as sheer politicking. After Kennedy’s victory in the general election,
Meyer confided to M. S. Weir of the British embassy that Kennedy’s planned
summit seemed “an unrealistic approach which stood little chance of accep-
tance by the Arabs.” Meyer preferred to “see the present comparative calm con-

tinue.” 3¢

Conclusion

After the Suez-Sinai War, special challenges confronted Eisenhower and Dulles
as they sought to secure the Middle East. Turmoil in the region, the collapse
of British influence, and growing Soviet influence posed formidable hindrances
to U.S. aspirations. Through the Eisenhower Doctrine, and to a lesser degree
through the Baghdad Pact and arms supply, the United States sought to pre-
serve its vital interests in the Middle East in the late 1950s.

The Arab-Israeli conflict complicated this task by challenging the Eisen-
hower Doctrine. U.S. officials intended the doctrine to shield the Middle East
from the external influence of the Soviet Union. Arab states, however, disliked
the doctrine in large part because of their mounting anti-Western anger stem-
ming from frustrations regarding Israel. Israel feared that the doctrine would
augment the power of its adversaries and disadvantage Soviet Jews. The Arab-
Israeli conflict weakened the foundation of the Eisenhower Doctrine, in other
words, and the doctrine in turn further aggravated that conflict.

The Arab-Israeli conflict also affected U.S. policy toward the Baghdad Pact.
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Certain Arab states opposed the pact for many reasons, among them the per-
ception that the pact eroded the unity the Arabs needed to deal with Israel. Israel
criticized the pact because it channeled arms to Iraq. Israeli opposition to U.S.
membership in the pact in the absence of a security guarantee to Israel struck a
chord in U.S. public and congressional opinion and thereby reinforced Eisen-
hower’s decision to maintain distance from the agreement.

U.S. arms supply policy faced similar obstacles. Certain Arab states’ ani-
mosity toward the West and acceptance of Soviet weapons undermined the U.S.
aim of avoiding a regional arms race. U.S. arming of those states with proper
political dispositions—Iraq, Jordan, Saudi Arabia, and Lebanon—added little
to regional security. Because of Israel and Egypt’s mutual animosity, the United
States withheld from those countries the arms that might have contributed to
regional security against Soviet attack. The absence of arms supply to Israel in-
tensified its feeling of insecurity, and Egypt’s growing dependence on Soviet
arms aggravated its tense relationship with Israel.

During the late 1950s, Eisenhower and Dulles sought in principle to pacify
the Arab-Israeli conflict. In light of the Suez-Sinai War, the Arab-Israeli dis-
pute posed the single greatest internal threat to regional stability. In practice,
however, U.S. leaders sensed that circumstances were simply not propitious for
a comprehensive settlement. Beginning in 1957, the United States grew passive
on the matter and even opposed initiatives by other powers, using the rationale
that efforts to make peace would not only fail but also backfire by consolidating
negotiating positions, stoking passions, and otherwise increasing rather than
decreasing the intensity of the conflict. Grand schemes such as the Alpha plan
of 1954-56 remained on the shelf during Eisenhower’s second term as president.

In the late 1950s, Eisenhower privileged his objective of containing the Soviet
Union over his quest to resolve the Arab-Israeli conflict. He consciously de-
clined a Soviet proposal to establish spheres of influence in the Middle East and
instead erected a containment system based on the Eisenhower Doctrine, the
Baghdad Pact, and arms supply to local states, even though such security mea-
sures stimulated local resistance and aggravated Arab-Israeli tensions. In short,
Eisenhower desired Arab-Israeli peace less than he worried about Soviet ambi-
tions to seize the Middle East from the West. Peacemaking became a casualty
of the Cold War.
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CONTAINING CONFLICT

U.S. Efforts to Avert Arab-Israeli Clashes,
1957-1961

In the late 1950s, the Arab-Israeli situation remained rife with controversy. Israel
considered intervention in Jordan during a 1957 political crisis in Amman, and
thereafter Israeli-Jordanian relations remained tense, with war a distinct pos-
sibility. Israel also confronted hostile regimes in Cairo and Damascus, which
joined to form the United Arab Republic (UAR) in early 1958. A political crisis in
Lebanon, coupled with a sudden revolution in Iraq, aggravated tensions across
the region in mid-1958 and prompted the United States and Britain to intervene
militarily in Lebanon and Jordan. Israel repeatedly figured in Western political
calculations in the region.

Although the Dwight D. Eisenhower administration refrained from seeking
a comprehensive Arab-Israeli peace settlement in the late 1950s, U.S. leaders
tried evenhandedly to head off potential military conflicts between Israel and
its Arab neighbors. The United States worked impartially to reduce Israeli-
Jordanian and Israeli-Syrian tensions by cautioning all sides peacefully to settle
their conflicts. President Eisenhower intervened in Lebanon and supported the
British occupation of Jordan to deny expansionist targets to both Israel and
the UAR. In essence, Eisenhower practiced dual containment, seeking to avert
Israeli and Arab expansion. Yet, as in the past, his evenhandedness provoked
criticism from all parties in the conflict.

The Cold War loomed large in Eisenhower’s policy toward these disputes.
His decisions to bolster the monarchy of Jordan, to tolerate the UAR, and to
send soldiers into Lebanon were driven by a determination to deny the Soviets
opportunities to spread political influence. Having defined anticommunist con-
tainment in the Middle East as a vital objective, Eisenhower felt compelled to
undertake risky political ventures, to place U.S. troops in harm’s way, and to
accept a limited level of Arab-Israeli conflict.

235
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The Jordan Crisis and Jordanian-Israeli Relations

In early 1957, Jordan experienced a political crisis that involved both an internal
revolt and a threat of external meddling that portended Arab-Israeli war. On
behalf of their ambition to stabilize the Middle East, Eisenhower and Secretary
of State John Foster Dulles took steps both to save King Hussein and to deter an
international clash over his country. After the crisis, Jordan experienced border-
related controversies with Israel that were aggravated by the larger Arab-Israeli
rivalry. With Eisenhower and Dulles distracted by other issues, State Depart-
ment officials contained these disputes.

The Jordanian crisis of 1957 originated as an internal struggle for power.
Suleiman al-Nabulsi, appointed prime minister after the elections of October
1956, encouraged a nationalist movement to overthrow King Hussein and enter
a federation with Syria and Egypt. After months of political skirmishes, Hussein
asserted his authority in April. Bolstered by thousands of Bedouin warriors who
entered Amman, he dismissed al-Nabulsi and Army Chief of Staff General Ali
Abu Nuwar on charges of conspiring with communists to undermine the king’s
authority. Having feared the collapse of the monarchy, U.S. officials promptly
stabilized Hussein with tens of millions of dollars in aid."

The crisis in Jordan also triggered an international showdown. Pronounce-
ments and troop movements indicated that Syria might intervene in Jordan to
help the rebels and that Iraq or Saudi Arabia might enter to defend the mon-
archy, while a reported partial mobilization by Israel revealed that it might
seize the West Bank if Jordan disintegrated. Syria branded Israeli mobilization
a threat, while Israel charged that Egypt and Syria had instigated fedayeen at-
tacks to provoke an Israeli reaction that would justify an Arab military incursion
into Jordan. Nervous U.S. officials feared that any spark—such as the death of
King Hussein —would set off a chain reaction leading to a war over Jordan. U.S.
intelligence officers could only hope that “the neighboring states will work to
preserve the Kingdom lest each . . . lose out in the division of the spoils.”>

While stabilizing Jordan internally, Eisenhower also took steps to protect it
from external encroachment. He publicly reaffirmed the Tripartite Declaration
as a deterrent to foreign intervention, a measure of dual containment. The Pen-
tagon ordered the Sixth Fleet to sail to the eastern Mediterranean, stationed the
Sixth Fleet Amphibious Task Group in Beirut, positioned two destroyers near
Massawa-Aden, and alerted ground and air units in Europe for possible deploy-
ment to air and land bases in Turkey and Lebanon.?

Although war was averted, the Jordanian episode caused tension between
the United States and Egypt. Egyptian Premier Gamal Abdel Nasser deftly de-
nied that he had interfered in Jordan, but U.S. officials disputed his claim and
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concluded that Egyptian and Syrian expansionism imperiled the pro-Western
states of the Middle East. The State Department noted that the outcome of the
Jordan crisis spelled a political defeat for Nasser, and the department braced for
him to retaliate on the canal or some other matter.*

The Jordanian crisis also added to tensions between the United States and
Israel. Foreign Minister Golda Meir pledged to remain “sensible and quiet”
while U.S. leaders saved King Hussein, but she complained that they underesti-
mated the danger of an Arab attack on Israel and demanded that they issue a
security guarantee against Iraqi or Saudi military forces that might move into
Jordan. Undersecretary of State Christian A. Herter denied the request and
emphasized Iraq’s recent assurance of peacefulness as well as Saudi military
inferiority. When Israeli officials complained about infiltrations from Jordan,
the State Department cautioned the Jewish state to avoid provocation on the
border.?

After the April crisis, U.S. officials became involved in a series of border con-
troversies between Israel and Jordan. The first clash started in July 1957, when
Israeli workers escorted by soldiers entered the Israeli side of a neutral zone
south of Jerusalem to plant trees as an erosion control measure. (See map 4.)
Goaded by Egyptian and Syrian accusations that he had made a secret deal with
Israel to divide the zone, King Hussein asked the U.N. Security Council to order
Israel to cease the operation on grounds that it violated the armistice. Israel
countered that Jordan had earlier violated the armistice by building military
trenches and a highway in the zone.®

U.S. officials initially restrained both Israel and Jordan but eventually pressed
Israel to relent in the face of Egyptian subversion of Jordan. At first, the State
Department advised Israel to halt the tree planting because its benefits did not
justify provoking Jordan; furthermore, the department warned Jordan that a
Security Council debate might result in a censure of Jordan. When the Secu-
rity Council considered the matter on 4 September, the United States voted for
a vague resolution affirming the armistice and calling on the United Nations
Truce Supervision Organization (UNTSO) to report on the situation. When
Radio Cairo called for King Hussein’s assassination because he was soft on
Israel, however, Dulles demanded that Israel halt its project to the ease pressure
on the king”

Israel relented slightly as a result of the U.S. effort. Although Prime Minister
David Ben-Gurion privately regretted that Dulles “whined” about the issue and
called him an accessory to Arab blackmail, the Israeli leader agreed on 30 Octo-
ber to suspend the tree planting for eight weeks “to help King Hussein.” Israeli
officials also offered to furnish King Hussein with intelligence about rebel move-
ments within Jordan (and Dulles suggested the C14 as a delivery channel). While
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grateful, Dulles remained concerned that Israel had suspended rather than can-
celed the work. He rejected Israeli pleas to dismiss Jordan’s complaint to the
Security Council even as he pressed Jordan to retract it.?

U.S. officials also intervened in a series of Israeli-Jordanian clashes regarding
the status of Jerusalem’s Mount Scopus. Under a 7 July 1948 agreement, Israeli
civilians had occupied a demilitarized enclave on Mount Scopus, with Jordan
permitting fortnightly convoys to supply the residents. But showdowns devel-
oped in November 1957, when Jordan prevented passage of a regular convoy,
and in May 1958, when Jordan blocked another convoy and Israeli patrols halted
Palestinian civilian traffic on a roadway through the enclave. U.N. efforts to arbi-
trate a permanent access agreement failed, and tensions rose amid reports of
Israeli troop concentrations in the area. During these episodes, the State De-
partment urged restraint on both sides, cautioned Israel that any setback suf-
fered by King Hussein would boost Arab radicals, and arbitrated deals to defuse
tensions.’

The State Department also became involved in a war scare over the West
Bank. Ben-Gurion declared in October 1958 that Israel would demand demilita-
rization of that area if its political status changed. Citing this statement and re-
ports of Israeli mobilization, UAR officials charged that Israel planned to attack
Jordan. The State Department encouraged Israel to clear the air with a statement
of peaceful intentions and reminded Nasser of the U.S. policy of opposing ag-
gression. Ben-Gurion denounced reports of Israeli mobilization as “stupid false-
hoods” and gave assurances that Israel harbored no expansionist ambitions."®

Although pleased that war was averted, State Department officials realized
that a general settlement between the two states remained unachievable. In early
1960, King Hussein floated a peace plan including his own recognition of Israel
and temporary limits on Jewish immigration to Israel. But Armin Meyer of the
Bureau of Near Eastern, South Asian, and African Affairs (NEA) reasoned that
Jordan’s leaders had taken a grave risk since Nasser would “make mincemeat
out of them” if he learned of the plan. “There would not be an Arab-Palestine
settlement for a generation,” Meyer estimated, so it seemed unwise to back a
plan “with so small a chance of success, at risk of bringing on King Hussein’s
death by assassination.” "

Israeli Problems with Egypt and Syria

While working to preserve Jordan, the United States also wrestled with persis-
tent tensions between Israel and its more powerful neighbors, Egypt and Syria.
American efforts to nudge Egypt and Israel to consider peacemaking made no
progress before Egypt and Syria merged in February 1958 into the UAR, a de-
velopment that accentuated Israel’s insecurity by unifying the militaries of two
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adversaries. Both before and after the merger, moreover, a series of incidents
along the Israeli-Syrian border raised the prospect of war. U.S. officials adopted
a position of strict neutrality in these disputes, aiming above all to deter either
side from any action that might provoke general hostilities.

In 1957, the United States tried with little success to stabilize the Egyptian-
Israeli relationship. Neither Nasser nor Ben-Gurion responded affirmatively to
U.S. suggestions to consider peacemaking. Nasser “is in the mood to make ex-
treme statements,” c1A officials noted in 1957, including “a call for holy war
against Israel.” Although Nasser assured U.S. Ambassador to Cairo Raymond A.
Hare in late 1957 that an “Egyptian attack on Israel can be ruled out,” Israeli offi-
cials remained alarmed by evidence of Egyptian covert actions in other Arab
states and fedayeen training along the Israeli-Egyptian border. “There was no
hope of doing business with Nasser,” Israeli Embassy First Secretary Shimshon
Arad declared in January 1958."?

U.S. officials worked to stem Egyptian-Israeli tensions, which increased in
early 1958 as a result of intra-Arab rivalries. When Egypt and Syria formed the
UAR, Jordan and Iraq countered the move with a federation. In such a con-
text, Arab powers competed in broadcasting hostile propaganda against Israel,
which again asked for U.S. security assurances against such threats. James M.
Ludlow of the NEA advised, however, that the division of the Arab world into
two blocs improved Israeli security. The anti-Israel rhetoric served domestic
political interests in the Arab states, Dulles told Israeli Ambassador to Wash-
ington Abba Eban, and was “not . . . a cause for Israel to be frightened.”*?

U.S. officials also became involved as a neutral arbiter in a series of disputes
between Israel and Syria as an independent state and UAR member. In early
1957, Syria massed troops along its border with Israel and seized an Israeli fish-
ing boat on Lake Tiberias. Israel fortified trenches and constructed a bridge in
the northern demilitarized zone (DMZ), causing Syria to complain to the Secu-
rity Council that such work violated the armistice. Suspicious that domestic
and intra-Arab politics fueled this complaint, the State Department remained
reticent during the Security Council debates, which resulted in the acquittal of
Israel, but warned Israel to desist from provocative actions in or near the pmz. "

U.S. officials adhered to this sort of neutral position when a firefight erupted
along the Israeli-Syrian border in July. Allen Dulles blamed the violence on “the
young and militant group in Syria” that “wanted a foreign adventure as an ex-
cuse for taking over the government.” Israel complained to UNTSO about Syrian
behavior, Arad told NEA officials, “to let the Syrians know that they were playing
with fire.” Although Syria seemed at fault, the State Department urged restraint
on both powers. Dulles told Israel that Syria made empty threats for intra-Arab
consumption and rejected Israel’s request to invoke the Eisenhower Doctrine
against Damascus."”
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In 1958, U.S. officials found it increasingly difficult to remain neutral in such
controversies. When Israel resumed work on the Huleh canal in March, Syrian
soldiers fired on the workers, and a tank and artillery duel followed. A series
of violent border incidents over subsequent months culminated in a major ar-
tillery battle in December. Despite UNTsO findings that the UAR provoked the
battle, U.S. officials urged both sides to show restraint. U.S. neutrality in a clear-
cut case of Syrian attack made Israeli officials so angry, Eban warned, that a
“crisis” existed in U.S.-Israeli relations.'®

Through the end of the Eisenhower presidency, the State Department per-
formed a balancing act between Israeli and Syrian claims. Tension peaked
in January 1959, when Syrian and Israeli forces scuffled over control of Lake
Tiberias, and again in early 1960, when a series of border fights erupted. In
such episodes, Israel pressured the United States to sponsor Security Council
hearings condemning the UAR for provocation and vowed to fight if necessary
to preserve Israeli national security. U.S. officials, however, attributed partial
blame for the incidents to Israel’s actions in the DMz, recognized that Syria had
legitimate claims to Lake Tiberias, urged both sides to maintain the peace, and
opposed Security Council hearings because they would raise rather than dimin-
ish tensions."”

Israel and the Crises in Lebanon and Jordan, 1958

In 1958, revolutionary unrest in three pro-Western Arab states profoundly
alarmed Eisenhower and Dulles. In Lebanon, a Nasser-inspired revolt threat-
ened the government. In Jordan, nationalists continued plotting to oust King
Hussein. In July, a sudden revolution in Iraq caused U.S. leaders to worry that
similar coups might occur in Beirut and Amman. Generally reluctant to inter-
vene militarily in any of these situations, Eisenhower decided during the Iraq
crisis to dispatch U.S. Marines to Lebanon and to support the British occupation
of Jordan. He acted because he calculated that a collapse of either state would
provoke a clash between the UAR and Israel that would become violent or open
the door to Soviet intrigue. Eisenhower practiced dual containment of Israel
and the UAR to serve his containment of the Soviet Union.

The Lebanon crisis originated in the country’s sectarian divisions between
Christians and Muslims. Since the country had obtained independence from
France during World War II, Lebanon’s government had been based on a “na-
tional pact” that divided power between the two confessional communities.
President Camille Chamoun, a Christian elected in 1952 to serve until 23 Sep-
tember 1958, practiced a pro-Western foreign policy and endorsed the Eisen-
hower Doctrine. Attracted to Nasser’s pan-Arab nationalism, however, many of
Lebanon’s Muslims grew increasingly critical of their government. When Cha-
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moun sought in early 1958 to amend the constitution to permit himself to serve
a second six-year term, Muslims firmly resisted him.'®

Eisenhower and Dulles took a deep interest in Lebanon when violence
wracked the country in May 1958. The assassination of a rival Christian leader,
Nasib Matni, on 8 May touched off three days of anti-Chamoun rioting. Mobs
burned United States Information Service libraries in Tripoli and Beirut, and
saboteurs severed Iraq Petroleum Company pipelines. U.S. officials rushed
weapons to Chamoun, including eighteen tanks that arrived on 29 May, en-
abling government troops to end the rioting. But the Lebanese chief of staff,
General Fuad Chehab, a moderate Christian who opposed Chamoun’s bid for
extended power, refused to crush the rebellion for fear of fragmenting his army
along confessional lines. Instability lingered, and Chamoun asked the United
States to intervene militarily to save his presidency."”

Chamoun’s request presented Eisenhower with a dilemma. On the one hand,
he sensed that intervention to prolong Chamoun’s presidency would dimin-
ish U.S. prestige in many Third World states. On the other hand, intelligence
officers blamed Nasser for instigating the rebellion by broadcasting radio propa-
ganda and infiltrating hundreds of armed Syrians into Lebanon. At best, Eisen-
hower feared, Chamoun’s fall would vault into power an anti-Western, pro-
Nasser successor. At worst, it would trigger a UAR-Israeli war for control of
Lebanon.*®

To resolve this dilemma, Eisenhower informed Chamoun that the United
States would contemplate intervention only if three conditions were met, and
Chamoun quickly complied. Specifically, Lebanon must appeal to the United
Nations for assistance against infiltration from the UAR, other Arab states must
endorse U.S. intervention, and Chamoun must cancel his bid to remain in office.
On 22 May, Chamoun appealed to the Security Council, which in June formed
the U.N. Observer Group in Lebanon to investigate foreign involvement in
Lebanon. He also persuaded Iraq and Jordan to endorse U.S. intervention and
suspended his quest to remain president.?!

As Chamoun met the U.S. conditions, Eisenhower faced intensifying pres-
sure to intervene. The rebellion widened in June, and Chamoun told U.S. envoys
that it was time to “pull the ‘panic switch.”” Dulles warned that “the situation is
slipping down the drain” and, with an explicit reference to Munich, ruled out a
compromise between Chamoun and Nasser because “Lebanon would be taken
in two bites instead of one.” Britain signaled that it would consider U.S. inter-
vention in Lebanon justified, and the New York Times warned that a “Lebanese
Anschluss” by Nasser would gravely destabilize the Middle East.??

Despite such pressures, Eisenhower remained reluctant to take action in
Lebanon. He doubted that intervention “would either solve the present crisis or
enhance Lebanon’s long term position in the area.” Lebanon “has the capacity to

3%
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solve this crisis without the use of foreign military forces,” Dulles explained to
Chamoun on 18 June. Although intervention might be the “lesser of two evils”
when compared to Nasserite revolution, he elaborated to Eban, “it was a great
evil.” Lebanon might become, U.S. Navy officers observed, “a western supported
island surrounded by a sea of Arab hate—almost a second Israel.”**

The Iraqi coup of 14 July finally prompted Eisenhower, still with great re-
luctance, to send soldiers into Lebanon. “This is probably our last chance to do
something in the area,” he told his advisers. Dulles agreed that “the losses from
doing nothing would be worse than the losses from action.” Eisenhower ordered
the marines to occupy strategic sites in Beirut and to preserve the independence
and integrity of Lebanon, and he dispatched Deputy Undersecretary of State
Robert D. Murphy to Beirut to find a political settlement that would enable an
early withdrawal of U.S. troops. “We must get Lebanon into condition where it
can take care of itself,” Eisenhower told Dulles, “because we cannot keep troops
there indefinitely.”>*

Eisenhower’s notion of dual containment prompted him to intervene de-
spite his earlier reluctance. On the one hand, the president wished to deny Nas-
ser political control of Beirut and to make him feel vulnerable elsewhere. The
“basic reason for our Mid East trouble, is Nasser’s capture of Arab loyalty and
enthusiasm throughout the region,” Eisenhower observed. On the other hand,
U.S. action would deter Israel from seizing territory in Lebanon on grounds of
denying it to Nasser. Eisenhower and Dulles also reasoned that intervention
would preserve their credibility in states relying on U.S. assurances and demon-
strate that the United States was firmly resolved to prevent Soviet interference.
Public support, evident in Gallup poll data showing 59 percent approval for
the operation among residents of New York, Chicago, and Washington, eased
Eisenhower’s decision.”

Military intervention in Lebanon produced acceptable short-term results for
the United States. General Chehab won election to the presidency on 31 July,
accommodated the nationalists and Muslim rebels by distancing himself from
the United States, and restored stability to Lebanon. His election, Allen Dulles
told the National Security Council, was “probably the most favorable result
under the complicated circumstances existing in Lebanon.” U.S. forces with-
drew from the country in late October.

While U.S. forces occupied Lebanon, Eisenhower endorsed a British opera-
tion to prevent a revolution in Jordan. Hours after the coup in Baghdad, Brit-
ain suggested joint intervention to save King Hussein from a copycat rebellion.
Dulles told Eisenhower that the secretary of state had “no enthusiasm” for the
idea because King Hussein was an unpopular leader of an artificial state and
intervention would inflame Arab nationalism and likely fail. The Joint Chiefs
of Staff (ycs) endorsed intervention, however, and Allen Dulles warned that a
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power vacuum in Jordan would trigger an Israeli-Iraqi clash. In another act of
dual containment, Eisenhower endorsed British action in Jordan but declined
to send U.S. troops.?”

Beyond Lebanon and Jordan, however, Eisenhower remained opposed to
Western military action to contain intraregional conflict. Britain proposed joint
military operations against Arab radicals in Iraq and Syria, and Allen Dulles
warned that the Iraqi coup, if allowed to stand, would imperil not only Leba-
non and Jordan but also Saudi Arabia, Turkey, and Iran. Yet Eisenhower re-
fused to sanction “a big operation” in Iraq or Syria because doing so would
run “far, far beyond anything which I have the power to do constitutionally.”
Moreover, Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev warned that U.S. intervention in
Iraq would cause “most dangerous and unforeseen consequences.” Whereas the
United States could manage an intervention in Lebanon, Dulles noted, “in the
other countries, the thing might blow up.”*®

Indeed, despite U.S. moderation, the Western interventions in Lebanon and
Jordan provoked tension between the superpowers. The Soviets publicly attrib-
uted the operations to “the yearning of the oil monopolies of the usa and other
western powers to preserve their colonialist rule . . . and the failure of the Bagh-
dad Pact and the notorious [Eisenhower] doctrine.” In the Security Council,
the United States and Britain vetoed Soviet resolutions demanding an immedi-
ate end to the occupations, and the Soviets vetoed U.S. resolutions approving
them. After Khrushchev warned that Eisenhower was “playing with fire in a
powder keg,” the Pentagon prudently monitored Soviet maneuvers in Turki-
stan, Transcaucasia, and Bulgaria; sent five air squadrons to Adana, Turkey;
placed forces worldwide on a general alert; and ordered North American De-
fense Command fighter interceptors, armed with MB-1 atomic rockets, to five-
minute alert status.>®

The British intervention in Jordan also involved the United States in a com-
plicated Anglo-Israeli conflict. On 16 July, Ben-Gurion informed U.S. Ambas-
sador to Tel Aviv Edward B. Lawson that the Israeli government would approve
overflights of its territory by British planes headed for Jordan if the United
States accepted “responsibility for the consequences.” Before Washington could
reply, Britain dispatched a paratrooper brigade from Cyprus to Amman in the
predawn hours of 17 July. Israeli fighters fired on the British transport planes as
they entered Israeli airspace, forcing most of them to return to Cyprus. At the
urgent request of Britain, State Department officials asked Ben-Gurion’s aides to
awaken him at 4:00 A.M. and secure his approval for the British flights. The U.S.
government also asked permission for its planes carrying oil needed by British
forces in Amman to fly over Israel.*®

The U.S. request confronted Ben-Gurion with a dilemma. On the one hand,
he favored the Western interventions, fearing that if Chamoun and King Hus-
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sein fell from power, Soviet or Egyptian influence would surge against Israel.
On the other hand, Ben-Gurion feared that collaboration would tarnish Israel’s
image in the eyes of Afro-Asian states, trigger massive domestic criticism, and,
as Ben-Gurion told the British, provoke Soviet retaliation that “could wipe out
Israel in 20 minutes.” Ben-Gurion decided to tolerate but not formally approve
the overflights. Britain and the United States, he noted, “will do what they must
do, and if they pass through our country, we will protest.” Israel denied “official
permission for overflights,” Herter noted, “but told us to go ahead.”*!

Ben-Gurion’s concession stabilized the situation in Jordan for only a few
days. By 24 July, British planes had airlifted eighteen hundred soldiers and
various supplies to Amman, but the reliability of the aerial supply route was
weakened by Israel’s occasional protests and delays of flights. British forces in
Amman remained critically short of manpower and supplies, and their efforts
to establish a sea-rail supply line through Aqaba encountered logistical prob-
lems. In contrast to the rapid improvement in Beirut, the situation in Amman
remained perilous well after British forces arrived. “Jordan stands on one man,”
Ben-Gurion aptly noted, in reference to King Hussein, “and if a bullet removes
him then the British military will be of no use.”**

In addition to endorsing Britain’s petition to Ben-Gurion, U.S. officials pro-
vided psychological and logistical support for British operations in Jordan. The
jcs ordered navy jets to overfly the West Bank at low altitudes, concentrating
over refugee camps and along the Syrian border, with an intent, as Dulles noted,
of “heartening [the British] up and showing our presence.” The Pentagon also
filled the gaps in Britain’s tenuous supply lines. By 24 July, the U.S. Air Force
had flown fifteen hundred drums of oil products from Beirut to Amman to tide
over British forces until a tanker reached Aqaba on 26 July.*?

This initial U.S. support prompted British officials to seek deeper U.S. mili-
tary intervention in Jordan. Because King Hussein remained vulnerable, Prime
Minister Harold Macmillan asked Eisenhower on 22 July to send combat troops
or at least assume responsibility for all supply flights over Israel. Ben-Gurion
“would raise much less political objection” to overflights by U.S. planes, the
British leader reasoned. “The really vital thing is to ensure the arrival in Amman
of an American force, however small,” Macmillan noted privately. “Once the
Americans are involved in Jordan, they will never allow the safety of their forces
to be prejudiced by difficulties of overflying.”**

Eisenhower immediately ruled out intervention by U.S. ground forces but
approved U.S. aerial supply of British forces in Jordan if Israel approved. Top
U.S. officials advised the president that properly supplied British troops would
likely save King Hussein. But if King Hussein fell and British forces departed
the country, Dulles warned, Israel would occupy the West Bank and the Arab
states would resist, triggering “a dangerous chain reaction in the international
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field.” As yet another measure of dual containment, Eisenhower asked Israel
to authorize overflights of U.S. airplanes flying British supplies from Cyprus to
Jordan.?®

Ben-Gurion approved U.S. overflights but extracted a modest reward from
Eisenhower. The Israeli leader authorized the overflights “for a number of days”
but also requested a U.S. security guarantee to protect his state from retaliation
for its acquiescence. The United States, he reasoned, must not “ask us to risk
our existence to permit the survival of Hussein’s regime for a few weeks.” As
U.S. airplanes began ferrying supplies to Amman, Eisenhower reminded Ben-
Gurion of the Eisenhower Doctrine and added that “since the Middle East com-
prehends Israel, you can be confident of United States interest in the integrity
and independence of Israel.”*¢

Despite this assurance, the overflight arrangement collapsed in early August.
Trouble started when the Soviet Union threatened to punish Israel for assist-
ing the Western operations. Then British and U.S. officers asked for permission
to use U.S. aircraft to shuttle an additional British battalion through Israeli air-
space. Ben-Gurion decided that he could not approve the airlift of British sol-
diers in the face of the Soviet threats. To do so would constitute “a criminal act
against his people,” he told British Ambassador to Tel Aviv Francis Rundall. The
Israeli air force would intercept flights beginning on 3 August.*”

U.S. and British officials reacted angrily to Ben-Gurion’s warning. Dulles ex-
pressed shock that Israel had capitulated to Soviet threats. “There were wide
political implications in giving the USSR a sense of power in the Middle East
by such subservient actions,” he explained to Ambassador Eban. Israel must
rely on the Eisenhower Doctrine rather than “do whatever the Soviet Union
requested.” On 4 August, Ambassadors Lawson and Rundall delivered similar
messages directly to Ben-Gurion. By his own account, Rundall spoke “harshly”
to the prime minister. By Ben-Gurion’s account, Rundall “made my life miser-
able. A few times I wanted to get up and throw him out of the room.”?®

Yet Ben-Gurion relented in the face of Anglo-U.S. appeals. He convinced
his cabinet to give him “a free hand” on the issue by arguing that those min-
isters who wished to prohibit overflights “do not understand the value of U.S.
friendship.” Ben-Gurion reported to the United States that he would allow the
resumption of flights on 5 August, provided, in deference to domestic politi-
cal concerns, that they occur only at night and carry only supplies rather than
soldiers. Ben-Gurion “did not want to leave the impression,” Eban explained,
“that Israel had bowed to Soviet pressure.” Thereafter, U.S. overflights of Israel
proceeded relatively smoothly.>

Eisenhower and Dulles established the supply line to Jordan and backed on-
going British efforts there as a measure of dual containment. In short, the U.S.
leaders continued to fear that if King Hussein fell, Israel would occupy the West
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Bank, which the uar would resist. The Soviets would support the UAR and the
West would back Israel, Dulles noted, producing a situation “something like
the Spanish Civil War.” To avoid that outcome, Dulles cautioned Soviet Foreign
Minister Andrey Gromyko not to force a British withdrawal from Jordan “until
we see that the result will not be the reopening of the Arab-Israeli armistice.”
The American secretary of state rejected Gromyko’s suggestion of a joint U.S.-
Soviet guarantee of Jordan’s borders as an alternative to British occupation on
the grounds that Jordan needed British financial assistance.*°

Dulles also used the prospect of Israeli expansion to contain the UAR. He
occasionally cautioned Ben-Gurion not to move into Jordan but refrained from
disclosing such messages to Nasser. There were “some advantages in the exis-
tence of an Israeli threat,” Dulles told the British minister to Washington, Lord
Hood, such as deterring Nasser from inciting antigovernment forces in Jordan.
When uAR Foreign Minister Mahmoud Fawzi demanded that Britain depart
Jordan, Dulles warned that such a move might provoke Israeli expansionism.*!

From Eisenhower’s vantage point, British intervention in Jordan was a suc-
cess. The infusion of British troops and financial subsidies internally stabilized
the kingdom, while U.S. diplomacy shielded it from external pressures. When
British forces departed in late 1958, King Hussein’s throne was secure. In addi-
tion, the Anglo-U.S. collaboration revealed that the breach of 1956 had fully
healed. The two allies should “take complete satisfaction in the complete under-
standing and splendid co-operation which was evident between our two gov-
ernments in these undertakings,” Macmillan wrote to Eisenhower. If the two
powers “continue to act together in spirit and in deed . . . I am sure we can deal
successfully with any eventuality.”*

Conclusion

The U.S. quest to stabilize the Middle East in the late 1950s was hobbled by out-
breaks of unrest and instability. Jordan’s spring 1957 political crisis portended
the rise of anti-Western influence in that country. The persistent tension be-
tween Egypt and Israel and Syria and Israel, especially as the two Arab states
formed the UAR in early 1958, threatened to trigger hostilities. Crises in Leba-
non and Jordan in 1958 raised the possibility of an Israeli-UAR clash and opened
the door to Soviet influence.

Intent on securing the Middle East, Eisenhower considered Jordan a special
challenge. At the geographic center of the region and ruled by a weak monar-
chy, Jordan became the focal point of conflict between Israel and more power-
ful Arab states, notably Egypt. In 1957-58, insurgents loyal to Egypt or Syria
seemed poised to overthrow King Hussein. Because Israel seemed unlikely to
tolerate radical Arabs on the West Bank, King Hussein’s collapse threatened to



Containing Conflict 247

trigger a regional war over his land. To prevent such a calamity, Eisenhower
aimed to preserve Jordan as a bufter zone separating powerful antagonists and
thus prolonging peace in the region. In essence, he practiced a policy of dual
containment designed to limit and isolate both Israeli and radical Arab power.

With regard to Israel’s direct relations with Egypt and Syria, Eisenhower
and Dulles sought fundamentally to preserve the tenuous status quo that had
emerged after the Suez-Sinai War. As Israeli disputes with these Arab powers
surged in 1958-59—over border incidents, demilitarized zones, trade restric-
tions, and other issues—U.S. leaders sought to avert an escalation to violence
through direct appeals to each power as well as a judicious deployment of U.N.
machinery to dispel tensions. Such actions advanced the U.S. quest to stabilize
the region by preventing an escalation of tensions.

The summer 1958 crisis in Lebanon posed a severe challenge to Eisenhower’s
objectives in the Middle East. When Chamoun’s bid to extend his presidency
provoked a rebellion by nationalists with ties to the UAR, Eisenhower hesitated
to intervene on the calculation that he would stimulate anti-Western nation-
alism in Lebanon and elsewhere. He sent in marines only after a sudden and
violent revolution in Baghdad raised the fear of a similar episode in Beirut, and
in the process he facilitated Chamoun’s removal from office. As in the case of
Jordan, Eisenhower intervened in Lebanon at least in part to prevent a clash
between the UAR and Israel vying to fill a vacuum of power.

During the late 1950s, Eisenhower accepted great responsibility for the
Middle East’s peace and stability. His involvement in Israeli disputes with Jor-
dan, Syria, and Egypt revealed a determination to achieve stability as an anti-
dote to anti-Western influence. Military intervention in Lebanon demonstrated
a commitment to act forcefully in defense of vital interests that seemed imper-
iled. Support of British operations in Jordan revealed a resolve to bolster its pro-
Western king. By practicing dual containment, Eisenhower sought to stabilize
the Middle East and thereby to stanch Soviet influence there.

Eisenhower and Dulles aimed to take an impartial, neutral position in Arab-
Israeli matters, adopting measured positions on various border questions. Even
when Syria seemed clearly blameworthy for a spike in border tensions, Dulles
urged both Israel and Syria to show restraint. In the absence of Arab-Israeli
peace, however, such a neutral disposition strained U.S. relations with both
sides.
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SELECTIVE ACTIVISM

U.S. Efforts to Solve Arab-Israeli Disputes,
1957-1961

In principle, President Dwight D. Eisenhower and Secretary of State John Fos-
ter Dulles desired a comprehensive peace between Israel and the Arab states
as a means of stabilizing the Middle East against Soviet influence in the after-
math of the Suez-Sinai War. So adversarial were the local powers, however, that
a general peace seemed unattainable. Therefore, Eisenhower and Dulles made a
concerted effort to alleviate certain points of contention and remained inactive
regarding other disputes. Compared to the activism in peacemaking in 1953-56,
this passivity in 1957-61 was striking.

The U.S. leaders displayed varying degrees of concern about the issues that
caused Arab-Israeli tensions. The American government earnestly sought to
settle the Palestinian refugee crisis for political, financial, and humanitarian rea-
sons but initially intended to remain uninvolved on three other points of con-
flict—the controversies over Jordan Valley water, the Gulf of Agaba, and the
Suez Canal. The actions and initiatives of various protagonists, however, com-
pelled the United States to become involved in those issues and to remain in the
shadows of controversies regarding the status of Jerusalem, the Arab boycott
against Israel, and Israeli immigration. U.S. involvement in all these disputes
confirmed the idea that peacemaking might aggravate the Arab-Israeli conflict
and strain U.S. relations with the principals.

Palestinian Refugees

In the late 1950s, the United States devoted serious attention to solving the Pal-
estinian refugee issue. The Suez-Sinai War hardened the deadlock between the
Arab states, which insisted that the refugees had the right to repatriation in ac-
cordance with the December 1948 U.N. resolution, and Israel, which insisted
that Arab states must absorb the refugees. Despite the legacy of U.S. failures to
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solve the problem (the Clapp report, the Johnston plan, the Alpha plan), the
State Department took renewed interest in the refugee problem in 1957.

State Department officials were drawn to the refugee problem by its scope
and persistence. The number of refugees increased from 861,000 in 1951 to
922,000 in 1956 and to 1 million in 1959. Jordan’s 500,000 refugees accounted for
36 percent of its population, while the 217,000 refugees in the Gaza Strip com-
prised 69 percent of its residents. Other sizable populations dwelled in Leba-
non (103,000 in 1956) and Syria (90,000). More than half of the refugees were
children under age fifteen. The United Nations Relief and Works Agency for
Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRwA) provided shelter in camps for 39
percent of refugees plus food and clothing relief, medical care, education, and
recreation services. The United States funded 7o percent of UNRWA’s budget,
about $23 million per year during the late 1950s.!

U.S. observers feared that the UNRWA relief system might break down.
Caring for the growing refugee population drained the UNRWA’s resources and
left it with operating deficits of thirteen million dollars in 1957 and fifteen mil-
lion dollars in 1958. In addition, the relief system was prone to corruption, such
as “cream skimming” by refugees who retained their ration cards after they had
abandoned UNRW A camps and become absorbed in Arab states. The Suez-Sinai
War created logistical nightmares in Gaza by dislocating UNRwW A personnel and
sparking looting of supplies. Finally, UNRWA’s mandate was set to expire on
30 June 1960. Many people feared, although no one could precisely articulate,
what would happen if the relief agency disbanded in the absence of a political
settlement.?

Several other factors kindled State Department determination to solve the
refugee problem. The presence of the refugees in the West Bank aggravated Jor-
dan’s April 1957 political crisis. Members of Congress again expressed concern
about the cost of providing indefinite relief, and Senator Jacob K. Javits (R-New
York) actively promoted a solution based on resettlement in Arab states. On
a more positive side, the UNRWA discerned a new moderation on the issue in
Jordan and Israel, raising hope that a settlement might be within reach. After
conducting a detailed study, the Palestine Conciliation Commission (Pcc) esti-
mated that the refugees had lost $460 million in property, which provided at
least a starting point for negotiating Israeli compensation.?

Motivated to action, the State Department’s Bureau of International Organi-
zation Affairs (10) fashioned a blueprint for a settlement of the refugee issue in
July 1957. The bureau proposed that the UNRWA s relief duties and U.N. funding
would transfer to Arab governments by 1960. The State Department would en-
courage Israel to accept repatriation in principle while capping actual repatria-
tion at one hundred thousand persons. The United States would allocate one
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hundred million dollars and Israel would earmark additional monies to com-
pensate refugees who had lost property. On 6 August, Dulles’s special assistant,
Henry S. Villard, appointed a special State Department working group to con-
sider the 10 plan.*

Department officials quickly discerned obstacles to the 10 plan. Jordan
seemed the most willing but least able to resettle refugees, with a capacity to
absorb only 175,000 of its 500,000 refugees. Lebanon had the capacity to absorb
its 102,000 refugees but professed reluctance to upset its delicate confessional
balance. Iraq and Egypt seemed able to resettle more than 500,000 refugees
but demanded that Israel accept repatriation. Syria had in fact economically ab-
sorbed most of its 90,000 refugees, but tense political relations with the West,
especially after the September 1957 U.S.-Syrian crisis, blocked any formal settle-
ment. Israel adhered to the timeworn position that it would repatriate a strictly
limited number of refugees and compensate others, but only if the Arab states
accepted the major burden of resettlement.

Such obstacles torpedoed the 10 plan. In late 1957, 10 officials urged Dulles to
launch the initiative with appeals to Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and Israel. In light of
regional political conditions, however, Villard advised Dulles instead to approve
an “economic approach . .. designed not to solve the problem but to eliminate it
over a period of time by raising living standards and creating job opportunities
in the area.” Dulles agreed to shelve the 10 plan and explore Villard’s scheme,
but it too proved unworkable. State Department experts estimated that Villard’s
plan would cost some eight hundred million dollars over ten years (compared
to three hundred million dollars to continue relief under the UNRWA), and
doubted that Congress would appropriate such funds.®

State Department officials, although frustrated by the situation, reverted to
inaction. Middle East leaders “are utterly callous to the fate of these wretched
human beings,” U.S. Ambassador to Beirut Robert A. McClintock fumed.
Eisenhower should do something to “galvanize our Israeli friends into serious
thought” about the issue, McClintock advised, and ensure that “some of the gal-
vanizing action was applied to the seat of the Arab trousers.” But Undersecre-
tary of State Christian A. Herter declined to act. The refugee problem “does not
leave my mind during any part of my conscious hours,” he explained, but “the
moment seems inopportune to grasp the nettle firmly.””

Although unable to solve the refugee dispute, the State Department took
action to extend the UNRWA’s mandate. After coming under the control of a
large Democratic Party majority in the 1958 election, Congress indicated its re-
luctance to renew funding of the UNRW A beyond its scheduled termination date
of 30 June 1960, which in essence constituted a threat to disband the agency. The
Arab states, by contrast, believed that they held a trump card— confidence that
the United States would not dare to terminate the UNRWA before a settlement.
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Anticipating a clash of wills between Congress and Arab leaders, the State De-
partment asked Congress to extend funding beyond June 1960 and urged Arab
statesmen to settle the refugee issue by then.®

At first, neither Arab states nor Congress accepted the department’s requests.
Arab leaders accused the United States of unjustly pressuring them to capitulate
while allowing Israel to escape its responsibilities for repatriation. According
to the Saudi ambassador to the United States, Abdullah al-Khayyal, the United
States had earned the “moral and material responsibility” for refugee care by
supporting Israel. Congress, meanwhile, learned that the UNRWA’s eleven-year-
old official roster of refugees included between one hundred thousand and two
hundred thousand individuals who were not entitled to receive benefits and ex-
cluded thousands of children who were. Senators Albert Gore Sr. (D-Tennessee)
and Gale McGee (D-Wyoming) called the rosters “immoral, dishonest, and un-
fair” and demanded revisions before Congress even considered extending as-
sistance.’

Given this congressional attitude, State Department officials searched for
some alternative to the extension of the UNRWA but had no success. In March
1959, they proposed that the United Nations transfer responsibility for the wel-
fare and property of the refugees to the Arab states and replace the UNRW A with
a new agency called the U.N. Arab Refugee Commission, “a budgeting and au-
diting operation” that would manage international relief funds. In May, Deputy
Undersecretary of State C. Douglas Dillon urged the UNRW A to transfer respon-
sibility for education to the Arab states. UN. Secretary-General Dag Hammar-
skjold told Dillon, however, that abolition of the UNRW A would “raise all Arabs
in arms” and would “introduce a charge of dynamite into the whole Middle
Eastern picture.”'°

U.S. officials found it prudent in late 1959 to relent under international pres-
sure to extend the UNRwA. Pakistan and Indonesia proposed a General As-
sembly resolution to extend the UNRwA, and Arab envoys strongly endorsed
the measure. While initially passive in light of Congress’s attitude, State De-
partment officials eventually supported the resolution, both to mollify the Arab
states and to avoid terminating relief operations. On 9 December, by a vote of
eighty to zero, with Israel abstaining, the General Assembly passed a resolution
that extended the UNRWA for three years, empowered the PccC to seek a per-
manent solution, required updating of refugee rosters, and transferred to the
Arab states responsibility for educating refugees. When the State Department
reported some progress revising the UNRWA’s refugee rosters in 1960, Congress
begrudgingly renewed U.S. funding"!

While wrestling with the UNRwA problem in 1959-60, some U.S. officials
quietly pressed Israel to accept repatriation in principle as a means to break the
deadlock. The United States would not allow “a stampede of refugees across
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Israeli boundaries,” James M. Ludlow of the Bureau of Near Eastern, South
Asian, and African Affairs (NEA) assured Israeli counselor Moshe Erell. Prime
Minister David Ben-Gurion, however, categorically refused the request on the
reasoning that “we will not agree to suicide.” Accepting even a few repatriates,
he told U.S. officials, “would be like an injection of poison. . . . They would enter
Israel with a mission of destroying Israel.”'?

Unknown to U.S. officials, Israel’s reading of U.S. policy encouraged the Jew-
ish state’s stubborn insistence on resettlement. Israeli Foreign Ministry officials
sensed that U.S. leaders accepted the primacy of resettlement but were blocked
from openly endorsing it by domestic opinion, European allies, U.N. officials,
and Arab states. Thus, Israeli officials encouraged the State Department to af-
firm resettlement in principle and launched “a sweeping hasbara project among
politicians, churchmen, reporters and public figures” to argue its advantages.
In December 1959, presumably acting under Israel’s lead, the leaders of various
U.S. Jewish groups called on Herter, who had become secretary of state in April,
to endorse the Israeli position.”

The State Department made one final push for a refugee settlement in the
twilight of Eisenhower’s presidency. NEA officials conceived a plan, approved
by Eisenhower in June 1960, in which Israel would repatriate twenty-four thou-
sand refugees per year for several years and the Arab states would resettle the
remainder. The NEA hoped to recruit a Turkish emissary, acting as a member of
the Pcc, to conduct secret negotiations with Israel and the Arab states and to
arrange a September 1960 international conference to approve the plan. Con-
cern about congressional parsimony regarding the UNRw A motivated the NEA
to action. “One of these years Congress will not come through” on allocations
to the UNRwWA, Senator J. William Fulbright (D-Arkansas) warned the depart-
ment, “and then we will be confronted with a dangerous situation of unknown
dimensions.”**

Launched on 22 June, the State Department initiative fell flat. Turkey refused
to risk its budding rapprochement with Egyptian Premier Gamal Abdel Nas-
ser by associating with the plan. Meanwhile, Israeli and Arab leaders reminded
U.S. officials that positions remained unchanged as the two sides quarreled over
an Arab proposal to establish a UN. custodian of Palestinian property in Israel.
“There seemed to be no cure” for the problem, Eisenhower told Lebanese offi-
cials on 22 September, “and this was disturbing.” The refugees, he told Nasser
four days later, “lie heavily on the conscience of the world.”*®

Jordan River Water, the Gulf of Aqaba, and the Suez Canal

Although the United States refrained from proposing solutions to most Arab-
Israeli disputes in 1957-60, it became involved in controversies over the disposi-
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tion of Jordan River water and Israeli transit rights on the Gulf of Aqaba and the
Suez Canal. With only cursory involvement by Eisenhower, State Department
officials consciously declined to solve the Jordan waters issue on a comprehen-
sive basis but considered the matter when Jordan and Israel advanced unilateral
water development plans. The department also found it prudent to intercede in
an Israeli-Saudi quarrel over Israeli shipping rights on the Gulf of Aqaba and
became enmeshed in Egyptian-Israeli quarrels about the Suez Canal. Although
U.S. diplomats believed it impossible to achieve an overall Arab-Israeli peace
settlement, they found it necessary to manage specific aspects of the conflict.

The Jordan waters controversy posed a dilemma for State Department offi-
cials in the late 1950s. In principle, they favored unified water development as
enunciated in the 1953 Jordan Valley Plan (jvp). However, they also recalled
Eric Johnston’s failure to implement the plan in 1953-56 because of Arab-Israeli
disagreements regarding refugees and water allocation. In 1957-59, Johnston
repeatedly pressed the State Department to resume his mission as a means to
promote Middle East peace and stability. Convinced that political conditions
in the region would render his labor futile, however, the department declined
Johnston’s offers.*

In the absence of a settlement, the waters controversy simmered in late 1957.
Jordan announced plans to build a diversion canal from the Yarmouk River to
East Ghor that would enable irrigation of twenty-five thousand acres of farm-
land, create four thousand jobs, and enable refugee resettlement. (See map 3.)
U.S. engineers found the plan technically sound and consistent with the jvp,
and officials of the United Nations Truce Supervisory Organization (UNTSO)
ruled it consistent with the armistice. Israel, however, protested that the plan
would double the salinity of the lower Jordan and deprive it of water during dry
seasons. Israel also feared political and legal consequences if Jordan became the
first state to use Jordan Valley waters."”

The State Department endorsed the East Ghor canal despite Israeli protests.
In February 1958, Herter approved $2 million in U.S. aid to fund the $11 mil-
lion project. Having failed to prevent such a move, Israel requested reciprocal
U.S. aid to resume work on the diversion canal at Banat Yaacov, which would
be relocated outside the demilitarized zone to avoid political problems. But
Herter rejected this request, pointing out that the United States had already pro-
vided Israel a FY 1958 aid package worth some $80 million, including an Export-
Import Bank loan of $24.4 million for development of water resources outside
the Jordan basin.'®

The water controversy shifted in 1959 to an Israeli plan to divert water from
the Jordan River. Israel sought U.S. funds to build a 108-inch central conduit to
Tel Aviv and a smaller pipeline to Beit Shean to stimulate agricultural and eco-
nomic development. Israel would adhere to the water volume limits set in the
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JvP and, at significant expense, avoid the political problems of Banat Yaacov
by transferring the site of diversion to Lake Tiberias. The United Arab Repub-
lic (UAR), Lebanon, and Jordan, however, threatened to use force to stop the
project and discussed the possibility of diverting Jordan River headwaters in
Lebanon and Syria. “The Jordan is our river,” Lebanese Foreign Minister Hus-
sein Oueini declared. “We cannot tolerate that it be taken away.”*®

State Department officials tried to dampen this controversy by adopting a
moderate pose. Concerned by the Arab outcry, they refused to endorse the
Israeli conduit to Tel Aviv on the grounds that it would draw water in excess
of jvP allocations and increase the salinity of the lower Jordan to unacceptable
levels. But the department approved the smaller pipeline to Beit Shean, which
respected JvPp limits, and encouraged the Arab states to cooperate with Israel
under the terms of the yvp. “Israel was in a position to take most of the waters,”
Assistant Secretary of State G. Lewis Jones told Jordanian Ambassador Yusuf
Haikal, “if the Arabs did not come forward to claim their share.”?°

In 1959-60, the State Department became more supportive of Israel’s diver-
sion plan for several reasons. First, Israeli officials declared that the absence of
U.S. assistance would force them to divert water from the politically volatile
Banat Yaacov site. Second, Arab leaders categorically refused to cooperate in any
unified development scheme. Third, the State Department deemed it prudent to
mitigate anticipated congressional anger about an impending World Bank loan
to the UAR by making some concession to Israel. Acting in secret to avoid Arab
backlash, the State Department approved the conduit in January 1960 and en-
dorsed Israel’s application for a fifteen-million-dollar Export-Import Bank loan
needed to build the project.!

The State Department also became involved in a dispute over the Gulf of
Aqaba. Eleven Arab states jointly declared to the department that the gulf and
the straits entering it were “Arab territorial waters,” and King Saud told Eisen-
hower that an Israeli presence on the gulf would reward Israeli aggression and
threaten the security of Muslim shrines under his guardianship. Dulles de-
clared, however, that unless the International Court of Justice ruled otherwise,
the United States would hold that “no nation has the right to prevent free and
innocent passage in the Gulf and through the Straits giving access thereto.” Be-
cause Israel had the same legal rights before the Suez-Sinai War, he added, this
view did not reward Israeli aggression.??

To the consternation of American officials, the Agaba dispute strained U.S.-
Saudi relations. When King Saud sent an envoy to the State Department to con-
test U.S. declarations, Assistant Secretary of State William M. Rountree coun-
tered that the Security Council and the International Court of Justice would
rule in favor of U.S. policy if Saudi Arabia appealed the matter. So tense was
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the mood of the talks, Rountree alerted Dulles, that the Aqaba issue “could well
threaten our present effective relations with King Saud.” Suspecting that Nasser
had encouraged the king to defend Arab interests on the gulf to drive a wedge
between Eisenhower and Saud, U.S. officials fretted that the ploy was working.**

Because of Saud’s importance as an anticommunist leader, Eisenhower took
action to soothe the Saudi monarch with modest concessions. “I am truly get-
ting a bit uneasy,” Eisenhower commented after reading a Saudi note, “about
the increasing stiffness of King Sauds attitude.” The president therefore assured
Saud that the United States supported free transit on anticommunist rather
than pro-Israel grounds, opposed Israeli warships using Arab waters in the gulf,
pledged to honor any International Court of Justice ruling in Saudi Arabia’s
favor, and encouraged the Saudis to seek a Security Council resolution recog-
nizing Saud as “Keeper of the Holy Places of Islam” and affirming the right of
Muslim pilgrims to transit the gulf. Dulles told the National Security Council
(Nsc) on 18 July that Saud seemed “reasonably well satisfied” by Eisenhower’s
assurances, but U.S. and Saudi officials quarreled about the issue for months.>*

In addition to reassuring Saud, U.S. officials restrained Israel when tensions
spiked over rumored Israeli naval moves in the gulf. In May 1957, Saudi Arabia
charged that an Israeli destroyer had passed through Saudi waters at the en-
trance to the gulf. To add to the tension, British intelligence officials warned that
Israel was preparing to send a ship through the straits on about 1 June and to ini-
tiate a war if Egypt or Saudi Arabia interfered, and Iraq reported Israeli troops
concentrated near Agaba. Alarmed, Dulles asked Israel to refrain from sailing
warships on the gulf or otherwise provoking Saud, a political counterweight to
Nasser. Eban assured Dulles that Israeli warships in the gulf were “tied up at
Eilat” and “virtually mothballed.”**

In the late 1950s, the State Department settled on a policy of supporting Israeli
commerce on the gulf but cautioning Israel against naval deployments there.
With U.S. endorsement, more than twenty Israeli-flag vessels reached Eilat be-
tween June 1957 and January 1958, and Israel completed an oil pipeline from
Eilat to the Mediterranean. On the eve of the April 1958 Islamic pilgrimage, by
contrast, the State Department asked Israel to remove from the gulf two frigates
and three patrol-torpedo boats stationed at Eilat. But Foreign Minister Golda
Meir refused to “appease” any Arab state and denied that the warships would
hinder Muslim pilgrims. Dissatisfied by this response, NEA officials periodically
reminded Israel of their concern.?®

In 1957-59, the United States tried to avoid involvement in the Israeli-
Egyptian dispute over the Suez Canal. In May 1957, Dulles encouraged Egypt
to open the canal to Israeli and Israel-bound ships but relented when several
Arab states protested. He also counseled Israel to show “prudence and caution”
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in its quest to gain transit rights, and he refused Israel’s request that he encour-
age U.S. merchant ships to call at Israeli ports and then sail into the canal to
test Egypt’s restrictions. Even without U.S. backing, however, Israel established
a pattern of canal usage. By March 1959, forty foreign-flag vessels chartered by
Israeli companies and bearing Israeli cargoes had plied the waterway.?”

U.S. officials felt obliged to become involved in the canal issue when Nas-
ser clamped down on Israeli transit privileges in May 1959. Egypt detained the
Danish-flag Inge Toft, which had been chartered by Israel, but the ship’s captain
refused to relinquish his Israeli-owned cargo, Nasser declined to seize the cargo
by force, and a prolonged standoft ensued. Israeli leaders condemned Nasser’s
action and threatened to appeal the case to the U.N. Security Council. To curtail
the mounting tension, U.S. officials encouraged Hammarskjold to resolve the
issue and counseled Israel to maintain faith in such “quiet diplomacy” rather
than in provocative action. As a result of UN. diplomacy, Nasser released the
Inge Toft in February 1960.>

U.S. officials became more deeply involved in the canal issue when they en-
dorsed a one-hundred-million-dollar World Bank loan to Egypt for physical
improvements to the waterway. The NEA supported the loan as a means to
nurture a U.S.-UAR rapprochement, benefit Western maritime states, preempt
prospective Soviet aid, and enhance the World BanK’s reputation. Despite the
restrictions on Israel, the NEA considered the UAR’s operation of the canal “rela-
tively satisfactory” and urged the bank to issue the funds when Nasser yielded
on the Inge Toft case. The World Bank board unanimously approved the loan in
December 1959.2°

Israel strongly contested the World Bank loan and urged the United States
to block it. Israeli envoys argued that the loan would reward Nasser while he
unlawfully denied Israeli transit rights. As the State Department braced for
“trouble . . . at the other end of Pennsylvania Avenue” on the issue, leaders of
several U.S. Jewish groups demanded that the department block the loan on the
grounds of free seas doctrine and “international morality.” Hoping to torpedo
the loan by provoking an incident, Israel chartered and sent into the canal the
Greek-flag Astypalea, which Egypt detained.*®

The State Department resisted such Israeli pressure, refusing to cancel the
loan for domestic political reasons and criticizing Israel for dispatching the
Astypalea. The United States could not serve, Jones told Israeli Minister to
Washington Yaacov Herzog, as “the righter of wrongs in the Middle East.” Frus-
trated at the inability to block the loan, Israeli leaders resolved in January 1960
to keep Suez transit “an active political issue” and to use hasbara to mobilize U.S.
public opinion on the matter. The State Department pledged to protest canal
restrictions whenever “such action would have a beneficial effect,” but the re-
strictions remained in place at the end of the Eisenhower presidency.*'
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Jerusalem, the Arab Boycott, and Jewish Immigration

The State Department resisted involvement in three other Arab-Israeli contro-
versies in the late 1950s. Even as U.S. diplomats realized that they could not dis-
lodge Israel from its occupation of Jerusalem, they declined to recognize Israel’s
claim to the city as the Jewish state’s capital in part because of Arab sentiment.
In addition, the United States protested the Arab economic boycott of Israel as
a restraint of free trade but refrained from vigorous action to end it. Further-
more, U.S. officials posed no objection to Jewish immigration to Israel, although
they distanced themselves from it in light of Arab protests. The State Depart-
ment avoided entanglement in all three issues. When forced to act, it walked a
fine line between the two sides.

Through the late 1950s, State Department officials advocated the principle
of international control of Jerusalem despite Israel’s claims. (See map 4.) U.S.
leaders discouraged foreign governments from opening diplomatic missions in
Jerusalem to ensure that “attrition and fait accompli” did not undermine past
U.N. decisions. Rountree instructed the U.S. ambassador-designate to Tel Aviv,
Ogden Reid, to avoid any indication “that we are resigned to Israel’s conduct of
government in Jerusalem.” When Israel questioned this policy, Rountree replied
that the department had a “moral obligation” to uphold U.N. interests.>*

Concern about Arab sentiment motivated the U.S. policy. Eisenhower de-
clined an Israeli request to send a special emissary to Israel’s tenth-anniversary
celebrations in Jerusalem in April 1958, for example, on Dulles’s advice that such
a move would “foster antagonism toward us in the Arab world.” The State De-
partment also voiced concern at Israel’s plan to hold a military parade featuring
tanks and artillery as part of the celebration after Arab states protested that such
a display of firepower would violate the armistice agreements.*?

By 1959, the State Department’s policy regarding Jerusalem was difficult to
sustain but also difficult to modify. Armin Meyer of the NEA considered inter-
nationalization of Jerusalem “out of the question” because dislodging Israel or
Jordan from the city would exceed “the realistic capability of the United Na-
tions.” Moreover, the isolation of U.S. diplomats in Tel Aviv rendered them un-
able to understand the Israeli government, while U.S. consular officials in Jeru-
salem “find themselves in a virtual cold war” with Israel over armistice-related
issues. Meyer recommended a U.S. settlement with Jordan and Israel that rec-
ognized their de facto control of the city and established international control
only of the holy places, but he realized that such an aim might prove impossible
in the face of Arab resistance.**

The Arab economic boycott against Israel also confronted U.S. officials with
a dilemma in the late 1950s. On the one hand, the boycott infringed on U.S.
business practices; by 1960, twenty-three U.S. merchant ships had been denied
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permission to visit Arab states after calling at Israeli ports. Members of Congress
sympathetic to Israel demanded suspension of U.S. economic aid to Arab states
participating in the boycott. On the other hand, the State Department reasoned
that firm action against the boycott would antagonize Arab states and encour-
age them to seek Soviet support. Therefore, the department occasionally criti-
cized the boycott as a restraint of free trade but refrained from assertive action to
end it. NEA officials also showed “impatience bordering on anger” when Israeli
envoys repeatedly protested the embargo in early 1960.>

The boycott triggered a brouhaha in April 1960. Members of the Seafarers
International Union protested the restrictions by picketing the Cleopatra, a UAR
ship that docked in New York City. The U.S. Senate, mobilized by I. L. Kenen’s
American Israel Public Affairs Committee, passed the Douglas Amendment au-
thorizing the president to suspend aid to any country that interfered with free
transit in international waters. In retaliation, picketing against U.S. ships oc-
curred in several Arab ports, and Bahrain delayed loading a U.S. Navy tanker
and denied port rights to other navy ships. Eisenhower worried that the epi-
sode would erode his rapprochement with Nasser, provide the Soviet Union an
opportunity for propaganda, and hobble the navy’s petroleum distribution sys-
tem. The controversy passed only after the State Department persuaded labor
leaders to end the picketing in New York on grounds that it endangered U.S.
national security.>®

The State Department also monitored rising Arab-Israeli tensions caused by
Jewish immigration to Israel. Meir justified a plan to absorb 2.5 million Soviet
and Eastern European Jews by explaining that “the whole purpose in the cre-
ation of the State of Israel was to find a homeland for the Jewish peoples who
were not happily settled elsewhere.” Arab states protested, however, that such
immigration would reduce the prospect of refugee repatriation and create ex-
pansionist pressures inside Israel. U.S. officials were torn between a recognition
of the right of Jews to flee communism and take up residence in Israel and a
fear that massive immigration would aggravate Arab-Israeli tensions. NsC staff
members explored various means to reduce tensions, including encouraging
Western countries to absorb Soviet Jewish émigrés.>’

Immigration became a major issue in 1959, when Israel launched an effort to
absorb Jews with funding by U.S. citizens. In March, three Israeli cabinet min-
isters toured the United States to raise some one hundred million dollars in pri-
vate donations and twenty-five million dollars in bond sales to finance the im-
migration of hundreds of thousands of Soviet-bloc Jews. Arab protests centered
on the provision in U.S. law granting tax deductions for such contributions by
U.S. citizens. State Department officials regretted the link between immigra-
tion and U.S. funding but also realized that Congress was unlikely to change the
tax law. They asked Israel to reduce publicity about fund-raising in the United
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States and informed Arab leaders that the U.S. government had nothing to do
with Israeli immigration.®

Conclusion

In the late 1950s, Arab-Israeli disputes threatened U.S. objectives in the Middle
East. The Palestinian refugee problem festered, provoked bitterness between
the Arab states and Israel, and, according to some observers, provided a fer-
tile breeding ground for communism. Conflict over the usage of the waters of
the Jordan Valley threatened to burst into hostilities. Israel quarreled with Saudi
Arabia about the Gulf of Aqaba and with Egypt about the Suez Canal. Contro-
versies regarding Jerusalem, the Arab economic boycott, and Israeli immigra-
tion policies provoked anger and animosity that destabilized the region.

Having decided that a permanent Arab-Israeli peace was unattainable, Eisen-
hower administration officials aimed selectively to contain or reduce Arab-
Israeli tensions on these issues. The U.S. government tried to resolve the Pal-
estinian refugee crisis before some factor —for example, the dismantling of the
UNRWA or congressional parsimony—triggered a cataclysm. American offi-
cials became involved in the disputes over the Jordan Valley waters, the Gulf of
Aqaba, and the Suez Canal when those controversies threatened to erupt into
violence or cause political turmoil. In the ongoing quarrels about Jerusalem, the
Arab boycott, and Israeli immigration policy, U.S. officials enacted passive poli-
cies designed to contain political conflict. While Arab-Israeli war did not erupt,
U.S. officials measured virtually no progress in reducing Arab-Israeli tensions.

The administration’s positions on these various matters placed it alterna-
tively on the side of Israel or on the side of the Arab states. On the refugee
issue, the United States embraced a moderate position that blended repatriation
and resettlement, although by emphasizing the latter the United States leaned
toward Israel. On maritime-access issues, U.S. officials endorsed Israel’s right to
sail into the Gulf of Aqaba but refrained from contesting Egypt’s restrictions on
Suez Canal transit. By tolerating the Arab boycott and rejecting Israeli policy on
Jerusalem, U.S. officials implicitly sided with the Arab community (with the ex-
ception of Jordan on the matter of Jerusalem). Only in its balanced approaches
to the Jordan Valley problem and the Jewish immigration controversy did the
United States remain neutral.

Sincere efforts to achieve a compromise on the refugee issue earned the
United States the reproach of both sides. On the canal and gulf access issues,
Israel invariably accused the United States of insufficiently endorsing the Jew-
ish state’s legal rights, while Egypt and Saudi Arabia repeatedly questioned why
the United States failed to appreciate their security interests. U.S. handling of
the water usage dispute left each side suspicious. U.S. policy on Jerusalem alien-



260 Selective Activism

ated Israel and Jordan, which controlled the city, as well as other Arab states
that sought to deny Israel a political presence there. Arab states accused the
United States of subsidizing Israeli immigration through tax law provisions,
while Israel criticized the U.S. tolerance of the Arab boycott.

Security concerns dictated that the U.S. government remain committed to
defending the Middle East against Soviet encroachments, yet domestic political
and diplomatic restraints prevented the United States from forcing a settlement
either by imposing U.S. domination of the region or by completely taking the
side of either Israel or the Arab community. For Cold War reasons, the United
States remained determined to exclude Soviet power from the Middle East and
to maintain working relationships with the Arab states and Israel. Such self-
imposed restraints prevented the United States from actively seeking an Arab-
Israeli peace agreement.
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COST OF CONFLICT

U.S. Relations with Israel and the Arab States,
1953-1961

The Arab-Israeli conflict influenced U.S. relations with Israel and the Arab
states in 1953-61. To correct what was perceived as the pro-Israel disposition
of the Harry S. Truman government, the Dwight D. Eisenhower administra-
tion sought to practice impartiality on all Arab-Israeli questions. Israeli officials
naturally resisted this shift; discord resulted from U.S. policy on specific Arab-
Israeli conflicts, initiatives to promote Arab-Israeli peace, and other issues; and
U.S.-Israeli relations hit bottom in 1956-58. Although Israel retained deep reser-
voirs of sympathy in U.S. public opinion, Arab-related disputes opened fissures
in U.S.-Israeli official relations.

To a lesser degree, Israel-related issues affected U.S. relations with the Arab
states. Relations with Egypt and Syria were strained by many factors, such as
nationalistic challenges to Western interests in the Middle East, apparent com-
munist inroads in Cairo and Damascus, and Egyptian intrigues against pro-
Western Arab states. But the issue of Israel complicated policy initiatives in
both states. The United States nurtured a rapprochement with Egyptian Pre-
mier Gamal Abdel Nasser in 1958-59; Israeli leaders detected this effort and op-
posed it, with some success. Compared to the late 1940s, U.S. relations with Jor-
dan, Lebanon, Saudi Arabia, and Iraq remained relatively insulated from the
influence of Israel during the Eisenhower years.

Complications in U.S.-Israeli Relations

The Arab-Israeli conflict strained U.S. relations with Israel in 1953-61. Presi-
dent Eisenhower’s impartiality policy troubled Israeli leaders. The two states
disagreed on a variety of Arab-related issues, such as peace terms, Israeli secu-
rity, U.S. arms supply policy, and the Israeli nuclear program. Official relations
declined dramatically during the Suez-Sinai War of 1956-57 and the Lebanon-
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Jordan crisis of 1958. Although the relationship stabilized in 1959-60, the United
States adhered to its policy of impartiality.

U.S.-Israeli relations were shaken in 1953 by Eisenhower’s evenhandedness.
While Truman had made policy “under direct political pressure by Jewish
groups,” Secretary of State John Foster Dulles told Israeli Prime Minister David
Ben-Gurion that “Eisenhower did not owe that kind of political debt.” Indeed,
Eisenhower and Dulles agreed to practice “a policy of true impartiality” between
Israel and Arab states. This shift in U.S. policy caused “great confusion . . .,
nervousness and agitation,” Israeli diplomats noted. “The Administration is not
particularly responsive to Israel’s position and there is no longer a Mr. Truman
to pick up the telephone and order something done regardless of the conse-
quences.”!

Israel softened the impartiality policy by recruiting U.S. politicians to chal-
lenge it, but the tension remained. In 1953, Israeli envoys mobilized U.S. Jews
to lobby members of Congress to pressure Eisenhower, and Israeli Ambassador
to Washington Abba Eban persuaded prominent Democrat Adlai Stevenson to
reject the president’s request to affirm impartiality in the spirit of bipartisan-
ship. Bowing to such political pressures, Dulles assured Eban on 8 October 1953
that the U.S. government and people “ascribed to their friendship with Israel a
special importance.” But Ben-Gurion suspected that “America wants in fact a
mandate on Israel” and resolved that “we must keep our sovereignty, which is
a condition of our existence.”?

A relative decline in the influence of the Israel lobby added to Israel’s frustra-
tion. State Department officials questioned the American Zionist Committee’s
tax-exempt status because of I. L. Kenen’s lobbying. In 1954, Kenen created the
American Zionist Committee for Public Affairs (renamed the American Israel
Public Affairs Committee in 1959), which, lacking tax-exempt status, remained
underfunded for years. Moreover, because U.S. officials complained that meet-
ing individual Jewish leaders demanded too much time, in 1954 various Jewish
groups formed the Conference of Presidents of Major American Jewish Orga-
nizations. Conference members collectively met Eisenhower on occasion but
found their effectiveness limited by the need to arrive at a consensus before each
visit. Ambivalence among members of the group about Israel’s raids at Qibya
and Gaza and invasion of Egypt also limited the conference’s effectiveness as a
pro-Israel lobby.?

Israeli leaders also regretted a slight decline in support for Israel among the
U.S. people. In early 1957, the Gallup poll found that 33 percent of Americans
held a favorable view of Israel, 53 percent were neutral, and 14 percent held un-
favorable views. While popular attitudes toward Egypt were much less friendly,
only 10 percent of Americans approved of Israel’s October 1956 attack on Egypt,
and 47 percent disapproved. Fifty percent expressed satisfaction with Eisen-



Cost of Conflict 263

hower’s handling of the Israeli-Egyptian clash—which included pressure on
Israel to withdraw from the Sinai and Gaza—and only 23 percent voiced dissat-
isfaction.*

Relations between the United States and Israel were strained by their con-
flicting views of the Arab states. In the interest of anti-Soviet containment, U.S.
officials sought to maintain influence among Arab powers, downplayed the seri-
ousness of Arab threats to eliminate Israel, and called on Israel to seek peace
by making certain concessions. Israel, in contrast, interpreted Arab propaganda
and arms acquisitions as serious threats to Israeli security, used force to secure
its borders, and demanded U.S. political support and arms supply. As a mea-
sure of the gulf between the two powers, Prime Minister Moshe Sharett justified
Israel’s February 1955 Gaza raid as “an act of self-defense of a beleaguered nation
surrounded by enemies,” while the Bureau of Near Eastern, South Asian, and
African Affairs (NEA) argued that “such raids make the whole border situation
worse and not better.” When the State Department pressed Ben-Gurion to make
peace by conceding territory to Arab states, he replied that “as long as we live
we will not permit anyone to rob us of a single inch of our land.”®

Disagreement over a prospective U.S. guarantee of Israeli security further
strained U.S.-Israeli relations. Disturbed that American security schemes such
as the Middle East Defense Organization, the Baghdad Pact, and the Eisenhower
Doctrine enhanced Arab military capabilities, Israeli leaders sought an explicit
U.S. security guarantee. But Eisenhower refused these requests on the grounds
that such a provision would anger Arab leaders, distract them from the Soviet
menace, and thereby undermine vital Western interests.°®

Eisenhower’s initiative in the late 1950s to mend his relationship with Nasser
(discussed later in this chapter) also strained the U.S. relationship with Israel.
Israeli officials relentlessly pressed the State Department to abandon rapproche-
ment with the United Arab Republic (UAR) on the grounds that Nasser’s politi-
cal adventurism in neighboring states destabilized the region. Israeli Minister
to Washington Yaacov Herzog expressed concern “lest improved U.S.-U.A.R.
relations should be at the expense of Israel,” and hasbara officials made plans
to “raise hell” in U.S. public opinion on the issue. But State Department offi-
cials rejected the argument that improvement in U.S.-UAR relations would hurt
Israel”

The Arab factor also caused U.S.-Israeli discord on arms supply. Israel re-
peatedly requested U.S. weapons supply in 1953-56, especially during what
Eban called the “solemn hour of national emergency” following the 1955 Soviet-
Egyptian arms deal. Convinced that Israel had the capability to defeat its adver-
saries, however, the State Department calculated that arming Israel would alien-
ate Arab states and ruin prospects for a permanent peace settlement. Arming
Israel “would be fatal to our position in the Middle East,” William M. Rountree
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of the NEA observed, because “the result would be a tiny Israel armed by the
U.S. opposed to the Arab world supported by the Soviet bloc.”®

U.S. arms supply policy continued to generate discord as the Soviets supplied
weapons to Arab powers in the late 1950s. Citing the need to deter or thwart
Arab attack, Israeli officials demanded substantial quantities of U.S. weapons,
including tanks, aircraft, and antiaircraft missiles. The U.S. reply, Ben-Gurion
told Eisenhower, would determine whether the Israelis “were to remain a free,
independent nation or whether they were going to be exterminated.” Except for
token arms sales in 1958 and 1960, however, Eisenhower refused Israeli requests
on the grounds that providing arms would trigger a Middle East arms race and
encourage deeper Soviet-Arab ties.’

In the twilight of Eisenhower’s presidency, U.S.-Israeli relations were further
strained by Israel’s nuclear program. U.S. intelligence confirmed in September
1960 that Israel had secretly constructed at Dimona a nuclear reactor capable of
producing weapons-grade plutonium. Eisenhower’s fears of a nuclear arms race
in the Middle East were confirmed when Nasser declared in December that if
Israel built an atomic bomb, the “UARr would get one, too, at any price.” U.S. offi-
cials expressed to Israel that they “unequivocally opposed” nuclear proliferation
in the Middle East and that Israel should allow international inspections to con-
firm Israel’s claim that the Dimona reactor was devoted to peaceful purposes.
Eisenhower remained troubled by Ben-Gurion’s equivocal answer.'

While such security issues generated a climate of tension, U.S.-Israeli rela-
tions hit bottom twice during the Eisenhower years. During the Suez-Sinai War,
Eisenhower called Israel “an aggressor,” endorsed U.N. resolutions censuring
Israel, and threatened to impose sanctions. The United States had “no moral
reason to condemn our action . . . of self-defence,” Ben-Gurion retorted, since
the United States “has not experienced the nightmare of continuous aggression
and the threat of extinction as we have.” Eisenhower delayed sanctions because
congressional and public opinion supported Israel, but only Ben-Gurion’s de-
cision to withdraw his forces from Gaza and Sinai enabled U.S.-Israeli relations
to avoid further decline.!

During the crises in Lebanon and Jordan in 1958, even deeper disharmony
gripped U.S.-Israeli relations as officials in Washington sensed that Israel had
become a liability to their anti-Soviet containment policy. As U.S. Marines occu-
pied Beirut, Dulles lamented that “Israel is a hostage held against us” by Soviet-
supported Arab nationalists. He and Eisenhower justified intervention in Leba-
non and Jordan as applications of dual containment, to deny those countries
to Nasserite radicals and to Israel. Eisenhower agreed that “except for Israel we
could form a viable policy in the area,” although he wondered “how to take a
sympathetic position regarding the Arabs without agreeing to the destruction
of Israel” In August, by contrast, when the National Security Council (Nsc)
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identified U.S. “bedrock objectives” (interests worth fighting to protect) in the
Middle East, Eisenhower clarified that “preserving the independence of Israel
should not be added to our bedrock objectives at this time.”*

The Nsc seriously reconsidered relations with Israel in November 1958, iden-
tifying Soviet expansionism “using Arab nationalism as its instrument” as the
chief danger in the Middle East. To counteract this threat, the United States
would need to build bridges to estranged Arab states, seek an Arab-Israeli com-
promise peace settlement, and discourage extraregional arms supply. To deter
Israel from upsetting their plans, U.S. officials should “make clear as appropri-
ate that, while U.S. policy embraces the preservation of the State of Israel in its
essentials, we believe that Israel’s continued existence as a sovereign state de-
pends on its willingness to become a finite and accepted part of the Near East
nation-state system.”"?

Israeli officials sensed the shift in U.S. thinking. The Foreign Ministry exten-
sively discussed what it called the “crisis with the U.S.,” which, overlooking the
deeper U.S. uncertainties about the value of Israel, the Israeli government at-
tributed to U.S. anger at Israel for suspending the overflights to Jordan. Some
officials believed that “the anger was worthwhile; . . . it shook up the Americans
a little bit and reminded them that it is not so simple to deal with us.” But most
Israeli leaders worried that U.S. irritation would persist indefinitely and perme-
ate even Congress and the public. “We gained nothing from the crisis,” Herzog
noted, “and it would be better if it had not happened at all.”**

In the aftermath of the 1958 crises, U.S.-Israeli relations stabilized as U.S. offi-
cials reaffirmed the impartiality policy. “We seek to treat Israel like any other
friendly state,” NEA officials resolved. “The interests of special groups in this
country in Israel must be taken into account, but our policy must be based
primarily on our national interests in the area, where there are other states
with which we desire firm and friendly relations.” Israel “occupies a very special
place in U.S. international relations,” Rountree instructed the U.S. ambassador-
designate to Tel Aviv, Ogden Reid, in June 1959, but the “very close relationship
with Israel has to be carefully balanced by our attention to the Arab states.”’®

The tension in official U.S. policy toward Israel was reflected in U.S. offi-
cials’ private expressions about Israeli leaders. Michelle Mart has suggested that
the United States revealed a preference for Israel by casting its people in favor-
able, masculine terms and the Arab people in unfavorable, feminine terms. U.S.
officials, however, routinely feminized Israeli leaders. Ambassador to Tel Aviv
Edward B. Lawson reported, for example, that Ben-Gurion was “emotionally
upset and . . . near to tears” on a particular issue and in general “subject more
to emotional than intellectual influences.” For the same derisive effect, U.S. offi-
cials described Foreign Minister Golda Meir in masculine terminology. “She
can out-Arab the Arabs,” Donald C. Bergus of the NEA noted, “when it comes to
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the almost irresponsible use of strong language.”*¢ U.S.-Israeli official relations
clearly remained less than special through the 1950s.

U.S. Relations with Egypt, Syria, and the United Arab Republic

U.S. relationships with Egypt and Syria experienced turmoil and tension during
the Eisenhower presidency. The United States identified Nasser as a chief threat
to its objectives in the Middle East because his neutralist foreign policy opened
the region to Soviet influence. Syria experienced revolutionary change that por-
tended a rise of communist influence there. U.S. officials adopted a firm, con-
frontational policy toward both states before they merged into the United Arab
Republic in early 1958. Thereafter, Eisenhower tried to improve his relationship
with Nasser as a means to contain communism in the region. Although many
factors shaped U.S. relations with Egypt and Syria, Israel continually factored
in as a point of contention.

In 1953-56, a measured friendliness in U.S.-Egyptian relations gave way to
tension generated by several issues. Eisenhower and Dulles initially viewed
Egypt as a potential partner in stabilizing the Middle East. They convinced Brit-
ain to end its military occupation of Egypt by 1956 and offered Egypt military
and economic aid as an incentive to cooperate with U.S. policy. Tension de-
veloped in 1955, however, when Nasser demonstrated an independent ambition
and refused to submit to U.S. dictates and desires. He vocalized pan-Arab aspi-
rations, resisted the Baghdad Pact and the Alpha peace plan, accepted Soviet
arms, and failed to respond suitably to U.S. offers to build the Aswan Dam.
Under the Omega initiative of early 1956, Eisenhower canceled economic aid
offers to Egypt, challenged Nasser’s prestige, and contemplated covert opera-
tions to unseat him. By mid-1956, U.S.-Egyptian relations were strained.”

The Suez Crisis further damaged the relationship. While grateful that Eisen-
hower had halted the tripartite attack, Nasser demanded that the United States
cut its ties with Britain, France, and Israel and accommodate Arab concerns.
NEA officials, by contrast, urged Nasser to desist from past practices, such as
fedayeen operations and the canal blockade, that had triggered the Israeli attack.
U.S. leaders also pressed him to facilitate the deployment of the United Nations
Emergency Force, negotiate a final settlement with Israel, halt covert operations
in other Arab states, and cooperate with canal clearance. Nasser rejected such
suggestions, however, reviving in U.S. minds the contempt that had fueled the
Omega initiative.'®

Nasser’s reputation also declined in U.S. public opinion. “One man’s angry
will cannot be allowed to destroy a whole economic fabric in which half the
world is vitally concerned,” the New York Times commented in response to the
nationalization of the Suez Canal Company. The United Nations must “rescue
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Egypt from the folly of her dictator.” By April 1957, 40 percent of U.S. citizens
held Egypt more responsible for Arab-Israeli tension (compared to 12 percent
who faulted Israel). A Gallup poll found that only 17 percent of Americans held
a favorable view of Egypt, 52 percent were neutral, and 31 percent viewed the
country with disfavor."

Many factors deepened the tension in the U.S.-Egyptian relationship after
the Suez Crisis. Profoundly mistrustful of the West, Nasser delayed canal clear-
ance, rejected Western solutions to the question of canal ownership, attacked
the prestige of pro-Western leaders in Lebanon and Iraq, criticized the Eisen-
hower Doctrine, and accepted Soviet military and economic aid. He was “liter-
ally engaged in a cold war against the West,” U.S. Navy intelligence estimated.
In response, Dulles maintained economic restrictions imposed during the canal
crisis and pressed Turkey, Sudan, and several Arab states to isolate Nasser. On
one occasion, he composed a harsh critique of Egyptian foreign policy that “hit
under his guard,” reported Ambassador to Egypt Raymond G. Hare after deliv-
ering Dulles’s assessment to Nasser.>

U.S.-Syrian relations also deteriorated during Eisenhower’s presidency. A
basic friendship initially remained intact despite tensions regarding Israel-
related issues, and the government of Colonel Adib al-Shishakli pledged to dis-
cuss peace terms with Israel and to cooperate with the West on security matters
in exchange for U.S. aid. In February 1954, however, al-Shishakli fell in a mili-
tary coup that opened a period of deep divisions among Syrian political and
military officers. Most Syrian leaders criticized the Baghdad Pact, and Shukry al-
Quwatly, who emerged as president in August 1955, accepted Soviet arms supply
in 1956. U.S. and British officials planned a covert operation to overthrow al-
Quwatly in October 1956, but during the Suez-Sinai War Syria exposed the plan,
accepted Soviet arms and political support, and reportedly offered to provide a
staging area for Soviet troops destined to intervene in Egypt.*!

U.S.-Syrian relations reached a crisis in 1957. As U.S. observers detected ris-
ing communist influence in Syria, the government in Damascus denounced the
Eisenhower Doctrine, accepted additional Soviet weapons, suppressed conser-
vative opposition, and apparently fomented the revolt in Jordan. In May, the
U.S. ambassador to Syria, James S. Moose Jr., reported “malicious Syrian criti-
cism” of the United States. U.S. officials apparently launched a second covert
operation in Damascus in August, but Syria infiltrated the conspiracy, expelled
three U.S. diplomats (who were likely undercover Central Intelligence Agency
[c1a] officers), and surrounded the U.S. embassy with tanks. In response, Eisen-
hower expelled two Syrian envoys from Washington.??

This diplomatic crisis prompted Western military maneuvers against Syria.
CIA reports that communists had gained prominent government positions in
Damascus during the showdown with Washington left Eisenhower concerned
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that the Soviet Union might annex Syria or subvert neighboring pro-Western
regimes. He thus encouraged Turkey, Iraq, Lebanon, and Jordan to “band to-
gether, and using such excuses as necessary, move to eliminate the Syrian gov-
ernment.” Eisenhower ordered the Pentagon to move the Sixth Fleet to the
eastern Mediterranean, station NATO planes in Turkey, and alert military com-
mands worldwide to prepare for war. Combined with signs that the Soviets
sought to escalate the Cold War, Dulles considered events in Syria “the great-
est peril for us since the Korean War.” Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev seemed
“extremely dangerous . . ., crude and impulsive.”?*

Contrary to Eisenhower’s wishes, only Turkey moved firmly against Syria.
Jordan, Iraq, and Lebanon remained passive, and Saudi Arabia blamed the
trouble in Syria on U.S. policies. Eisenhower realized that any attack on Syria
would endanger the pipelines through which vast quantities of Iraqi and Saudi
oil reached European markets, while members of Congress questioned the wis-
dom of U.S. military intervention. In contrast, Turkish leaders told U.S. officials
that Syria represented “a cancer on the Middle East,” and by September, Turkey
had concentrated fifty thousand soldiers near the Syrian border. Dulles hoped
that the Turkish move would “‘cool oft” Syrian hotheads.”**

Eisenhower and Dulles feared that Israel would complicate the Syrian situa-
tion. Dulles urged Ben-Gurion to avoid any involvement, and to encourage
Israel to remain passive, the c1a informed the prime minister of Eisenhower’s
plan for multinational action. But Dulles worried that Israel “may not stand by
permanently,” and the Pentagon monitored Israeli paratrooper maneuvers near
Huleh. Dulles also feared that Syria, which kept most of its army on its border
with Israel even as Turkey massed its troops, might attack Israel to rally other
Arab states to the Syrian side. When Eisenhower suggested encouraging Arab
states to wage a holy war on communism in Syria, Dulles replied that “if the
Arabs have a ‘holy war’ they would want it to be against Israel.” To mitigate
such dangers, Eisenhower assured Arab leaders that “should Israel attempt to
conquer any Arab state,” he would “take action to prevent this.”*®

By late 1957, Eisenhower and Dulles faced a bind in Syria. To urge Turkey
to relent from its military mobilization would comprise a retreat under Soviet
pressure. But Dulles feared that unilateral Turkish military action “would have
almost as bad an effect . . . as if the Israelis took military action on their own
against Syria.” Worse, Egyptian pilots and soldiers trickled into Syria, and on
13 October Cairo and Damascus formed a joint command to defend against
Turkey, making it more difficult for U.S. officials to press Turkey into action.?®

Eisenhower’s escape from the bind in Syria materialized because of the
merger of Egypt and Syria into the UAR on 1 February 1958. Fearing a com-
munist victory in early 1958 elections, leaders of Syria’s Arab Resurrection
(Ba’athist) Party asked Nasser for a merger. Nasser agreed provided that Cairo
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would hold a dominant political position over Damascus. “It was sure that Nas-
ser was to be the boss of the new Arab state,” Director of Central Intelligence
Allen Dulles observed.*”

The rapid formation of the UAR surprised and concerned U.S. officials. The
State Department predicted that the UAR would challenge Israel militarily, bol-
ster Nasser’s political and economic stature, and press Iraq, Saudi Arabia, and
Jordan to join. Dulles considered stifling the UAR by “developing opposition
in Syria among those who object to being denied their national existence,” and
he notified Iraq that Eisenhower would provide political support and military
equipment “if the neighbors of Syria should feel compelled, in the face of provo-
cations from Syria, to take action justifiable as self-defensive.” But Dulles dis-
tanced the United States from such activity and, for political and logistical rea-
sons, rejected a covert operations plan involving some “Syrian tribes.”?®

Despite their initial concerns about the merger, Eisenhower and Dulles soon
identified its advantages. The UAR, they reasoned, would arrest the spread of
communism in Damascus, absorb Nasser’s political ambitions, and perhaps
stoke tension between Cairo and Moscow. Moreover, U.S. opposition to the
plan would prove “a sterile gesture” that galvanized Arab resentment, while
prompt recognition would mollify Nasser. On such reasoning, the State Depart-
ment announced that it would endorse any unification scheme approved by the
Arab peoples involved, formally recognizing the UAR on 25 February.*

Recognition of the UAR came in the context of Eisenhower’s initiative to im-
prove his relationship with Nasser. After sensing that Nasser was worried about
growing Soviet influence in the Middle East, Eisenhower had authorized Dulles
in November 1957 “to attempt to bring Nasser back to our side” while avoiding
“the position of ‘bootlicking a dictator.” A month later, Egyptian Foreign Min-
ister Mahmoud Fawzi recognized “a need and grounds for cooperation.” After
recognizing the UAR, Dulles proposed to Nasser a series of deals, beginning with
U.S. military equipment sales and economic aid, to build better relations. Re-
lations improved modestly before tensions resurfaced in summer 1958 over the

>»

revolution in Iraq and the U.S. intervention in Lebanon.*

UAR concerns with Israel complicated the U.S. initiative. The UAR’s ambas-
sador to Washington, Ahmed Hussein, complained that the State Department
gave Israel “a privileged position,” while Nasser observed that Israel formed the
“core of us difliculties with the Arab world.” To alleviate Nasser’s fear that the
United States favored Israel, Eisenhower told Mostafa Kamel, who became UAR
ambassador to Washington in August 1958, that their two governments must
“work together cooperatively and intelligently to find an equitable solution”
to the problems between them. But Nasser complained that the United States
always treated “Israel as friendly and [the] UAR as hostile,” and he openly sus-
pected that Dulles would eventually “stab him in the back.”?!
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Despite such initial attitudes, U.S. and UAR officials reached a rapproche-
ment in 1958-59. After Nasser revealed that he was troubled by Soviet influence
in Iraq and thus ready to make amends with the West, the State Department
signed a December 1958 deal to provide the UAR with wheat. Compared to com-
munism in the Arab states, Dulles explained to the Nsc in January 1959, “cer-
tainly Nasser was the lesser of two evils.” By December, U.S. food aid to the uAr
surpassed $110 million, in exchange for which the UAR promoted anticommu-
nist political initiatives in Iraq and toned down its anti-Western propaganda.*?

U.S. and UAR officials sought to shelter their rapprochement from Israel.
Eisenhower tried to downplay the food aid because Israel “would unquestion-
ably be restive in a situation in which we rendered open support to Nasser.” The
State Department distanced itself from private U.S. charity to Israel and from
a “malicious and harmful” public statement by Golda Meir about U.S.-UAR re-
lations. For his part, Nasser reported that he refrained from seizing the cargo
of the Inge Toft and blocked Arab League plans to form a Palestinian army in
order to avoid antagonizing Eisenhower.*?

Nevertheless, Israeli officials detected and challenged the rapprochement.
Foreign Ministry officials warned the State Department that Nasser represented
“fascist imperialism, which is actually supported and maintained by interna-
tional communism.” Israeli officials also launched a hasbara campaign in the
U.S. media, arguing that Nasser would continue to attack his pro-Western
neighbors. Nasser “is no less a liar now than he was in the past and there is
no doubt he will cheat them again,” Meir told hasbara officials. Americans “see
only the communist danger,” Ben-Gurion noted privately. “We see the Nasser
danger.”**

By 1960, the UAR-U.S. rapprochement had cooled in large part because of
Israel. As his stature lagged in Damascus, Nasser accused Israel and U.S. Zion-
ists of arranging anti-UAR newspaper editorials, labor activism in the Cleopatra
case, and passage of the Douglas Amendment to disrupt U.S.-UAR relations. He
also expressed resentment that many U.S. leaders voiced pro-Israel sentiments
during the 1960 U.S. election campaigns. Nasser saw “no real problem in us-
UAR relations,” he told U.S. Ambassador to the UAR G. Frederick Reinhardt,
“other than the problem of Israel.”**

Israel also factored into U.S. officials’ discussions about reviving the rap-
prochement by arranging a meeting between Eisenhower and Nasser in late
1960. Eisenhower accepted the State Department’s advice not to receive Nasser
at the White House because such a step would anger Israel and provoke a back-
lash among pro-Israel citizens and members of Congress. Instead, he agreed to
meet Nasser at the United Nations on 25 September, securing the acquiescence
of U.S. Jewish leaders by pledging to explain to Nasser in “plain language” that
many U.S. citizens disliked UAR hostility toward Israel. But the State Depart-
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ment canceled Nasser’s planned eight-day cross-country tour because of secu-
rity and protocol concerns “during the heat of a presidential campaign.”>®

For their part, Israeli officials secretly orchestrated a publicity campaign
to shape the Eisenhower-Nasser meeting. The Israeli embassy anonymously
published and distributed several pamphlets containing excerpts from various
newspaper stories and editorials critical of Nasser. Care was taken to ensure
anonymity to avoid angering Eisenhower or appearing to be meddling. Has-
bara officials took credit for a demonstrable increase in U.S. public scorn for
neutralism.*”

The Eisenhower-Nasser meeting in New York signaled renewed tension in
U.S.-uAR relations. Eisenhower told Nasser that the United States wanted better
relations with the UAR and that “we should take a good hard look at what can
be done now” to settle the Arab-Israeli conflict. The president encouraged Nas-
ser to accept that “Israel is.” But Nasser countered that “Israel is the barrier to
good U.S.-Arab relations.” He complained that both Democrats and Republi-
cans endorsed Israel’s but not Egypt’s interests while campaigning for office and
that Israel but not Egypt received U.S. arms. “To accept Israel as a fact,” Nasser
declared, “would be to permit a thief to keep what he has stolen.”3®

U.S. Relations with Other Arab States

In contrast to its centrality in U.S. relations with Syria and Egypt, Israel dimin-
ished as a factor in U.S. relations with Lebanon, Saudi Arabia, Jordan, and Iraq
during the Eisenhower presidency. The United States enjoyed stable relations
with Lebanon and Saudi Arabia and forged a close relationship with Jordan after
1956 in large part because these states, worried by the rise of Arab radicalism,
tacitly acknowledged the existence of Israel and cooperated with U.S. security
schemes. U.S.-Iraqi relations soured after the revolution in Baghdad in 1958, but
Israel played only a minor role in that development.

Relations with Lebanon remained extremely friendly in the 1950s. Leban-
ese leaders refrained from criticizing U.S. policy toward Israel. After Lebanon
eagerly embraced the Eisenhower Doctrine, the United States provided the
country with $3.8 million in military equipment and $10 million in economic
aid. Anti-U.S. passion drove only a fraction of the popular unrest of 1957-58, and
resentment of the U.S. military intervention vanished soon after the marines
withdrew. “This is an era in Lebanon of good feeling toward the United States,”
Armin Meyer of the NEA noted after visiting Beirut in mid-1959. Saeb Salaam,
who had criticized the United States in 1958, expressed friendship when he be-
came prime minister in September 1960.%°

The United States and Saudi Arabia also preserved a close friendship de-
spite differences regarding Israel. King Saud routinely complained about Israeli
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policy on such issues as borders and refugees and bitterly protested Israeli ag-
gression during the Suez-Sinai War. But he continued to cooperate with the
United States on oil and defense matters, even as Eisenhower advised him to
make compromises with Israel to resolve regional problems. On 31 January 1957,
Eisenhower elicited from King Saud recognition that Israel “is now an historical
fact and must be accepted as such.”*°

With limited effect, Israeli hasbara officials worked to reduce U.S.-Saudi ac-
cord. To counter the State Department’s portrait of Saud as a heroic defender of
oil and bases, Y. Harry Levin of the Israeli embassy distributed to the U.S. media
negative information about the king during his 1957 visit to Washington. Levin
sought to prove that Saud “is politically unreliable and to emphasize those sides
of his life and his regime, his position toward the West, other religions, etc., that
may sour his image in the eyes of the American public.” Levin supplied informa-
tion on Saudi monarchism and slave-labor practices to the AFL-c10 and other
trade unions, civil rights leader A. Philip Randolph, and human rights groups.
Levin took credit for arranging the widespread public protests that accompa-
nied the king’s arrival in the United States.*'

U.S. officials also proved able to insulate Jordan from Israel-related trouble.
In the early 1950s, Jordan remained a British protectorate. The kingdom’s Anglo-
philia declined in 1955, when nationalist protests against the Baghdad Pact
forced King Hussein to dismiss the British commanders of the Arab Legion,
and collapsed in 1957, when backlash against the Suez War forced the king to
repudiate the Anglo-Jordanian defense treaty. U.S. officials attributed Jordan’s
instability to several factors, among them a latent anti-Zionism among its Pal-
estinian population and widespread anger at Israel’s 1956 attack on Egypt.*?

As British influence waned, the United States assumed responsibility for Jor-
dan because it comprised a crucial buffer zone in a volatile region. The State De-
partment and Pentagon noted evidence that Nasser covertly encouraged popu-
lar resistance movements within Jordan and anticipated that the fall of King
Hussein would lead to invasion by Israel, Egypt, or Syria. Eisenhower thus in-
voked the Eisenhower Doctrine and provided Hussein thirty million dollars in
economic and military aid between April and June 1957. In this way, the presi-
dent used Jordan to implement dual containment of both Israeli and Egyptian-
Syrian influence.*?

Eisenhower and Dulles extended the dual containment policy twice in 1958.
At the height of the July crisis, they worried that Baghdad’s revolutionary regime
might try to occupy Jordan, thereby prompting Israel to occupy the West Bank.
Then, in October, Israel charged that Nasser was trying to unseat King Hussein
and warned that it would not tolerate UAR control of East Jerusalem. Nasser
denied that he meddled in Jordan and accused Israel of mobilizing soldiers to
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invade the kingdom. U.S. officials warned both Israel and the UAR against covert
or overt incursions into Jordan.**

In1959-60, U.S. officials were relieved to note that King Hussein had consoli-
dated his position in Amman and stabilized his relationship with Israel. With
Nasser preoccupied in Syria and Iraq, the State Department observed, King
Hussein had crushed the pro-Nasser dissidents in his kingdom and built popu-
larity through his personal charisma. At a March 1959 meeting in Washington,
Eisenhower and Hussein affirmed their mutual friendship, and the president
urged the king to make peace with Israel on the rationale that communism
posed a greater danger than Israel did. (Eisenhower later commented to Dulles
that the youthful Hussein was a “nice boy.”) King Hussein was “the ‘glue’ which
holds Jordan together,” Meyer noted after visiting the kingdom in July. Further-
more, according to Meyer, Jordanian leaders and common people appreciated
U.S. economic aid and recognized that “Israel is here to stay.”**

The greatest U.S. worry about Jordan remained UAR intrigue. Nasser claimed
that he preferred to keep Hussein in power to avoid the rise of a more power-
ful rival in Amman or Israeli expansion into the West Bank. Yet U.S. officials
suspected that Nasser dispatched agents into Jordan to undermine Hussein’s au-
thority. Indeed, King Hussein blamed Nasser for the assassination of Jordanian
Prime Minister Hazza al-Majali on 29 August 1960. U.S. officials discouraged
Nasser from covert operations against Jordan, and Eisenhower bolstered King
Hussein by inviting him to visit Washington. But the United States and Jordan
remained suspicious of Nasser.*¢

Israel had little influence on U.S.-Iraqi relations, which remained friendly
from 1953 to 1958. In exchange for U.S. military aid, Iraq became a charter mem-
ber of the Baghdad Pact in 1955 because King Faisal desired security against
Soviet and radical Arab expansionism. Dulles removed Israel as an issue by
clarifying Eisenhower’s impartiality policy to Iraqi Ambassador and Foreign
Minister-designate Moussa al-Shabandar. By 1956, U.S. intelligence officers
stressed that Iraq had suppressed communism, achieved financial stability, and
passively tolerated Israel. In 1957, Eisenhower and Crown Prince Abdul Ilah af-
firmed the U.S.-Iraqi strategic partnership. When Iraq and Jordan formed a fed-
eration after the creation of the UAR in 1958, the State Department discouraged
Israel from protesting.*’

U.S.-Iraqi relations soured after the violent Iraqi revolution of July 1958.
Latent anti-Western nationalism erupted during the revolution, in which the
pro-Western monarchy fell, three Americans were killed, a mob seized United
States Information Agency property, and U.S. diplomats were roughed up and
charged with counterrevolutionary conspiracy. U.S. officials canceled deliver-
ies of military jets and armored cars sold to the deposed regime (although de-
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liveries of small arms and spare parts valued at one million dollars were con-
tinued as a counter to Soviet arms supply). The new regime of General Abdul
Karim Qassim adopted an anti-U.S. disposition, canceled U.S. military aid deals,
and withdrew Iraq from the Baghdad Pact. When Rountree visited Baghdad in
December 1958, a violent mob pelted his motorcade with garbage and briefly
threatened his personal safety before Iraqi soldiers intervened.*®

The State Department adopted a policy of indirect opposition to Qassim.
Although uncertain about whether he was a communist, the NEA detected
communist influence in his “inner circle of advisors, the government propa-
ganda apparatus, the Baghdad press, the ‘street, and the Peoples Resistance
Forces.” The Nsc decided, however, that U.S. intervention, whether covert or
overt, would backfire. While remaining outwardly friendly to Qassim, therefore,
U.S. diplomats encouraged Nasser to mobilize Arab nationalism as a counter-
weight to Iraqi communism in the hope that the Iraqi army would oust Qassim.
Israeli officials protested that this strategy inflated Nasser, whom they consid-
ered a greater danger than Qassim, but Dulles once again declared Nasser the
“lesser evil.”*

Despite setbacks, U.S. officials were pleased that their policy in Iraq achieved
satisfactory results. In early 1959, a reported UAR covert operation in Baghdad
failed, resulting in the political strengthening of the communists. In October
1959, an assassination attempt on Qassim also failed. The prestige of Iraqi com-
munists declined, however, after communist army soldiers massacred Turko-
mans in Kirkuk in July 1959, and by early 1960, U.S. officials were relieved to
notice that Qassim had seemed to gain the upper hand over the communists.
While Qassim remained anti-Western, the danger of communists capturing Iraq
seemed to have passed. Qassim was overthrown and killed in 1963.3°

Conclusion

Differences regarding Arab-related issues strained U.S.-Israeli relations through
the 1950s. Israeli leaders disliked the Eisenhower administration’s impartiality,
its mediation of Arab-Israeli disputes, and its deliberate efforts to mollify Nasser
and King Saud. The Israeli government calculated that it should pursue arms
supply, security assurances, and other strategic concessions from the United
States to neutralize the mortal danger posed by the Arab states. By contrast, U.S.
officials found Israel’s security demands incompatible with America’s Cold War
interests in the Arab world. U.S. leaders disputed Israel’s views on arms supply,
security commitments, and Arab-Israeli conflicts.

Israeli officials perceived this dichotomy in the relationship. At the bilateral
level, the deputy directory of the Foreign Ministry’s U.S. Division, Pinhas Eliav,
observed in September 1959, “everything is usually all right because there are
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many factors, spiritual, public, and even political that work for this friendship.”
At the multilateral level, however, U.S.-Arab and Israeli-Arab dynamics strained
U.S.-Israeli relations because the United States took a position of “neutrality”
toward Israel. “It is clear that there is a gap between these two levels, and the
American attempts to bridge them are impossible.” Although U.S.-Israeli bilat-
eral relations were sound and the U.S. public liked Israel, Ben-Gurion noted
in 1960, trouble occurred whenever the United States thought of Israel in its
Middle East context because Arab interests weighed in.>'

By contrast, Israel influenced U.S. relations with Egypt, Syria, and the UAR.
These relationships were strained by disagreements about Cold War strategy
and inter-Arab rivalries, but Israel remained a bone of contention. The Israeli
attack on Egypt in 1956 galvanized Nasserist nationalism and aggravated U.S.-
Egyptian tensions, and Israel challenged the U.S. rapprochement with the UAR
in the late 1950s. The existence of Israel stimulated the anti-U.S. nationalism that
strained U.S. relations with Syria, and the prospect of Israeli involvement in the
1957 crisis in Damascus complicated the situation from the U.S. perspective.

U.S. relations with other Arab powers became less susceptible to the Israel
factor during the 1950s. As Eisenhower proclaimed impartiality between Israel
and the Arab states, Lebanon, Saudi Arabia, and royalist Iraq constrained their
anger at past U.S. support for Israel and supported U.S. security objectives in the
region. After escaping its traditional dependence on Britain, Jordan accepted
the support and protection of the United States, which treated the kingdom as
a buffer against Israeli or Arab nationalist expansion. The revolutionary regime
that took over Iraq in 1958 adopted an anti-U.S. disposition not because of Israel
but because of U.S. support of conservative Arab states.

Despite efforts to follow an impartial policy, the United States found that its
relations with Israel and the Arab powers were tainted by U.S. policy toward
each side’s adversary. Just as the United States eyed with suspicion powers that
practiced neutralism in the Cold War, so too did Israel and the Arab states—
which were engaged in a conflict at least as contentious as the Cold War—
view with dismay U.S. impartiality. From the U.S. point of view, the costs of
the Arab-Israeli conflict included strained relationships with Israel and certain
Arab states.



CONCLUSION
Caught in the Middle East

For the first time in its history, the United States became deeply involved in
the Middle East in 1945-61. Because of the Cold War, U.S. leaders defined vital
interests in the region and took action to protect those interests as British
power in the region waned and Soviet interest rose. The Arab-Israeli conflict,
which brought war and turmoil to the Middle East, threatened to undermine
U.S. interests by providing opportunities for Soviet inroads, aggravating anti-
Western Arab nationalism, and destabilizing the region’s political and economic
foundations. Presidents Harry S. Truman and Dwight D. Eisenhower consid-
ered the conflict a problem demanding a solution.

From 1945 to 1961, Truman and Eisenhower acted to mitigate the tensions
and disputes between Israel and its Arab neighbors. The presidents and their
advisers worked diligently to avert hostilities and to end the wars 0f 1948-49 and
1956-57 as well as the intermittent border skirmishes. They formulated diplo-
matic initiatives to resolve the Arab-Israeli conflict in its entirety and to settle
specific controversies piecemeal. Truman and Eisenhower started the enduring
U.S. involvement in the Arab-Israeli peace process.

Yet the U.S. quest for Arab-Israeli peace fell short in 1945-61 in part because
of limits U.S. leaders imposed on their peacemaking. While the antagonism
among local powers generated the conflict, the United States frequently com-
promised its peacemaking objectives when they conflicted with its broader aims
in the Cold War. Truman and Eisenhower rejected, for example, potential solu-
tions to the Arab-Israeli dispute—such as collaboration with the Soviet Union
or abandonment of Arab interests on behalf of Israel —that might have ex-
tended Soviet influence in the region. U.S. leaders also refrained from a strictly
pro-Arab settlement of the conflict that would violate their domestic political
interests and cultural values. The United States preferred to tolerate the Arab-
Israeli conflict, despite its destabilizing tendencies, rather than to solve it at a
cost to other interests.

276



Conclusion 277

By privileging Cold War interests over peacemaking ambitions, the United
States even contributed to the Arab-Israeli conflict. To be sure, U.S. leaders
helped contain the conflict by achieving cease-fires, ending border skirmishes,
and curtailing escalations to general hostilities. By refraining from taking steps
that might have led to peace, however, the U.S. government left in place a vola-
tile formula for a perpetual conflict punctuated by explosive wars.

Caught in the Middle East:
The United States and the Cold War

Because of the Cold War, the United States assigned increasing strategic and
political importance to the Middle East. As the British ability to defend the
area declined and Soviet ambitions increased, Truman and Eisenhower col-
lectively made deep and enduring commitments to the security of the region.
These leaders also sought to solve the Arab-Israeli conflict because it threat-
ened Middle East stability. Although such commitments carried serious risks,
the U.S. government found it difficult to relinquish them. By 1961, the United
States was caught in the Middle East.

The Middle East contained several assets that U.S. officials deemed valu-
able. Western governments prized the oil extracted from Saudi Arabia, Iraq,
and other Arab states and delivered through the networks of pipelines and
sea routes branching across Syria, Lebanon, and Egypt. Several Arab states—
notably Egypt and Iraq—boasted military facilities that figured in various West-
ern schemes for containing Soviet power in peace and defeating the Soviet
Union in war. The political loyalty of Arab Muslims— especially those who con-
trolled Islam’s holy sites in Arabia—seemed crucial to appeasing other Muslims
from North Africa to South Asia. When it shed its original neutralist disposi-
tion, Israel also gained importance in the minds of U.S. strategists because of its
central location, efficient military, strategic facilities, and democratic govern-
ment.

U.S. security experts detected several threats to these Middle East assets.
These officials assumed that the Soviet Union would seek to expand its power
and influence into the region, to the exclusion of Western interests. Truman
administration officials feared such Soviet expansionism even in the absence
of hard evidence of it. Soviet overtures to Arab states in the 1950s—including
vetoes of UN. resolutions, economic and military aid, cultural gestures, and
threats against Britain and France in 1956 and Israel in 1958 — convinced Eisen-
hower and his advisers that the earlier fears remained valid. In addition to the
external problem of Soviet expansionism, U.S. officials also feared that intra-
regional instability, resulting from decolonization, Arab-Arab rivalry, or Arab-
Israeli conflict, would facilitate Soviet penetration.
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To protect Middle East assets against the Soviet threat, Truman made the
first U.S. commitments to Middle East security. In response to State Depart-
ment warnings of Soviet expansionism, he approved the 1950 Tripartite Decla-
ration, which implicitly committed the United States to guaranteeing Arab and
Israeli borders. The outbreak of the Korean War raised the specter of a sud-
den Soviet intrusion into the region at a moment when emerging nationalism
was eroding the Arab world’s historic ties to the West, Britain’s ability to de-
fend the Middle East was declining, and Nsc-68 was enabling the United States
to assume new responsibilities. In 1951, Truman approved the proposed Middle
East Command, which, if accepted by Egypt, would have committed the United
States to defending the heart of the Middle East against Soviet attack.

Because containment of communism seemed to depend on Middle Eastern
stability, the Truman administration also tried in principle to limit the Arab-
Israeli conflict. The State and Defense Departments opposed the partition of
Palestine and the recognition of Israel as a way of preventing a controversy that
would alienate the Arab states from the West and provide an opportunity for the
Soviet Union to gain political influence. After Truman helped establish Israel
over such departmental opposition, such U.S. officials sought ways to end the
Arab-Israeli hostilities and to solve the disputes left in its wake.

Eisenhower substantially deepened U.S. involvement in the Middle East to
stem direct and indirect Soviet challenges to U.S. interests. To defend the region,
he established the Baghdad Pact and informally integrated his military into it.
Under the 1957 Eisenhower Doctrine, Congress authorized economic aid, mili-
tary aid, and military force to stop the spread of communism in the Middle East,
and the president interpreted the mandate as justifying involvement in compli-
cated Jordanian, Syrian, and Lebanese disputes that were only remotely related
to communism. He apparently authorized covert operations to change a gov-
ernment in Syria, and he positioned military forces to defend Turkey during a
Turkish-Syrian confrontation that portended Soviet involvement. The military
interventions in Lebanon and Jordan in 1958 represented unprecedented U.S.
action in the Middle East.

Eisenhower also promoted Arab-Israeli reconciliation in 1953-56 on behalf
of his Cold War aims. Competing with the West for influence in Third World
countries, the Soviet Union gained political sway in Egypt, Syria, and other Arab
states by vetoing Security Council resolutions, providing economic and mili-
tary aid, and otherwise meeting Arab desires regarding Israel. Egyptian Premier
Gamal Abdel Nasser emerged as a neutralist and dealt openly with nonaligned
and communist governments around the world. Eisenhower tried to stymie the
rise of Soviet influence by promoting the Alpha peace plan, and he quietly re-
solved to use military force to halt Arab-Israeli hostilities, thereby denying the
Soviets the opportunity to intervene.
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The Cold War continued to shape the U.S. approach to the Arab-Israeli con-
flict in the late 1950s. Eisenhower halted the tripartite attack on Egypt in 1956
because he feared that it would lead Nasser and other Third World leaders into
dependency on the Soviet Union. The U.S. president pressed Israel to withdraw
from the Sinai and Gaza in 1957 because he sensed that the Soviets would cham-
pion Egypt’s cause. U.S. leaders maintained their impartiality on Arab-Israeli
matters in large part to avoid giving the Soviets opportunities to gain political
influence.

Although Truman and Eisenhower in principle desired Arab-Israeli peace,
they gave higher priority to preserving Cold War interests when the two aims
conflicted. Although the Pentagon considered the 1948 Arab-Israeli war a grave
development, for example, commitments in Europe and Asia prevented the
United States from sending soldiers to end the fighting. Because Truman’s ad-
visers hoped to erect an anti-Soviet defense agreement on the regime that took
power in Egypt in 1952, they declined to pressure that regime to make peace
with Israel, fearing that doing so would undermine the government’s prestige
in Cairo. U.S. officials refused to contemplate any resolution of the Jerusalem
issue that risked the introduction of Soviet influence.

Eisenhower also privileged Cold War interests over Arab-Israeli peace. He
established the Baghdad Pact and issued the Eisenhower Doctrine to prevent
the spread of communism even though both measures aggravated Israeli inse-
curity. After the Suez-Sinai War, the administration suspended its original quest
to make Arab-Israeli peace in favor of covert operations in Syria and military
intervention in Lebanon and Jordan. In 1958-60, Eisenhower encouraged a rap-
prochement with Nasser, over vigorous Israeli objections, to deny the Soviets
additional inroads in Cairo. To the president, global concerns were more im-
portant than the regional situation.

Cold War interests also prevented the United States from implementing
alternative schemes to end the Arab-Israeli conflict. Truman and Eisenhower
ruled out the use of military power to force a settlement on the belligerents be-
cause such action would have diminished the United States’ worldwide ability
to resist communism. The two presidents refused to collaborate with the Soviets
to achieve a multilateral settlement because such a step would have enhanced
Soviet political prestige. They refrained from favoring one side to the dispute to
avoid driving the other into Soviet hands. The United States favored contain-
ment of the Soviet Union at the cost of Arab-Israeli conflict over Arab-Israeli
peace at the cost of Soviet political gain. In this sense, the Cold War erected
roadblocks on several prospective avenues to Arab-Israeli settlement.

The United States was drawn into dangerous situations as a result of Tru-
man’s and Eisenhower’s commitments to Middle East security. Truman’s Tri-
partite Declaration risked involvement in Arab-Israeli hostilities. Eisenhower
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became entangled in the Suez-Sinai conflict, which portended world war, and
he placed U.S. soldiers in harm’s way in Lebanon in 1958, risking some type
of Soviet retaliation. His maneuvers in the Middle East on several occasions
prompted the Pentagon to prepare for war there and elsewhere around the
world. In short, Eisenhower’s involvement in the Middle East was fraught with
peril.

Caught in the Middle:
The United States and the Arab-Israeli Conflict

In 1945-61, Truman and Eisenhower generally sought to pacify the Arab-Israeli
conflict and maintain good relations with all parties in it. On both counts, the
presidents failed. They and their advisers proved unable to accomplish a peace
settlement in light of the deep animosity between the Arab states and Israel
and both sides’ reluctance to make concessions or compromises. By trying to
make peace, U.S. leaders strained relations with both sides. The United States
was caught in the middle of the Arab-Israeli conflict.

Truman’s initial policies toward Palestine satisfied neither side in the dis-
pute. As Britain relinquished its mandate, the president promoted partition as a
compromise between competing Zionist and Arab demands regarding the ter-
ritory. But partition only partially pleased the Zionists and deeply angered the
Arab states. The State Department thus tried in early 1948 to replace partition
with trusteeship, but the Arabs remained unimpressed, the Zionists resented the
move, and the initiative failed. Truman’s decision to extend de facto recognition
to Israel enraged the Arab states, but his decisions to delay de jure recognition
and to contest Israeli territorial gains irritated the Israelis. In trying to accom-
modate the interests of both parties in the dispute, the Truman administration
pleased neither.

Nor did Truman make headway in solving Arab-Israeli disputes after 1949.
Despite U.S. backing, the Lausanne conference deadlocked. The State Depart-
ment failed to find compromise solutions to the refugee crisis, the Suez Canal
dispute, and border controversies. The U.S. government angered Israel by not
recognizing its capture of Jerusalem and alienated the Arab states by not revers-
ing that move. Truman and his advisers desired Arab-Israeli peace but could
not conceive terms acceptable to the belligerent powers. American leaders re-
peatedly experienced the helplessness and misfortune of being caught between
Israel and its Arab neighbors.

Eisenhower also quickly became ensnared in the Arab-Israeli conflict. In
1953-55, the local powers rejected his Jordan Valley Plan and Alpha peace plan.
Violence persisted along Israel’s borders with Egypt, Jordan, and Syria despite
U.S. efforts to end it. Israel and the Arab states rejected Secretary of State John



Conclusion 281

Foster Dulles’s moderate positions on the refugees, Jerusalem, and Banat Yaacov
issues. Egypt and Syria criticized the measured terms of U.S.-backed U.N. reso-
lutions on Israeli raids at Gaza and Lake Tiberias. Eisenhower and Dulles tried
impartially to settle various disputes but reached no settlements and in the pro-
cess strained relations with both parties.

The failure of the Alpha plan and the simultaneous rise of violence along
Israel’s borders in 1955-56 signified the shortcomings of Eisenhower’s early
peacemaking. His administration inadvertently damaged Alpha’s prospects by
establishing the Baghdad Pact, which angered Nasser, and by denying weapons
to Israel, thereby sapping Israeli security and confidence in the West. Pressure
from Eisenhower and Dulles to make peace actually galvanized both sides to re-
sist concessions and remain confrontational. As the U.S. government promoted
Alpha, violence swept along Israel’s borders with Egypt, Syria, and Jordan, cul-
minating in the Suez-Sinai War. The sorry legacy of Alpha confirmed that peace
terms—no matter how impartial and fair from a Western perspective—could
not be thrust upon hostile powers so mistrustful of each other and confident in
their own abilities that they shunned compromise.

When the Suez-Sinai War erupted in October 1956, Eisenhower and Dulles
were caught in a three-dimensional maelstrom. They confronted the challenges
of ending hostilities between Egypt and Israel, curtailing a violent Egyptian-
European decolonization struggle, and averting a Soviet attack on NATO allies.
U.S. officials used firm diplomacy to halt the Egyptian-Israeli fighting, compel
Britain and France to withdraw from Egypt, and defuse a superpower show-
down. Eisenhower’s pressure on Israel to withdraw from Egypt angered the Jew-
ish state, however, while his acceptance of Israeli conditions for withdrawal
and his withholding of sanctions on Israel earned Arab denunciation as a sell-
out to aggression. U.S. relations with both parties in the Israeli-Arab dispute
were strained, and nothing was accomplished to resolve underlying Arab-Israeli
grievances.

By the late 1950s, Eisenhower became passive toward peacemaking. The State
Department helped contain border violence between Israel and Jordan, Egypt,
and Syria but refrained from promoting a general settlement. And despite its
interest in solving the refugee crisis and promoting water development, the de-
partment did not actively seek to solve either issue. U.S. diplomats passively tol-
erated the status quo regarding canal transit, the Gulf of Aqaba, Jerusalem, Jew-
ish immigration, and the Arab boycott because chances of settlement seemed
remote. American leaders concluded that because the Arab states and Israel
were simply unprepared to settle, peacemaking would prove futile.

Even when avoiding the role of peacemaker, U.S. leaders found themselves
the target of anger from and reproach by the parties in the Arab-Israeli conflict.
To please Nasser, the State Department downplayed Israeli transit rights on the
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Suez Canal, but the Egyptian leader remained recalcitrant and Israel became
angry. Arab states criticized the implicit U.S. acceptance of Israel’s positions on
refugee resettlement, Jerusalem, and Gulf of Aqaba transit rights. Israel com-
plained of U.S. arms supply to Arab states and its rapprochement with Nasser.
Eisenhower tried to be friends with all countries, as he mused to Nasser in Sep-
tember 1960, but he could not avoid either side’s backlash against his amity with
the other.

The Leadership of Truman and Eisenhower

Although Truman and Eisenhower displayed different leadership styles, the two
presidents ultimately adopted similar approaches to the Arab-Israeli situation.
Comparisons of the two leaders’ personal involvement in the Arab-Israeli situa-
tion, the consistency of their policy decisions, and the importance they ascribed
to domestic political concerns show that Truman’s and Eisenhower’s policies
during their first terms in office differed strikingly, while their policies during
their second terms held more in common.

Truman displayed limited involvement in Arab-Israeli matters in 1945-49.
He intervened episodically in Britain’s handling of the Palestine issue and de-
ferred to U.N. initiatives to determine what would follow the British mandate.
His government remained aloof during the 1948-49 Arab-Israeli war and en-
couraged the United Nations to broker cease-fires and armistices. High-ranking
U.S. officials intervened directly only in late 1948 and early 1949 to prevent the
Israeli incursion into Egypt from embroiling Britain and to nudge the bellig-
erent powers to sign U.N.-negotiated armistices. Lacking experience in Middle
East diplomacy and distracted by momentous developments elsewhere in the
world, Truman kept his distance from the Arab-Israeli conflict through 1948.

Given his interest in principle in resolving Arab-Israeli tensions, Truman
showed less passivity after 1949. His advisers endorsed British plans to reopen
the Haifa refinery but did not press the matter when the Arab states resisted, and
U.S. officials aimed to contain tensions on such issues as the welfare of Jews in
Arab states, Jewish immigration to Israel, and German reparations to Israel. On
the Jerusalem issue, Truman and Secretary of State Dean G. Acheson affirmed
the principle of corpus separatum but tolerated the Israeli-Jordanian division
of the city. American officials averted war on the Huleh dispute but did nothing
to solve underlying tensions and opposed 1952 Israeli-Egyptian peace talks that
conflicted with U.S. security ambitions.

Eisenhower, by contrast, immediately became involved in the Arab-Israeli
situation. He dispatched Eric Johnston to settle the Jordan water issue and vig-
orously promoted the Alpha plan. In addressing clashes along Israel’s borders
with Jordan, Syria, and Egypt, Eisenhower and Dulles moved from inactivity
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to promotion of U.N. action to direct arbitration and deterrence aimed at all
sides. In 1955-56, Eisenhower positioned U.S. military forces in the Middle East
to deter or reverse aggression. Such deployments comprised a remarkable dif-
ference from the 1940s, when the Pentagon balked at sending marines to protect
U.S. diplomats in Jerusalem.

Eisenhower became deeply involved in the Suez-Sinai War. Before the out-
break of hostilities, he tried to settle the dispute over canal ownership, pre-
vent Israel-related issues from complicating the situation, and head off Israeli-
Jordanian and Israeli-Iraqi clashes. When war erupted, the president took center
stage to halt the attack on Egypt, fend off Soviet political and military interven-
tion, and force the attacking powers to relinquish their gains. He and Dulles also
dominated U.N. debates on sanctions against Israel, the canal, and the deploy-
ment of UN. troops in Gaza and Sharm al-Sheikh. Unlike Truman’s limited role
in the 1948-49 war, Eisenhower extensively intervened in the 1956-57 conflict.

Eisenhower became less active in Arab-Israeli peacemaking in the late 1950s.
Convinced that peace would not materialize until the principals’ attitudes soft-
ened, he declined to make an Alpha-style frontal assault to solve the overall
conflict and relied on the State Department to contain the disputes regarding
refugees, the Gulf of Aqaba, water, and border security. Eisenhower aimed to
preserve the basic stability of the situation and prevent it from escalating to
warfare while awaiting the distant day on which the antagonists became ready
to make peace on their own volition. When crises erupted in Lebanon, Jordan,
and Iraq in 1958, he took personal charge of U.S. policy. But as a whole, his di-
minished role during his second term approximated Truman’s increased role in
1949-53.

Second, Truman displayed much less consistency than did Eisenhower in
decision making on Arab-Israeli issues. Before 1947, Truman endorsed Jewish
immigration to Palestine, paused when British Prime Minister Clement Attlee
protested, reiterated the endorsement, and then paused again when Britain and
Arab states complained. Truman supported partition but then approved and re-
jected trusteeship before reaffirming partition. He authorized Secretary of State
George C. Marshall to promote the Bernadotte Plan, then retracted this decision
after domestic advisers complained. Truman directed Acheson to adopt certain
positions on the issues of Israeli membership in the United Nations and an
Export-Import Bank loan to Israel but then reversed these decisions. The presi-
dent sent firm messages to Israel, urging modification of its policy on the refu-
gee and Jerusalem issues but ultimately refrained from forcing either matter.

Truman’s inconsistency on Arab-Israeli issues had several causes. Thrust into
the Oval Office at a time of enormous change in international affairs, the presi-
dent lacked the experience and resources needed to manage foreign policy in the
Middle East. Even when he issued momentous pronouncements on Palestine
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between 1945 and 1948, he did not follow through but deferred to Britain to con-
ceive solutions consistent with his principles. Truman was absent from Wash-
ington for three weeks in June 1948, when the Arab-Israeli war passed through
crucial phases. His ambivalence on Arab-Israeli matters revealed that he lacked
understanding of his own objectives or of the impact of his tactics and that he
made decisions spontaneously and sporadically.

Truman’s waffling also stemmed from the deep divisions within his adminis-
tration between pro- and anti-Zionists. Truman tried without success to walk a
tightrope between the humanitarian concerns and political interests promoted
by his political advisers and the diplomatic and strategic interests advocated by
the State Department and the Pentagon. Suspicious that State Department pro-
fessionals plotted to embarrass or betray him, the president frequently rejected
their advice and pushed policy into a more pro-Zionist or pro-Israel orienta-
tion. The State Department refrained from subverting the seemingly distasteful
presidential decisions on partition, recognition, and other issues but did push
for alternative policies less favorable to Israel.

Once Acheson took over the State Department in 1949, the gap between the
department and White House narrowed. Under the new secretary, the depart-
ment learned to explain fully its recommendations, alert Truman to potential
domestic political backlash, and secure his clear assent before proceeding with
policy initiatives. Such practices brought more consistency to U.S. policy by re-
ducing the president’s earlier tendency suddenly to reverse department policy.
Tensions between the White House staft and the State Department continued
to simmer through 1953, however, as is evident in the battles for Truman’s mind
on such issues as arms supply to the Arab states and economic aid to Israel.

Compared to Truman, Eisenhower approached the Arab-Israeli conflict more
consistently and impartially. On occupying the Oval Office, he consciously de-
cided to become involved in Arab-Israeli matters in an impartial manner. He
actively promoted the Jordan Valley Plan and the Alpha peace plan as balanced
initiatives to promote regional reconciliation and crafted evenhanded stabiliza-
tion schemes such as arms in escrow. Eisenhower repeatedly acted on his con-
viction that the United States must maintain friendly relations with both the
Arab states and Israel.

To be sure, the Eisenhower administration did not consistently display una-
nimity on Middle East policies. Eisenhower’s commitment to impartiality occa-
sionally collided with lingering anti-Zionism in the Bureau of Near Eastern,
South Asian, and African Affairs, which pressed Dulles more firmly to criticize
Israel during the 1954 Israeli-Jordanian crisis and after the 1955 Khan Yunis and
Lake Tiberias raids. The Pentagon also repeatedly pushed for more assertive
policies than the president allowed on the questions of whether to join the Bagh-
dad Pact, whether to approve Anglo-French force against Egypt in 1956, and
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whether to send U.S. troops into Iraq and Jordan in 1958. Because Eisenhower
was a more proactive and in-charge executive than Truman was, however, these
internal policy divisions did not cause the policy reversals and inconsistencies
that marked the Truman years.

Third, Truman more than Eisenhower made decisions favoring Israel for do-
mestic political reasons. In the late 1940s, U.S. Zionists frequently pressed Tru-
man to make favorable policy, and he bowed in part to political considerations
when he facilitated Israel’s birth, recognized the new state, and abandoned the
Bernadotte Plan. Truman also gave in to domestic pressure in 1949 when he
prohibited the State Department from blocking Israeli admission to the United
Nations or compelling Israel to relinquish the Negev, the western Galilee, or
Jerusalem. Public pressure compelled the State Department unwillingly to pro-
vide aid for Israel to absorb Jewish immigrants and led Truman to order a State
Department investigation into Iraq’s treatment of its Jewish citizens. Israeli has-
bara activities encouraged such favorable public thinking.

Truman’s submission to domestic politics, however, had limits. The presi-
dent refused to lift the arms embargo against Israel in 1948-49 despite protests
from U.S. Zionists that refusing arms to the new state might result in its destruc-
tion. He refused to dispatch U.S. troops to rescue Israel when its fate looked
precarious, and he withheld de jure recognition, contrary to public demand. In
1950-51, in contradiction to his domestic political interests, Truman approved
the Middle East Command, endorsed a Security Council resolution critical of
Israel’s behavior in the Huleh crisis, and refrained from endorsing Israeli access
to the Suez Canal. Confronted with the persistent advice of the State and De-
fense Departments about the risks of a pro-Zionist policy, Truman occasionally
displayed elements of anti-Zionism.

In contrast, Eisenhower frequently acted on his claim of immunity to pro-
Israeli domestic pressures. He proposed the Alpha peace plan in 1955 in full
awareness that domestic supporters of Israel would sharply criticize the scheme.
He resisted the temptation to reap domestic political rewards by providing arms
to Israel in 1956. During the Suez-Sinai War, he disproved the assumption of the
colluding powers that on the eve of a presidential election, he would not dare
oppose an Israeli attack on Egypt. Eisenhower quickly halted the aggression de-
spite the potential domestic repercussions.

On several occasions, however, Eisenhower modified his policy for domes-
tic political reasons. Pro-Israel public opinion factored in his decisions to de-
cline membership in the Baghdad Pact, to refrain from imposing sanctions on
Israel in early 1957 and to consult Israel about the Eisenhower Doctrine. In
1958, political considerations helped convince Eisenhower not to break fully
with Israel, as the Pentagon advised. Domestic criticism of a canal improve-
ments loan to Egypt pressured him to back Israel’s water conduit project. In
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1960, domestic political calculations forced the State Department to withhold
an invitation to Nasser to visit the White House and to cancel his tour of the
country.

The similarities between Truman and Eisenhower seem as striking as the dif-
ferences. Truman became increasingly active in Arab-Israeli affairs, while Eisen-
hower retreated from an initial burst of activism to an acceptance of the status
quo. Although Truman at first displayed reactive and inconsistent policy mak-
ing, he eventually overcame this tendency, while Eisenhower appeared more
proactive and consistent from the start. Truman submitted to domestic con-
cerns openly but within limits, while his successor vowed to resist domestic
political pressures but frequently submitted to them. There was as much con-
tinuity as change in U.S. policy regarding the Arab-Israeli conflict after Eisen-
hower replaced Truman as president.

U.S. Relations with Israel, the Arab States, and Britain

Truman’s and Eisenhower’s tacit acceptance of the Arab-Israeli conflict had pro-
found consequences for U.S. relations with Israel and the Arab states and a sig-
nificant impact on American relations with Britain. Because of differences over
aspects of the Arab-Israeli situation, the United States and Israel experienced
a demonstrable degree of tension in their official relationship. The conflict in-
flicted more substantial damage on U.S. relations with many Arab states and
spawned a general reorientation of the Arab world away from its earlier affilia-
tion with the West. U.S. relations with Britain experienced moments of trial, but
in general the Atlantic allies cooperated in preserving their basic vital interests
in the Middle East.

U.S.-Israeli relations appeared very warm during the Truman presidency.
Israel developed close ties to the White House, Congress, and the U.S. public
that frequently resulted in favorable policy decisions. Truman provided cru-
cial assistance to the establishment of Israel and never considered withdraw-
ing support for its national integrity and sovereignty. Israel fared well in the
United States on issues such as diplomatic recognition, admission to the United
Nations, and economic aid. U.S. backing contributed immeasurably to Israel’s
survival.

Israel experienced much less friendly relations with the State and Defense
Departments, however. To protect vital interests in Arab states, these depart-
ments worked to block Israel’s establishment by resisting partition and pro-
moting trusteeship. Even after Israel was created with Truman’s blessing, State
and Defense tried to maintain a certain distance from the Jewish state, espe-
cially when it seemed to be neutralist and susceptible to communist influence,
and they convinced Truman to delay de jure recognition until Israel met certain
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conditions. Although the U.S.-Israeli relationship appeared outwardly warm,
substantial tension existed at the working level.

The fundamental dichotomy in the U.S.-Israeli relationship during the Tru-
man presidency was evident in the positions of the two powers on various Arab-
Israeli issues. On the one hand, the Truman administration firmly rejected the
Arab charge that Israel lacked political or moral legitimacy. On the other hand,
the United States refused to issue the arms and security assurances that Israel
desired, attempted to establish the Middle East Command in Egypt despite
fervent Israeli protests, and refused to enforce U.N. resolutions that affirmed
Israel’s position on the Suez Canal transit issue.

U.S. and Israeli perspectives on several Arab-Israeli issues remained at wide
variance even as the two countries’ policies converged toward a common posi-
tion. For example, the State Department eventually acceded to the Israeli view
that massive repatriation of Palestinian refugees could never occur but none-
theless remained angry at Israeli stubbornness on the issue. The United States
suspended its strong opposition to Israel’s occupation of West Jerusalem but
continued to criticize Israel’s defiance of the United Nations and refused to rec-
ognize Jerusalem as Israel’s capital. U.S. officials did not confirm Israel’s posi-
tions on such issues but simply acceded to a status quo that favored Israel be-
cause American leaders lacked the will or ability to change the situation in the
face of Israeli opposition. Given the relative lack of alignment on policy issues,
anger and resentment remained in the relationship.

U.S.-Israeli relations were complicated by certain situations facing each gov-
ernment. U.S. officials confronted a “firmness dilemma” in which they calcu-
lated that treating the new state of Israel with firmness would force it to heed
their demands; in reality, however, such firmness provoked defiance. For ex-
ample, in late 1948 the State Department demanded that Israel accept the ter-
ritorial provisions of the Bernadotte Plan on the assumption that the United
Nations retained some influence in Israel, as purportedly had been the case
under the mandate. U.S. officials soon learned, however, that Israel vigorously
defended its control of territories that it deemed vital and in fact Israel resented
the presumption that it must bend to U.N. dictates. In addition, the U.S. re-
fusal to recognize Israeli sovereignty over Jewish Jerusalem struck Israeli offi-
cials and citizens as undue foreign meddling in their state’s internal affairs. Only
gradually would U.S. officials escape the firmness dilemma by treating Israel as
a sovereign state rather than some semistate under U.N. auspices.

For their part, Israeli leaders faced an “influence dilemma” in the United
States. Well aware of the anti-Zionism in the State and Defense Departments,
the Israeli government routinely appealed to Truman through a circle of ad-
visers and sympathetic private citizens with access to the Oval Office. Such advo-
cates proved instrumental in convincing Truman to support partition, oppose
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trusteeship, recognize Israel, and block the State Department from compelling
Israel to concede territory. During a quarrel with the State Department and Pen-
tagon over economic and military aid, Israel mobilized sympathetic members
of Congress to ensure its interests. Israeli officials formulated subtle hasbara
initiatives to shape U.S. public opinion as another check on the State Depart-
ment’s power.

Israel exerted profound and significant influence on U.S. policy, but not with-
out cost or risk. As Israeli officials realized, their back-channel contacts with
the White House, as effective and necessary as they seemed, deeply angered the
State and Defense Departments and thereby aggravated the original predica-
ment facing Israel. To make matters worse for Israel, after his reelection Truman
showed less favoritism, expressed regret at the politicking by Israel’s U.S. sup-
porters, and gave the State Department more latitude to make policy. The de-
partment registered its displeasure with Israeli hasbara operations that encour-
aged the public to contest U.S. government policy. Especially after 1949, these
developments exacerbated Israel’s agony over the influence dilemma.

Further tension developed during the Eisenhower years, when U.S. and
Israeli officials took fundamentally different views on the correct Israeli dispo-
sition toward the Arab states. On behalf of the goal of regional stability, U.S.
officials advised Israel to live quietly alongside the Arab states and concede on
territorial and other issues to achieve a permanent peace. But Israeli leaders
complained that U.S. prescriptions would only encourage Arab bellicosity and
thus threaten the Jewish state’s existence. Israel confronted its Arab adversaries,
used military power to weaken them, and demanded U.S. arms and security
guarantees. But U.S. officials refused to meet Israeli demands, criticized Israel’s
belligerence, and resented Israeli hasbara operations against U.S. impartiality.

This basic conflict remained unresolved through the end of the Eisenhower
period and was clear in divergent policies toward security-related issues. Israel
resisted U.S. security plans that augmented Arab states’ military power. It criti-
cized the Baghdad Pact because it channeled arms to Iraq and resisted U.S.
plans to provide arms to other Arab states. Israeli leaders questioned whether
the Eisenhower Doctrine would protect the Jewish state from Arab assault and
worried that U.S. backing of Arab states would increase the dangers the coun-
try faced.

U.S.-Israeli official relations declined sharply during the 1956 Suez-Sinai War.
Eisenhower was extremely displeased with Israel for attacking Egypt, a move
that deceived and defied the United States, aggrieved Arab nationalism, spoiled
a U.S. covert operation in Syria, raised the specter of Soviet military attack in the
Middle East and Europe, and opened the door to Soviet influence in Arab states.
Israel complained bitterly when Eisenhower forced the cessation of the attack
and the relinquishment of territorial gains. Eisenhower threatened to impose
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sanctions on Israel to force it to withdraw and resented its success in mobilizing
public and congressional supporters to block this move.

The U.S.-Israeli official relationship remained cold in 1957-58. During con-
versations on the Eisenhower Doctrine, Israel revealed reluctance to declare
publicly that it would fight with the West against Soviet aggression, fearing to
imperil three million Soviet-bloc Jews. At the same time, the United States ex-
pressed reluctance to enroll Israel in any anti-Soviet security scheme, fearing to
alienate Arab powers. In 1958, as rebels toppled the Iraqi regime and threatened
the Lebanese and Jordanian governments, U.S. officials seriously reconsidered
the traditional U.S. policy toward Israel. Eisenhower removed Israel from a list
of interests that the United States would fight to defend, and the Pentagon ad-
vised that the United States break all ties with Israel to preserve the waning
American influence among Arab powers. Although he ultimately decided not to
pull the plug on U.S.-Israeli relations, the president did not express deep admi-
ration for Israel or its friendship.

Several other Arab-related issues also strained U.S.-Israeli relations. Eisen-
hower remained silent on Israeli transit rights on the Suez Canal, criticized
Israel for sending ships into the canal, protested its stubbornness regarding Pal-
estinian refugees, and contested its right to deploy naval vessels on the Gulf of
Aqaba. During an Israeli-Syrian border dispute, the United States earned Israeli
reproach for not siding with Israel even when the United Nations Truce Super-
visory Organization ruled in Israel’s favor. U.S. support of Israel’s water conduit
scheme came slowly and reluctantly. Israeli officials resented the U.S.-United
Arab Republic (UAR) rapprochement and attacked it through diplomacy and
hasbara that cast Nasser in unfavorable terms.

U.S. amity with Arab states, which had been built over decades of cultural
and commercial involvement, collapsed quickly after World War II because of
deep disagreements about Palestine. In making a series of decisions that boosted
Zionism, Truman wiggled away from Franklin D. Roosevelt’s pledge to con-
sult Arab leaders before supporting political changes in Palestine. Enraged Arab
leaders magnified evidence of U.S. pressure on other states to support parti-
tion, rejected the trusteeship plan, fought militarily against Israel despite U.S.
discouragement, and blamed the United States for allowing Israel to retain ter-
ritory in violation of the Bernadotte Plan. The widespread conviction that U.S.
support was crucial to the creation of Israel and the bitter military defeat suf-
fered at Israeli hands in 1948-49 left Arab peoples deeply resentful of the United
States.

U.S.-Arab differences regarding Israel were aggravated by other factors.
Decolonization, emerging anti-Western nationalism, economic underdevelop-
ment, and inter-Arab conflicts caused a general discord between the United
States and the Arab world. In contrast to the situation involving Israel, U.S. pub-
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lic opinion lacked a friendly predisposition toward Arab states or peoples, per-
haps as a result of popular ignorance about Arab peoples and indifference if not
opposition to Islam. Dismissive and derogatory remarks by U.S. officials about
Arab leaders revealed an anti-Arab bias at the elite level that shaped the context
of U.S.-Arab relations.

Arab-U.S. tensions created by Israel deepened in 1949-53. Arab leaders ex-
pressed anger at what they considered Truman’s pro-Israel policies—awarding
Israel as much economic aid as all Arab states combined, supporting a U.N.
resolution favorable to Israel on the canal transit issue, facilitating Jewish im-
migration to Israel, and endorsing German reparations to Israel. Arab govern-
ments also condemned the United States for refusing to force Israel to repatriate
Palestinian refugees or relinquish West Jerusalem. In 1951-52, the State Depart-
ment made no progress in an effort to build better relations with Arab states on
the condition that Israel would continue to exist. By 1953, U.S. officials measured
steep deterioration in their relations with the Arab states.

The Eisenhower administration attempted to restore good relations with
Arab states by practicing impartiality in the Arab-Israeli situation. U.S. officials
refrained from approving Israel’s water-diversion scheme at Banat Yaacov, rec-
ognizing Jerusalem as Israel’s capital, or advocating Israel’s interests in disputes
about the Suez Canal, the Gulf of Aqaba, and the Arab boycott. Eisenhower op-
posed the prospective and actual use of force against Egypt in the Suez-Sinai
crisis and pressured Israel to withdraw from the Sinai and Gaza. In the late
1950s, the U.S. president nurtured a rapprochement with Nasser to deter him
from looking to the Soviet Union.

U.S.-Arab relations remained tense, however, through the 1950s. In early
1956, after losing patience with Nasser as a result of the Soviet-Egyptian arms
deal, the collapse of the Anderson mission, and the negotiations about the
Aswan Dam, Eisenhower and Dulles adopted the Omega policy to reduce Nas-
ser’s prestige. They later actively contained Egyptian influence in Jordan and
groomed King Saud as an alternative to Nasser as a pan-Arab leader. Arab
statesmen assigned little credit to the United States for ending the Suez-Sinai
War, noted that Eisenhower flinched at imposing sanctions on Israel, and criti-
cized his reluctance to break with Israel over its policies on Palestinian refugees,
the Gulf of Aqaba, and water development. Nasser remained assertive, expan-
sionist, and neutralist, and, despite the rapprochement of 1959-60, U.S.-UAR
relations remained strained when the Eisenhower presidency ended.

In 1945-61, U.S. officials witnessed a disturbing division in the Arab world.
At the end of World War II, the Arab states appeared to be tied loosely to the
West through commercial and security arrangements with Britain and cultural
and business ties to the United States. But Western observers viewed with alarm
the overthrow of pro-Western regimes in Syria in 1949, Egypt in 1952, and Iraq
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in 1958, the near collapse of Lebanon in 1958, and the repeated challenges to the
Jordanian throne. This transformation of the Arab world concerned the United
States because the revolutionary movements and governments tended to es-
pouse anti-Western nationalism and neutralism in the Cold War.

The Eisenhower administration became acutely concerned by the radical-
ization of Arab states, bolstering conservative governments against apparent
radical intrigues by issuing arms supply and political support; avoiding formal
membership in the Baghdad Pact to avoid angering radicals; and engaging in
covert operations to unseat a radical regime in Damascus. The Eisenhower Doc-
trine offered protection to the conservative rulers of Saudi Arabia, Lebanon,
Irag, and Jordan and, as implemented, seemed more a weapon against Arab
radicalism than communism. The U.S.-UAR rapprochement of the late 1950s
originated in a realization that Egyptian influence might slow the rise of com-
munism in Syria and Iraq. During the late 1950s, U.S. officials avoided Arab-
Israeli peacemaking because it promised to encourage Arab radicalism.

While U.S. officials realized that the Arab-U.S. estrangement stemmed from
many causes, these leaders sensed that the presence of Israel aggravated the
fissure. Arab nationalism, galvanized by Israel’s presence, targeted the United
States because it had supported Israel. Moreover, although U.S. officials differ-
entiated between nationalism and communism and recognized that anticom-
munism permeated Arab culture, they feared that anti-Israelism exceeded anti-
communism in Arab states and that Arab governments might accept Soviet
assistance in attacking Israel. The United States also feared that the Soviet Union
would promote anti-Israeli and anti-Western extremist leaders in Arab states as
ameans of eradicating Western influence and projecting Soviet influence in the
Arab community. The existence of Israel remained a source of contention in
U.S. relations with Arab states, especially those that seemed most likely to open
the door of the Middle East to the Soviet Union.

U.S. policy toward the Arab-Israeli conflict also influenced Anglo-U.S. rela-
tions after World War II. To defeat the Axis during the war, the United States
and Britain had forged a global alliance that proved strong enough to survive
minor quarrels, such as a commercial rivalry in the Middle East. Indeed, to
avoid unnecessary risks to the alliance, U.S. officials deferred to Britain on major
wartime policy decisions about Palestine. Pentagon strategists who collaborated
with British officers to engineer the victory of 1945 emerged after the war as
ardent advocates of continued partnership.

During the early Truman presidency, however, differences regarding Pales-
tine tested the Anglo-U.S. partnership. Truman faulted Britain for producing
the Palestine imbroglio, for refusing to enforce partition, and for arming Arab
powers in violation of the U.N. embargo. British leaders were dismayed that
Truman’s pronouncements on Palestine complicated efforts to build a security
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sphere in the Arab world. U.S. recognition of Israel so angered Britain that the
Atlantic alliance seemed imperiled. As the Palestine War raged in late 1948, Tru-
man blocked British efforts to revive the Bernadotte Plan, weakened the anti-
Israeli terms of a British draft U.N. resolution on the Negev, and urged Britain
to deescalate its military showdown with Israel along the Egyptian-Jordanian-
Israeli border.

Both the United States and Britain deemed it essential to maintain an alliance
for global security purposes, however, and after 1949 the two countries healed
their breach over Palestine. Britain deferred to U.S. leadership at the Lausanne
conference and supported U.S. initiatives at the United Nations. The Truman
administration reciprocated by endorsing Britain’s efforts to reopen the Haifa
refinery and to abolish Suez Canal restrictions. In 1950-51, the two powers co-
operated in issuing the Tripartite Declaration and promoting the Middle East
Command.

The Suez-Sinai crisis notwithstanding, the tone of Anglo-U.S. cooperation in
the Middle East improved during the Eisenhower presidency. In 1954-55, U.S.
and British officials jointly conceived the Alpha peace plan and promoted the
Baghdad Pact. The Suez-Sinai imbroglio revealed fundamental disagreement
between the two powers over the means to recover control of the canal and the
wisdom of deposing Nasser, and the conflict included British deception of the
United States and resort to war despite U.S. objections. But the alliance survived
at the global level, and cooperation in the Middle East quickly resumed. The
two powers coordinated their policies on issues such as the Baghdad Pact, the
Suez Canal, and the revolution in Iraq; in 1958, the United States and Britain co-
ordinated military operations in Lebanon and Jordan. The Suez-Sinai episode
marked the twilight of Britain’s pretense to power in the Middle East and the
dawn of U.S. hegemony in the region, but the events of 1958 indicated that Brit-
ain remained an important U.S. ally.

Conclusion

Between 1945 and 1961, Truman and Eisenhower set the foundation of U.S.
policy toward the Arab-Israeli conflict in subsequent decades. The two presi-
dents gradually assumed the responsibility of protecting Western interests in
the Middle East, and subsequent American leaders did not relinquish those re-
sponsibilities during the remainder of the Cold War. Later presidents also did
not relent in the quest to achieve stability within the Middle East by preserving
governments friendly to the West and favoring, at least in principle, resolution
of the Arab-Israeli conflict. Security and stability remained the watchwords of
U.S. policy in the Middle East for the duration of the Cold War.

Truman and Eisenhower amassed a mixed record in achieving regional secu-
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rity and stability. To an extent, they achieved their containment objectives in the
Middle East. No government became communist or openly pro-Soviet, and sev-
eral pro-Western regimes remained U.S. strategic partners. Yet the Soviet Union
made inroads into the region by forming political and arms supply relationships
with Cairo and Damascus, and the prospect loomed that the Soviets might ex-
ploit anti-Israel passions to turn the entire Arab world against the West. For de-
cades, the region would remain vulnerable to a destabilizing U.S.-Soviet rivalry.

Truman’s and Eisenhower’s quest to manage rather than resolve the Arab-
Israeli conflict entailed certain risks and ultimately faltered. In the short term,
their efforts led to a deepening U.S. intervention in the Middle East, including
the commitment of military forces and the prospect of hostilities against Soviet
or Soviet-backed forces. Nonetheless, by the late 1950s, the strategy proved un-
tenable as certain Arab powers drifted into anti-Western dispositions that left
these countries vulnerable to Soviet influence. U.S. leaders found themselves
caught in the Middle East, unable to relinquish the responsibilities that they
had accepted even as those responsibilities became increasingly difficult to ful-
fill. And they were caught in the middle of the Arab-Israeli conflict, unable to
resolve a dispute that would generate instability for years to come.
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