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H ow is American policy toward 
the Arab-Israel dispute made, 

and who makes it? Steven Spiegel, a 
professor of political science at 
the University of California at Los 
Angeles, focuses on these questions 
in his excellent and important 
study, The Other Arab-Israeli Con­
flict. 

To begin with the first question 
-how decisions are made-Spiegel 
shows that each of the Presidents 
since World War II has followed a 
highly idiosyncratic approach to 
the Middle East. Harry S. Truman 
had no goals of his own, but dealt 
with problems as they arose. He 
took advice from disparate quarters 
-including even his former haber­
dashery partner. Despite a pro­
Israel reputation, he in fact favored 
the Arabs one time, Israel the next. 
"The President swayed hack and 
forth as internal and external con­
straints affected sim. The outcome 
was a weak and inconsistent policy, 
which neither side could totally in­
fluence." 

Dwight D. Eisenhower replaced 
this chaos with a highly structured, 
military-type chain of command. 
Disliking competition over foreign 
policy, he eliminated non-govern­
mental influences. \Vithin the gov­
ernment, Eisenhower and his aides 
shared a consistent view o[ Ameri­
can interests in the J\Jiddle East, 
one that favored closer relations 
with the Arabs. Oblivious to the 
causes of the Arab-Israel dispute, 
they ignored its underlying issues; 
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the result was "a program coherent 
in its global, regional. and local 
objectives, but rigid in formulation 
and content." When it eventually 
became dear that this "grandiose 
and comprehensive strategy" had 
failed, the administration lost in­
terest in the Middle East. 

John F. Kennedy considered the 
Eisenhower decision-making proc­
ess deadening. Instead, he "institu­
tionalized the conflict in the White 
House staff," having advocates of 
pro-Israel and pro-Arab points of 
view argue their positions in 
memos and in person. 

Lyndon B. Johnson approached 
the Middle East somewhat like 
Truman. Acting passively, without 
a strateg\·, he responded to crises 
in an ad-hoc manner. Pro-Arab and 
pro.Israel factions pressured the 
President relentlessly and "Johnson 
found it harder than most Presi­
dents to resolve the two strains and 
therefore adopted both to the con­
fusion of all involved parties." 
"Passivity, avoidance, and lack of 
imagination" characterized John• 
son and his aides. 

In Richard ;,.r. Nixon's first term, 
two top officials, the Secretary of 
State and the J\ational Security Ad­
viser, "engaged in an unprece­
dented and prolonged controversy 
over Middle East issues." Despite 
Nixon's usual decisiveness in for• 
eign policy, when it came to the 
Middle East he could not make up 
his mind. "Middle East policy dur­
ing the first term was thus con­
ducted with a marked lack of co­
herence, in contrast to other issues 
that went through the orderly Nix­
on decision-making apparatus." 

Nixon's National Security Ad· 
viser, Henry Kissinger, became Sec­
retary of State in the Nixon-Ford 
administration and dominated Mid­
dle East policy so completely that 
government debate on the Arab­
Israel issue came to a virtual halt. 
Kissinger pursued a highly person­
al and complex strategy in the 
Middle East that at times even ex­
cluded I.he President. 

The consistent pro-Arab outlook 
of Jimmy Carter's administration 
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is termed by Spiegel an "astound­
ing philosophical consensus." The 
President and his advisers were 
fully agreed on the need to solve 
the Palestinian question, to bring 
the Soviet Union into diplomatic 
activities, and to win Saudi help. 
Near-unanimity encouraged this 
administration to stick rigidly to 
its preconceptions, thus ignoring 
both public opinion and develop­
ments in the Middle East itself. 

Ronald Reagan's first three years; 
finally, were marked by "a distinct 
philosophical perspective, formu­
lated by a passive and even unin­
volved chief executive who was sur­
rounded by competing • and fre­
quently changing players." The 
President set general guidelines 
which he expected aides to imple­
ment. Although they disagreed 
markedly on Middle East issues, he 
let their arguments run on. The ad­
ministration was characterized by 
its "inconsistency and divided 
voice." The President's peculiar ap­
proach to the Middle East-"a com­
bination of emotion, ideology, lack 
of knowledge, and instinctive po­
litical acumen"-resulted in an 
especially amorphous policy. 

EVEN this brief survey points up the 
special decision-making problems 
involved in JI.fiddle East policy. Vir­
tually every recent President has 
found it unmanageable: Truman 
and Johnson let themselves be buf­
feted by events; Eisenhower and 
Carter tried to impose order but 
failed; Nixon-I found it the one. 
region he could not treat system­
atically, while Nixon-II and Ford 
gave the region over to their chief 
aide; and Reagan allowed anarchy. 

It is tempting to blame Arabs 
and Israelis for this state of affairs, 
to shake one's head and grumble 
about their intransigence; but sure­
ly this is inadequate. Relations be­
tween the two Koreas are at least 
as hostile as relations in the Mid­
dle East, yet in Korea that hostility. 
serves to clarify issues rather than 
the reverse. The dilemma of Arab­
Israel policy is a function instead 
of the unique debate that takes 
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place about it in the United States. 
The l\1iddle East alone falls out­

side the central foreign-policy issue 
of our time, the question of how 
to deal with the Soviet challenge. 
Elsewhere around the globe, Amer­
ican conservatives and liberals ar­
gue O\'er the same set of issues: the 
utility of force, Soviet responsibility 
for local problems, and the like. If 
you know an American's views on 
the USSR, you can pretty well pre­
dict his opinions on Central Amer­
ica, \Vestern Europe, Southern 
Africa, or East Asia. 

But not on the Middle East. 
Homeland of monotheism and site 
of the world's greatest oil reserves, 
the region has a special place in 
American politics. ,vhen it comes 
to the Middle East, religious pas­
sions and financial interests O\'er­
whelm the usual RightiLeft divi­
sions in favor of an entirely differ­
ent dichotomy, the pro-,-\rab and 
the pro-Israel. Neither conserva­
tives nor liberals comistentl y favor 
the one side or the other. All 
four possible combinations-pro­
Arab conser\'atives, pro-Israel con­
serva tiYes, pro.Ar.ib liberals, pro­
Israel liberals-are actiYe in Amer­
ican politics. Pm-Arab conserva• 
tiws stress the importance of oil 
and business ties; pro-Israel con­
serYati,·es note Israel's usefulness 
as a strategic ally against the So\'iet 
Union. Liberals friendly to the 
Arabs emphasize the ~uffering of 
the Palestinians; liberals friendly to 
Israel stress Israel's democracy and 
its high moral standards. 

These divisions bede\'il gon:.•rn· 
ment decision-making, as Spiegel 
shows. Although Yoters select a 
President with, in foreign affairs, 
an eye primarily toward East.,Vest 
issues, and although a President 
chooses his aides on the same basis, 
an administration's So,·iet policy is 
no key to its views on the I\1iddle 
East. Eisenhower was a cold war• 
rior while Carter sought concilia­
tion with l\f oscow, but both fa­
vored the Arabs. Eisenhower and 
Nixon both made anti-Commun­
ism the centrnl tenet of their for­
eign policy, but one favored the 
Arabs and the other Jsrael. 

Top adYisers are equally idio• 
syncratic. As Spiegel notes, ,villiam 
Rogers and Henry Kissinger agreed 
on the Sodet Union but nol on Lhe 
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Middle East; conversely, Cyrus I 
Vance and Zbigniew Brzezinski 
fought over Soviet policy but 
agreed on the Arab-Israel dispute. 
Though there are no fixed rules, 
members of the cabinet dealing 
with foreign issues, from Dean 
Acheson to Cyrus Vance, have gen­
erally favored the pro-Arab view­
point; \-Vhite House officials, from i 

Clark Clifford to Walter Mondale, l 
han• leaned toward Israel. 

How much attention the Presi­
dent pays to the Middle East affects 
the feuding among his advisers. 
The more deeply a President in. 
voh·es himself, the more faithfully 
hi~ staff sticks to his line; consist­
ency follows. Eisenhower and Car­
ter saw the Arab-Israel conflict as 
central to their concerns, and there­
fore presided over the most cohe- j 
si \·e policies. Conversely, Truman, • 
Kennedy, and Johnson absented 
L11emsehes somewhat, and the re- • 
suit was haphazard decision-mak-
ing:. 

BOOKS I~ RF.\'IEW/69 

simplicity, and it represents a re­
freshing contrast to the commonly : 
accepted nonsense that V.S. policy / 
is_ run by interest group,. (Hafez i 
al-Assad, for example, has stated for 
the record that Svria's problem is 
"the Zionist influence in the 
Cnited States: without it, every­
thing would be much simpler.") 

BLT does Spiegel's p:iradigm ade­
qu:i.tely explain American decisions , 
concerning the \fiddle East:, Xot- I 
withstanding my respect for his 
command of the subject, this thesis 
seems to me inadequate. The ele• . 
men ts Spiegel relegates to the side- , 
lines do more than create the ! 
framework in which officials act; ' 
they_ .1lso stimulate and proYide in- l 
cen ti \'CS. ' 

To begin with, as e\en Spiegel· 
acknO\dedges. domestic pres,t;re 
group, do affect :\fiddle List policy 
,,·hen the President choose~ nm to 
he acti\'ely inrnhed. "If the [.-\r:ih-
hnel] issue is gh·en low priority, 

; pre,idential attention ,,·ill be mini­
mal and the inAuence of the bu­
rc:iucracy, Congress, and interest 
groups will increase." The admin­
istrations of Truman, Johnson,' 
and Reagan exemplify this situa-. 
tion. 

Tttis brings us to the second ques­
tion: who makes decisions? Spiegel i 
offers a daring hypothesis: U.S. pol- i 
ic\· reflects "the basic assumptions ; 
of the President, the individuals on 1 

whom he relies for advice, and the , 
resulting decision-making system 
,d1id1 com·erts ideas into poli­
c:i<:> ... Presidents, in particular, haYe 
a decisive role, for they establish 
the goals, pick the players, and 
make the final decisions. Moreoyer, 
Spiegel argues, in most cases they 

1 
take steps in accordance with their 
con,ciences and "generally for rea­
som of state, largely unrelated to 
domestic politics and often in de­
fiance of domestic groups." 

In other words, "the principal 
pol icy-makers and their ideas," and 
these alone, are what count. \<\'ith 
one blow Spiegel thus dispenses 
with voters, Congressmen, Senators, 

. State and Defense Department bu­
reaucrats, lobbyists, businessmen, 
journalists, intellectuals, and schol­
ars. Congress he deems "largely ir­
rele,·ant" to the peace process. As 
for interest groups and bureau­
crat>, they can delay or accelerate 
deci~iom, but they cannot affect 
their substance. They "limit policy; 
the,· do not define it." 

This concent1·atio11 on the presi­
dential elite is seductive in its 

Second, the pro-Israel Yote should • 
not be underestimated. It is highly 
mobilized and shapes the \fiddle 
East pl.inks of both congrc~sional 
and presidential candidates: it can 
e\·en influence the outcome of elec­
tions. While campaign promises 
are, of course, broken, the\' usuallv 
do indicate basic intent \fon:oYe~. 
the pro-Israel vote cm affect the 
composition of the presidential 
elite. George W. Ball might ,,·ell 
have been appointed Secretary of 
States if not for his extreme hostil· 
ity to Israel; Senator John G. Tow­
er of Texas took care to become · 
more friendly to Israel when posi­
tioning himself (unsuccessfully) as . 
a candidate £or Secretary of Defense 
in late 1984. 

Third, the bias of Foreign Service 
Officers :i.gainst Israel does more 
than delay or accelerate deci~ions; 
it dominates a Secretary of State 
like William Rogers who enters of­
fice inexperienced in foreign affairs 
and without developed views on 
the Arabs and Israel. Henry Kis­
singer and Alexander Haig are 
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probably the only Secretaries not 
to be affected in this manner. 

Fourth, as Steven Emerson has 
demonstrated in his recent investi­
gation of petrodollar influence in 
Washington, The American House 
of Saud, business interests • can 
shape U.S. policy in the Middle 
East. An example was the passage 
of the A WACS package in the Sen­
ate in October 1981, a decision 
fraught with potential effects on war­
fare between the Arabs and Israel. 

Fifth, the fact that the Arab­
Israel conflict falls outside the con­
servative /liberal debate enhances 
the importance of bureaucrats and 
interest groups. Since the political 
parties lack personnel trained in 
Middle East affairs, more key po­
sitions are held by bureaucrats, 
who exert more influence. Interest 
groups also gain, for the usual 
ideological stands and coalitions do 
not apply to the Middle East. 

Sixth, the presidential elite de­
rives its ideas from the outside. 
John Maynard Keynes once noted 
that "practical men, who believe 
themselves to be quite exempt from 
any intellectual influences, are usu­
ally the slaves of some defunct 
economist"; a similar pauern holds 
for Middle East policy. Busy offi­
cials do very little original thinking; 
they derive their goals and their 
principles from sources outside go\'­
ernment. When the intellectual 
climate changes, as it did after the 
October 1973 war, politicians must 
respond. Spiegel, indeed, implies 
as much in his observation that 
"battling for the hearts and minds 
of the American elite has been the 
true subject of the Arab-Israeli war 
for Washington." 

Finally, Spiegel exaggerates the 
role of Washington. The chapters 
of this book are arranged by Amer­
ican Presidents, where one would 
expect them to be arranged by de­
cisive events in the ?--.Iiddle East: 
wars, treaties, changes of regime. 
Like Strobe Talbott, whose books 
on arms control portray that proc­
ess in terms of American factions 
rather than in terms of relations 
between the United States and the 
Soviet Union, Spiegel has allowed 
himself to become so absorbed by 
the Washington sideshow that he 
sometimes neglects the main event. 

This is in a way understandable. 

k a professor of political science, elected President since 1953 has 
Spiegel must implicitly compare· floated an Arab-Israel 1mt1at1ve 
Middle· East policy-making to do- early in his first term: the Johns­
mestic policy-making. ln contrast to ton plan in 1953, the Dulles plan 
such matters as labor relations, edu- in 1955, the Johnson plan in 1962, 
cation, taxation, abortion, and wel- the Rogers plan in 1969, the Car­
fare, where immense pressure is felt ter plan in 1977, and the Reagan 
from constituents, foreign relations plan in l 982. Inspired as they 
must seem an altogether quiet af- were by American rather than Mid­
fair, dominated by a relatively few die Eastern concerns, all failed 
people in the capital. And there is completely. 
some truth to this: every adminis- Americ.an politicians fancy that 
tration finds it has more room to our policy of selling arms to Israel 
maneuver in the world than in the permits us to dictate terms. Some 
country. At the same time, how- administrations "arm Israel to the 
ever, within the realm of foreign teeth," hoping this will win politi­
affairs, the Arab-Israel conflict is cal flexibility; others withhold 
one that is uniquely subject to anns in the effort to coerce obedi­
constituent pressures. The presi- ence. The record shows that neither 
dential elite controls Middle East strategy works. Spiegel argues that 
policy far less than it does policy Israel is flexible only when it can 
toward NATO, China, South strike a favorable deal, and this de. 
Africa, or other regions. pends more on the Arabs than on 

SPIEGEL concludes his study with a 
negative assessment of U.S. policy­
making in the Middle East: 

There have been occasional mo­
ments of spectacular success­
UN Resolution 242 in 1967, the 
Kissinger shuttle, the Camp Da­
vid accords, and the Egypt-Israel 
peace treaty. Unfulfilled objec­
tives, however, have been the 
norm: from trusteeship proposals 
[instead of an independent Israel] 
to the Baghdad Pact; from the 
Johnson and Rogers Plans to 
autonomy [on the \Vest Bank] 
and the Reagan plan. 

He might have added to this list 
the 1953 Johnston plan to share 
the Jordan Ri,·er waters, the May 
1983 accords between Lebanon and 
Israel, as well as many other failed 
initiatives. 

Spiegel has several explanations 
for this sorry record. For one thing, 
he argues, Washington is arrogant. 
"American leaders have consistent­
ly assumed that they knew better 
than other involved statesmen how 
to prO\·ide for peace and security of 
the region." The dubious notion 
I.hat the U.S. on its own can resolve 
the Arab-Israel dispute leads to a 
persistent unilateralism. Conse­
quently, Washington does not limit 
itself to responding to events in the 
Middle East, but devises plans for 
resolving the Arab-Israel conflict 
for its own reasons and at the time 
of its convenience. Each newly 

American arms policies. 
The U.S. makes similar mistakes 

with the Arabs. Ignoring the cru­
cial fact that Arab states are too in­
tensely involved in their own dis­
putes to align closely with a super­
power, Washington keeps trying to 
lure Arab leaders into joining anti­
Soviet coalitions-the Baghdad 
Pact, Kennedy's opening to Egypt, 
the Nixon Doctrine, Haig's stra­
tegic consensus-and is invariably 
disappointed. 

Spiegel also faults American pol­
iticians for dwelling so much on 
the Arab-Israel conflict. Preoccupa­
tion with that dispute has meant 
slighting other developments in the 
area, with disastrous consequences. 
M uammar al-Qaddafi received 
American help to consolidate his 
power in Libya while our atten­
tion was distracted by the War of 
Attrition at the Suez Canal; the 
falling Shah of Iran took a back 
seat to Camp David; the 1982 gains 
in Lebanon were frittered away by 
the Reagan administration's turn 
to the ,,vest Bank issue. 

Still, whatever qualifications or 
criticisms of specific points of inter­
pretation one might wish to enter 
about The Other AralJ-lsraeli Con­
flict, it remains enormously valu­
able as a detailed and svstematic 
examination of American policy in 
the :Middle East. Thanks to Steven 
Spiegel's book, it is now possible to 
discuss this issue in an educated 
way. 


