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Revisiting the U.S. Role  
in Three Middle East Crises  

by George L. Simpson, Jr. 

t has long been 
conventional wis-
dom to blame the 

Western powers, first 
and foremost the United 
States, for the ills of the 
contemporary Middle 
East. No sooner had al-
Qaeda terrorists steered 
two hijacked airplanes 
into the World Trade 
Center than the atrocity 
was presented as a 
response to Washing-
ton’s overbearing and 
self-serving Middle 
Eastern policy. What 
goes around comes 
around, ran the common argument, and it is only natural for the seeds of rage that 
Washnigton has sown to come home to roost. In the words of historian Gabriel Kolko: 
“The events of September 11 were the direct result of over fifty years of American 
involvement in the region, the consequence of actions and policies that have destabilized 
the arc of nations extending from the Mediterranean to South Asia.”1 

This conventional view wrongly inverts Washington’s Middle Eastern policy and 
the nature of its relations with local allies. Not only have Middle Eastern actors not 
been hapless pawns of foreign powers, but they have been active and enterprising free 
agents pursuing their own goals and agendas, often beyond Washington’s control 

                                                 
1 Gabriel Kolko, Another Century of War (New York: The Free Press, 2002), p. 19. 

I

Protesters burn flags in anti-U.S. demonstrations, Tehran. Despite
popular beliefs to the contrary, Washington has generally followed
a course in the Middle East that has sought not only to advance its
own interests but also to further those of regional actors. 
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and at times against its wishes.2 And no-
where has this tendency been more vividly 
illustrated than in three major crises in the 
formative period when U.S. administrations 
became engaged in the region: the November 
1947 partition resolution and the creation of 
the state of Israel; the overthrow of Iranian 
prime minister Mohammed Mossadeq; and 
the June 1967 Six-Day War. 

The Roots of Anti-Americanism 
The roots of what Jean-François Revel 

termed “the theory of American guilt in all 
things”3 can be traced to the late nineteenth- 
and early twentieth centuries when U.S. 
diplomats, missionaries, and educators first 
ventured to the Middle East. These 
“Arabists” generally held sympathetic views 
of the cultures and people among whom they 
lived. While their dominance in the Foreign 
Service waned in the wake of World War II, 
they have retained a profound impact on the 
Department of State—consistently the most 
pro-Arab governmental organ.4 This in-
fluence has been further reinforced by a 
powerful pro-Arab lobby comprising oil 
companies, lobbyists in the employ of Saudi 
Arabia, other Arab or Muslim governments, 
and non-Arab special interest groups such as 
the Council on American-Islamic Relations 

                                                 
2 Efraim Karsh, The Tail Wags the Dog: International 

Politics and the Middle East (London and New 
York: Bloomsbury, 2015); Barry Rubin and Judith 
Colp Rubin, Hating America: A History (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2008), pp. 155-85; Tony 
Smith, “New Bottles for New Wine: A Pericentric 
Framework for the Study of the Cold War,” 
Diplomatic History, Fall 2000, pp. 567-91. 

3 Jean-François Revel, Anti-Americanism (San 
Francisco: Encounter, 2003), p. 62. 

4 Robert Kaplan, The Arabists: The Romance of an 
American Elite (New York: The Free Press, 
1995). 

and the National Iranian American Council 
that seek to influence U.S. policies and 
American public opinion.5  

The 1960s were a turning point for 
American attitudes towards Middle East 
policy particularly among intellectuals and 
academics. More importantly, the decade 
witnessed turmoil associated with the 
Vietnam War and the civil rights movement, 
with revisionist interpretations of the Cold 
War blaming U.S. administrations for the 
conflict gaining traction, and new radical 
movements making their debut on the 
political scene. Consistent with this nascent, 
radical outlook, a National Conference for 
New Politics, which met in Chicago that 
year, adopted “a Black Power resolution 
condemning the ‘imperialist Zionist war’ 
between Israel and the Arab countries.”6 

This process of radicalization continued 
well into the 1970s with more and more 
academics advancing their revisionist inter-
pretations of U.S. foreign policy in both their 
writings and the classroom.7 Likewise, 
academic outlets such as the Middle East 
Research and Information Project (MERIP), 
established in 1971, and The Journal of 
Palestine Studies, which began publication the 

                                                 
5 Mitchell Bard, The Arab Lobby: The Invisible 

Alliance that Undermines America’s Interests in 
the Middle East (Northampton: Broadside 
Books, 2011); Steven J. Rosen, “The Arab 
Lobby: The European Component,” Middle East 
Quarterly, Fall 2010, pp. 17-32.  

6 “Core Executive Repudiates ‘New Politics’ Attack 
on Israel,” Jewish Telegraphic Agency (JTA), 
Sept. 7, 1967. For a contemporaneous critique of 
the New Left, see Martin Peretz, “The American 
Left and Israel,” Commentary, Nov. 1967, pp. 
27-34. 

7 Martin Kramer, Ivory Towers of Sand: The Failure of 
Middle Eastern Studies in America (Washington, 
D.C.: The Washington Institute for Near East Policy, 
2001), pp. 2, 16-17. 
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following year, became platforms 
from which critics of U.S. policy 
spouted their ideas.  

With respect to the 
“narrative,” it was Edward Said, 
the Columbia University professor 
of English and Comparative 
Languages whose 1978 book 
Orientalism had enormous 
influence on Middle East studies; 
he lambasted the supposed “web 
of racism, cultural stereotypes, 
political imperialism, [and] de-
humanizing ideology” in the 
United States and the West against 
the Arabs. He further contended 
that so-called Orientalists had 
constructed myths in order to 
facilitate the “conquest and 
domination” of the region.8 Rashid 
Khalidi, the Edward Said 
Professor of Modern Arab Studies 
at that same institution, empha-
sizes how Cold War exigencies 
coupled with U.S. naivety and unstinting 
support for Zionism have left “a legacy of 
betrayal and abandonment” throughout the 
region.9  

The Partition Resolution  
and Israel’s Birth 

This virulent anti-American censure has 
been vividly illustrated by criticism of President 
Harry Truman’s support for the November 1947 

                                                 
8 Edward W. Said, Orientalism (New York: Vintage 

Books, 1978), p. 27; Edward W. Said, Covering 
Islam: How the Media and the Experts Determine 
How We See the Rest of the World (New York: 
Pantheon Books, 1981), p. 164. 

9 Rashid Khalidi, Sowing Crisis: The Cold War and 
American Dominance in the Middle East (Boston: 
Beacon Press, 2009), p. 30. 

U.N. partition resolution as being “entirely in 
Israel’s favor without any regard for Arab 
sensibilities,”10 ignoring altogether the fact 
that the resolution was equally beneficial for 
the Palestinian Arabs in that it provided for 
the establishment of an Arab state alongside 
its Jewish counterpart.  

Many historians also give short shrift to 
Truman’s humanitarian motives for backing the 
Zionists in the immediate aftermath of the 
Holocaust, or to the Cold War context in which 
the issue arose, and above all, to the legacy of 
staunch presidential support for the Jewish right 

                                                 
10 Ibid., p. 117. See, also, Lawrence Davidson, “The 

Past as Prelude: Zionism and the Betrayal of 
American Democratic Principles, 1947-1948,” 
Journal of Palestine Studies, Spring 2002, p. 33. 

 

Palestinian Arabs riot, Jerusalem, December 6, 1947, following
the U.N’s November 1947 partition resolution. Far from 
showing unconditional support for partition, Washington’s 
backing came after that of Moscow and was opposed by the 
Department of State and the Pentagon.



MIDDLE E

to natio
mination
Truman’
without 
the U.
endorsed 
1917 Bal
urging th
home. Sim
question 
coexist pe
rule given
Jewish v
during the
likely lea
Amin Hu

More
the Zion
limited. It
Moscow 
White Ho
opposition
Pentagon
Departme
exclude 
prospecti
by Trum
orchestra
left the P
as Londo
Arab sta
nascent J
the mand

               
11 Two ex

Pales
Studi
Ottol
Israel
88. 

12  An exce
in the
Unive

EAST QUARTE

onal self-d
n:11 All 
’s predeces
exception (
S. Congr

the Novem
lfour Declara
he establishm
milarly, scan
of whether 

eacefully in a
n the bitter m
violence and
e 1936-39 “A
adership of th
usseini. 
eover, Washi
nists was a
ts support for
and was v

ouse, which 
n of the Dep

n. Indeed, n
ent collabora
the Negev f
ive state of 
man), but 
ated a regio
Palestine Jew
on sustained
tes, which h
Jewish state 
date. In fact, 

                   
xceptions are 

stine and the 
es, Jan. 19
enghi, “Harry
l,” The Histor

eption is D.K. F
e Middle East, 
ersity Press, 200

ERLY     Summ

deter-
of 

sors 
(plus 
ress) 
mber 
ation, 
ment of a Jew
nt attention is

Arabs and
a unified stat

memories of 
d incitement
Arab revolt,” 
he Nazi coll

ington’s actu
ambiguous, 
r partition fol
virtually con
acted agains

partment of 
not only di
ate with th
from the ter
Israel (only

in late 
onal arms e
ws highly d

d its arms su
had vowed 
upon the te
it was Stalin

               
Bruce J. Even
Cold War,” M

992, pp. 12
y Truman’s R
rical Journal, 

Fieldhouse, Wes
1914-1958 (Ne

06), p. 147. 

mer  2018

wish nationa
s given to th

d Jews coul
te under Arab
repeated anti
,12 especially
and under th

laborator Haj

ual support fo
halting, an

llowed that o
nfined to th
st the staunch
State and th
id the Stat
e British to
rritory of th

y to be foiled
1947, Stat

embargo tha
disadvantaged
upplies to th
to attack th

ermination o
n, rather than

nsen, “Truman
Middle Easter
2-56; Michae
Recognition o
2004, pp. 963

stern Imperialism
ew York: Oxfor

All of Tru
plus the U

the est
Jewish

 

al 
he 
d 

ab 
i-
y 

he 
jj 

or 
d 

of 
he 
h 

he 
te 
o 

he 
d 
te 
at 
d 

he 
he 
of 
n 

n, 
rn 
el 
of 
3-

m 
rd 

this
Ara
by 
up 
Dep
aba
crea
Pal

ove
pan
cou
sou
pro
mee
“for
on 
Ma

     
13

14 K

uman’s prede
U.S. Congres
tablishment 
h national ho

S

s fact.13 Mo
ab-Jewish vi
the day and
to invade

partment 
andoning the
ation of an
estine.  

Even whe
erwhelmed t
n-Arab forc
untry in earl
ught to prev
oclamation o
eting with
reign minist
May 8, U.

arshall warne

If the tid
[you] cam
[you] sho
notice n
warrant 
United S
[you] of 
running.1

                   
Morton A. K

America’s 
Journal on W
Israeli aware
help, see, fo
Witness: Isr
Putnam’s S
Yitzhak Rab
University of

Karsh, The Tai

ecessors  
ss urged  
of a 

ome.  

Simpson: U.S. 

Truma
came 
Zionis
them 
Czecho
who ca
are lar

oreover, in 
iolence in P

d the Arab s
e the new 
maneuvered

e partition p
n internation

en Jewish m
the Palestini
ce that had
ly 1948, the
vent the M

of the state o
h the Zio
ter” Moshe 
.S. secretary
ed:  

de did turn ad
me running to
ould be place
now that the
to expect he

States, which 
the grave risk

14  

                   
Kaplan, “A C

Mideast Po
World Peace, 
eness of the lac
for example, A
rael through M
ons, 1992), 

bin, The Rabin
f California Pr

l Wags the Dog

Middle East P

an, who yet 
to the aid 

sts by supp
with arm

oslovakia. Ye
astigate U.S.

argely silent 
March 19

Palestine esc
states were g

state, the 
d Truman 
lan in favor

nal trusteesh

military ope
ian Arabs a
d penetrate

e State Depa
May 14 antic

of Israel. In 
onist move

Shertok (S
y of state G

dversely and 
o us for help, 
ed clearly on 
ere was no 
elp from the 

had warned 
k [you] were 

     
Conspiracy Th
olicy,” Intern
Dec. 2005, p. 
ck of substanti
Abba Eban, P
My Eyes (New
pp. 127, 15

n Memoirs (B
ess, 1979), p. 3

g, p. 60. 

olicy / 4 

again 
of the 
plying 

ms via 
et most 
 policy 

about 
48, as 
calated 
gearing 

State 
into 

r of the 
hip for 

erations 
and the 
ed the 
artment 
cipated 
a terse 

ement’s 
Sharett) 
George 

heory of 
national 
79. For 

ive U.S. 
Personal 
w York: 
4, 159; 

Berkeley: 
34.  



 

MIDDLE EAST QUARTERLY     Summer  2018 Simpson: U.S. Middle East Policy / 5 

That this warning was flatly ignored was 
evidenced by a New York Times article on 
May 11, titled “Jews to proclaim state 
despite U.S.”  

The Israelis were eager to obtain 
fighter aircraft and antiaircraft artillery 
from Washington, but Marshall would not 
allow Israel to obtain weapons for its 
defense.15 He made good on his threat to 
withhold U.S. military aid to Israel in the 
face of the Arab invasion even though 
Britain continued to back its Arab clients. 
Likewise, full, de jure recognition of Israel 
by Washington occurred only in January 
1949 after the Jewish state had defeated the 
Arab states and held its first parliamentary 
elections. To add insult to injury, the 
tripartite Anglo-American-French declaration 
of 1950 perpetuated the prohibition of the 
sale of weapons to Israel while leaving the 
Soviet arsenals open to the Arabs.16 

The Mossadeq Affair 
Much more than its support for the 

Palestine partition, Washington’s role in the 
August 1953 overthrow of Iranian prime 
minister Mohammed Mossadeq has become 
the epitome of the U.S. government’s 
(supposed) self-serving perfidy—an original 
sin that has allegedly beset Washington’s 

                                                 
15 Shertok to Epstein, May 15, 22, 1948, Israel State 

Archives, Documents on the Foreign Policy of 
Israel (Jerusalem: Hamakor Press, 1981), vol. 1, 
pp. 5, 59; Shlomo Slonim, “The 1948 American 
Embargo on Arms to Palestine,” Political 
Science Quarterly, Autumn 1979, pp. 495-514. 

16 David Tal, “The Making, Operation and Failure of 
the May 1950 Tripartite Declaration on Middle 
East Security,” British Journal of Middle 
Eastern Studies, Aug. 2009, pp. 177-93; Uri 
Bialer, “Top Hat, Tuxedo and Cannons: Israeli 
Foreign Policy from 1948 to 1956 as a Field of 
Study,” Israel Studies, Apr. 2002, pp. 1-80. 

relations with Tehran for decades and for 
which it must continue to make amends.17  

One needs to look no further than the 
Academy Award winning film Argo and its 
simplistic linking of the hostage crisis a quarter-
of-a-century later to lasting Iranian grievances 
towards the CIA to see how deeply this 
narrative has become entrenched in popular 
culture. Secretary of State Madeleine Albright 
lent credence to this view when she publicly 
declared that “it is easy to see now why many 
Iranians continue to resent this intervention by 

                                                 
17 Christopher de Bellaigue, Patriot of Persia: 

Muhammad Mossadegh and a Tragic Anglo-
American Coup (New York: Harper, 2012); 
Stephen Kinzer, All the Shah’s Men: An 
American Coup and the Roots of Middle East 
Terror (New York: Wiley, 2008). 

Prior to the August 1953 overthrow of Iranian prime
minister Mohammed Mossadeq (with cane, being
taken to trial), U.S. officials repeatedly sought to
reconcile Tehran and London after Mossadeq
nationalized the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company.
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the pro-Soviet Tudeh party, 
and his inability to deal with 
Iran’s prolonged economic 
crisis ultimately proved too 
much for Washington. U.S. 
officials feared that the country 
might drift to the Soviet orbit 
with the erratic prime minister 
unwittingly acting as catalyst  
to the move.23 The fact that 
Mossadeq had himself played 
the Cold War card to extract 
Washington’s support against 
the British, as well as the arrival 
in Tehran of Anatoly 
Lavrentiev, Soviet ambassador 
to Prague following the 1948 
communist takeover in 
Czechoslovakia, did little 
to endear Mossadeq to 
Washington policymakers.   

The Eisenhower admin-
istration thus pressed Shah Reza 
Mohammed Pahlavi to use his 
powers to dismiss the prime minister before it 
was too late. In the end, the plan went badly 
awry as someone tipped off Mossadeq. This 
unexpected development led the shah to flee the 
country while the Tudeh rallied its masses in 
street demonstrations in the capital. Facing a 
debacle, Washington recalled Kermit “Kim” 
Roosevelt, the CIA agent behind the attempt to 
topple Mossadeq. Yet not all was lost. What the 
West started, the Iranians finished. Pro-shah 
crowds took to the streets and brought about an 
abrupt turn that culminated in the prime 
minister’s arrest and the monarch’s return. And 
while it is true that the CIA had helped organize 
protests and paid for individuals to rally for the 

                                                 
23 “Mossadegh Plays with Fire,” The New York 

Times, Aug. 15, 1953, p. 14. 

shah, a no-lesser role in bringing the masses to 
the streets was played by the shah’s local 
proponents, notably Ayatollah Mohammed 
Behbahani. Indeed, one cannot account for 
Mossadeq’s downfall without understanding 
both the domestic circumstances and the 
shortcomings of the man himself, notably his 
failure to appreciate that politics is the art of 
compromise.24 Admittedly, Washington had 
played a part in these events, but that role  
has clearly been greatly exaggerated and 
distorted.  

                                                 
24 Fariborz Mokhtari, “Iran’s 1953 Coup Revisited: 

Internal Dynamics versus External Intrigue,” 
Middle East Journal, Summer 2008, pp. 457-88; 
Moyara de Moraes Ruehsen, “Operation ‘Ajax’ 
Revisited: Iran, 1953,” Middle Eastern Studies, 
July 1993, pp. 467-86; Milani, The Shah, pp. 
141-202; Darioush Bayandor, Iran and the CIA: 
The Fall of Mossadegh Revisited (New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), pp. 147-54.  

U.S. president Dwight D. Eisenhower (left) with Egyptian president
Gamal Abdel Nasser, New York, September 1960. The Eisenhower
and Kennedy administrations tried to woo Nasser over to the West.
But Moscow armed Egypt, upsetting the regional balance of power.
As result, Washington consolidated its relations with Jerusalem. 
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scholars, commentators, and policymakers will 
become aware of this reality, instead of 
engaging in Obama-like self-flagellation over 
non-existent “original sins.” It would be more 
useful to tell things as they are, with a view to 
reasserting Washington’s constructive regional 
role. As two of the most sagacious former U.S. 
secretaries of state have recently stated: “If the 
world is to be spared even worse turmoil, the 

U.S. must develop a strategic doctrine for 
the region. Stability requires an active 
American role.”32 
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32 Henry Kissinger and George P. Schultz, “The Iran 

Deal and Its Consequences,” The Wall Street 
Journal, Apr. 7, 2015. 


