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Introduction

The United States and Israel share an uneasy alliance. On the one hand, the two countries need
each other. The United States provides Israel with vital military and political protection that
ensures its place in the Middle East. Israel serves as a dependable and important ally for the
United States in a turbulent region marked by a considerable amount of anti-Westernism. Many
Americans feel a cultural connection to Israel and appreciate having a U.S. stronghold in the
region. Many Israelis are deeply grateful for American help, especially given Europe’s history of
anti-Semitism, and dread the thought of ever losing U.S. support.

On the other hand, the two countries have divergent national interests that often lead to
conflicts. American officials have criticized Israel for dealing unjustly with Arabs within and
beyond its borders, and fear that Israel intends to hold onto substantial tracts of territory it took
during the 1967 Arab-Israeli War. These longstanding issues complicate U.S. relations with the
Arab world and weaken America’s global image. Israeli officials believe that U.S. policymakers
are naïve about Arab attitudes toward Israel and fear that U.S. aid and political support can be
used to strongarm Israel into accommodating Arab states and nations that are bent on Israel’s
destruction. Quite certainly, U.S.-Israel relations have an abundance of consensus, conflict, and
anxiety.

This uneasy alliance did not happen all at once, but instead grew out of a “special
relationship” and a Cold War strategic alliance. The United States formed a special relationship
with the State of Israel many years ago, on May 14, 1948, the day of Israel’s modern founding.
The special relationship, rooted in powerful cultural factors, amounts to an unshakable American
commitment to ensure the survival of Israel. After the Holocaust, U.S. policymakers, along with
many everyday Americans, felt a moral obligation to protect Israel. The special relationship
required American political support and foreign assistance to secure Israel’s permanency in the
Middle East.

The two countries also developed a strategic alliance during the Cold War. Time and time
again, Israeli officials told their American counterparts of Israel’s strategic value in the Middle
East. They could point to practical results. For example, the Israeli intelligence organization
Mossad managed to flip an Iraqi pilot, Munir Redfa, who agreed to fly a Soviet MiG 21 from
Iraq to Israel in August 1966. Israel eventually shared that technology with the United States,
which helped American military planners, and especially U.S. pilots, to understand the
capabilities of the Soviet fighter plane.1 At the behest of the Richard Nixon administration,
Israeli forces mobilized in defense of King Hussein of Jordan during Black September in 1970.
Although Israel did not directly intervene in the crisis, which ended in a decisive Jordanian
victory over Palestinian and Syrian forces, the move signaled to Moscow that an American ally
stood ready to act, if necessary, and also demonstrated to Washington that Israel could be
counted on to advance American objectives in the region.

Israeli officials emphasized Israel’s strategic utility to justify the acquisition of more



weapons from the United States, and to strengthen the bonds between the two countries. Some
U.S. policymakers wanted Israel to become an American ally in a crucial region to contain
communism, especially given the disastrous war in East Asia, which meant selling more
weapons to Israel. U.S. military aid grants to Israel, which in 2019 have come to reach nearly $4
billion annually, grew out of the special relationship and, at times, served American strategic
purposes. Yet one has to wonder – at what point does U.S. military aid and political protection
for Israel exceed the boundaries of either a special or strategic relationship? At what point does
U.S. support for Israel become excessive to the point that it undermines other U.S. interests, as
well as the pursuit of peace in the Middle East?

Neither the special relationship nor a strategic alliance properly frames U.S.-Israel relations
since the 1970s. Rather, the two countries share an uneasy, yet durable alliance that contains
elements of a special relationship and a strategic alliance.

This alliance, which continues into our present time, came into existence between the Six-
Day War in June 1967 and the Sinai II Disengagement Agreement in September 1975. A
formative moment happened when the Gerald Ford administration agreed to secret executive
agreements with Israel, connected to the Sinai II agreement between Israel and Egypt in 1975,
which created a new foundation for U.S.-Israel relations moving forward. The United States
pledged to provide for Israel’s future economic and military needs and, at the same time, agreed
to not force Israel to return Arab territories taken in 1967. The administration believed it needed
to secure an agreement between Israel and Egypt to keep the peace process alive, to prevent the
outbreak of war, and to continue drawing Egypt away from the Soviet Union. Unable to pressure
Israel into going along with U.S. foreign policy, the Ford administration instead felt obligated to
buy the agreement. With these open-ended and far-reaching commitments, Israel managed to get
just what it wanted: virtually unlimited weaponry without American arm-twisting to give back
Arab lands. In return, Israeli officials understood that the United States expected Israel’s full
cooperation with any security issues that might arise in the region. As numerous U.S. legislators
noted at the time, these agreements represented a monumental change in U.S.-Israel relations.

A sense of uneasiness persisted between the two countries. This new arrangement severely
strained U.S.-Arab relations and diminished the prospect of a regional peace, and U.S. officials
continued to stress to Israel the need to address Palestinian grievances and return Arab lands.
Israeli officials, for their part, continued to fear the possibility of a Palestinian state—especially
one governed by the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO)—and to worry that U.S. officials
would coerce Israel into accepting that reality. These concerns would not abate but, instead,
would fester.

The U.S. Congress played a key role in shaping U.S.-Israel relations during this period (as it
does today) and, therefore, occupies a central place in this book. Between 1967 and 1975, the
United States placed itself in the middle of Arab-Israeli peacemaking and became Israel’s closest
and most important supporter. Also during this period, congressional power and influence in
foreign relations became unusually strong. Yet no study of U.S.-Israel relations focuses primarily
on the role of Congress, which can bring together the main factors that scholars use to explain
the U.S.-Israel special relationship: national-security concerns, cultural similarities (Judeo-
Christian religious tradition, democracy, Western historical experience, and settler colonialism),
and the importance of domestic politics, especially the activities of the Israel lobby. Congress,
much more than the executive, captures the degree to which many more interests and concerns of
Americans can have a voice in foreign policy. In many respects, support for Israel reflected a



more democratic foreign policy. By integrating the role of Congress into the historical narrative
of U.S.-Israel relations during a crucial period, this work seeks to connect popular affinity for
Israel with decidedly pro-Israel positions of the U.S. government.

Traditional approaches to the study of U.S.-Israel relations have emphasized presidential
policies.2 Even in standard textbooks about U.S. foreign relations, the presidential narrative
frames the discussion and tends to exclude other perspectives or angles of study.3 (The State of
Israel, by contrast, has been much more interested than scholars in the legislative branch’s ability
to shape U.S. foreign policy.)

The presidential narrative begins with Harry Truman’s recognition of Israel only minutes
after the official announcement on May 14, 1948, and scholars like Peter Hahn have pointed out
that Truman’s presidency, which included an arms embargo to the Middle East, was actually
evenhanded, despite the administration’s quick recognition of Israel.4 U.S.-Israel relations during
the Eisenhower years were marked by conflict, especially over the Suez Crisis, but as Douglas
Little and Abraham Ben-Zvi have noted, a thaw in relations happened toward the end of
Eisenhower’s presidency.5 The Kennedy-Johnson years are generally treated as the gradual
abandonment of Eisenhower’s more evenhanded policy, as two successive Democratic
presidencies inched closer and closer to Israel, particularly through modest increases in military
aid and weapons sales, as well as political support in the international arena, especially after the
1967 Arab-Israeli War.6

Scholars recognize that, in terms of military aid and political support, the 1970s were a
crucial period. The Nixon and Ford years witnessed an enormous increase in U.S. military aid to
Israel, and Henry Kissinger’s shuttle diplomacy, as well as his pro-Israel leanings, have been
well documented.7 The narrative continues with Jimmy Carter’s publicized battles with the Israel
lobby over weapons sales and peace negotiations, and the peace agreement between Israel and
Egypt at Camp David is seen as a watershed event.8 The United States and Israel moved closer
together in the decades that followed. Researchers continue to wait for more declassified records
to detail presidential approaches to U.S.-Israel relations after Camp David.

While some scholars have explored the congressional role in U.S. foreign policymaking,
particularly in response to the Vietnam War, little attention has been devoted to the Middle East.9
Robert David Johnson avoids discussion of U.S.–Middle East relations in his outstanding study
Congress and the Cold War.10 Books by Mohamed Rabie and Marvin Feuerwerger have shed
light on congressional influence on foreign-aid packages for the Middle East, and specifically for
Israel.11 Former State Department Middle East expert Harold Saunders has written a helpful
chapter about Congress and U.S.–Middle East policy.12 No book-length treatment has placed
Congress at the center of U.S.-Israel relations, which this work attempts to do.

Basic Argument

The imbalance in the scholarly perspective about U.S.-Israel relations has created a misleading
narrative that treats the legislative branch as being incidental to foreign policymaking. But in the
years between the 1967 Arab-Israeli War and the 1975 Sinai II agreement, an activist Congress,
empowered by the quagmire in Southeast Asia and popular distrust of the presidency, and
increasingly influenced by the Israel lobby, played a central role in reworking U.S.-Israel
relations, and U.S. relations with the Middle East more generally.



Congress possesses a wealth of tools to influence foreign policy. The U.S. Constitution
explicitly protects the president’s right to conduct foreign relations. But the Founding Fathers,
fearful of the potential excesses of a tyrant, designed Congress to be the much stronger branch.
Congress has the power to tax, declare war, make laws, regulate foreign commerce, and pass a
yearly federal budget; Congress relies most heavily on the “power of the purse,” or its budgetary
powers, to influence foreign policy. Following World War II, Congress deferred to the “Imperial
Presidency” in order to give the executive branch enough power and flexibility to fight the Cold
War.13 But the war in East Asia emboldened legislators to play a more active role in foreign
policy. During the 1970s, Congress chipped away at excessive presidential power in an effort to
restore better constitutional balance to foreign policymaking. Congress eventually cut off all
funding for the Vietnam War, effectively ending the war, and also passed legislation to restrict
executive power, such as the 1973 War Powers Act.

A profound shift happened during the 1970s. After peace negotiations following the 1967
Arab-Israeli War led nowhere, Washington preferred to remain mostly aloof from further peace
discussions. Secretary of State William Rogers recognized the dangers of allowing the status quo
to remain and tried to initiate peace talks on several occasions. But National Security Advisor
Henry Kissinger continually worked to undermine his efforts, and Nixon was much more
inclined to deal with Vietnam than the slow-moving peace process. The 1973 Arab-Israeli War
(and oil embargo) forced the Nixon administration to play a more active role in facilitating a
peace agreement. The Middle East, largely due to the oil embargo and its effect on Western
economies, came to be seen as vital to U.S. security, while East Asia faded in importance.
Americans sensed their vulnerability to Middle Eastern oil as they were forced to deal with long
gas lines, a recessed economy, and inflated prices on consumer goods. Bruce Schulman, Daniel
Sargent, and Salim Yaqub also identify the 1970s as being a crucial period for U.S. foreign
policy.14

Presidents gradually agreed to provide Israel with weapons so it could protect itself against
Arab neighbors that continually pledged to drive it into the sea, and to prevent the spread of
communism. Presidents first authorized sales to Israel using military loans, and beginning with
Richard Nixon’s emergency aid to Israel during the 1973 Arab-Israel War, a combination of
loans and grants. Since fiscal year 1985, U.S. military aid to Israel has been exclusively military
grants. But presidents also tried to balance U.S.-Israel relations with other interests in the region.
The White House recognized that weapons equaled leverage and consistently tried to use the
threat of withholding arms from Israel to get it to be more flexible in peace negotiations.
Successive presidencies came to recognize that Israel planned to remain in much of the occupied
territories and hoped to prevent a fortress mentality from developing in the minds of Israeli
leaders. Moreover, the executive branch sought to avoid escalating the arms race in the Middle
East and feared that overt support for Israel would compromise other security and economic
interests in the region (that is, containing communism and securing access to oil).

But the presidency, crippled by Vietnam and Watergate, was at a low ebb. The United States
and Israel developed a much tighter relationship just as congressional involvement in U.S.
foreign policymaking reached its highest point in the Cold War.

Congress pushed back when the White House threatened to withhold weapons (or in the
minds of some legislators, did not agree to sell enough weapons) and used a combination of
policy initiatives and displays of public support for Israel to pressure the president to change
course. Like other hotspots during the 1970s—Vietnam, Cyprus, and Angola, for example—



Congress took on the White House over U.S. foreign policy in the Middle East and had its way.
If the power of the presidency had remained high, the United States might not have developed
such a close relationship with Israel.

The weakened White House had to bow to the gathered strength of a decidedly pro-Israel
Congress, which helps to explain the sharp rise in U.S. military aid to Israel. Through 1970,
annual military aid to Israel had not exceeded $90 million. But in 1971, spurred by Sen. Henry
“Scoop” Jackson’s amendment to the Defense Procurement Act, the number jumped to $545
million. After the secret executive agreements in 1975, annual military aid to Israel reached $1
billion and has not dipped below that mark ever since. Military aid gradually increased to an
annual level of $1.8 billion during the Reagan years and then remained steady through the end of
the 1990s. But during the 2000s the number gradually increased again and moved up to $3
billion annually. According to a June 2015 Congressional Research Service report, “Israel is the
largest cumulative recipient of U.S. foreign assistance since World War II,” with a total that
exceeded $125 billion.15 In September 2016, the United States and Israel agreed to a new ten-
year, $38 billion military-aid package, along with an American insistence that Israel use the
grants to purchase U.S.-made products and services.16

U.S. Assistance to Israel, FY1949–FY1985 (millions of dollars)



Table: FFP means Food for Peace. TQ means “Transition Quarter.” In 1976, the U.S. federal fiscal calendar changed. Prior to
1976, the fiscal year ended on June 30. But beginning in 1976, the fiscal year ended on September 30. Therefore, TQ refers to the
total amount of U.S. aid to Israel between July 1 and September 30, 1976. The amount of the 1976 FFP Grant, represented by *,
refers to less than $50,000. There are additional loans and grants that impact the total amount not included in this table: Export-
Import Bank Loans, Jewish Refugee Resettlement Grants, American Schools and Hospitals Grants, Cooperative Development
Grants, a $20 million grant in 1975 for a seawater desalting plant, and a $17.5 million CCC loan in 1982. (Clyde R. Mark,
“Israel: U.S. Foreign Assistance,” April 26, 2005, Congressional Research Service, The Library of Congress, CRS Issue Brief for
Congress, received through the CRS Web, 13.)



Graph 1: The Sinai II agreement, which included open-ended and far-reaching secret executive agreements between the United
States and Israel, led to the establishment of a much higher annual baseline of U.S. economic support, which is reflected in the
total for 1976. A transition quarter existed between July 1 and September 30, 1976, when the U.S. government adjusted the fiscal
calendar, and that has been added to the total for 1976, which makes the amount seem a bit higher than it actually was since it
includes three extra months. The amount of economic assistance for the transition quarter was $25 million in loans and $50
million in grants. (Clyde R. Mark, “Israel: U.S. Foreign Assistance,” April 26, 2005, Congressional Research Service, The
Library of Congress, CRS Issue Brief for Congress, Received through the CRS Web, 13.)



Graph 2: The Sinai II agreement, which included open-ended and far-reaching secret executive agreements between the United
States and Israel, led to the establishment of a much higher annual baseline of U.S. military support, which is reflected in the total
for 1976. The noticeably larger amounts of military aid were for the 1973 emergency airlift and the Camp David Accords. A
transition quarter existed between July 1 and September 30, 1976, when the U.S. government adjusted the fiscal calendar, and
that has been added to the total for 1976, which makes the amount seem a bit higher than it actually was since it includes three
extra months. The amount of military assistance for the transition quarter was $100 million in loans and $100 million in grants.
Since 1976, U.S. military aid to Israel has not dipped below $1 billion annually. (Clyde R. Mark, “Israel: U.S. Foreign
Assistance,” April 26, 2005, Congressional Research Service, The Library of Congress, CRS Issue Brief for Congress, Received
through the CRS Web, 13.)

Thus, the present work aims to transform the traditional narrative. Relying on a broad
collection of sources, including the Congressional Record, presidential libraries, the Foreign
Relations of the United States (FRUS), personal papers of former legislators, the Center for
Legislative Archives at the U.S. National Archives, and the Israel State Archives, I argue that
U.S. foreign policy with respect to Israel by no means followed a course preferred by successive
presidential administrations. An embattled White House due to Watergate and Vietnam created a
situation for Congress to play an unusually large role in U.S.–Middle East relations, which
resulted in a fundamental shift in U.S.-Israel relations. After the Sinai II agreement in the fall of
1975, the United States committed itself to preserving its dominance in the Middle East at the
expense of the Palestinians and other Arab grievances in order to keep Israel powerful and Egypt
out of the Soviet orbit. Taking Egypt out of the war with Israel ensured decades of peace
between the two countries and further cemented the U.S.-Egypt relationship. But since then,



annual military aid to Israel has increased substantially, while peace efforts have ebbed much
more than they have flowed. Arming Israel regardless of movement in the peace process has
empowered Israel to continue to occupy substantial tracts of the Arab lands taken in the 1967
Arab-Israeli War, which in turn has contributed to an ever-growing amount of anti-Americanism
in the Middle East, and other regions as well. The U.S.-Israel relationship that most people
recognize today, which includes enormous amounts of U.S. military aid to Israel, a powerful
strategic alliance, and an American willingness to acquiesce to Israeli occupation of certain Arab
territories taken in 1967, came into existence between 1967 and 1975, particularly with the
transformative executive agreements in 1975.

Congress and the Israel Lobby

In the case of Israel, Congress takes on an even more significant role in shaping U.S. policy
because of the Israel lobby. John Mearsheimer and Stephen Walt, in The Israeli Lobby and U.S.
Foreign Policy, describe the Israel lobby as being “a loose coalition of individuals and
organizations that actively works to move U.S. foreign policy in a pro-Israel direction.”17

Mearsheimer and Walt argue that the Israel lobby, especially since the end of the Cold War, has
been the most important factor influencing U.S.–Middle East policy.18 Regarding the lobby’s
influence on U.S. foreign policy, two particular organizations deserve mention. The Conference
of Presidents of Major American Jewish Organizations (Conference of Presidents) meets with
executive-branch officials and foreign dignitaries to discuss policy issues and put forward a
particular position (and had no Arab counterpart until 1972), while the American Israel Public
Affairs Committee (AIPAC) primarily lobbies Congress. These two organizations “funnel the
bulk of articulate Jewish opinion on policy issues to governmental decision-makers” and thereby
influence U.S. foreign policy on a level rivaled by few, if any, countries.19 While not a
monolithic organization, according to Mearsheimer and Walt, the lobby “is simply a powerful
interest group, made up of both Jews and gentiles, whose acknowledged purpose is to press
Israel’s case within the United States and influence American foreign policy in ways that its
members believe will benefit the Jewish state.”20 During the 1960s the Israel lobby had already
established itself as one of the most powerful lobbying groups in the United States.21

The president typically prefers to conduct foreign relations with little input from Congress
and out of view of the American public. But the Israel lobby and Israeli officials have convinced
many legislators to resist presidential initiatives if they are deemed disadvantageous to Israel.
Congressional speeches on the House and Senate floors, statements from congressional offices,
and even legislation often bear the imprint of AIPAC. When a U.S. official makes a public
statement—regardless of who actually authored the statement—that position becomes
legitimized in American political discourse. This dynamic forces the president to publicly
contend with an Israeli position effectively channeled through Congress. Moreover, as Steven
Spiegel notes, Israel’s advocates in the United States can “solicit support in Congress and from
friends in the Pentagon appealing directly to the president over the heads of State Department
and Defense Department opponents.”22 William Fulbright (D-AR), who served as chair of the
Senate Foreign Relations Committee from 1959 to 1975, complained in 1973, “The Israelis can
count on 75 to 80 votes ‘on anything … (they) are interested in in the Senate.’” I. L. “Si” Kenen,
then head of AIPAC, confirmed Fulbright’s observation: “I rarely go to the Hill. There is so



much support for Israel that I don’t have to.”23 In addition to contacts with legislators, Kenen
admitted that Jewish campaign contributions “play a very real part” in congressional support for
Israel.24

The American political system is extraordinarily open to influence, and the degree to which it
can be penetrated by foreign lobbyists and others representing foreign governments is something
that must be understood and not just condemned. Stephen Walt, in an April 2019 article in
Foreign Policy, makes a similar case. Walt argues “for a more hardheaded, cynical, and realistic
approach to the influence that foreigners invariably seek to exercise over U.S. foreign policy. As
long as the U.S. political system is so permeable, it behooves Americans to treat foreign efforts
to shape their thinking with due discretion.”25 The Israel lobby is strong because for the most
part, though not always, it pushes against an open door. There is so much public support and
sympathy for Israel that it does not face a great deal of difficulty in convincing legislators to vote
its way. While all of the major Arab governments have their lobbyists in Washington, it has
taken them a lot longer to learn the game, and they often have a much harder case to sell.
However, both Anwar Sadat of Egypt and King Hussein of Jordan proved very effective in
generating American sympathy and support. Ultimately, lobbyists and foreign governments
recognize that the U.S. Congress can play a very important role in shaping U.S. foreign policy.

Bipartisan Support for Israel

The Israel lobby undoubtedly affects U.S. policy, but overemphasis on the lobby itself can
diminish the importance of U.S. popular affinity for Israel. The lobby’s ability to influence U.S.
policy, to some extent, is rooted in bipartisan American support for Israel. Indeed, any study of
Congress’s influence on U.S.-Israel relations must recognize overwhelming legislative support
for Israel and thereby affirm the solid foundation of the special relationship. While the present
book is not about popular support for Israel, it implies that support through an analysis of
Congress’s influence on U.S. foreign policy.

Many congressional members are happy to boldly, loudly, and publicly back an ally like
Israel, and in some cases this support can swing a congressional election. Since many everyday
Americans feel a connection to Israel, and for a variety of reasons, it befits legislators to adopt
pro-Israel positions, either to represent their constituencies or to have a talking point for the next
election, and perhaps both. The U.S. president can serve only two terms, but legislators can serve
an unlimited number of terms and generally seek to advance policies that can lead to reelection.
For legislators, the line between personal interest and the national interest, unfortunately, does
not always appear very clear. It must be noted that legislators use Israel as much as the Israel
lobby uses legislators; the political game is played by all parties involved.

In the context of U.S. domestic politics, broadly speaking, Americans more closely identify
with Jews and the State of Israel than with Arabs and Arab states and nations in the Middle East.
This understandably leads to preferential treatment for Israel vis-à-vis its Arab neighbors. The
Israel lobby exerts significant influence on U.S. policy, but its ability to do so stems from
popular affinity for Israel and manifests itself in the branch of government meant to represent
popular opinion—the legislature. And congressional support for Israel is nothing new. Congress
promoted the Zionist movement before Israel’s declared statehood. Resolutions in 1922 and
1944 endorsed the Balfour Declaration, while the pro-Zionist American Palestine Committee,



founded in 1932 and revived in 1941, included the membership of more than two hundred
congresspeople.26 Many legislators became ardent supporters of Israel after its declared existence
in May 1948.

Prior to the Cold War, the United States (similar to Europe) harbored a significant amount of
anti-Semitism. But after the horrors of concentration camps became widely known, many
Americans reconfigured their ideas about Jews. Cultural representations reflected this evolution
of thought. In Eye on Israel, Michelle Mart includes a multitude of examples from American
newspapers, magazines, fictional stories, and motion pictures to show that by the 1950s,
American Jews occupied a much more respectable position than ever before.27 Rather than
depicting Jews as weak victims, cultural products refashioned Jews as masculine and strong.
Israelis were also seen as pragmatic and individualistic—characteristics prized by Americans.
Images linked Israelis to the pioneers of the American West. They were people who could tame
the desert wilderness and transform a backward region into a forward-thinking, modern state.
Surrounded by Eastern Arabs, Israel was seen as a “gutsy underdog,” like the undersized David
slaying the mammoth Goliath.28 Americans started to see cultural similarities, rather than
differences, and even came to admire Israel for its accomplishments, which contributed to
acceptance of Israel as an ally. Mart shows that popular culture impacted public opinion and
forces one to consider the cultural and intellectual side to U.S.-Israel relations, rather than
viewing it as simply a political-strategic relationship.29

Many Americans feel a cultural closeness to Israel, and during the Cold War this translated
into bipartisan political support for Israel. Beginning with the Truman administration, the Cold
War consensus called for both Democrats and Republicans to advance an anti-communist foreign
policy. This meant that Israel, a Western, democratic, noncommunist state, received American
backing within a region perceived to be Eastern, or Oriental. Gradually, Americans started to
view Israel as a crucial ally in the fight against the Soviet Union for global supremacy, and
therein culture and Cold War politics overlapped.

The Democratic Party more quickly embraced the State of Israel than the Republican Party,
though Republican support for Israel would accelerate during the late 1960s and 1970s. Support
for labor, at one point a primary concern of the Democratic Party, inspired some Americans to
offer assistance to Israel, which between 1948 and 1977 was governed by a labor-dominated
coalition of political parties. Labor leaders emphasized their anti-communist position by arguing
that Israel could serve as a Cold War ally, situated to the right of communism but also acceptably
to the left of laissez-faire capitalism.

The Democratic Party also promoted civil liberties. Like African Americans, Jewish
Americans experienced virulent prejudice from many racist Americans and, following World
War II, helped to advance the Civil Rights Movement. (For instance, two Jewish activists and
one black activist were murdered in Mississippi during the Freedom Summer of 1964, which
formed the basis of the movie Mississippi Burning.) However, the relationship soured by the end
of the 1960s. The Nation of Islam and the Black Power movement were often very critical of
Zionism and what was perceived to be Israeli imperialism during and after the 1967 war, which
contributed to a split between the two groups. The New Left in the United States also became
critical of Israeli occupation of Palestinian lands and Israeli treatment of Palestinians in occupied
territories, despite the presence of many Jewish leaders and rank-and-file members in the
movement. Nevertheless, liberal Democratic support for Israel remained strong, and still today,
the majority of Jewish Americans lean to the political left.



States with large urban populations have proven to be another Democratic Party ally of
Israel. Major American cities, such as New York, Boston, Atlanta, Chicago, Denver, and Los
Angeles, contain large numbers of Jewish Americans, with many who vote and actively
participate in, and contribute to, political campaigns. Therefore, it behooves legislators from
these states to demonstrate that they are responsive to concerns regarding the State of Israel.

Slowly during the Cold War, the interests of Israel and the Republican Party started to align.
The Cold War consensus ended with Vietnam, and while liberals tried to reduce defense
spending and focus on human rights, some Republicans, conservative Democrats, and Cold War
hawks aimed to continue containment. Many conservatives disagreed with détente, which meant
a relaxing of tensions with the Soviet Union, and started to view Israel as a powerful ally that
could help America continue its global war against communism. Israeli military victories seemed
even more impressive (and important) when juxtaposed alongside the quagmire in East Asia.

An emerging neoconservative doctrine added another layer of support for Israel. Some Cold
War liberals grew disenchanted with the counterculture of the 1960s and with a liberal foreign
policy that was regarded as too willing to give ground to communist forces, especially in light of
the perceived weakening of American resolve due to Vietnam. Neoconservatism was driven by
the writings of Jewish American intellectuals like Irving Kristol and Norman Podhoretz, and
especially by the monthly magazine Commentary. Neoconservatives countered the increasingly
anti-Israel New Left by pushing for a more assertive foreign policy based on American military
might. As some Americans questioned the logic of U.S. internationalism and the employment of
force without meaningful diplomacy, neoconservatives feared that liberals were naïve and that
the United States might become more isolationist, which would lead to the spread of
communism. Neoconservatives, therefore, advocated for a more vigorous defense policy that
required a well-armed Israel.

Larger defense contracts for U.S. allies abroad, such as Israel, satisfied the needs of certain
constituencies that relied on such contracts for federally subsidized employment. In 1968,
Lockheed made 88 percent of its sales to the federal government; McDonnell Douglas, 75
percent; General Dynamics, 67 percent; Grumman, 67 percent; Martin-Marietta, 62 percent; and
Boeing, 54 percent.30 As the U.S. economy faltered in the 1970s, Congress had an incentive to
subsidize the weapons industry, since weapons manufacturing was a source of high-paying,
skilled-labor jobs in many congressional districts. Even as defense spending dipped in the middle
of the 1970s, foreign military sales to the Middle East reached new heights. While many U.S.-
made products suffered from international competition, U.S.-made weaponry was generally
regarded as the most technologically advanced in the world. Beyond their deadly effectiveness,
American weapons represented an important item of trade. U.S.-made weapons found many
different homes during the Cold War (and after), with Israel being an important one. The United
States has used defense and finance agreements to empower friendly regimes and open the door
for more U.S. products and capital, all while providing jobs for Americans. Few countries could
absorb and use American weaponry like Israel. Naturally, legislators from states with large
defense industries have been some of the most vocal supporters of weapons sales to Israel.
Although Dwight Eisenhower warned against a military-industrial complex, military power was
deemed crucial in the fight against communism.

Of all the cultural factors that undergird the U.S.-Israel special relationship, religion is
probably the strongest.31 A reversal of anti-Semitism paved the way for the development of a
Judeo-Christian relationship. In Western history, some of the most violent oppressors of Jews



have been Christians. But the declaration of the State of Israel inspired many conservative
Christians, especially evangelicals and fundamentalists, to advocate for Israel for purely religious
reasons. (That support, however, would slowly seep into the political sphere as well.) These
Christians emphasized the Judaic foundation of Christianity and rationalized support for Israel
based on Genesis 12:3, when GOD told Abraham, “I will bless those who bless you, and
whoever curses you I will curse; and all peoples on earth will be blessed through you.”32 For
some Christians, literal interpretations of the Word view the modern State of Israel as a
necessary precursor to the return of Christ. According to premillennial eschatology, Jews must
occupy the Holy Land prior to Christ’s return to the Mount of Olives. But with the return of
Christ comes the Rapture, a cataclysm for all Jews who will be paid back for their sins against
Christ. Thus, Jews must occupy the Holy Land only for Christ to smite the Jews. Despite this
dubious reasoning, American Christian Zionist support for Israel has proven to be substantial and
impacts the voting behaviors of many Americans.

Christian Zionist sympathies became more pronounced after the 1967 Six-Day War, which
enlarged the State of Israel and unified Jerusalem under Jewish control, and found more focused
political expression in the late 1970s and early 1980s through the efforts of Ronald Reagan, Jerry
Falwell, and Pat Robertson. In the process, evangelicals and fundamentalists started to back
hardline positions regarding Israeli occupation of Arab lands, as opposed to Catholics and liberal
Protestants, who did not. In that way, political geography took on added importance during the
Cold War. As the New Deal coalition dissolved in the midst of the Vietnam War and the Civil
Rights Movement, Richard Nixon’s “southern strategy” split the South away from the
Democratic Party. From 1968 moving forward, many Southerners—including Southern Baptists
and other evangelicals—would become allied with the Republican Party. Although in previous
years anti-Semitism had found fertile ground in the American South, after the Six-Day War and
Nixon’s southern strategy, support for Israel gradually became religiously and politically right.

Thus, the U.S.-Israel special relationship is rooted in Western ideals of political liberalism,
support for labor (particularly in urban areas), religion and other cultural values, along with
defense spending and conservative and neoconservative ideas of projecting power and advancing
liberal democracy abroad. Also important, Israeli officials, the Israel lobby, and some religious
Jews have worked to cultivate bipartisan support for the State of Israel within the United States.
When viewed through this lens, congressional support for Israel, as well as the effectiveness of
the Israel lobby, becomes much more understandable.

By contrast, Americans by-and-large do not feel any strong attachment to Arabs. This stems
mostly from the absence of such cultural, social, and political factors as undergird Americans’
more positive views of Israel. Jewish settlers from Europe (Ashkenazi) laid the foundations of
the State of Israel and did so with Western ideas of nationalism, secularism, and social
democracy. When Israel emerged as a state in 1948, Arab states were just coming out from under
the thumb of European colonialism, in particular, the League of Nations mandate system. Arab
societies largely resented the West for denying them basic independence and political liberties
and proved reluctant to adopt Western models of political and economic development. Moreover,
while Ashkenazi settlers brought with them many centuries of Westernization, no such
demographic existed within the Arab world. Simply put, Arab societies lacked a Western
tradition while the political body of Israel was steeped in that tradition. When the Cold War
divided the globe into West versus East, Israel fit nicely into the American mindset, and Arabs
did not.



Many Americans consider Arabs to be the “other,” culturally different and unappealing. In
Orientalism, Edward Said analyzed European othering of the Orient, and while the United States
followed a different trajectory than that of Britain or France, Americans still developed similar
ideas of cultural difference.33 Douglas Little, while less interested in the literary and linguistic
underpinnings of Orientalism, uses the concept as a way to explain U.S.-Middle East relations
since 1945.34 Melani McAllister devotes more attention to cultural representations and theory
when analyzing Americans’ distrust of, and dislike for, Arabs.35

Demographics naturally favor U.S.-Israel relations more than U.S.-Arab relations. Arab
Americans comprise a much smaller percentage of the U.S. population than Jewish Americans
and, therefore, attract much less attention from U.S. politicians. In terms of campaigns and
reelections, backing an Arab position vis-à-vis one promoted by American Jews or the State of
Israel brings with it very real political risks. Moreover, a sophisticated Arab lobby developed
later and more slowly than the Israel lobby, particularly after the formation of the National
Association of Arab Americans (NAAA) in 1972 and following the 1973 Arab-Israeli War.36 In
relation to the Israel lobby, the Arab lobby lacked cohesion and organization. By comparison,
Arab interests suffered while Jewish interests, persuasively articulated through private meetings
with U.S. officials and publications like the Near East Report, a lobbying newsletter of AIPAC,
gained more traction in American political discourse.

Despite little understanding of the Arab world, as Salim Yaqub notes, during the 1970s
“Americans and Arabs came to know each other as never before.”37 Certain events necessitated
greater awareness, such as the 1973 oil embargo, U.S. mediation of the Arab-Israeli peace
process, expansion of trade with Arab states, international terrorism, an infusion of
“petrodollars,” and an increase of Arab immigration to the United States.38 Greater familiarity
generated both increased tension and increased understanding. Gradually, due to Arab American
activism, an Arab perspective received greater attention in the American media and academia.
While many cultural representations “continued to rely on hostile portrayals of the Arab world,”
this actually encouraged Arab Americans to develop more sophisticated means for challenging
such representations, which persuaded some “popular media outlets to soften their anti-Arab
caricatures.”39 The events of the 1970s brought “Americans and Arabs into unprecedented
proximity with one another. This growing intimacy encouraged attitudes of animosity and
acceptance that would characterize U.S.-Arab relations in subsequent decades and, indeed,
persist into our own era.”40

At the same time, Yaqub emphasizes the growing rift in U.S.-Arab foreign relations during
the 1970s and cites Henry Kissinger’s diplomacy as the main reason for that rift.41 According to
Yaqub, Kissinger’s diplomacy after the 1973 war aimed to shield Israel from having to leave the
territories taken in 1967, which led to the downfall of the peace process. Yaqub makes a valid
point. Kissinger did in fact aim to shield Israel from external pressures. However, while
Kissinger tried to protect Israel from being forced to vacate the occupied territories, on numerous
occasions he counseled Israeli officials to use the opportunity to secure bilateral peace
agreements with Arab states in return for the territories, which would normalize Israel’s position
in the Middle East. Kissinger, like the presidents between 1967 and 1975, recognized the
importance of improved U.S.-Arab foreign relations in order to protect and advance both the
American and Israeli national interests. Additionally, while impossible to substantiate using
documented evidence, one has to imagine that Henry Kissinger, who prized his Jewish ancestry,
hoped to be the diplomat who managed to negotiate lasting peace agreements for Israel. The



challenge for Kissinger was in finding a way to secure such agreements without having to force
Israel to go along. Kissinger proved unable to do so, and his efforts, like those of the presidents
he served, brought him into conflict with Congress and the Israel lobby.

In sum, domestic politics, as much as foreign politics, inspired congressional support for
Israel. That support fit within an American cultural preference for Israel, as well as Cold War
geopolitics rooted in an us versus them mentality.

Chapter Outline

The present book unfolds in the following manner. Using research from the Lyndon Johnson
Presidential Library, FRUS, and the Congressional Record, the first chapter explores U.S.-Israel
relations during Lyndon Johnson’s presidency. In 1967, provocative moves made by Egyptian
President Gamal Abdel Nasser and an Israeli first strike plunged the region into war. Legislators
took to the House and Senate floors to proclaim the essence of the special relationship—an
unwavering American commitment to ensure Israel’s survival. In the aftermath of the war, the
Johnson administration decided to abandon existing U.S. policy regarding territorial integrity in
the Middle East and support Israeli occupation of Arab lands in order to pressure Arab states to
finally recognize Israel and make peace with it. The Johnson administration, like the
administrations before it, could not solve the riddle of Arab-Israeli conflict and regarded the war
as an opportunity to pursue a different path. The decision to not push Israel out of the territories,
as well as an increase in weapons sales to Israel, were both justified by the American
commitment to Israel’s survival and had a lasting impact on U.S. relations with the Middle East.

The themes of national security and domestic politics intersect in the second chapter. Based
on the papers of Henry “Scoop” Jackson and J. William Fulbright, the chapter uses the conflict
between the two Democratic senators to show how the growing Soviet presence in the Middle
East, combined with the deteriorating situation in Southeast Asia in the late 1960s and early
1970s, brought about a major upheaval within the Democratic Party as well as a rise in
conservative support for Israel from the halls of Congress. A discussion about the Jackson-
Fulbright conflict encourages broader thinking about congressional participation in U.S. foreign
policy in the Middle East and also exposes significant political fault lines that would complicate
the making of U.S. policy toward Israel for years to come. The United States and Israel
developed a strategic alliance during this period, in addition to the special relationship, which
involved a sizable increase in weapons sales from the United States to Israel.

The third chapter, based on research from the Richard Nixon Presidential Library, FRUS, and
the Congressional Record, explores congressional reactions to Nixon’s request for $2.2 billion in
emergency military aid for Israel, as well as U.S. involvement in the peace process. Despite
objections from Fulbright and several other legislators, along with the Nixon administration’s
lack of effort to justify such a massive aid package, Congress passed the emergency aid bill in
full. Enough legislators successfully argued that Israel needed the immense amount of aid in
order to feel strong enough to take risks in peace negotiations. But by May 1974, fearful that
Israel felt too strong, the Nixon administration started to threaten to cut off all military aid to
soften Israel’s position in peace negotiations. The fall of Nixon due to Watergate sapped the
power of the White House at precisely the moment when a strong president was needed to
advance such an ambitious program of U.S. peace diplomacy. Also important, Kissinger had to



work against pro-Israel elements that sought to scuttle his gradual approach to a comprehensive
peace.

The increasing influence of pro-Israel lobbying groups is a central theme of the entire book,
and especially the fourth chapter. Research from the Israel State Archives in Jerusalem shows
that the Israeli embassy in Washington, D.C. proved very able to influence U.S. policymaking
during Ford’s reassessment of U.S.–Middle East policy in 1975, which included a freeze on
military aid to Israel. In particular, the chapter reveals the efforts made by Israeli officials and
pro-Israel lobbyists to secure a Senate letter to President Ford, signed by seventy-six senators in
May 1975, that called for the resumption of military aid to Israel; otherwise, the senators
insinuated that the upper chamber would kill Ford’s upcoming foreign-aid request. In effect, the
president could not withhold weapons to pressure Israel into returning territory. Unlike the work
by Mearsheimer and Walt, this chapter exhibits the actual dimensions—the extents and limits—
of Israeli influence on U.S. foreign policy. The chapter reveals, in full and granular detail, how a
foreign government is able to work within the American political system to influence foreign
policy. Along with other scholars in the field of U.S.–Middle East relations, like Yaqub, Roham
Alvandi, and Paul Chamberlin, this work demonstrates how Middle Eastern nations, in particular
Israel, can influence U.S. policy.42 While these scholars assess influence on the White House and
State Department, this book, which is different in detail and evidence, investigates Israeli
influence through Congress.

The fifth and final chapter examines the controversial executive agreements connected to
Sinai II, concluded in September 1975, in the context of a congressional effort to restrict the
broad use of such agreements. In order to make Sinai II acceptable to both Israel and Egypt (and
to avoid another war and oil embargo), the United States entered into a series of commitments
that signaled a new stage in U.S.-Israel relations. The agreements, made in secret and central to
Sinai II, committed the United States to providing for Israel’s military and economic security and
pledged to not advance any steps in the peace process without Israel’s approval. Numerous
legislators argued that the secret agreements marked a dramatic and questionable shift in U.S.-
Israel relations and that they resembled treaties, which required Senate approval. Based on
research from the Congressional Record, Center for Legislative Archives at the National
Archives in Washington, D.C., and congressional hearing reports, the chapter shows that
legislators felt handcuffed by Sinai II. They felt obligated to pass a resolution to allow for U.S.
technicians to man an early-warning station in the Sinai Peninsula in order to preserve the
agreement between Israel and Egypt and thereby prevent another war. After wars involving
Israel and Egypt in 1956, 1967, 1969–1970, and 1973, another war seemed quite possible to U.S.
officials. But by passing the resolution, Congress also authorized, by what Senator Joe Biden (D-
DE) called “backdoor” approval, the secret agreements that committed the United States to
providing for the future economic, military, and energy needs of Israel, regardless of Israel’s
willingness to adhere to the spirit of U.N. Resolution 242.

The May 1975 Senate letter forced the Ford administration to quit threatening to withhold
military aid from Israel and instead buy the Sinai II agreement. But in order to preserve the
agreement between Israel and Egypt, Kissinger’s diplomacy, in turn, forced Congress to approve
of U.S. technicians and, by extension, of the secret and open-ended executive agreements with
Israel. Neither U.S. presidents nor Congress wanted to advance U.S.-Israel relations to such an
extreme but did so to prevent another war in the Middle East, which threatened to bring with it
another oil embargo and possibly superpower confrontation, and to draw Egypt away from the



Soviet Union. The United States developed an uneasy alliance with Israel, not by intent, but out
of desperation.



1

Johnson, Congress, and the Special Relationship

An American Commitment to the Survival of Israel

An American commitment to the survival of Israel became evident before and during the Six-
Day War in June 1967. For the first time after the Holocaust, Jews in Israel felt genuinely afraid
of being overrun.1 Arab leaders, particularly Egyptian President Gamal Abdel Nasser, refused to
recognize Israel and continually threatened to destroy it or to drive it into the sea. Nasser aimed
to generate popular support through bombastic rhetoric and likely did not really believe Egypt—
or any collection of Arab forces—could, or would, destroy Israel. But threats to exterminate
Israel could not be ignored. Israel also contributed to the rising tensions in the region with its
attack on Samu, a Jordanian village, in November 1966, and needless provocations with Syria,
which led to an air battle in April 1967.

While the threats against Israel added to Nasser’s popular appeal in the Arab world, they
encouraged American support for Israel just as much. As events moved toward war, U.S.
legislators took to the House and Senate floors and collectively declared an uncompromising
commitment to protecting Israel. After the war, the United States supported Israel’s decision to
remain in the occupied territories (Sinai Peninsula, Gaza Strip, West Bank, Golan Heights, and
East Jerusalem) until Arab states agreed to make peace with Israel. That decision, which would
guide U.S. policy for decades to follow, was originally rooted in an American commitment to
securing the safety of Israel.



Map: After the Six-Day War, Israel occupied the West Bank, Gaza, Golan Heights, Sinai Peninsula, and East Jerusalem. The
Johnson administration initiated land-for-peace diplomacy, whereby Israel would give back Arab lands in return for peace
agreements.

Lyndon Johnson felt a strong affection for the State of Israel, but like the presidents before
him, he aimed to pursue an evenhanded policy in the Middle East. He often refused Israeli
requests for weapons in order to stave off an arms race with the Soviet Union. Unable to prevent
an arms race, Johnson tried to avoid selling weapons disproportionally in the region, to support
American claims to evenhandedness. Despite his efforts, Johnson became the first U.S. president
to sell offensive weapons to Israel. Nevertheless, Johnson’s decisions should be considered



within the context of a desire to balance weapons sales between Israel and moderate Arab states
and to limit such sales altogether. As Zach Levey has argued, Johnson wanted to avoid entering
into a strategic relationship with Israel.2 Israel, for its part, wanted to expand a special
relationship into a strategic alliance built on military aid. Walter Hixson has ably demonstrated
that the Israel lobby played an important role in pressuring Johnson into adopting a decidedly
pro-Israel position.3

The U.S. Congress emerged as a vocal branch of dissent to Johnson’s foreign policy with
Israel and, in particular, to his reluctance to sell weapons to Israel. Legislators forced Johnson to
publicly contend with the issue of weapons sales to Israel by using legislation (binding and
nonbinding), letters, speeches, and official statements to criticize the president’s unwillingness to
better arm Israel. These efforts laid a foundation for an ongoing critique of presidential foreign
policy in the region that contributed to a dramatic increase of weapons sales. Congress
legitimized dissent of presidential foreign policymaking in both East Asia and the Middle East
during Johnson’s presidency and in that way affected presidential decision-making in both
regions.

Several scholars have analyzed U.S.-Israel relations during Johnson’s presidency; however,
no work situates U.S.-Israel relations within the context of increased congressional activity in
foreign policy during the LBJ years in order to explore how a Vietnam War–era Congress
impacted the U.S.-Israel special relationship.4 This chapter attempts to fill that void.

U.S. Weapons Sales to Israel prior to the 1967 War

The persistent instability in the Middle East, which stemmed in part from the ongoing Arab-
Israeli conflict, worsened during Lyndon Johnson’s presidency and brought about more U.S.
involvement in the region. The 1948–1949 Arab-Israeli War was a War for Independence for
Jews, who administered the newly declared State of Israel, but a catastrophe (nakba) for the
stateless Palestinian Arabs, who did not receive the allotment of land designated by the U.N.
General Assembly in November 1947. Approximately 700,000 Arabs either fled or were forced
from their homes during the 1948–1949 war, which started the Palestinian refugee crisis. Border
conflicts persisted throughout the 1950s, and conditions grew worse during the 1960s. Tensions
arose between Syria and Israel over water rights to the headwaters of the Jordan River, with
escalations in 1964 and 1965.5 The Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO), created in 1964,
declared its central goal to be the destruction of the State of Israel. Yasser Arafat, the leader of
Fatah (the largest and most important member organization of the PLO), continued his
instigation of terrorist attacks against Israel.6 The PLO found more support for a war against
Israel after a Syrian revolution brought the Baathist Party to power in 1966, supported by the
Soviet Union. Many PLO attacks against Israel came from Syrian territory, with vocal Soviet
encouragement for the Arab “progressive revolutionary” front.7 Terrorist attacks against Israel
spiked in 1966 and 1967, and Israel often responded with disproportional force, which created
hostile conditions that contributed to the outbreak of war in June 1967.

The Middle East did not figure prominently in Johnson’s foreign policy. He was a known
“friend of Israel” from his days in the Congress, but the Vietnam War, beyond all other matters,
dominated Johnson’s presidency. The former Senate majority leader from Texas preferred to
focus on domestic issues, and particularly the Great Society, a New Deal–inspired program that



aimed to eliminate poverty and promote civil rights. But advancements on the domestic front
were undercut by the worsening war in East Asia. To make matters worse, the combination of a
costly war with an overly ambitious domestic reform project, along with the end of the postwar
boom in the United States and a consistent unwillingness to raise taxes, altogether created an
economic malaise. Economic problems were compounded by social divisiveness, as the Civil
Rights Movement and anti-war protests divided the nation. The beleaguered Johnson was so
embattled he did not even run for reelection in 1968. After a poor showing in the New
Hampshire primary in March 1968 (which he actually won), Johnson withdrew his candidacy.

Like many Americans, LBJ felt a cultural affinity for the people of Israel.8 He told a B’nai
B’rith meeting in 1968, “Most, if not all of you, have very deep ties with the land and with the
people of Israel, as I do, for my Christian faith sprang from yours.”9 While he regarded Israelis as
tough pioneers, he regarded Arabs as “culturally different” with experiences “alien to his own.”10

As Spiegel notes, “Johnson tended to see the Israelis fighting the Arabs as a modern-day version
of the Texans struggling with the Mexicans. The analogy between the Alamo and Masada was
not far below the surface.”11 Cultural factors certainly undergirded Johnson’s perspective;
however, as president—entrusted with executing the foreign relations of the United States—the
Cold War and domestic politics weighed much more heavily on his thinking regarding weapons
sales to Israel.

As more and more Soviet weaponry made its way to client states in the region, Israel
requested weaponry from the United States. According to Levey, between 1955 and 1965, the
Soviet Union sold Egypt, Syria, Iraq, and the People’s Democratic Republic of Yemen
approximately $2 billion worth of weaponry. Egypt was the main recipient. By the beginning of
1965, Egypt had 300 combat planes, including MiG jet interceptors and Tupelov bombers; by
comparison, Israel had 250 warplanes, but no bombers. In terms of tanks, Egypt enjoyed a
qualitative advantage over Israel. At the beginning of 1964, Israel had 798 tanks, compared with
Egypt’s 739, but 300 of Israel’s tanks were obsolete M-4 Shermans, and only 150 British-made
Centurions were of relatively recent manufacture.12

The United States preferred that Israel purchase its weapons from Western Europe. France
had served as Israel’s primary weapons supplier. Like Israel, France resented Nasser’s influence
in the region. But the Israel-France relationship cooled after the French exit from Algeria, and
Western Europe proved reluctant to provide Israel with more weapons.13

U.S. weapons sales to Israel had grown from virtually nonexistent in the 1950s to several
select packages in the 1960s. During 1962, John Kennedy authorized the first sale of U.S.
weaponry to Israel—the defensive HAWK antiaircraft missile systems. But Kennedy refused to
sell offensive weapons, in part because of Israel’s controversial nuclear weapons program, and
also to limit American involvement in the Arab-Israeli conflict. In early 1964, Israel requested to
purchase five hundred tanks from the United States to offset Soviet tanks sold to Egypt. Both the
State Department and the Defense Department recognized the validity of Israel’s arms request
but also warned of the political cost to U.S. relations with Arab states. Johnson agreed with the
assessment and offered to help Israel “behind the scenes” to find alternate sources. Soon
thereafter, Israel quietly signed agreements with Britain and West Germany for tank purchases.14

In the summer of 1964, the Kingdom of Jordan informed U.S. policymakers that unless it
could purchase fighter jets from the United States, Jordan would buy MiG fighters from the
Soviet Union. Naturally, Johnson did not want Jordan to develop closer relations with Moscow.
And while he wanted to bolster King Hussein’s government, he did not want to furnish Jordan



with weapons that could potentially be used against Israel. Hixson details how the Israel lobby
worked hard to scuttle the deal, and then decided to support it so long as Israel could acquire
more sophisticated weaponry from the United States.15 Thus, the arms race would accelerate
because Israel would undoubtedly demand a similar deal, and Soviet client states would demand
more weapons, too. Johnson promised to sell Jordan twenty F-104 jets in February 1965.

The promise of more U.S. weapons to Jordan amplified Israel’s request for weapons. To
make matters worse, West Germany decided to abandon its agreement with Israel after
delivering less than half of the number of promised tanks.16 Still reluctant to sell weapons to
Israel directly, Johnson sent National Security Council staffer Robert Komer and Undersecretary
of State for Political Affairs W. Averell Harriman to Israel to stress that the Jordanian package
was simply to prevent a similar deal with the Soviets, and that Israel should expect no weapons
sales from the United States. But the Harriman-Komer mission failed to get Israel on board with
a U.S.-Jordan weapons agreement without, at least, a similar agreement with Israel.17

Cold War politics made an arms race in the Middle East unavoidable, which positioned the
United States closer to Israel. To pacify the Israelis, Johnson agreed to sell the tanks promised
from West Germany, which marked the first time that a U.S. president agreed to sell offensive
weapons to the State of Israel. However, Israeli officials balked at this proposal, too, for being
insufficient. Johnson then agreed to supply Israel with arms comparable to those it sold to
Jordan, but with an understanding that it was a one-time deal; in other words, Johnson
emphasized that such a sale would not set a precedent.18 Although Israeli officials continued to
push for a decisive military advantage over Arab states, Johnson wanted to “turn talks away from
an open-ended arms commitment.”19 Johnson agreed to supply Israel with ninety tanks by 1966,
along with another one hundred tanks of superior quality to those sold to Jordan, and the promise
to sell Israel twenty-four aircraft if it could not find a supplier in Western Europe.20 Selling more
weapons to Israel threatened to undermine U.S. claims to evenhandedness in the Middle East,
but American officials were in a bind given Soviet involvement in the region.

Johnson and Congress

Johnson initially enjoyed overwhelming support from the legislative branch (and the American
people) for his foreign policies. Congress had deferred to the president during the early years of
the Cold War to give him enough freedom to effectively fight the Soviet Union, a dynamic often
called the Imperial Presidency.21 But beginning in early 1966, Sen. J. William Fulbright (D-AR),
chair of the Foreign Relations Committee, started to publicly question American involvement in
Vietnam. Fulbright’s efforts would eventually lead to a full congressional assault on presidential
foreign policy during the Nixon and Ford years. According to Robert David Johnson, “By the
middle of 1968, a majority of Senate Democrats and a growing number of GOP senators, while
not willing to advocate withdrawal from Vietnam, were sufficiently radicalized by the war to
reverse their previous support for a weak legislative role in international affairs.”22

The Johnson administration tried to limit congressional pressure. In August 1965, Komer and
National Security Advisor McGeorge Bundy met with eleven Jewish members of the House of
Representatives to offer what the administration called “an insider’s view,” in order “to reassure
our Hill friends by appearing to lift the veil on our Israeli affairs on a confidential basis.” The
key was secrecy. Bundy and Komer informed the congressmembers that U.S. aid to Israel,



primarily economic to that point, totaled more than $1 billion and noted that “we want to
convince them that we are really going all out to support Israel, so long as we can do it quietly.”
The message from Bundy and Komer was this: “the more quiet … the more we can do.”23

As with East Asia, Congress proved to be a thorn in Johnson’s side about foreign policy in
the Middle East. Pressure mounted on Johnson to sell Skyhawk jets to Israel. On February 1,
1966, more than seventy-five representatives wrote Secretary of State Dean Rusk to
communicate their displeasure for an impending deal with Jordan without a corresponding deal
for Israel.24 It was no secret to the administration that Israel possessed a great deal of influence
over members of Congress through lobbyists, and Komer pressed Johnson to “cope with this
problem by requiring the Israelis themselves quietly to warn off their Hill lobbyists.”25 Johnson
finally agreed to sell Skyhawk bomber jets to Israel that February, and Secretary of Defense
Robert McNamara insisted that the Israelis agree to “sew up everyone in Congress to keep
quiet.”26

Just like the deal on tanks, President Johnson and his administration made it clear to Israeli
officials that the sale of the Skyhawks was an exceptional case and constituted no change in the
U.S.-Israel relationship. American officials informed the Israelis “not to bother us on planes for
the next several years.”27 Secretary McNamara also wanted Congress to understand that the
Skyhawks sale signaled no change in U.S. arms-sales policies, and in May 1966, when speaking
to the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, he emphasized that the Skyhawk sale was “very
restrictive.”28

A few members of Congress started to press Johnson to sell weapons to Israel in order to
contain communism. In September 1966, Rep. Seymour Halpern (R-NY) explained to the House
floor that the PLO was amassing weapons for a war against Israel, and they had been
“earmarked” by “Chinese Communists” to be “an effective instrument for revolutionary activity
in this region.” Halpern submitted to the Record a letter from Congressman Glenn Cunningham
(R-NE), which referenced the representatives’ letter from February 1966 that recommended
strengthening Israel’s defenses, and further argued that recent developments required a
reexamination of the U.S.-Israel relationship.29 Rep. Lester Wolff (D-NY) spoke about tension
on the Israel-Syria border and called for Americans to reaffirm their support for Israel, due
largely to cultural ties between the United States and Israel, and especially because Israel was the
only democracy in the Middle East.30

The sale of the Skyhawks did not prevent the United States from voting to censure Israel in
the U.N. Security Council in November 1966. The censure came in response to Israeli military
attacks on Jordan due to an increase in terrorism along the Israel-Jordan border. On November
13, an Israeli raid leveled the Jordanian border settlement of Samu, which resulted in the deaths
of fifteen Jordanian soldiers, ten Israeli soldiers, and an Israeli commander; three villagers also
died, along with nearly one hundred wounded. Syria had been behind the terrorist attacks, and
Israel knew it. But Israel feared to attack Syria since it had just signed a defense pact with Egypt.
The move against Jordan alienated King Hussein, who had been secretly collaborating with
Israel, and convinced Hussein to move closer to Nasser, which he wanted to avoid.31

As U.S. forces were bogged down in East Asia, the Middle East appeared to be heading to
another war. Terrorist border attacks on Israel, many by the Palestinian organization Fatah, with
Syrian support, had significantly increased since 1965. The Israeli response was often
disproportional, such as at Samu, and Israel proved to be equally responsible for the outbreak of
war.32 U.S. officials believed Israel to have a decisive military advantage vis-à-vis its Arab



neighbors. In April 1967, McNamara related to Johnson that, according to the Joint Chiefs of
Staff, “Israel will be militarily unchallengeable by any combination of Arab states at least during
the next five years.”33 Under secretary of State Nicholas Katzenbach reiterated this point to
President Johnson in a May 1 memo, about five weeks before the outbreak of war.34

Nevertheless, in May, the Johnson administration completed negotiations with Israel for one
hundred armored personnel carriers (APCs), military spare parts, and other assistance that totaled
$72 million.35 The U.S. assessments were on point as Israel would soon demonstrate in a
lightning-quick defeat of Arab militaries.

The 1967 War and the Congressional Response

The June 1967 Arab-Israeli War and political aftermath proved to be one of the most significant
events in modern Middle East history. Nasser did not want war with Israel. In fact, prior to the
1967 war, Israel was not a central concern of the Arab world; instead, inter-Arab politics, Arab
nationalism, anticolonialism, and revolutionary socialism dominated Arab politics.36 Arab states
pursued their own national goals, and there was no monolithic or coordinated Arab strategy vis-
à-vis Israel. But the Egyptian president made provocative moves against Israel, short of outright
aggression, that led to an Israeli first strike and the outbreak of war. In response to a false report
from Moscow about Israeli troop movements on the Syrian border, Nasser asked U.N. Secretary
General U Thant to remove the U.N. Emergency Force (UNEF) in the Sinai Peninsula that had
been deployed there in the aftermath of the 1956–1957 Suez Crisis. To the surprise of many, U
Thant quickly agreed to Nasser’s request, which removed the stabilizing force that had acted as a
buffer between the two states. On May 22, Nasser also ordered a naval blockade against Israeli
shipping through the Straits of Tiran, which violated the agreement reached in 1957.

Perhaps most important for American legislators, some Arab leaders—and Nasser in
particular—made inflammatory comments about destroying Israel. Ernest Gruening (D-AK), for
example, referenced “repeated threats by Egypt, in which it was joined by some of the Arab
countries, that its intention was the liquidation of the tiny nation of Israel.”37 James Scheuer (D-
NY) added that Nasser “encourages Arab refugees to believe that they will destroy Israel and he
arms them.”38 In all likelihood, Nasser’s rhetoric aimed to generate popular support for his
leadership in the Arab world and did not accurately reflect Egyptian goals. Thomas Pelly (R-
WA) made a perceptive remark on May 23 when he said, “I do not know if President Nasser is
engaging in psychological semantics or if his war threats to Israel are serious, but there is no
doubt that his words are like striking a match on a powder keg.”39

Sincere or not, Nasser’s declarations reminded many of the Holocaust and brought about
legislative expressions of support for Israel. Sen. Joseph Montoya (D-NM) wondered, “Are there
not some of us here who remember the death camps…. I ask any humane and fairminded man
here—have the Jews not paid out enough in the blood and agony of their people?”40 Rep. Claude
Pepper (D-NY) called Nasser “Little Hitler,” and Halpern warned against a “Munich-type sellout
of Israel.”41

Many members of Congress spoke of the American commitment to ensure Israel’s survival
dating back to Harry Truman’s administration. In separate speeches on May 23, Senators Walter
Mondale (D-MN) and Edward “Ted” Kennedy (D-MA) reminded their colleagues of the U.S.
commitment to preserve the boundaries of Israel and the adjacent Arab states and to oppose the



use of force in the Middle East, in line with the Tripartite Declaration of 1950, a joint declaration
of the United States, Britain, and France.42 Wayne Morse (D-OR), for his part, added that in the
Tripartite Declaration, the three major powers pledged to “come to the assistance of the party
against whom aggression had been committed.”43 More often than not, legislators referenced
only an American commitment to the territorial integrity of Israel.

The United States, true to its special relationship with Israel, would not allow Israel to be
destroyed. Sen. Joseph Clark (D-PA) spoke “to anybody in the Soviet Union … do not think that
the United States of America is going to permit the Arab nations to overrun Israel.”44 A few days
later, Rep. Jack Brinkley (D-GA) extolled the historical virtues of the Hebrew people and echoed
Clark: “We cannot permit Israel to be overrun.”45 Sen. Jacob Javits (R-NY) argued that the
United States had a “clear obligation and responsibility and a vital national interest in the area
and in Israel.” He cited John Foster Dulles’s statement that “it is U.S. policy that the preservation
of the State of Israel is a fundamental tenet of U.S. foreign policy.”46 Rep. Wayne Hayes (D-
OH), aware of the divisive Vietnam War, observed that an Egyptian attack on Israel would turn
“a lot of the doves in this country into hawks immediately.”47 Hayes returned to the same theme
the next day and mentioned that Representatives Sidney Yates (D-IL) and Jonathan Bingham (D-
NY)—two doves on Vietnam—had explained to him that one can “be a hawk with Israel and a
dove with Vietnam.”48 Gruening and Pepper each suggested a mutual defense pact with Israel.49

Numerous additional legislators rose in vocal support of an American commitment to ensure
Israel’s survival.

Israel chose war on the morning of June 5. According to William Quandt, who served in the
National Security Council for Richard Nixon and Jimmy Carter, the Johnson administration
changed its “red light” to a “yellow light,” which meant the administration would not protest an
Israeli first strike.50 In addition to the exit of UNEF and the blockade in the Straits of Tiran,
Israel felt hemmed in by a collection of Arab states that called for its destruction. Also, Jordan
signed a defense treaty with Egypt on the eve of war in 1967, which heightened Israel’s fears.
Within hours of the first morning, the Israeli Air Force had destroyed approximately 90 percent
of the Egyptian Air Force. In control of the skies, Israel proceeded to decimate the Arab armies
in six days. The war ended with a cease-fire after Moscow threatened military intervention to
save its allies, especially the shaky Syrian government, as Israeli forces seemed poised to strike
Damascus.

The outbreak of war intensified legislative voices of support for Israel. On June 5, Rep.
William Ryan (D-NY) called on the United States “to do whatever is necessary to protect Israel
in this hour of crisis.”51 Fellow congressman Leonard Farbstein (D-NY) followed by arguing that
“Israel represents the American presence in the Middle East.”52 Rep. Silvio Conte (R-MA)
stated, “The commitments of the United States to uphold and safeguard the national and
territorial integrity of Israel are clear. We are the moral and legal ally of Israel in defense against
territorial aggressors. We must and do stand ready with unilateral military assistance in behalf of
the Israelis.”53 Rep. John Conyers (D-MI), among other legislators, claimed that the United
States had a moral and legal obligation to defend Israel.54 Bingham encouraged other legislators
to follow his lead in giving blood to support Israel.55 Regarding an Israeli first strike, which
started the war, Javits assured the Senate and the American people, “Israel’s Prime Minister has
declared that his nation has no territorial ambitions. He did not have to make that declaration. We
all know that.”56 This would become a debatable point in years to come.

President Johnson felt heavy domestic pressure to back Israel. As Hixson has argued, the



Israel lobby undertook intensive efforts to elicit U.S. support from the legislative and executive
branches for Israel against Nasser.57 Prior to the war, hoping to persuade the Johnson
administration to support an Israeli first strike, the Israeli government instructed its ambassador
in Washington to “create a public atmosphere that will constitute pressure on the [Johnson]
administration … without it being explicitly clear that we are behind this public campaign.”58

The effort aimed to get sympathetic Americans to write letters, editorials, telegrams, and public
statements to “strengthen our friends within the administration.” The pressure was so bothersome
that the White House requested that the Israelis shut it down, although the Israeli ambassador
reported back, “Of course we are continuing it.”59

To the dismay of Israeli officials and Israel’s supporters in the United States, the Johnson
administration tried to maintain an evenhanded position. On the first day of the war, State
Department spokesman Robert McCloskey communicated to the press, “We have tried to steer
an even-handed course…. Our position is neutral in thought, word and deed.”60 McCloskey’s
statement drew the ire of many Jewish Americans.61 Later that day, Special Assistant to the
President Joseph Califano phoned Secretary of State Rusk to say that McCloskey’s statement
was “killing us with the Jews in this country” and asked Rusk to issue a more pro-Israel
statement. Rusk released a statement that blandly reaffirmed Johnson’s position of independence
and territorial integrity in the Middle East.62 Two days later, American Jewish Zionists
communicated their “sharp disillusion and dismay” to the White House.63 David Ginsburg, the
long-time advocate for American Jewish Zionists, pressured U.S. officials to not force an Israeli
withdrawal, which Eisenhower had done during the Suez Crisis. He wrote in a memo to Vice
President Hubert Humphrey, “Here I’ll add a word of my own: what was done particularly in
1956 and 1957 but since then as well, from the viewpoint of U.S. interests alone, was appalling.”
Ginsburg also warned the White House, “What the Administration is saying and doing now is
being watched carefully not only by the Jewish community, but by others who should be and
have been close to the Administration and whose support—and advice—we need, have had, and
should have again.”64

Legislators took aim at McCloskey’s statement of neutrality and denounced it on the floors of
the House and the Senate. Rep. William Scott (R-VA) stated, “The people of this country are not
neutral in thought and word. Everything I hear, every expression of opinion from people in all
walks of life, shows a deep concern for the preservation of the State of Israel.”65 Senator Clark
remarked, “Morally and legally we are an ally of Israel. Their cause is our cause. We are not
neutral in thought, word, or deed. I am distressed by our Government’s ambiguous declaration of
neutrality.”66 Rep. Louis Wyman (R-NH) derided the Johnson administration for “flubbing the
ball just at the wrong time” and for giving “the impression to the world that we are pussy
footing…. We cannot possibly be neutral in the situation of Nasser versus Israel.”67

Representative Ryan called the neutrality declaration “grotesque” and insisted that “the United
States has never been ‘neutral in thought, word, and deed’ on the matter of Israel’s right to
exist.”68 For Rep. Margaret Heckler (R-MA), “Historically, we have had a close and special
relationship with the State of Israel from the time of its inception. Consequently, I rise to protest
against the administration’s declaration of ‘neutrality’ in this great crisis.”69

Several legislators used a familial analogy, of an American mother to an Israeli child, to
describe U.S.-Israel relations. Rep. Jacob Gilbert (D-NY), for one, regarded Israel as “the child
of Western humanitarianism and U. N. diplomacy.”70 According Rep. Joseph Addabbo (D-NY),
“Since its inception in 1948, Israel has been a stepchild of the United States…. If necessary, this



country must defend Israel’s territorial integrity.”71 Benjamin Blackburn (R-GA) claimed that the
United States “served as midwife during the birth of Israel as a free and independent nation” and,
therefore, “now has a moral responsibility to protect her rights as such.”72 Not long after the war,
Sen. Frank Church (D-ID) similarly stated that “the United States was the midwife at the birth of
Israel, and the Arab countries have been determined, ever since, to kill the child.”73

Some State Department officials stressed the need to continue an even-handed position and
not appear biased by Israeli sympathies. Benjamin Read, the executive secretary for Rusk,
informed Bundy that it was in “our national interest” to maintain “reasonably friendly relations
with both Israel and the Arab states” in order to “preserve some continuing role in the
development of petroleum and other resources.” Read argued that “we must avoid full
commitment to either side or to any party…. Our influence is greatest if we serve as a balance,
not a partisan.”74 Zbigniew Brzezinski, a member of the State Department’s policy planning staff
and future National Security Advisor for Jimmy Carter, recommended that the best path would
probably be “publicly defining a U.S. position that is reasonable, fair and constructive, even if
initially not satisfactory to any of the belligerents.” The United States had to keep in mind “the
long-range interests of the region” and not become “identified with one side alone.” Brzezinski
realized, “Some Israeli resentment of the above posture is to be expected, but that is unavoidable
unless the United States wishes to become fully identified with it.”75

The war severely strained U.S.-Arab relations. During the course of the war several Arab
countries—including Egypt, Syria, and Iraq—broke diplomatic relations with the United States,
and Arab oil-producing states unsheathed the “oil weapon” against the United States and Britain.
Although the uncoordinated attempt failed to influence either American or British policy, the
effort provided the groundwork for a future oil embargo, with much greater impact, in 1973.
According to an intelligence memorandum, “the course of the present Arab-Israeli crisis has
already done considerable damage to the U.S. position in the Arab world. Most Arabs believe the
U.S. is the staunch ally of Israel and can in effect control its actions.”76 Even further, “the
damage to the U.S. position in the area already appears serious.”77

Not even an Israeli attack on the USS Liberty, an American spy ship in the Mediterranean,
lessened support for Israel. On June 8, Israeli aircraft struck the Liberty with rockets and napalm,
followed by boat-launched torpedoes, which killed 34 crewmembers and wounded 171. Israeli
officials insisted the attack was a result of mistaken identity, believing the ship to be Egyptian.
But Liberty crewmen had notified Israeli forces that they were Americans, and Israel Defense
Forces (IDF) headquarters had identified the Liberty only several hours before. Many Americans
never accepted the Israeli explanation and felt the attack was a deliberate attempt to prevent
American monitoring of a potential Israeli attack on Syria or Israeli executions of Egyptian
captives, or to keep the Liberty from jamming Israeli communications.78

Little was said on the House and Senate floors about the controversial attack. Rep. Roman
Pucinski (D-IL) and Sen. Robert Kennedy (D-NY) both called the attack on the Liberty a “tragic
mistake,” and Pucinski and Senator Javits noted that Israel had already apologized for the
attack.79 Javits excused the apparent mishap: “I have heard Senator after Senator say that while
they were terribly dismayed and saddened by this accident, they understood how it could take
place under the terrible stress which the forces of Israel have been under in these last few
weeks.”80 Almost two months later, John Tower (R-TX) submitted a resolution from the
American Legion Post 52 of Houston that denounced the “unprovoked attack” and aimed “to see
that those Israel officials or personnel who were responsible for the attacks be punished in



keeping with their participation and in keeping with the enormity of their criminal acts.”81 Israel
paid millions of dollars in compensation, but no Israeli was ever blamed or punished.82 Rep.
Harold Royce (H. R.) Gross (R-IA) wondered, based on reports that the U.S. government had
made $27 million available to Israel for food and other supplies, if the United States was
subsidizing Israel’s “payment of full compensation for the lives that were destroyed, the
suffering of the wounded, and the damage from this wanton attack.”83

Legislators broadly supported Israeli occupation of Arab lands taken during the war.
Representative Pucinski, with the aftermath of the 1956 war in mind, did not want to “again rob
Israel of the gains she has won on the hard-fought fields of battle.”84 Rep. Robert Sikes (D-FL)
went further than Pucinski. Sikes suggested that Israel “simply annex” the West Bank and the
Sinai Peninsula “and eliminate future problems.” For Sikes, the move would have biblical
implications as Israel “would then control, essentially, the Jewish homeland.” Sikes closed with a
contestable point: “Had we and our allies kept hands off in 1956, the situation could have been
solved permanently at that time.”85 Rep. Donald Clausen (R-CA), who also used a religious
allusion, believed “Israel was ‘sinned’ against … and is entitled to retain whatever gains she has
made in the interim.”86 Rep. Alphonzo Bell (R-CA) supported Israeli occupation and predicted
that Israel “will prove herself to be a magnanimous victor, but this magnanimity must be allowed
to be voluntary.”87 Representatives Ogden Reid (R-NY) and Floyd Hicks (D-WA) stressed the
need to not repeat the perceived mistake of 1956–1957.88

Some legislators made the specific connection between Israeli occupation of Arab lands and
a diplomatic plan to secure a lasting peace in the region. A poll conducted by the Associated
Press revealed that 365 out of 438 responses from legislators “were opposed to withdrawal
without peace.”89 Rep. Thomas Morris (D-NM) wanted Israel to keep the territories to secure its
“right to live in peace with her neighbors.”90 Halpern followed, “If the Arabs expect Israel to
leave the territory she has won, then Israel is entitled to a treaty of peace, signed by the Arabs.”91

Rep. James Corman (D-CA) argued, “The Arab world must accept the permanency of the State
of Israel,” and therefore he wanted “no attempt” by the United Nations or the United States to
force an Israeli withdrawal.92 Senator Mondale stressed that “there must be no return to a quasi-
permanent supervised military standoff between Israel and the Arab nations…. We must
reinforce our historic commitment to the existence and permanence of the State of Israel.”93 Rep.
William Widnall (R-NJ) called for U.S. support “of the present lines” until Israel received
recognition and peace.94 Halpern reiterated his earlier point: “No withdrawal can be expected of
Israel without … peace and stability.” He also mocked the State Department’s neutrality
statement and wondered, “Is our Government going to heed our voices, the voices of the vast
majority of the American people? Or are we going to crawl back into the State Department shells
and let the striped-pants boys continue to guide U.S. policy.”95 Indeed, Congress stood solidly
behind Israel’s occupation of Arab lands until its neighbors offered recognition and peace.

But Israel wanted land more than it wanted peace. According to Avi Raz, Israel did not
genuinely seek peace with its Arab neighbors after the war. The Israeli cabinet developed a June
19 peace plan that would have returned the Golan Heights and Sinai Peninsula in return for peace
agreements with Syria and Egypt. But the “generous peace offer” was never communicated to
the Arab states. Instead, Israeli officials, particularly Foreign Minister Abba Eban, perpetuated
the myth of such an offer to secure U.S. support against a Soviet measure at the United Nations
that called for an immediate Israeli withdrawal.96 According to Shaiel Ben-Ephraim, in the wake
of the war, Israel started to construct settlements in the occupied territories, which Israeli



officials claimed were reversible military outposts and not civilian in nature. This deception
aimed to provide cover from international pressure during a vulnerable period of civilian
settlement construction. The Johnson administration, distracted by the Vietnam War, failed to
offer any substantial resistance to the settlement construction and missed an early opportunity to
shut down Israel’s efforts to create “facts on the ground.” Israel would continue to build more
and more settlements in the occupied territories in the years and decades to follow, which added
a major obstacle to peace efforts and fulfillment of a two-state solution.97

Legislators did not demand the return of Arab territory; however, a few voices cautioned
against indefinite Israeli occupation. On the second day of the war, Representative Hayes
reasoned that “if we are going to maintain the territorial integrity of all the states out there in the
Middle East, we will possibly have to get in against Israel.”98 After the war, Rep. Jim Wright (D-
TX) pointed out that “Israel has every right to demand security, no right to demand spoils.”99

Representatives Pucinski and Ray Madden (D-IN) both criticized the Soviet Union for
demanding an Israeli withdrawal, given its occupation of Eastern Europe.100

Numerous legislators stressed the need to address the grievances of Palestinian refugees. On
June 8, Sen. Robert Byrd (D-WV) hoped that “some headway can be made in the Arab refugee
problems, which have long been the source of deep irritation.” Senator Javits, known for his pro-
Israel orientation, followed by agreeing with his colleague. According to Javits, an acceptable
settlement “includes the Palestinian and Arab refugees…. Israel is not going to like this. We
know that. There are some things that Israel may have to do which it finds especially distasteful,
especially after such an enormous victory at arms. We must, however, bring about an end to this
situation.”101 Sen. Edward Brooke (R-MA) called for “Israel and Arab nations” to “be more
flexible in their refugee resettlement policies.”102 According to Sen. Claiborne Pell (D-RI), “The
refugee shame must be liquidated once and for all. It is a crime against humanity to incarcerate a
million people for 20 years simply as pawns in an international political disagreement.” Pell,
however, failed to mention Israel’s role in the ongoing refugee crisis and placed the onus of
responsibility squarely on Arab states, saying, “I believe this problem could have been resolved
by the Arab nations if they had really desired to do so.”103 Several other legislators agreed with
the need to address Palestinian grievances, such as Senator Mondale and Representatives Wright,
Ryan, and Paul Fino (R-NY).

Legislators felt far less sympathy for Egypt or Jordan, and some questioned the U.S. policy
of trying to remain friendly with Arab states that threatened to destroy Israel. In a lengthy speech
on June 26, Senator Church called Johnson’s “arsenal diplomacy” in the Middle East a “failure.”
He noted that Jordanian arms from the United States had been used in a war against Israel and
questioned the “policy which assumes that we can exercise a restraining influence by judicious
distribution of our weapons.” For Church, the June war demonstrated that the “misguided
attempt to prevent ‘polarization’ of western arms in Israel against Soviet arms in Arab hands, and
still keep on friendly terms with both sides, called for omniscient qualities of judgment which
our Defense officials, or indeed any mortals, do not possess.”104 Senator Gruening picked up
where Church left off. He questioned the broader American policy of pressing “our aid on
nations whose policies were antagonistic to ours,” which he called “an extremely shortsighted
policy…. In all history no nation has ever squandered so much on so many.” He also noted that
U.S. arms to Jordan “got there just in time to enable Jordan to embrace Nasser.”105 Gruening
continued his attack on U.S. foreign policy in the Middle East the following day in an even
longer speech. Comparing the situation to Munich, he said, “The United States sought to appease



those nations bent on the destruction of Israel. The policy of appeasement failed.”106 Johnson’s
efforts to balance weapons sales and still protect Israel, or to avoid an arms race in the Middle
East altogether, had both foundered, which must have made it easier for the president to support
Israeli occupation of Arab lands.

The Johnson administration determined, in opposition to Eisenhower’s policy in 1957, that
Israel did not need to vacate the occupied territories. In 1957, numerous legislators (most
notably, then-Senate Majority Leader Lyndon Johnson) disagreed with Eisenhower’s decision to
push Israel out of the Sinai Peninsula and Gaza Strip. Ten years later, the Johnson administration
encouraged a land-for-peace arrangement, whereby Arab states would make peace with Israel in
exchange for the return of Arab territories. The move received overwhelming approval from
Congress.

The land-for-peace formula signaled a major transformation of U.S. policy. Rather than
pressure Israel to withdraw from the occupied territories, Johnson released his “Five Principles”
for peace on June 19: the right to national life, justice for the refugees, free maritime passage,
limits on the arms race, and political independence and territorial integrity for all. Despite
Johnson’s fifth principle, the administration did not honor its pledge to protect the territorial
integrity of Arab states. Rather than preserve existing boundaries in line with the Tripartite
Declaration, Johnson decided to support altered boundaries in order to pressure Arab states to
make peace with Israel. The reasoning was simple. The armistice agreements of 1949 failed to
bring about peace, and so did Eisenhower’s policy of forced Israeli removal. The volatile region
seemed combustible, and the situation demanded a new approach that could lead to a lasting
peace. Otherwise, another war could lead to superpower confrontation, maybe even nuclear
warfare, and perhaps the annihilation of Jews in the Middle East. But by tying land to peace,
Johnson also tied an American special commitment to ensure Israel’s survival to support of
Israeli occupation of Arab lands until peace could be achieved. From that point, the two became
inseparable.

The war demonstrated that Israel could effectively employ military force against its
neighbors, which supported the conclusion that, with ample weaponry, Israel could defend itself
until the Arab states agreed to make peace. But additional U.S. military sales to Israel did not
happen immediately after the war. President Johnson had ordered an embargo on new U.S. arms
shipments to the Middle East once the fighting started. He hoped the Soviets would reciprocate,
but Washington again found Moscow uninterested in arms restraint.107 French President Charles
de Gaulle ordered an embargo on weapons sales to Israel after its preemptive strike, which ended
the Israel-France weapons arrangement and left Israel without a major supplier of weaponry.

Congress pushed for more weapons sales to Israel. On August 1, Representative Sikes
claimed that “efforts to put a brake on the sale of American military equipment abroad”
negatively impacted Israel. Referring to Israel as “the only friend we have left in the Middle
East,” Sikes called on the United States to fill the void left by France to challenge “Arab forces”
that were “being resupplied rapidly by the Russians.”108 Senator Tower also argued for selling
more weapons to Israel. He wondered, “Mr. President are we to leave Israel to the tender mercies
of the dictatorial designs of Nasser over all the Middle East as a pawn of the Soviet Union?” He
added that the Soviet Union was “dumping arms back into the United Arab Republic just as fast
as they can. Already they have replaced half the equipment the Arab States lost in the Arab-Israel
war.”109

Congress debated restricting arms sales, especially to Arab states, in order to prevent a global



arms race. Legislators considered an amendment to limit the credit resources of the U.S. Export-
Import Bank, which could be used by less developed countries to finance arms sales, including
certain Arab states, such as Jordan. (The purpose of the credit financing was to assist in
economic development, but it was also used for military purchases.) Sen. Daniel Brewster (D-
MD) “was shocked to learn that almost 36 percent of all Export-Import loans this year went for
the purchase of American armaments.” He also added that credit financing helped Jordan to
“wage war on her declared enemy, Israel.”110 Henry “Scoop” Jackson (D-WA), who supported
large defense contracts to create jobs for Boeing in his home state, urged rejection of the
amendment, which, he said, “would unduly and dangerously tie the hands of the President … in
the conduct of foreign policy.” He recognized that the amendment would not deny Israel
assistance in the future but that it may be in the “national interest” of both the United States and
Israel “that certain assistance be given to certain developing countries in the Middle East.”111

Rep. Joshua Eilberg (D-PA) supported an amendment to restrict the training of certain foreign
nationals and wondered why the United States trained pilots and military personnel from Arab
states that severed relations and aimed to destroy Israel. Representative Ryan sought to eliminate
all assistance to Egypt and “other Arab nations which have waged war against Israel.” He
supported a different amendment to enable “Congress to end this bankrupt policy which is so
detrimental to peace in the Middle East.”112

Some legislators wanted to prevent a global arms race but also wanted to provide for Israel’s
defense. Gruening called on “the United States to take leadership in the world in stopping the
arms race.” Although U.S. officials aimed to use weapons sales to contain communism,
Gruening pointed out that U.S. tanks to Jordan, justified by containment, were used against
Israel, a noncommunist country.113 Representative Sikes pushed for more weapons for Israel and
warned that limiting arms sales to foreign countries would potentially hurt “the best friend we
have in the Middle East.” He believed Israel to be “seriously, almost desperately, in need of
aircraft and spares.” He also noted that airpower had been the decisive factor in the recent war
and argued in support of more aircraft for Israel.114 Emmanuel Celler (D-NY), in his twenty-third
term and the most senior member of the House (Dean of the House), worried that an existing
amendment to eliminate a proposed program that would have granted new authority to the
president to finance arms sales might “militate against our desire to supply Israel properly with
arms…. it would be tragic indeed if Israel could not forfend against her Arab neighbors who are
bent upon plunging her into the sea.”115 Representatives Bingham, Ryan, and John Dow (D-NY)
all assured Celler that Israel would not be affected. Bingham said, “There are plenty of ways for
us to supply Israel with all necessary arms,” and Ryan added that he wanted to eliminate a “new
blank check authority” that “may be used to arm Israel’s eternal enemies.” The House passed the
amendment.116

As Congress encouraged a one-sided U.S. policy in the Middle East, the prospect for peace
seemed to take a negative turn. On September 1, the heads of thirteen Arab states released the
Khartoum Declaration, which famously declared the three “No’s”—no peace with Israel, no
recognition of Israel, and no negotiations with Israel. The declaration came about six weeks after
Arab states refused to accept a joint U.S.-Soviet draft resolution that called for Israel to withdraw
“without delay” in return for nonbelligerency. The Arab states, according to Spiegel, “flatly
rejected it,” and Quandt explains that “radical Arab objections to provisions calling for an end of
war with Israel” led to the rejection.117 Israel also opposed the U.S.-Soviet resolution because it
did not call for direct negotiations, did not mention Israel by name, and included only vague



arrangements for peace.118 Israel was determined not to withdraw to previous lines without
guarantees of peace—precisely what had happened with the Suez Crisis only ten years before.
U.S. policy had already evolved to a point that peace with Israel must happen before the return of
Arab territories; therefore, the Khartoum Declaration, which denied both formal recognition and
a peace treaty, portended even worse U.S.-Arab relations.

Similar to Nasser’s saber-rattling before the war, the Khartoum Declaration should not be
taken at face value. According to Avi Shlaim, the Arab heads of state were prepared to recognize
Israel as a state, though short of legal de jure recognition; were willing to negotiate with Israel
through a third party, though not directly; and were willing to move to a state of peace short of a
formal peace treaty. According to King Hussein of Jordan, Nasser encouraged him to “speak of a
comprehensive solution to the problem and a comprehensive peace and go and do anything you
can short of signing a peace.” Shlaim notes that Khartoum was a victory for moderate Arabs who
wanted a political rather than military solution, and that the meeting marked “a real turning point
in Nasser’s attitude to Israel.”119 Israeli leaders intentionally misrepresented Khartoum in order to
justify their own hard line.120

According to U.S. documents, U.S. and Israeli officials clearly recognized the apparent
moderation of Khartoum but doubted the sincerity of an Arab change of heart. On September 25,
Johnson sent a letter to King Faisal of Saudi Arabia that stated, “I agree that the recent Khartoum
conference marked notable progress for the forces of Arab moderation.” But Johnson also added
that the Arab position “states what the Arabs will not do but, except by indirection, is silent on
what the Arabs may be willing to do.” He welcomed the decision to move from a military to a
political solution but questioned the Arab insistence on belligerency if they really hoped for a
peaceful resolution.121 The State Department reiterated Johnson’s position on Khartoum in a
telegram to Jordan a few days later.122 Lucius Battle, Assistant Secretary of State for Near East
Affairs, told Adan Pachachi, Iraqi Minister of Foreign Affairs, “that it was difficult indeed for us
to encourage the Israelis or anyone else to believe the Arabs wanted a political settlement when
statements continued to emanate from Arab countries indicating the war would go on.”123 Battle
told Israeli Ambassador Abraham Harman that “reports of growing moderateness after Khartoum
have so far not been borne out by any concrete Arab steps.”124

As Arab states searched for some way to secure a political agreement, Israeli flexibility
diminished. Arthur Goldberg, U.S. ambassador to the United Nations, told President Johnson
that there were “some signs of moderation in the Arab camp, and some signs of hardening in the
Israeli camp.” Goldberg cited “serious internal problems” in Israel, likely meaning a euphoric
public mood following the dramatic victory, which made it “difficult for any Israeli spokesman
to be ‘sweetly reasonable.’”125 Eugene Rostow noted that “accepted wisdom” held that “the
Israeli position is ‘hardening.’”126 Battle questioned Harman about the announced establishment
of Israeli settlements in the West Bank and on the Syrian border. He advised the Israeli
ambassador to “not provide ammunition for those at U.N. who would interpret” the Israeli
“position as hardening in direction of territorial acquisition rather than negotiated settlement.”127

Secretary of State Rusk, when talking about territorial withdrawal in the Middle East, told
Johnson, “In my opinion we are going to have to wrestle with Israel.”128

The Johnson administration could not mesh a commitment to territorial integrity for all states
in the Middle East with a policy of protecting Israeli occupation until Arab states made peace. In
response to Arab ambassadors’ questions about territorial integrity, National Security Advisor
Walt Rostow wrote Johnson, “Our best answer is that we stand by that pledge, but the only way



to make good on it is to have a genuine peace.” But even with “an honest peace settlement,”
Rostow recognized that pushing “Israel back to 4 June borders … could lead to a tangle with the
Israelis.”129 King Hussein sent President Johnson a letter in early October, which noted that
Khartoum reflected Arab flexibility, and that even Israeli navigation through the Suez Canal was
possible if Israel would redress wrongs done to Palestinians since 1948. Hussein expressed his
“deep hurt” by what he regarded as a “basic pro-Israel position” of the United States. He
lamented the “double standard” applied to Arabs and Israelis regarding territorial integrity.130

The Jordanian ambassador, Abdul-Hamid Sharaf, also communicated to Johnson an Arab
frustration with an American double standard regarding territorial integrity. According to Harold
Saunders’s notes from the meeting, “The Arab governments feel they have a right to expect the
Government of the United States to honor that pledge. They have been deeply hurt that we have
not.” Johnson responded that “we continue to support strongly the principle of territorial integrity
but that the problem of putting that support in practice was a difficult one which we had not yet
solved.”131 Also in the spirit of compromise, Egyptian Foreign Minister Mahmoud Riad admitted
to U.S. officials that Egypt’s calls for the destruction of Israel had been a “mistake” and that
Egypt did not challenge “Israel’s right to exist.” Rather, the main problem was refugees.132

The administration’s perception of the U.S.-Israel relationship continued to evolve.
According to Saunders’s notes of a conversation with Israeli diplomat Ephraim Evron, Israel
wanted new weapons sales connected to a strategic alliance. Evron asked that the Johnson
administration treat Israelis “as close friends … rather than treating them like bazaar hagglers.”
Evron recommended that the administration not try to exact any conditions for the sale of
additional aircraft but to instead tell Israel through an informal channel “that we were doing this
at some political cost and would therefore expect something from them in return.” By
implication, Evron suggested the United States and Israel develop a strategic alliance in addition
to a special relationship. Saunders made an insightful remark: “This strikes once again at the
heart of our relationship with Israel. The Israelis always tried to get close to us and to build the
kind of relationship we have with the British. We have—at least at the professional level of our
government—kept them at arms length, and they have been deeply hurt. Evron and I have
discussed this aspect of our relationship before, and it’s no surprise that he sees here a chance for
a new start.” Saunders added that before the June war, the argument against more arms deals
with Israel had nothing to do with dollars or armored personnel carriers—“the real argument was
over what kind of relationship we should have with Israel.” Saunders added, “I’m tempted to
take the risk Evron suggests … the real leverage we have is not a specific number of aircraft but
our total relationship.”133

As the administration considered the next step in U.S.-Israel relations, a few legislators
challenged Johnson’s arms embargo that held up the delivery of the Skyhawks purchased in
1966. On September 21, Donald Rumsfeld, a Republican representative from Illinois and future
Secretary of Defense for Gerald Ford and George W. Bush, cautioned the administration against
putting pressure on Israel by threatening to withhold arms. He noted that the Soviets had already
resupplied their client states and that France refused to sell more aircraft to Israel. Rumsfeld was
worried “that the U.S. position might be based on a desire to exert pressure on the Israelis to
withdraw,” which Rumsfeld called “most unwise.” He further argued that it was “imprudent” to
put “pressure on Israel by denying her the needed capability to deter further aggression.”134 Rep.
Charles H. Wilson (D-CA) reminded his colleagues that Congress is “charged with the
responsibility for overseeing our foreign policy,” and he blasted the administration for providing



disproportionate arms sales to Arab states. He noted with disdain McCloskey’s June 5 statement
that the United States was “neutral in thought, word, and deed.” Wilson wanted to “junk our
policy of restricting arms sales to Israel” and to immediately approve the delivery of
Skyhawks.135 Congressman Joel Broyhill (R-VA), similar to Rumsfeld, worried “that the planes
are being withheld to obtain bargaining leverage to force Israeli concessions.” In his speech to a
Virginia Lodge of B’nai B’rith, Broyhill vowed to “urge, with every bit of persuasion at my
command, that these planes be released.”136 Representative Halpern called for the delivery of the
Skyhawks and complained that “the Department of State is using the Congress as an excuse” for
not honoring the sale of Skyhawks to Israel. (He pointed out that congressional concern had been
about the financing of arms sales to Arabs and in no way meant “to obstruct the arming of
Israel.”)137

Johnson wanted to release the Skyhawks to Israel, but he also wanted to resume arms
shipments to moderate Arab states. On October 9, Walt Rostow informed Johnson that Israeli
officials were “deeply suspicious—despite our contrary assurances—that our freezing past aid
means we’re going to use it as leverage to force them to terms with Arabs. They well remember
1956–57 when we froze their assets here and then forced them back to the armistice lines.”
Secretary of Defense McNamara wanted to continue the freeze, not to pressure Israel, but to
avoid upsetting legislators on the issue of military credit sales.138 However, as noted above,
Representative Halpern obviously disagreed with the administration’s position on the matter. By
October 12, the administration had determined to resume shipments to Israel and planned for the
delivery of the Skyhawks to begin in December; McNamara sent a letter to Israeli Foreign
Minister Abba Eban to that effect.139 But the administration also indicated that arms shipments
would resume to moderate Arab states. Walt Rostow told Evron “that it would be impossible for
the U.S. to have an Israel policy without a Middle East policy.” Evron agreed and added, “If we
are to work together, as we must, on issues like Middle East arms supply, we ought to try to
work out a more lucid common strategy for the whole region.”140 Here again, Evron pushed for a
stronger strategic relationship between the two countries. But for domestic political reasons,
Israeli officials could not formally approve of the U.S. decision to resume arms shipments to
Arab states. Therefore, on October 18, McNamara decided with Israeli ambassador Harman that
Israel would not respond to McNamara’s letter to Eban, and instead, the two sides informally
agreed to the arrangement.141

Before the administration formally announced its decision to lift the arms embargo, another
violent event in the Middle East hastened congressional calls for more arms to Israel. On October
21, Egypt sank the Israeli destroyer Eilat. An Egyptian boat within the harbor at Port Said, armed
with Soviet missiles, fired upon and ultimately sank the Eilat, which had been in international
waters approximately ten miles from the harbor. The attack was in response to a July attack by
the Eilat on Egyptian boats that happened within Egyptian waters. Several Republican
representatives voiced their Cold War concerns about Soviet activity in the Middle East. Bob
Wilson (R-CA) believed the Soviets were testing the United States, since they had rearmed their
Arab allies “without the United States keeping its commitment to sell a limited number of
military jets to Israel.”142 Like Wilson, Edward Gurney (R-FL) was disturbed by the use of
sophisticated Soviet weaponry as the sinking of the Eilat was “the first time in history that this
type of radar missile has been used to sink a ship of any flag.” Gurney found it “inconceivable”
that the Johnson administration “is reneging on its commitment to Israel…. By withholding this
sale of jets to Israel … we are encouraging further Communist Russia intervention into the



Middle East.”143 By October 25, the administration had announced the lifting of the arms
embargo, which pleased Bingham, who added his satisfaction for the administration’s decision
during his denunciation of the Eilat attack.144 James Fulton (R-PA) went even further. In addition
to delivery of Skyhawks, he called on the U.S. Congress to pass a resolution to give “Israel at
once, a late series destroyer to replace the Israel destroyer.”145 Representative Farbstein, a New
York Democrat, echoed the call for a replacement of the Eilat.146 Surprisingly, perhaps,
representatives and senators voiced more concern on the House and Senate floors with Egypt’s
attack on the Israeli Eilat than with Israel’s attack on the USS Liberty.

While Soviet weapons threatened Israel in the Middle East, reports surfaced that Moscow
had taken measures to oppress Jews living in the Soviet Union by placing restrictions on
emigration. Speaker of the House John McCormack (D-MA) reported that Soviet treatment of
Jews worsened after the June war, and that in August “the Soviet government barred the
emigration of some 6,000 Soviet Jews to Israel.” McCormack added that “Soviet authorities”
were pressuring “Soviet satellite countries in Europe to do likewise.”147 (In the years to follow,
the Soviet Union would place greater restrictions on emigration, which prompted further
congressional action—the Jackson-Vanik Amendment to the 1974 Trade Act.)

Finally, in November, after months of negotiations, the U.N. Security Council agreed to
Resolution 242, which called on Israel to withdraw from territories occupied in the conflict in
return for peace agreements. The resolution formalized the land-for-peace framework as the basis
for the Arab-Israeli peace process. However, the resolution failed to mention the Palestinians by
name, and unfortunately their plight would often be overlooked in the peace process. At the time,
no serious discussion was devoted to a two-state solution. Moreover, Israel fought hard to
remove the word “the” from the phrase: “Withdrawal of Israel armed forces from [the] territories
occupied in the recent conflict.” In doing so, the resolution failed to firmly articulate which
territories should be evacuated by Israel’s forces. The Israeli interpretation held that Israel did
not have to leave all of the territories, and that the ambiguity of 242 provided room for
negotiations; the Arab interpretation held that Israel had to leave all of the territories, not just
some of them, which made negotiations much less essential to the process. Thus Gunnar Jarring,
the diplomat appointed by the United Nations to facilitate peace negotiations, faced the
unenviable task of trying to build agreements on an intentionally vague resolution. All the while,
the United States and the Soviet Union sent more weapons to the region for purposes of the Cold
War.

Phantom Feud

Johnson’s foreign and domestic problems came to a head in 1968, and an increasingly assertive
Congress pushed Johnson to move closer to Israel with another major weapons sale—Phantom
jets. After the weapons embargo was lifted, Israel requested twenty-seven more Skyhawks and
fifty Phantom jets.148 With supersonic speed, radar-guided missiles, and the potential to deliver a
nuclear weapon, the Phantoms were far more sophisticated than the Skyhawks. The State
Department opposed the sale in the hopes of advancing armslimitation agreements and repairing
the damage done to U.S.-Arab relations during the recent war. The Joint Chiefs opposed the sale
because, according to analyses, Israel did not need the Phantoms. The Defense Department did
not necessarily oppose the sale, as long as moderate Arab regimes also received arms.149 Johnson



again proved reluctant to sell weapons to Israel. He hoped to avoid a strategic alliance with
Israel, and selling Phantoms would further alienate Arab states. Johnson also wanted to support
the efforts of Jarring, and selling the Phantoms would undercut his peace efforts. As Bard notes,
“No decision was reached during the remainder of the year [1967], despite a deluge of letters
from congressmen urging the president to sell airplanes to Israel.”150

Johnson met with Israeli Prime Minister Levi Eshkol at his Texas ranch in January 1968 to
discuss U.S.-Israel relations. Johnson insisted that Israel enjoyed a position of strength and
would be wise to pursue a peace program with its neighbors, rather than an arms program with
the United States. Johnson told Eshkol bluntly, “Phantoms won’t determine security. Planes
won’t change things that basically. The big problem is how 2–1/2 million Jews can live in a sea
of Arabs.”151 Johnson also mentioned the stiff congressional resistance to recent military-
assistance programs due to Vietnam, suggesting that if Israel hoped to get the Phantoms, Israelis
needed to cultivate congressional support.152 The following day Johnson reiterated that the
pursuit of peace, not weapons sales, would drive U.S. policymaking. He wanted to provide the
Israeli Air Force with necessary equipment but stressed the importance of Jarring’s efforts to
negotiate peace agreements, along with the need to reach an agreement with the Soviets on the
arms race.153 Selling Phantoms would hinder, rather than advance, both of those goals. The
Johnson administration hoped to use the Phantoms as leverage to ensure Israel’s best efforts to
reach peace agreements.154 Nevertheless, Johnson agreed to put fifty planes in the production line
in case an arms agreement with Moscow could not be reached.155

For Johnson, the decision to sell Phantoms to Israel had much more to do with a moral
commitment to ensure Israel’s survival than with any strategic alliance between the two
countries. On March 24, Johnson intimated to Arthur Goldberg that he felt compelled to sell the
Phantoms because the Soviets would not agree to arms control. Johnson worried that Israel
would be crushed by Soviet weaponry without American military assistance. He told Goldberg,
“They don’t know when they’re going to be run over; they don’t know when they’re going to
die; they don’t know when those goddamn Russians are going to come in there. They don’t know
anything.”156 A week later, overwhelmed by the Vietnam War and domestic divisiveness, the
embattled Johnson became a “lame duck” president as he declared he would not seek reelection.

Administration officials stressed the need to link weapons sales to peace talks and nuclear
nonproliferation. According to Quandt, “some” administration officials “felt that Israel should be
asked to agree to the principle of full withdrawal in the context of peace in exchange for the jets.
Others, fearful of Israeli nuclear development, argued that Israel should be required to sign the
Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty (NPT) before receiving U.S. arms.” Although Israel would not
publicly acknowledge possessing any nuclear weapons, Israeli representatives assured U.S.
officials that Israel would not be the first Middle East country to “introduce” nuclear weapons
into the region. The United States never reached a quid pro quo with Israel regarding nuclear
nonproliferation and weapons sales.157

Congress offered solid backing for the sale of Phantoms to Israel, hopefully (though not
necessarily) in the context of peace agreements in the Middle East. During an election year, some
Republicans challenged Democrats over their pro-Israel credentials. Representative Widnall
pointed out several times in a speech to the House floor, “It was not a Republican
administration” that withheld jet sales to Israel to counterbalance Soviet MiGs going to Egypt, or
provided secret arms financing to Arab states, or sent fighter jets to Jordan.158 Rep. S. Fletcher
Thompson (R-GA) called the U.S. policy of providing jets to Jordan “idiotic” and insisted on



more weapons sales to Israel, particularly fighter jets.159 Democratic representative Farbstein
noted the ever-increasing numbers of Soviet weapons being sent to Egypt, including ground-to-
ground missiles, and urged the government to sell Israel enough planes “to deter the Arab States
and their Russian masters from starting hostilities.”160

The State of Israel and pro-Israel forces in the United States undertook efforts to pressure
Johnson into selling the Phantoms. Israel sent Yitzhak Rabin, former chief of staff (and future
prime minister), as ambassador to Washington to advance the Israeli position with American
officials. According to Spiegel, “In the Jewish community, every major organization stressed the
importance of the jets in its political or educational activities (depending on the nature of the
group).”161 Non-Jewish organizations, like the AFL-CIO, Democratic Action, and the American
Legion, also endorsed the sale.162 But according to Bard, Johnson was especially irritated by pro-
Israel lobbyists who pushed for weapons sales to Israel but failed to support the administration
on Vietnam, which made him less inclined to sell the Phantoms.163

Congress tried to force the sale of Phantoms through legislation. In April, Rep. Bertram
Podell (D-NY), in coordination with AIPAC, introduced a “sense of the House” resolution
favoring the sale.164 While not a binding piece of legislation, a sense of the House seeks to
demonstrate general support for a certain measure. Ultimately, more than one hundred
representatives and a few senators either signed or voiced support for the resolution.165 In June,
Sen. Stuart Symington (D-MO) “threatened to kill the military sales bill if the president did not
deliver the Phantoms,” though Symington’s motivation for the sale was likely due to the fact that
they would be built in his home state.166 The following month, Representative Wolff offered an
amendment to the Foreign Assistance Act of 1968 that ordered the president to sell fifty
Phantoms to Israel and replace losses suffered in the 1967 war. The Wolff amendment, after
numerous representatives rose in support, cleared the House as part of the Foreign Aid Bill of
1968.167

Unlike Podell’s resolution from April, Wolff’s amendment did not have the backing of
AIPAC because the legislation would have intruded too much on the president’s right to conduct
foreign relations. I. L. Kenen, head of AIPAC, informed the Senate Foreign Relations Committee
that a resolution like Podell’s that expressed the “sense of the Congress” would be sufficient.168

According to John Mearsheimer and Stephen Walt, “AIPAC generally followed ‘Kenen’s Rules’
to advance Israel’s cause. Rule No. 1 was: ‘Get behind legislation; don’t step out in front of it
(that is, keep a low profile).’”169 Senator Church offered a substitute amendment to the Foreign
Aid Bill that indicated congressional support for sale of the Phantoms, which passed the Senate
on July 31.170 Senator Javits urged President Johnson to take note of the section of the bill that
called for immediate negotiations for the sale of supersonic jets to Israel as a deterrent force
against future aggression.171

The Phantoms became an issue leading up to the 1968 presidential election. AIPAC, more
commonly associated with lobbying the legislative branch than the executive branch, secured
statements of support for the sale from the major presidential candidates and worked to get
favorable planks at each party convention in 1968.172 Presidential hopefuls Richard Nixon and
Hubert Humphrey trumpeted their support for the sale while speaking at the B’nai B’rith
convention in Washington on September 8. President Johnson spoke after the two candidates and
shifted the discussion to the need for an arms-limitation agreement with the Soviet Union. The
next day both Nixon and Humphrey reasserted their positions, and Humphrey claimed the sale of
Phantoms was “now a necessity.”173



Congress displayed strong, bipartisan support for the sale.174 After rumor spread that the
administration was leaning against it, Hugh Scott (R-PA) read on the Senate floor part of a letter
he had just sent President Johnson that restated his repeated calls for the sale of the Phantoms.
Scott also suggested his close relationship with AIPAC when he claimed to be “responsible in
large measure for the language in the 1968 Republican platform which urged that the United
States provide supersonic jets to Israel.”175 Rep. Jacob Gilbert (D-NY) called for the sale of fifty
Phantoms to Israel to restore the balance of power; Rep. Ovie Clark “O. C.” Fisher (D-TX)
wanted the U.S. government “to provide Israel with the arms that it needs for its own defense”;
and Representative Blackburn went so far as to write a letter to Johnson to explain that even
though he voted against the Foreign Assistance Act of 1968, he still wanted Johnson to sell the
planes to Israel.176 Representative Podell criticized the State Department for not recommending
the sale and pointed out, “Both Houses of Congress believe that Phantom jets should be sold to
Israel. The major party candidates for President are in full agreement on this policy. The failure
to agree to this sale brings joy only to the Arab States and to the Soviet Union.”177 Additional
remarks in support of the bill came from Representatives Pelly, Bell Jr., Richard McCarthy (D-
NY), and Senator Javits.178

Opposition to the sale from within the administration started to soften due to Soviet
aggression and congressional assertiveness. Previously, bureaucratic officials believed that
Israel’s forces were already superior; that selling the Phantoms would harm diplomatic relations
with Arab states; that the sale would undermine Jarring’s peace efforts; and that Israel should
agree to nuclear nonproliferation as a precondition.179 But ongoing efforts to reach an arms-
control agreement with Moscow again came to naught.180 The Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia
in August signaled Moscow’s willingness to employ its military power, and the failure to reach
an arms agreement in the Middle East compounded American concerns about Soviet
machinations. Secretary of State Rusk ultimately concluded that the Phantom deal “is the most
we can get away with in the light of the action of the Congress.”181

The congressional message to the president was received. When Johnson signed the Foreign
Assistance Act in October, he “announced that he had taken note of the section concerning the
sale of airplanes to Israel, and was asking the Secretary of State to initiate negotiations with
Israel.”182 Legislators happily noted the cooperation of the two branches in foreign policy
decision-making. Sen. Clifford Case (R-NJ) applauded Johnson’s “prompt response to the
request by Congress,” while Rep. Bill Roth (R-DE) noted with satisfaction how the president had
responded to “Congress’ mandate” and started negotiations with Israel. Farbstein congratulated
the president and stated his belief that “the action of the Congress in recommending the sale of
Phantom jets to Israel carried great weight with President Johnson in coming to his
conclusion.”183 While congressional insistence likely influenced the president’s decision to agree
to the sale, Johnson, a consummate politician, undoubtedly recognized that the announcement of
the sale of Phantoms would help Vice President Humphrey in the upcoming presidential
election.184

Johnson agreed to sell fifty Phantoms in December 1968, with sixteen to be delivered in late
1969 and another thirty-four in 1970.185 President-elect Nixon was left with the task of delivering
the Phantoms to Israel, as well as dealing with more Israeli requests for additional weapons sales,
supported by an increasingly combative Congress. Assistant Secretary of Defense Paul Warnke
observed, “We will henceforth become the principal arms supplier to Israel, involving us even
more intimately with Israel’s security situation and involving more directly the security of the



United States.”186 After the Phantom sale, the Soviet Union began delivering two hundred MiG
23s to Egypt, which escalated the arms race in the Middle East.187

Conclusion

The June war concretized the U.S.-Israel special relationship, strained American relations with
the Arab world, and redefined the nature of the conflict and peace process. Johnson felt a strong
cultural connection to Israel, but he did not want to develop a strategic partnership with Israel,
either. As in later years, congressional insistence on weapons sales to Israel beyond the desires of
the president worked to undercut peace initiatives by placing the United States more squarely on
the side of Israel, and by empowering Israel to the point at which there was less incentive to
compromise in peace negotiations. While Jarring’s efforts to reach peace probably would have
failed regardless of U.S. arms to Israel, the sale of the sophisticated Phantoms only further
militarized the region. Over time, Israel developed such a military advantage, thanks largely to
the United States, that it severely hampered the peace process. The United States shifted its
policy from territorial integrity in the Middle East to support for Israeli occupation in order to
force Arab states to make peace. That would remain U.S. policy, presumably, until peace was
achieved by the warring parties.

The Vietnam War opened the door for more congressional involvement in foreign policy, and
even though concerns about Vietnam would continue, the Middle East would gradually become
more important in the minds of Americans and U.S. policymakers, and much more so after the
1973 oil embargo. Moving forward, between the Vietnam War and Nixon’s Watergate fiasco, as
Johnson notes, “Congress was situated to assume a degree of control over U.S. foreign policy
unmatched since before World War II.”188 The Vietnam War also created enough distraction for
the Johnson administration to fail to check Israel’s ambition to construct civilian settlements and
hold onto the territories taken during the war.

Congressional activity pointed to shifting support for Israel that increasingly reflected
conservative political priorities and, overall, reflected a bipartisan consensus. Traditionally, U.S.
political support for Israel came from the Democratic Party. But the political left had fragmented:
support for labor declined, the Civil Rights Movement alienated Southern Democrats, and the
Vietnam War and antiwar protesters furthered the split of the Democratic Party. Liberal support
for Israel would continue to remain strong, but the New Left started to support Arab states
against Israel’s perceived imperialism. At the same time, the political right started to warm up to
Israel.189 Israel demonstrated military might at a time when the left started to crack, and when the
right longed for a reliable partner in the Cold War. The swift Israeli victory in June 1967 stood in
stark contrast to the quagmire in East Asia. Israel exhibited traits prized by Americans—“self-
reliance, democracy, anti-communism, successful pragmatism, idealism.”190 The split in the
Democratic Party over U.S.-Israel relations could be seen very clearly through the perspectives
of William Fulbright and Henry “Scoop” Jackson, two leading Senate Democrats, to whom the
story now turns.
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Phantom Peace

Henry “Scoop” Jackson, J. William Fulbright, and Military Sales to
Israel

When Richard Nixon assumed the presidency in 1969, despite Johnson’s decision to sell
offensive weapons, the future of U.S.-Israel relations remained uncertain. While Democratic
presidents (Harry Truman, John Kennedy, and Lyndon Johnson) maintained generally positive
relations with Israel, the Republican Dwight Eisenhower did not.1 As former vice president for
Eisenhower, President Nixon did not want to get too close to Israel, a position that can also be
gleaned from his anti-Semitic comments recorded on Oval Office tapes and his many outbursts
about Israel during the course of his one and one-half terms.2 However, Nixon regarded Israel as
an important friend in the Cold War, and he admired Israeli toughness and, therefore, sought a
closer strategic alliance with Israel. But much like his predecessors, regardless of party
affiliation, he actually pursued an evenhanded position in the Arab-Israeli conflict. Congress and
the Cold War, along with Nixon’s weakened position due to Watergate and Vietnam, reworked
Nixon’s policy aims in the Middle East.

During Nixon’s first term as president, Congress played an influential role in securing larger
military-aid packages for Israel, especially F-4 Phantom jets. Johnson agreed to sell fifty
Phantoms in his last month in office, and Israeli officials hoped to persuade Nixon to sell more.
The Phantoms promised to swing the balance of power in the Middle East even further in Israel’s
direction. Israeli airpower proved decisive in the 1967 Arab-Israeli War, and the War of Attrition
between Israel and Egypt, which followed the 1967 war and ended in August 1970, showed the
necessity of the sophisticated Phantoms to combat Soviet-supplied, Egyptian artillery along the
Suez Canal Zone.3 Nixon’s first term witnessed a significant increase in military assistance to
Israel that cannot be understood without looking at congressional—and, in particular, Senate—
politics.

This chapter focuses on the battle between Henry “Scoop” Jackson (D-WA) and J. William
Fulbright (D-AR) over U.S. foreign policy in the Middle East and, specifically, about military
sales to Israel.4 Jackson, who ran for president in 1972 and 1976, and Fulbright, the longest-
tenured chair of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, staked out very different positions for
the proper relationship between the United States and Israel. Jackson viewed the Arab-Israeli
conflict through the lens of the Cold War and wanted the president to authorize more military
credit sales to Israel to match the growing Soviet presence in the region. Jackson planned to
challenge détente, bolster his conservative position in foreign policy, and generate goodwill in
the American Jewish community to support his upcoming bid for president. In doing so, he
demonstrated that a senator can be just as apt to use the State of Israel to his advantage as the



Israel lobby is to use a congressional official, which is a counterpoint to the argument made by
Mearsheimer and Walt regarding the Israel lobby.5 Fulbright, on the other hand, advocated for
more cooperation with the Soviet Union in the hopes of facilitating a comprehensive peace
agreement through the United Nations. He regarded increased military sales as a threat to a
potential peace agreement.

Instead of looking at the Arab-Israeli peace process through the executive branch, as other
scholars have done, this chapter views the issue of military sales seen primarily through the
legislative branch, using the often-overlooked collections of important congressmembers to
make its case.6 That does not mean to suggest, however, that military sales and peace discussions
existed in separate vacuums. Rather, the two have shared something of a symbiotic relationship,
with each impacting discussions about the other. One reason Nixon sought to limit military sales
was his fear that if Israel were too strong it would resist peace negotiations. Yet Israel fit
perfectly into the Nixon Doctrine, which, in light of Vietnam, prescribed sending arms and
providing a nuclear umbrella for regional allies in lieu of sending U.S. combat troops abroad.
Therefore, the two discussions speak well to each other.

The debates about military aid for Israel revealed a developing alliance between U.S.
conservatives and the State of Israel that would continue to impact U.S. foreign policy for
decades to follow, in particular with regard to the peace process.7 As shown in the Johnson years,
support for Israel started to come from both liberals and conservatives, and increasingly from the
latter. This dynamic accelerated during the Nixon years. Conservatives and Cold War hawks like
Jackson advanced the congressional critique of Nixon’s foreign policy, putting both Nixon and
some liberals on the defensive. They disagreed with détente and aimed to continue the global war
against communism, which included substantial military-aid packages, while liberals became
more interested in human rights, nuclear nonproliferation, and reduced defense spending.

The perceived interests of U.S. conservatives and the State of Israel started to align. Both
sides argued that a strong Israel was important for reasons of Cold War national security, and to
achieve a lasting peace in the Middle East required large-scale military sales to Israel, including
more Phantoms. For Israel, the United States could replace France as its primary weapons
supplier, and for U.S. conservatives, especially in the context of the Vietnam War, Israel could
become the new centerpiece of U.S. Cold War foreign policy. As the Cold War consensus fell
apart, and as South Vietnam’s position became increasingly untenable, conservative members of
Congress shifted more of their focus from East Asia to the Middle East, where they joined many
liberals in a revamped, bipartisan support for Israel that resulted in a powerful strategic alliance.

More Phantoms?

Unsatisfied with the status quo, Nasser declared a “War of Attrition” against Israel beginning in
March 1969. Using Soviet weaponry, Egyptian forces began a heavy bombardment of Israeli
forces along the Suez Canal Zone.8 Israel was largely successful in repelling attacks and offered
some of its own, conducting deep raids into Egyptian territory during the first few months of
1970, thanks to U.S.-made Phantoms.9 The first delivery of Phantoms, which arrived in
September 1969, extended Israel’s strategic reach and abruptly changed the balance of power.
Previously, Israel had launched only a few commando raids into Egypt. But by January 1970 the
Phantoms allowed Israel to fly deep bombing raids into Egyptian territory, including the Cairo



area. Egypt responded by asking Moscow for greater Soviet involvement, which in turn
increased U.S. concern.10

Secretary of State William Rogers tried to assist U.N. special envoy Gunnar Jarring and
restart the stalled peace process by offering his own plan. The Rogers Plan, which was
announced on December 9, 1969, focused on an Israel-Egypt agreement as a first step in the
peace process. Israel was to withdraw from Egyptian territory occupied in 1967, in return for a
peace agreement with Egypt that included safe passage of Israeli shipping through the Suez
Canal.11 However, the Rogers Plan met a strong refusal. National Security Advisor Henry
Kissinger opposed the plan, and Nixon demonstrated ambivalence, not support. As William
Quandt writes in Peace Process, “The Israeli and Soviet rejections of the Rogers Plan, and
Egypt’s nonacceptance, put a sudden end to the first Middle East initiative of the Nixon
administration.”12

The War of Attrition entered a new phase in early 1970 when the Soviet Union secretly
increased its military involvement in Egypt with Operation Kavkas.13 In response to Israeli air
raids, and using the situation to its geopolitical advantage, the Kremlin substantially increased its
military presence in Egypt by sending more than ten thousand “instructors” and “advisers,” along
with numerous SA-3 surface-to-air missile systems, which were quietly installed along the Suez
Canal. The Soviet Navy strengthened its presence in the Mediterranean, and Soviet pilots
became actively engaged in Egyptian air defense.14 Soviet involvement reached a new level on
April 18, when Soviet pilots chased down two Israeli jets that had been conducting
reconnaissance inside Egypt. The Israeli jets were not attacked, but the Soviet willingness to
directly challenge Israeli planes—and by extension the United States—brought with it the
possibility for superpower confrontation in the Middle East.

Israel sought to advance its strategic alliance with the United States, but President Nixon
responded coolly. Israeli officials asked to purchase an additional 125 planes (one hundred
Skyhawks and twenty-five Phantoms) in September 1969. But Nixon declined to meet the new
request. Nixon declined the same request again in March 1970, even after it became known that
Moscow had increased its military involvement in Egypt. Nixon and Rogers believed that the
existing order of fifty Phantoms was enough to keep the military balance of power in Israel’s
favor; however, the administration reserved the right to sell new aircraft if the situation changed
significantly.15 The administration viewed the Soviet weaponry as defensive in nature and
wanted to avoid a further escalation unless it appeared that offensive weapons were being
employed.16

Nixon declined to sell additional Phantoms to Israel for several reasons. For one, he believed
that U.S. foreign policy in the region had been too biased in favor of Israel. He told Rogers, “I
believe that an even-handed policy is, on balance, the best one for us to pursue as far as our own
interests are concerned.”17 Second, Nixon recognized that Israel had secretly become a nuclear
power and did not want to provide a vehicle to deliver such weapons. Third, he resented the
influence of pro-Israel forces in Washington and was determined to conduct U.S. foreign policy
apart from domestic influences. Fourth, he hoped peace discussions in the Middle East could
advance détente with the Soviet Union.18 Finally, Nixon feared that if Israel had a steady supply
of Phantom jets, it would be even less inclined to work with Jarring to implement Resolution
242. In short, by denying further Phantom sales to Israel, Nixon hoped to cultivate better
relations with the USSR and Arab states while maintaining leverage with Israel. Therefore,
Nixon was unreceptive to repeated calls for the sale of additional F-4s to Israel. But as it had for



Johnson, the decision to withhold Phantom sales to Israel put Nixon on a collision course with
Congress.

Henry “Scoop” Jackson and William Fulbright

The Democratic Party started to fracture on Israel, and an emerging conservative bloc in
Congress, which included hawkish Democrats and some Republicans, proved able to redraw the
contours of U.S.-Israel relations. That split was best exemplified by the contentious relations
between Henry “Scoop” Jackson and James William Fulbright.

Jackson and Fulbright were senatorial colleagues, but the two were not friends. “Indeed,”
says Jackson biographer Robert Kaufman, “the two men detested one another.”19 According to
Helen Jackson, Henry’s wife, “The only thing that Scoop and Senator Fulbright agreed on was
where to buy wing-tip shoes in London.”20 Fulbright referred to Jackson as “the congressional
spokesman for the military-industrial complex,” while Jackson regarded Fulbright as “arrogant
and a hypocrite”—someone who claimed to have sympathies for people abroad who were hurt
by the “arrogance of American power, yet voted for the Southern Manifesto of 1956 and against
every major piece of civil rights legislation that came before the Senate.”21 After Fulbright lost
the Arkansas Democratic primary to Dale Bumpers in 1974, Jackson and his staff celebrated
with a case of whiskey.22

In terms of U.S. foreign policy, Jackson and Fulbright represented the different ends of the
political spectrum in the Democratic Party. Jackson was a realist and Cold War liberal who
wanted nothing to do with détente and insisted on using military power to challenge the evil
designs of the Soviet Union. Fulbright, on the other hand, was an idealist in the Wilsonian
tradition who advocated a “new internationalism”—rooted in educational and cultural programs,
reduced military spending, détente with the Soviet Union, and a more activist United Nations—
to facilitate increased international understanding and a stronger position abroad. Fulbright
hoped that a settlement to the Arab-Israeli crisis could be completed through the United Nations,
which he explained in a speech on “A New Internationalism” to Yale University on April 4,
1971, as well as in his book about U.S. foreign policy, The Crippled Giant.23

The two had very different ideas about military sales and the Vietnam War. Jackson had long
supported federal spending (especially defense spending) as a way to both contain communism
and fuel the U.S. economy. Some officials, like Robert McNamara, labeled Jackson “the Senator
from Boeing” for his efforts to secure defense contracts for the giant aviation company from his
home state.24 Sen. George Aiken (R-VT) once remarked that “other areas benefit from
government contracts, too, but not all their elected members of Congress are as ardent in their
endeavors as Scoop Jackson is.”25 Jackson supported U.S. involvement in the Vietnam War until
very late and sought to counterbalance the influence of the New Left by supporting federal
defense spending in order to challenge communist aggression abroad.

While Jackson sought to expand defense spending and supported U.S. military involvement
in East Asia, Fulbright took the opposite position. Although he actually sponsored the Tonkin
Gulf Resolution that granted President Johnson virtually unlimited powers to wage a war in
Vietnam, Fulbright soon withdrew his support and eventually emerged as one of the leading
voices against U.S. military involvement in East Asia.26 Because he was head of the powerful
Senate Foreign Relations Committee, the Johnson administration much disliked Fulbright’s



opposition to Vietnam.
Perhaps the greatest source of conflict between Jackson and Fulbright was about U.S.

involvement in the Arab-Israeli conflict. Jackson was one of the loudest and strongest senatorial
voices in support of a pro-Israel policy. He regarded Israel as a strategic asset that could protect
U.S. interests in the region and prevent, or at least limit, Soviet involvement in the Middle East.
Although Fulbright continually stressed his support for Israel, he sought a more evenhanded
policy in which Israel would not be given much preferential treatment. He viewed U.S. support
for Israel as a liability because it soured relations with Arab states and could potentially
undermine efforts to work constructively with the Soviet Union.

Jackson had supported the State of Israel from his childhood years. He recalled that his
mother first instilled in him a desire to defend Jewish people. He described her as “a Christian
who believed in a strong Judaism. She taught me to respect the Jews, help the Jews! It was a
lesson I never forgot.”27 In May 1944, Jackson publicly pledged: “If in any way, through my
offices as a Congressman, I can forward the work of making the dream of a Jewish Homeland in
Palestine come true, my most earnest efforts in this great humanitarian cause can be counted
on.”28 While a congressman in 1945, Jackson and seven fellow congressmen traveled to the
Buchenwald concentration camp in Germany upon invitation from Dwight Eisenhower to see
firsthand the horrors of Nazi atrocities. According to Kaufman, this experience, along with
Jackson’s philo-Semitism, help to explain the senator’s strong support for the Jewish state.29

Naturally, Jackson supported Harry Truman’s decision to immediately recognize the State of
Israel in May 1948, and even before the Suez Crisis in the fall of 1956, provoked in part by
Egyptian acceptance of a Soviet aid package, Jackson argued that the Soviet Union was “stirring
a witches’ brew for the Free World in the Middle East.”30

Fulbright supported the State of Israel but also wanted U.S. foreign policy to reflect a
balanced desire to help both Israelis and Arabs. His position reflected the Eisenhower policy
toward the Middle East; however, Fulbright later parted ways with Eisenhower. He objected to
the Eisenhower Doctrine, which promised military or economic aid to any Middle Eastern
country to resist the spread of communism, and instead offered a substitute resolution that called
for freedom of navigation through the Suez Canal, a comprehensive settlement to the Arab-
Israeli conflict, and a reaffirmation of America’s right to participate in regional collective
security under Article 51 of the U.N. Charter.31

Fulbright often found himself at odds with pro-Israel lobbying groups. When JFK was
considering Fulbright for Secretary of State, “American Jews and officials of the Israeli embassy
bombarded members of Kennedy’s entourage with entreaties to pick anybody but Fulbright.”32

During the early 1960s, Fulbright worked with the Senate Foreign Relations Committee to
investigate unregistered agents for foreign governments. The investigation, which ultimately led
to major revisions to the 1938 Foreign Agents Registration Act, put Fulbright at odds with pro-
Israel supporters in the United States.33 According to Woods, the animosity created by this
investigation ran deep, and “the Israeli government and American Zionists would neither forget
nor forgive Fulbright.”34

The different positions of Jackson and Fulbright became more pronounced following the
1967 Arab-Israeli War. Jackson supported the Johnson administration’s strong backing of
Israel.35 He viewed the Arab-Israeli conflict through the prism of the Cold War; the main
problem in the region was the same problem elsewhere—the Soviet Union. Fulbright, on the
other hand, believed that more superpower cooperation, conducted through the United Nations,



could diffuse the situation by guaranteeing Israeli shipping through the Gulf of Aqaba, combined
with an Israeli withdrawal from the territories occupied in the recent war. In return for an Israeli
withdrawal, the Soviet Union could potentially use its influence with North Vietnam to help end
the fighting in East Asia.36 But Fulbright recognized the challenges in such a course because the
U.S. “role in that area has indeed been complicated by the unbalanced policy we have followed
there. The truth is that the dominant influence in our domestic-political scene of the Zionist
organization makes it very difficult for any Administration to be objective about the Middle
East.”37 The influence of pro-Israel lobbyists would continue to play a central role in Fulbright’s
critique of U.S. foreign policy in the region.

Although Fulbright took on the Nixon administration over Vietnam, he emerged as the
Senate’s strongest supporter of Nixon and Rogers in the Middle East. He recognized that the
administration, to his liking, sought to pursue an evenhanded approach. He supported the Rogers
Plan but bemoaned “the enormous influence of the Zionists in this country,” which made the
administration’s task much more difficult.38 Moreover, Fulbright resented the way “the subject of
peace in the Middle East is one upon which American citizens are not viewed as either patriotic
or unbiased unless they endorse and even embrace the policies of a single foreign government.”39

Although he hoped to “contribute to the improvement of relations in the Middle East,” Fulbright
recognized that “I am, after all, a legislator, and it is not my responsibility to supplant the
Ambassadors or other representatives of the Executive Branch” in matters of foreign policy.40 He
similarly downplayed the legislative role to a constituent, explaining that a solution to the Arab-
Israeli conflict was “not a legislative matter, but an executive matter.”41 In the Middle East,
Fulbright desired greater presidential assertiveness coupled with congressional acquiescence,
likely because he agreed with Nixon’s policy aims in that region.

Jackson regarded U.S. foreign policy in the Middle East as fundamentally flawed because it
failed to recognize that the Soviet Union was trying to take over the region through its regional
ally, Egypt. Operation Kavkas and the substantial increase in the Soviet presence in 1970 seemed
to validate, to some extent, Jackson’s argument. He viewed the situation as a continuation of the
historical Russian drive for domination of the region for a warm-water port, and for the more
recent discovery of oil supplies. Especially affected by the Cuban Missile Crisis, Jackson
considered the Soviet buildup of arms in Egypt to be another attempt to undermine U.S. interests,
or at least to create leverage for more favorable negotiations. Kissinger, too, considered the
Soviet tactics to be similar to those employed in Cuba.42

Jackson argued that the best way to achieve a settlement to the Arab-Israeli conflict required
substantially increasing military aid to Israel. Such a move would deter Soviet meddling and
allow Israel “to take risks at the negotiating table.”43 Military aid promised to play an important
role in the Arab-Israeli peace process.

The Jackson Amendment, or Section 501 of the Defense
Procurement Act

The positions of Jackson and Fulbright diverged even further in the spring of 1970. In light of
revelations of increased Soviet activity in Egypt, and as Nixon widened the Vietnam War by
invading Cambodia, Israeli ambassador Yitzhak Rabin stirred up congressional opposition to the



administration’s unwillingness to sell more Phantoms to Israel. The Nixon administration hoped
to parlay a hold on Phantom sales to Israel into closer relations with Egypt and movement
forward in the peace process. Therefore, Nixon sent Joseph Sisco to Cairo to meet with Nasser in
mid-April. Nasser had little reason to believe that U.S.-Egypt negotiations could lead to a peace
agreement with Israel, but he also realized that the appearance of movement toward peace could
prevent new shipments of Phantoms to Israel. In a May 1 speech, Nasser invited the United
States to advance a new political initiative. The following month Secretary of State Rogers
responded with a “second” Rogers Plan, which called on Egypt and Israel to accept a cease-fire
and end the War of Attrition.44

The White House wanted to restrict weapons to Israel to force it to compromise, but
Congress wanted to increase weapons to Israel so it would feel strong enough to make
concessions. Legislators occasionally used open letters to the executive branch in an effort to
influence policy, as in February 1966, when more than seventy-five representatives wrote to
Secretary of State Rusk to call for more weapons sales to Israel; or in the fall of 1968, when
seventy senators signed a letter to LBJ, asking that he sell Phantom jets to Israel.45 On May 26,
1970, Jackson joined with seventy-two other senators in signing a letter to Secretary of State
Rogers that asked the administration to authorize the sale of 125 warplanes to Israel, the same
request made in September 1969, in order to restore the military balance in Israel’s favor.46

Invited by Sen. Abe Ribicoff (D-CT) to sign the letter, Fulbright declined.47 On June 4, the
House of Representatives forwarded a similar letter with ninety signatures.48 Never one to be
pressured by either Congress or pro-Israel lobbyists, Nixon again refused to meet the request.

Jackson responded by using his position within the Senate Armed Services Committee to
sponsor an amendment to give the president broad powers to supply Israel with military arms.
The Jackson amendment, otherwise known as Section 501 of the Defense Procurement Act,
linked a strong Israel to Cold War geopolitics: “The Congress views with grave concern the
deepening involvement of the Soviet Union in the Middle East…. In order to restore and
maintain the military balance in the Middle East, by furnishing to Israel the means of providing
for its own security, the President is authorized to transfer to Israel, by sale, credit sale or
guaranty, such aircraft, and equipment appropriate to use, maintain and protect such aircraft.”49

Jackson included the phrase “grave concern” to reference a February 18 speech by Nixon, in
which the president noted that the United States would view with “grave concern” any Soviet
efforts to seek predomination in the Middle East. Jackson explained in a statement that the
committee wanted “the Soviet Union to understand that its effort to achieve dominance in the
Middle East by tipping the military balance cannot be ignored by the United States.”50 Although
Phantoms were not specifically mentioned by name, the implication was obvious. The Armed
Services Committee passed the Jackson amendment on June 17, 1970.

Amos Eiran, who served as Israel’s liaison to Congress from 1966 to 1972, played an integral
role in the formulation and passage of the Jackson amendment. In an interview, Eiran offered an
insider’s account and admitted, “I was behind that from A to Z.”51 Eiran explained that he did not
personally know Scoop Jackson before June 1970, so he phoned Jackson’s office in order to
arrange a meeting with the senator to discuss the Phantoms. He spoke with Jackson’s longtime
assistant, Dorothy Fosdick, who Eiran remembered “was very helpful from the beginning.”
Jackson’s schedule did not allow for any meetings during the day, so Fosdick suggested that
Eiran wait for Jackson at the senators’ breakfast room at 8:00 a.m. the next morning. Eiran
followed Fosdick’s advice, and the two men had breakfast and discussed the possibility of an



amendment to finance Phantom jets for Israel. During their talk, Jackson mentioned that the
Foreign Relations Committee, chaired by Fulbright, wanted to include an amendment to the
Foreign Military Sales Act, proposed by John Sherman Cooper (R-KY) and Frank Church (D-
ID), which aimed to cut off all funding for ground troops and military advisers to Cambodia and
Laos. Therefore, Jackson said an amendment to the Defense Procurement Act by way of the
Armed Services Committee made more sense.52

In order to bypass Foreign Relations and Fulbright (whom some Israelis jokingly called
“Half-bright”), Jackson told Eiran that he needed to secure the support of Stuart Symington.
Symington, a Democrat from Missouri, served on both Senate committees—Foreign Relations
and Armed Services. Eiran recalled, “Jackson said, ‘If Symington will support you, he can come
and say that also the Foreign Relations committee is present in some way or another.’” Eiran met
with Symington and explained the situation. “And Symington was keen and supported this all
because of the employment in his state.”53 The Phantom planes sought by Israel and Eiran were
made by McDonnell Douglas, near St. Louis, Missouri.

Even with the support of Symington and Jackson, Eiran still had to navigate an odd and
humorous situation in order to get the amendment through Armed Services. Jackson told Eiran
he would propose the amendment at the next committee meeting, but he needed Symington to
second the amendment. Symington agreed. But on the day Jackson planned to bring the motion,
Symington was absent. Jackson sent Eiran a note from the meeting: “Amos, you have let me
down. Symington didn’t even show up!” Eiran raced to Symington’s office and asked, “What
happened to the Senator? He is supposed to be in a meeting!” Symington’s assistant responded,
“Don’t ask, don’t ask—terrible teeth pain!” So Eiran quickly sent a note to Jackson: “Listen,
Symington went to the dentist and that’s why he didn’t show up. He didn’t notify because he was
in terrible pain.” Jackson decided, “If that’s the case, I will not propose. I will wait until another
meeting on Thursday and make sure!” The committee met again on that Thursday, with
Symington present, and the Jackson amendment cleared the committee.54

Eiran realized that the amendment represented a major achievement for Israel in its efforts to
become a strategic partner of the United States during the Cold War. He acknowledged that the
Israeli “goal was to convince the U.S. administration, whether its executive or legislative, that
Israel is a strategic venue. And we were convinced that they were never exactly convinced.” The
1967 war, which led to a marked increase in Soviet involvement in Egypt and Syria, made his
job easier. Eiran wanted “to inform, convince if possible, all those legislators that Israel’s role in
the Middle East is a part of the world picture of the Cold War at that time.” To that end, “We
made a great effort to convince, on the legislative side, to convince all the senators and
congressmen as well as the public opinion … the columnists, the major columnists.” He called
the Jackson amendment a “major breakthrough. For the first time, that particular defense act for
domestic purposes, related to U.S. forces, was used to finance planes for Israel.” Eiran suggested
that Israel needed only $270 million, but Jackson said, “We are not dealing in those amounts.
Let’s make it $500 million.” Eiran rightly noted that “it was not just important for the sum of
money, but it was important strategically…. Israel became a part of the American defense budget
… like it had never been before.”55 Also important, the language of the Jackson amendment
specifically cited Soviet involvement in the Middle East as the primary justification for
empowering the president to sell more planes to Israel. With the Jackson amendment, the United
States and Israel solidified a formal strategic relationship.

Jackson, like Eiran, understood that the amendment signaled that a dramatic transformation



of the U.S.-Israel relationship was in the making. He recognized that the amendment would be
“the first time a military assistance commitment to Israel has become the law of the land.”56 The
amendment indicated that any weaponry to “maintain and protect such aircraft” could be sold to
Israel, which opened the door to a broad interpretation. And within six months, the U.S.
Congress would authorize the president to sell to Israel, by the most favorable credit terms
available, virtually any piece of nonnuclear military hardware. However, time would tell that
Nixon had reservations about sending more and more sophisticated arms to Israel.

Fulbright opposed the Jackson amendment for two reasons. First, he believed that U.S.
foreign policy needed to become more evenhanded in the Middle East, and the amendment
clearly positioned the United States on the side of Israel. Second, Fulbright argued that Jackson
was exceeding his legislative authority. Jackson intentionally circumvented the Foreign
Relations Committee because he understood that the Fulbright-chaired committee would never
approve such an amendment. So Fulbright tried to persuade Armed Services chairman John C.
Stennis (D-MN) to let Foreign Relations take the lead on the issue, arguing that the subject was
“within the jurisdiction of the Foreign Relations Committee on the grounds that the amendment
relates to ‘foreign loans,’ ‘relations … with foreign nations generally,’ or ‘commercial
intercourse with foreign nations.’”57 Fulbright also pointed out that the Senate was already
considering an amendment to the Foreign Military Sales Act that addressed the issue of “cash
and credit sales of military equipment to foreign nations,” including Israel.58 Although the
Jackson amendment passed the committee level, Stennis reportedly had “misgivings.”59

In the specific case of Israel, the Senate sought to broaden the president’s authority to furnish
weapons. Considering the unpopularity of the Vietnam War (the invasion of Cambodia and
shootings at Kent State had just happened that spring), and with congressional efforts to rein in
executive power (the Senate repealed the Tonkin Gulf Resolution on June 24 and passed Cooper-
Church on June 30), the Jackson amendment went against the grain of recent developments.
According to Robert David Johnson, “In 1969, legislators cut the administration’s requested
defense budget by more than $8 billion, the largest such reduction, in percentage terms, since the
first post-Korean War budget. In 1970, the pattern continued, with Congress ultimately
appropriating $66.6 billion in defense funds, 6.3 percent below the administration’s request.”60

Another pivotal air battle in the Middle East took place on July 29, which led to acceptance
of the cease-fire that eventually ended the War of Attrition.61 The Nixon administration,
undoubtedly displeased that U.S.-made Phantoms participated in the conflict, pressed Golda
Meir’s cabinet to accept the ceasefire proposed by Rogers. Just a week before the air battle, in
order to soften the Israeli position, Nixon gave Meir his word that when peace talks began, the
United States would not pressure Israel to accept the Arab interpretation of U.N. Resolution 242.
While pleased with the idea, Meir also reportedly expected “additional compensation” in terms
of military and economic aid.62 Ultimately, the Meir cabinet voted to approve the cease-fire on
July 31, and the War of Attrition ended on August 7.

Some congressional members, especially in the Senate, continued to push the president to
increase military sales to Israel. On July 30, the day after the air battle, Nixon received a letter
from seventy-two senators, echoing the message sent eight weeks earlier to Rogers, to pursue
peace in the Middle East based on U.S. military might offered to Israel.63 The next day, on the
Senate floor, Joseph Tydings (D-MD) called the administration’s unwillingness to sell Phantoms
“a tragic mistake.”64 On August 7, Bob Dole (R-KS) and Birch Bayh (D-IN) both voiced their
support for selling Phantoms to Israel.65 In the House, Rep. Graham Purcell (D-TX) submitted to



the Record a resolution from the Texas Department of the American Legion that urged the U.S.
government “to allow Israel to obtain F-4 Phantom jet fighter aircraft, Skyhawk fighter-bombers,
and other sophisticated equipment it has requested or may need in order to insure its own
defense.”66 Rep. Michael Harrington (D-MA) reminded his constituents in his personal
newsletter, which he submitted to the Record on August 10, that he “joined with 221 colleagues
in the House in writing the President on June 10 urging that the U.S. provide Israel with
additional supersonic jet aircraft.”67

However, a few senators, in light of the July 30 cease-fire, did not call for weapons sales and
instead urged negotiations that aimed to implement U.N. Resolution 242. On August 3, Senate
Majority Leader Mike Mansfield (D-MT), Minority Leader Hugh Scott (R-PA), and Henry
Bellmon (R-OK) all commended Nixon and Rogers for pursuing a policy of peace.68 Neither
Mansfield nor Bellmon signed the May letter to Rogers or the July letter to Nixon; Scott signed
both.

Egyptian violations of the cease-fire encouraged more senators to vocalize their support for
Phantom sales to Israel. Soviet surface-to-air missile sites had been advanced along the Suez
Canal, along with the construction of new missile sites, to strengthen Egypt’s position; Israel,
however, did not violate the cease-fire.69 On August 20, Senator Javits called on Nixon to supply
“Israel with the military equipment, including aircraft, parts, electronic, and so forth, which it
needs in order to maintain its balance of force, which the president himself spoke about on July
1.”70 Sen. Charles Percy (R-IL) commended Javits and added that there were “very few
controversial matters where greater unanimity of accord has been reached in the Senate than in
this matter.”71 Ribicoff soon followed with a longer, more impassioned plea on behalf of
weapons sales to Israel. He communicated being “saddened and perplexed by our Government’s
treatment of a staunch and trustworthy ally—Israel”—and called specifically “for the extension
of the Nixon doctrine to the Middle East.” He reminded the Senate (and Nixon) that Israel “does
not need American troops—nor does she want them…. But Israel does need our help and support
now—not against her Arab foes—but against the Soviet Union.”72 The following day, Richard
Schweiker (R-PA) noted that the situation created “a marked deterioration in Israel’s strategic
position” and criticized the State Department for being “strangely silent” about the cease-fire
violations, despite the fact that it “does not deny that the movement of missiles took place or that
this constitutes a breach of the cease-fire.”73

For his part, Fulbright thought long-term peace in the region could be secured only by
limiting U.S. aircraft sales to Israel. He floated the possibility of a treaty with Israel in a lengthy
speech on the Senate floor on August 24. He urged Israel to agree to a peace settlement that
included withdrawal from the occupied territories and a just settlement for the refugee problem.74

In return, Fulbright proposed a “treaty of guarantee” with Israel that included a U.S. commitment
to protect, militarily if necessary, “the territory and independence of Israel within the borders of
1967.” But Israel rejected the proposal immediately, arguing such assurances were no substitute
for bilateral peace agreements with Arab states. The Nixon administration, too, backed away
from the proposal.75

Unable to find support for his treaty plan, Fulbright offered his own amendment on August
30, hoping to outmaneuver Jackson. Fulbright’s proposal sought to link the president’s authority
to extend credits to Israel to enactment of the Foreign Military Sales Act, rather than the Defense
Procurement Act, thereby nullifying the Jackson amendment. The Fulbright amendment did,
however, contain a safeguard—if the Foreign Military Sales Act failed to be passed, which



would have deprived Israel of arms, then the Jackson amendment would automatically be
enacted. Jackson, of course, opposed the amendment and included for the Record the names of
eighty-one senators who, in support of more military aid for Israel, had “expressed themselves in
letters to the President or the Secretary of State.”76 John Tower (R-TX), member of the Armed
Services Committee, claimed that Section 501 did not aim “to usurp the jurisdiction of any other
committee” but was approved to provide the president with “sufficient flexibility to meet its
Mideast commitments.”77 Fulbright pleaded with the Senate. He noted that the Nixon
administration had not asked for the authority provided for in Section 501 and that Stennis, the
chair of Armed Services, opposed it, too.78

But Fulbright’s efforts came to naught. The Senate overwhelmingly rejected his measure by a
landslide vote (87–7) on September 1, and congressional support for Israel reached a new high
point. Situated somewhere between Jackson and Fulbright were many of the Senate doves who
supported Israel but also wanted to curb the White House’s ability to sell weapons to foreign
nations. Many of these doves supported section 501. Jackson’s committee—Armed Services—
was generally a hawkish group of senators who, in the summer of 1970, supported the war in
East Asia as well as military sales for Israel.79 Yet an alliance between hawks and doves in the
Senate in support of a dramatic increase of military weapons sales to Israel muted the few calls
for a more balanced policy in the region. Later in September the Senate passed the $19.2 billion
Defense Procurement Act by a vote of 84–3.80

Nixon finally agreed to sell more Phantoms to Israel on the same day that section 501 cleared
the Senate; however, he agreed to sell only eighteen Phantoms, rather than the more ambitious
Israeli request for one hundred Skyhawks and twenty-five Phantoms. The administration
informed Cairo that the violations of the August cease-fire freed it from a June 19 pledge made
to Egypt that the United States would not sell further Phantoms to Israel.81 Thus, Nixon was
prepared to arm Israel if he felt Egypt and the Soviet Union, not Israel, threatened to undermine
peace efforts.

The reaction to the cease-fire violations revealed the tension between Secretary of State
Rogers and National Security Advisor Kissinger. Rogers argued that the violations did not
represent a “major change” in the military situation, and he accused Kissinger of trying to
“foment a crisis by being so insistent on ceasefire violations.”82 Kissinger pushed so hard for
more Phantoms to Israel that Nixon told Chief of Staff H. R. Haldeman to “get K[issinger] off of
the Middle East.”83 For the time being (but not for long), Rogers remained in charge of U.S.
foreign policy in the Middle East.

Soon after the Senate passed the Defense Procurement Act, the Jackson amendment was
broadened to allow for the sale of nearly any weaponry to Israel. Although the initial proposal
was “already one of the most generous arms transfer measures ever written by Congress,”
according to a report written by Senate and House negotiators, Israel would be able to purchase,
on credit, “ground weapons, such as missiles, tanks, howitzers, armored personnel carriers,
ordnance, etc. as well as aircraft.”84

After working to secure massive military sales for Israel, Jackson was invited to visit Israel
as a guest of the Israeli government in November 1970.85 While in Israel he met with Prime
Minister Golda Meir and Defense Minister Moshe Dayan, Chief of Staff of the Armed Forces
General Haim Bar-Lev, and Chief of Intelligence General Aharon Yariv; he also visited the
Golan Heights and Israeli settlements.86 His strong popularity in Israel was confirmed by Hannah
Zemer, “the blond beauty” who was editor-in-chief of Davar, a Tel Aviv daily publication.



Referring to Jackson’s landslide reelection victory in his home state of Washington in 1970
(winning with a whopping 84 percent), Zemer commented on an Israeli television program,
“You are as popular in Israel as you proved to be in your state of Washington which re-elected
you. If you moved to Israel and ran for the Knesset I think you would win by as big a margin as
you did in Washington.”87

As he neared the end of his trip, Jackson had time to reflect on his amendment. According to
Jackson, section 501 “gave the President very, very broad authority to make available military
equipment, virtually of all kinds, on long term and favorable credit arrangements.” Jackson
indicated that the next step was to wait for Nixon to submit a supplemental budget request that
utilized the powers given to the president. Jackson expected the administration to request $500
million, although he admitted, “I have no official knowledge as to what the Administration,
meaning the President, will request of the Congress.”88 But he urged “the Nixon administration
to tell the Soviet Union that unless those surface-to-air missiles are removed from the Suez Canal
zone, Israel will get all the American-made weapons she needs to defend herself.”89 When Nixon
submitted the supplemental budget request, he asked for the $500 million already authorized by
Congress through the Jackson amendment. Among the items promised to Israel were 180 modern
tanks (a combination of M-60 main battle tanks and M-48 Patton tanks), as well as eighteen
more Skyhawks and the eighteen Phantoms agreed to in September.90

While the scope and extent of the military hardware far exceeded what any previous
arrangement had allowed, Nixon did not open up the entire U.S. arsenal. Not until the airlift
during the 1973 Arab-Israeli War, after significant and surprising Israeli losses, did Nixon agree
to provide Israel with more advanced transport planes and helicopters, as well as an assortment
of missiles, such as Chaparral surface-to-air missiles, Maverick and Shrike air-to-ground
missiles, LAW anti-tank missiles, and TOW missile launchers.91

After returning from Israel, Jackson submitted a report to his committee, which argued that
the best path to peace lay with arming Israel. He cited Soviet troublemaking as the primary
problem in the region. “If there were no Arab-Israeli conflict,” wrote Jackson, “the Soviets
would invent one.”92 Jackson argued, “The central problem in the Middle East is the Soviet drive
for hegemony.”93 The solution, according to Jackson, required military support for Israel in order
to convince the Soviet Union that diplomacy was the only real option. By arming Israel, the
United States could further the cause of peace by “discouraging radical Arab hopes for the
eventual military defeat of Israel—hopes that lead to a menacing and destabilizing alliance with
the Soviet Union and that deepen Soviet influence in the region as a whole.”94 Jackson
recommended abandoning Rogers’s insistence on “insubstantial alterations” to Israeli borders;
instead, he called for “defensible borders” and “concrete, physical arrangements to assure
Israel’s security which, if imperiled, merely invites Soviet exploitation and plants the seed of
future war.”95 Until then, Jackson believed it was “unwise to return to the Jarring talks.”96

But Nixon continued to fear Israeli intransigence due to military strength. Turning the tables
on Jackson, Nixon actually declined to use the broad powers authorized to the president via the
Jackson amendment during the next fiscal year. Instead, when Nixon submitted the new budget
in early 1971, he included Israel within the more general request through the Foreign Military
Sales Act, rather than the Defense Procurement Act. Instead of authorizing $500 million of
military sales to Israel through the Jackson amendment, the administration requested $582
million for fifteen countries, of which Israel would receive a large share.97 The move
demonstrated the alliance of Rogers and Fulbright, as Foreign Relations, rather than Armed



Services, would handle the request. Jackson was “dismayed by the failure of the
Administration’s new budget to use the broad authority to extend military credits to Israel that
was overwhelmingly voted by the last Congress.” Calling the Middle East “the cockpit of the
cold war,” Jackson noted that Moscow might interpret the budget request “as an indication of the
indecision and ambivalence at precisely the time when firmness and resolve are needed.”98

Speaking at the B’nai B’rith Inaugural Israel Bond Dinner in Los Angeles on February 7,
Jackson made an obvious point. “The truth is that the strongest U.S. policy statement in support
of Israel’s security has come not from the White House or the State Department,” said Jackson,
“but from the Congress by adoption of my amendment to the Defense Procurement Act of
1970.”99 Rowland Evans and Robert Novak, writing for the Washington Post, recognized that
Jackson was “attracting wide political support from the American Jewish community” as he
prepared to run for president in 1972.100

Privately, Fulbright expressed his concerns about Senate support for Israel. He wrote to
David Nes, a diplomat and old friend, “I am unable to find any substantial support in the Senate
for a balanced attitude toward the two contending forces in the Middle East.” He blamed, in part,
an alliance between Zionists and “our own military establishment.”101 In a letter to West German
ambassador M. Kamel, Fulbright bemoaned the influence of the Senate. “In this instance,” wrote
Fulbright, “I really believe that the President and the Secretary of State have desired to follow a
more even-handed and balanced policy, but that the Congress, especially such members as
Senator Jackson, have undermined the Administration’s policy.”102

Another Failed Initiative

The battle between the executive and legislative branches about U.S. foreign policy in the
Middle East extended beyond military sales. In early 1971, the Senate took on Secretary Rogers
and his newest idea for the Arab-Israeli peace process.

As in the previous spring, Nixon hoped to withhold Phantom sales to better U.S.-Egypt
relations and advance peace negotiations through Jarring. After Nasser suffered a fatal heart
attack during the Black September crisis in Jordan, he was replaced by Vice President Anwar
Sadat. Sadat proved more willing than Nasser to warm relations with the United States and
search for a peace arrangement with Israel. In early November he extended the ceasefire by three
months, and a November 23 letter from Sadat to Nixon indicated that Egypt was prepared to
engage Jarring in further peace discussions. On December 28, Meir announced that Israel would
participate in the talks as well.103

The peace process seemed to get a boost in early February when Sadat extended the
Egyptian-Israeli cease-fire another thirty days and declared that he intended to reopen the Suez
Canal to Israeli shipping in return for an Israeli withdrawal from the Canal Zone. Shortly after,
Sadat informed Jarring that Egypt was ready to “terminate all states of claims of belligerency
with Israel, as well as respect Israel’s ‘right to live within secure and recognized boundaries.’”104

Jarring sent Israel an appealing proposal—Israel was to withdraw to the international boundary
in return for Egypt’s terminating all states of belligerency and opening the Suez Canal and Straits
of Tiran to international shipping.105 But the Israelis balked at the proposal and chose not to
engage Jarring in further discussions.

Rogers and Nixon were infuriated by the Israelis. Rogers had a heated meeting with Israeli



ambassador Yitzhak Rabin on February 24, while Nixon openly questioned sending arms to
Israel when they refused to negotiate. During a March 9 meeting, Rogers informed Kissinger,
CIA Director Richard Helms, and Defense Secretary Melvin Laird “that he intended to push the
Israelis hard over the coming weeks so that they would be more forthcoming in working with
Sadat.” Rogers intended to offer military sales and financial aid for refugee resettlement and
other issues, and in return Israel would withdraw to roughly the 1967 borders. Kissinger warned
him that meant a “total confrontation” with Israel, but Rogers was determined. That evening he
declared to the Public Broadcasting Service that the United States was willing to contribute
military forces to an international peacekeeping force in the area, presumably with a Soviet troop
commitment, in order to provide heightened security.106

The Senate critics sparred with Fulbright over Rogers’s new proposal. Jackson called it “the
stupidest thing. It is hard to imagine a more shortsighted and dangerous arrangement for the
Middle East than the one that forces Israel back to indefensible borders and then installs Russian
troops along those borders.”107 Both Jackson and Jacob Javits delivered speeches on the Senate
floor that took aim at Rogers and his proposal, and they were joined in their support by Ribicoff
and other influential senators, like Hugh Scott, Hubert Humphrey (D-MN), and Joseph Montoya
(D-NM); Rep. Bill Frenzel (R-MN) voiced his opposition in the House.108 Fulbright again came
to the defense of the administration. He agreed with Rogers in that a negotiated settlement, rather
than “geography and the force of arms,” was in the interest of Israel. Furthermore, Fulbright
feared that Israel was “giving notice that they do not intend to withdraw from the territories that
they took” during the 1967 war.109

The Senate uproar convinced Rogers to take an unprecedented step. “For the first time in the
nation’s history,” according to a March 25 article in the Houston Chronicle, “a secretary of state
will meet with the entire Senate today for an interchange devoted exclusively to the Middle
East.”110 Rogers volunteered to appear in a closed-door session after Senate leadership requested
a briefing by “some Middle East policymaker.”111 But the decision by Rogers to be that
policymaker was surprising and indicated the administration’s hope to rally Senate support for an
initiative that could restart the peace process. Rogers felt inclined to address the Senate after
Israeli Foreign Minister Abba Eban presented the Israeli position at a recent breakfast with forty
senators.112 At the same time, the appearance by Rogers would work to offset mounting
criticisms that the president did not consult enough with Congress about foreign-policy matters.

The meeting revealed the strength of Senate opposition. Rogers had been pushing for Israel
to agree in principle to withdrawal as a precondition for peace agreements, but when meeting
with the senators he backed off that idea. Instead, he shifted the emphasis to “demilitarization of
the Sinai Peninsula and an as yet undefined security arrangement for Sharm El-Sheikh that is
satisfactory to Israel.” According to Jackson, “Rogers promised that if an American military role
in the Middle East with the Russians ever was contemplated again, the administration would
seek Senate approval.”113 Perhaps most importantly, as Javits reported after the meeting, the
Rogers proposal meant that “no settlement would be imposed” on Israel.114 After Rogers met
with Sadat in Cairo that May, Senator Bayh expressed his concern over reports that Rogers had
promised Sadat that the United States would demand “no further compromises” from Egypt.
Bayh hoped that such reports were false, and Ribicoff reminded his colleagues that Rogers had
assured the Senate in March that Israel would not be pressured at all to remove from the
occupied territories.115 In combination with determined support for an enormous increase in
military sales to Israel, the Senate emerged as a formidable challenge to the Nixon



administration’s handling of the peace process and its attempts to chart an evenhanded course.

Conservative Support for Israel

Liberal support for Israel was ebbing, and conservative support was rapidly increasing. A March
29 article in The Christian Science Monitor stated, “A rift has begun to open in the hitherto
almost solid support of the American political Left in Washington for Israel’s bargaining
position in the Middle East conflict.” The article explained that Nixon and Rogers enjoyed
“somewhat more support from Democratic and Republican liberal sources,” and that two left-
leaning newspapers, the New York Times and the Washington Post, “both ran editorials calling
on Israel to end its categorical demands for territory.”116 At the American Zionist Federation’s
celebration of Israel’s independence on April 28, Jackson and Sen. James L. Buckley (R-NY)
each spoke out against the administration’s policies.117 During a two-day luncheon for Congress
hosted by AIPAC, Senate Minority Leader Scott spoke about a “genuine convergence of
interest” between Israel and the United States. He added that providing arms to Israel “must and
will continue … and frankly, it will continue under any administration in this country.” During
the House luncheon, Michigan Republican Rep. Gerald Ford accused two Senate Democrats—
Fulbright and Edmund Muskie of Maine—“of undermining American support for Israel.”118 In a
reversal of conventional wisdom at the time, conservatives were putting liberals on the defensive
about U.S. support for Israel.

Nixon recognized that conservatives, not liberals, had emerged as Israel’s more reliable
friends. In a memorandum for Kissinger in March 1970, Nixon described “the danger for Israel
of relying on the prominent liberal and dove senators of both parties to come through in the event
a crisis arose.” The liberal response to the Vietnam War weighed heavily on Nixon’s mind.
“When the chips are down they [liberal and dove senators] will cut and run,” said Nixon, “not
only as they are presently cutting and running in Vietnam, but also when any conflict in the
Mideast stares them straight in the face.” According to Nixon, Israel’s “real friends (to their great
surprise) are people like Goldwater, Buckley, RN et al., who are considered to be hawks on
Vietnam but who, in the broader aspects, are basically not cut-and-run people whether it is in
Vietnam, the Mideast, Korea, or any place else in the world.”119

Despite his support for Israel, Nixon continued to fear that weapons sales, pushed by
Congress, would undermine peace negotiations. During a National Security Council (NSC)
meeting on July 16, Nixon recommended that Joe Sisco fly to Israel to discuss negotiations and
Israel’s need for additional aircraft. The timing was especially important for Nixon because
Congress would be out of session “for the best part of August.” Nixon said that “we are not
going to have a policy governed by domestic political opinion, but we do have ‘more running
room’ when Congress is out of session, particularly on the aircraft question.” Nixon asked that
Sisco keep “a very low-profile” and “suggested that Mr. Sisco go out the following week and
then stay there until Congress gets out of town.” Nixon added, “Don’t promise them a damn
thing. This is not going to be a free ride this time. From now on it is quid pro quo.”120

For her part, Israeli Prime Minister Meir also recognized that U.S. conservatives had become
the better friends of Israel. The New Left was becoming increasingly hostile toward
“imperialistic” Israel, and anti-Semitism was rising in the United States following the 1967
war.121 Some American Jews took issue with Meir for her praise of Nixon, but she responded,



“Have you any liberals who can supply us with Phantoms? My business as Prime Minister is to
ensure that we have Phantoms and that we have the answers to missiles and that if we are going
to lose lives in the next war we have a chance to win.”122

Conservative congressional support for military sales to Israel continued to grow. Robert S.
Allen, correspondent for The Christian Science Monitor, wrote that a “Republican Revolt” had
started over the administration’s unwillingness to sell more Phantoms to Israel. Allen noted that
Senator Scott and Representative Ford had both publicly urged the administration to sell sixty
Phantoms to Israel. “Particularly incomprehensible and infuriating to Republican Congressional
leaders,” wrote Allen, was Nixon’s support for Rogers. Republicans hoped that Nixon would be
responsive to Senate advice and overrule Rogers as he had “done on virtually all other major
policies.”123

In order to spur the administration into action, Jackson felt it was necessary to offer another
amendment that specifically earmarked $250 million, taken from the $500 million authorized by
the Jackson amendment, for the sale of Phantom fighters to Israel. But he added that if “funds are
authorized and appropriated in a timely fashion, and if they are expanded for the purpose of
providing these vital planes, I would adjust my amendment accordingly and as the situation
dictates.”124

Rogers continued to resist the call for more Phantom sales because the administration
believed that the military balance of power was still in Israel’s favor.125 However, behind the
scenes, rumors circulated that Nixon was considering taking Rogers off the Middle East and
replacing him with Kissinger, which meant a stronger pro-Israel tilt from the State
Department.126

The Senate responded in October by passing a bipartisan resolution, supported by seventy-
eight senators, that urged the administration to provide Israel with more Phantoms, “without
further delay.”127 Senate Majority Leader Mike Mansfield (D-MT) and Fulbright opposed the
resolution, as well as liberal Republicans George Aiken and John Sherman Cooper.128 Although
it simply expressed the sense of the Congress (as in 1968), the resolution also publicly affirmed
broad, bipartisan Senate support for Phantom sales to Israel.

Jackson followed up the resolution by making good on his earlier threat. On November 23,
the Senate voted 82–14 in favor of a Jackson amendment to a $70.2 billion defense
appropriations bill, which again set aside $500 million in military credit sales to Israel but
earmarked half to be used for Phantom sales. The favorable Senate vote came after Rogers met
with eight senators and again refused to sell any more Phantoms to Israel.129 The State
Department predictably expressed a negative view of the Jackson amendment, arguing the
administration had already requested $300 million in military credit sales through pending
legislation. Ultimately, the Jackson amendment was removed from the Defense Appropriations
Act (the House never voted on the amendment) after a Senate-House conference committee
report determined that “the same sum was available to Israel in the continuing resolution for
foreign aid pending before both Houses.” Basically, since the Jackson amendment from the
previous year had already been approved by Congress with $500 million for military credit sales
set aside, the second Jackson amendment was deemed unnecessary.130

Nixon finally agreed to sell more Phantoms to Israel in December 1971. The decision to sell
Phantoms in September 1970 came on the day that the Jackson amendment was passed; the
decision in December 1971 came on the heels of a nonbinding resolution passed in October 1971
and the revised Jackson amendment that passed in November. While congressional opposition to



the administration was not the only factor that influenced Nixon to finally agree to more
Phantom sales in December 1971, it was almost certainly an important one.131

Along with congressional insistence on increased military sales, Nixon’s shift was influenced
by at least two other factors as well. First, military sales and the peace process were inextricably
linked, and the Phantoms had always been a bargaining tool for the Nixon administration—to
maintain leverage with Israel while also appeasing Arab states and the Soviet Union by not
ramping up the arms race in the Middle East. In November 1971, Israel informed the U.S.
government that it could not engage Egypt in peace discussions regarding the Suez Canal
without a deal on the Phantoms. Additionally, Israel “sought assurances that the United States
would restrict itself to a passive role in the negotiations and specifically would not put forward
any compromise proposals.”132 Thus, the decision by Nixon removed an obstacle to peace
negotiations. By January 21, after securing new shipments of Phantoms and U.S. neutrality in
negotiations, the Meir government agreed to participate in talks with Egypt through Jarring.133

The Israeli flexibility was rewarded with an agreement that more than doubled the expected jet
sales. Rather than offering to sell eighteen Phantoms and thirty-six Skyhawks, as expected, the
administration agreed to sell forty-two Phantoms and ninety Skyhawks over the following two to
three years.134

Second, Nixon’s shift demonstrated how domestic politics can influence foreign-policy
decisions. Since 1972 was an election year, Nixon believed that a Middle East peace plan had to
wait until after the election. During the Moscow summit in May 1972, when the United States
and the Soviet Union signed the Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty (SALT) agreement, Nixon
told Soviet leadership that the Middle East had to be put on ice because “we can’t settle before
the [presidential] election, but after that we can make progress in a fair way.”135 Therefore,
releasing the jets to Israel in the first part of 1972 did not compromise peace prospects, in
Nixon’s mind anyway, because the issue could not be resolved for the next year. Moreover, such
a move by Nixon would generate a certain amount of goodwill from American Jewish Zionists
that could translate into more votes for Nixon and the Republican Party come November 1972,
which it probably did.136 Though on October 2, a month before the election, Alan Cranston (D-
CA) took Nixon to task while speaking on the Senate floor. Cranston reminded his colleagues
that while Nixon stressed his pro-Israel position for the upcoming election, his first three years in
office were marked by “the infamous Rogers plan,” “incessant State Department pressure on
Israel,” and “dribbles of vital military aid which the administration begrudgingly granted only
under the steady hammering of the Congress.”137

By selling more Phantoms to Israel, Nixon managed to simultaneously start and stop the
peace process. Israel agreed to participate in negotiations with Egypt through Jarring, and Sadat,
despite his public denunciations of U.S. support for Israel, was eager to restart negotiations.
Kissinger received Egyptian National Security Advisor Hafiz Ismail for a private meeting in late
February 1973, part of a backchannel effort to establish closer U.S.-Egypt relations and make
progress toward peace. Ismail conveyed Sadat’s urgent desire to end the conflict and the
Egyptian president’s expectations for a state of peace by the end of September. Ismail went so far
as to indicate that Egypt would sign a separate peace agreement with Israel, including free
passage through the Suez Canal and acceptance of “legitimate concerns” of Israel’s security. But
Kissinger doubted the sincerity of the Egyptian proposal, particularly its plan of “normalization”
of relations with Israel, which fell short of recognizing the State of Israel. Kissinger, who never
seriously considered the Egyptian proposals, balked at the opportunity to oversee far-reaching



peace agreements between Israel and Egypt.138

With more Phantoms on the way, Israel did not feel the need to negotiate. When Nixon
pushed Meir to “get off dead center” in negotiations on March 1, 1973, Meir declined and
referred to Israel’s military superiority, thanks to the Phantoms. “We never had it so good,” she
said. “The planes are coming in and we are okay through ’73.”139 Time would tell, however, that
Israel was not okay through 1973.

Conclusion

Strong congressional insistence on substantial military sales to Israel weakened the Nixon
administration’s ability to facilitate a peace agreement. The shift in Nixon’s policy bedeviled
Rogers’s successor—Henry Kissinger—who also found it difficult to get the Israelis to go along
with the U.S. peace process without having leverage over Israel with military sales. Once Israel
had a generous package deal involving Phantoms and Skyhawks and U.S. aid to Israel sharply
increased, the slow-moving peace process stalled, and war broke out in October 1973.

Jackson’s amendment represented a turning point with regard to increased congressional
assertiveness in the making of U.S.–Middle East policy, and U.S. foreign policy more generally.
Congress flexed its muscles over U.S. policy toward Israel at particularly important times in the
peace process. In turn, Nixon’s willingness to ask Congress for larger military packages for
Israel was certainly influenced by Jackson’s insistence on the full $500 million being authorized
annually. Even as Nixon attempted to prevent arms sales to Israel from ballooning, Jackson
continued to insist on larger aid packages for Israel. His original amendment was extended for an
additional year in 1972, and then again in 1973 for an additional two years.140 In order to fully
understand why U.S. military aid to Israel took off during Nixon’s first term and remained high
in the years afterward, the influence of the legislative branch demands consideration.



3

Stepping Forward?

Congress, the Nixon Administration, and Step-by-Step Diplomacy

The congressional role in U.S.-Israel relations advanced in late 1973. Congress passed an
emergency aid bill for Israel that totaled $2.2 billion in order to offset Israel’s losses in the 1973
Arab-Israeli War and also to provide for more purchases of U.S. weaponry. Several legislators,
especially William Fulbright, objected to the pro-Israel tilt of the aid request, along with the
administration’s questionable defense of such a large number. But the voices of opposition could
not match the chorus of support for Israel from both sides of the political aisle, and the aid bill
cleared both chambers of Congress by landslide votes.

Nixon requested the $2.2 billion from Congress, which points to the importance he afforded
Israel as a regional ally. But Nixon’s request needs to be contextualized. In the throes of the
Watergate debacle, the massive aid request also worked to distract attention from his domestic
troubles and likely aimed to generate congressional support for his beleaguered presidency by
asking for legislators to participate in foreign-policy decision-making, a point of contention
between the two branches. Aware of the strong pro-Israel sentiment of Congress, Nixon had to
know legislators would assist Israel in its hour of need; the move would also attract
overwhelming support from Jewish Americans. Additionally, Nixon wanted to have leverage for
peace discussions by being able to dangle grants in front of Israel if it went along with U.S.
diplomacy. Moreover, according to the New York Times, Nixon made the “clear suggestion …
that all of the $2.2-billion would not necessarily be needed but was being requested to
demonstrate both to the Soviet Union and the Arab countries the determination of the United
States not to let Soviet military shipments to Egypt and Syria upset the military balance.”1 In line
with that perception, the administration did not even try to justify more than half of the amount
in conversations with the House subcommittee that considered the request.

But Congress approved the full amount anyway. During the course of debates about the
emergency aid bill, legislators perpetuated the argument that Israel needed the enormous amount
of aid—and quickly—in order to feel strong enough to engage Arab states in peace discussions.
Congress hurried to approve Israel’s aid bill on the day before the convening of a Geneva peace
conference, which aimed to restart the peace process. Yet during the months that followed,
Nixon and Kissinger, who became secretary of state in September 1973, moved instead to
threaten to withhold military aid from Israel due to its uncompromising position in peace
discussions. Nixon feared that if Israel had too much military aid it would be less willing to
return territory occupied in 1967. As in the years immediately before (and after) the 1973 war,
presidents feared the development of a fortress mentality in the minds of Israeli officials and
sought to limit U.S. military aid to remind Israel of the need to more actively pursue peace.



While the first half of this chapter explores the congressional role in allocating unprecedented
military aid for Israel, the second half details the Nixon administration’s efforts to facilitate
peace agreements.2 The 1973 Arab-Israeli War—and more importantly for the United States, an
oil embargo—forced the administration to become more involved in the peace process. Kissinger
employed step-by-step diplomacy, a piecemeal approach to peace, in order to improve U.S.-Arab
relations, provide a foundation for an overall peace based on U.N. Resolution 242, and
ameliorate the toxic psychological environment of mistrust. Ultimately, the administration tried
to balance a U.S.-Israel special relationship and strategic alliance with an effort to establish
stronger U.S.-Arab relations, which proved to be a difficult task.

In his memoirs, Kissinger refers to criticisms for not pursuing an immediate comprehensive
settlement in the aftermath of the 1973 war.3 He offers valid reasons for not choosing that path.
Israel rejected a return to the 1967 borders and “adamantly” refused to give back the Old City of
Jerusalem, and Arab states would not accept this refusal. Israel was preparing for elections in
December 1973, which meant no cabinet would have the authority to negotiate a comprehensive
settlement. On the Arab side, a comprehensive agreement required consensus by all parties
involved, which meant radical forces could veto any such agreement. The Soviet Union would
support the Arab position and seek maximum gains, thereby further extending its influence. In
such a situation, Europe and Japan would support the Arab position for fear of a crippling oil
embargo, which would leave the United States isolated.4 Almost certainly, any attempt for an
immediate settlement would have quickly fallen apart and furthered the risk of war and, possibly,
of superpower confrontation.

Step-by-step diplomacy produced two important disengagement agreements (Israel-Egypt in
January 1974 and Israel-Syria in May 1974) and the reestablishment of diplomatic relations
between the United States and several Arab countries. But after the Israel-Syria agreement, step-
by-step diplomacy lost momentum. Nixon’s position became as untenable as Saigon’s, and
presidential misdeeds undermined the capacity of the executive branch to conduct such delicate
and complicated diplomacy. Pro-Israel lobbying forces started to play an even larger role in
influencing U.S. decision-making in order to relieve pressure on Israel, an important factor that
has been understated in scholarship.5 It would be left to Gerald Ford’s administration, a caretaker
presidency, to see through the most intricate and sincere U.S. diplomatic effort to resolve the
Arab-Israeli conflict, a process that began in October 1973.

The Aid Package

Egypt and Syria attacked Israel on October 6, 1973, the Jewish holiday of Yom Kippur, which
started the 1973 Arab-Israeli War. During the first few days of the war Egyptian forces
successfully crossed the Suez Canal and advanced into the Sinai Peninsula, while Syrian forces
recaptured territory in the Golan Heights. The Arab armies received substantial support from the
Soviet Union, which airlifted military aid to both countries. To reverse the tide of the war, the
United States enacted its own airlift to Israel. The American airlift changed the course of the war
as Israeli forces, initially driven back, regrouped and pushed Egyptian and Syrian armies back to
the prewar lines. In response to the airlift, as well as a proposed multibillion-dollar American aid
package for Israel, the Arab member states of the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries
(OPEC) placed an embargo on oil to the United States and restricted the oil flowing to Western



Europe and Japan. The combatants agreed to a cease-fire on October 22, but the integrity of the
cease-fire quickly deteriorated as Israeli forces encircled the Egyptian Third Army, cut off from
escape and resupply. After a Soviet message to Nixon suggested the possibility of unilateral
Soviet military intervention to relieve the besieged Egyptian Army, followed by Kissinger’s
elevating the DEFCON level from 4 to 3, a second cease-fire took hold on October 25.

The Nixon administration intentionally delayed a resupply of Israel. The administration
hoped to advance détente with the Soviet Union, and rearming Israel threatened to damage that
effort. Many U.S. officials believed that Israel would easily win the confrontation anyway, given
its swift success in 1967 and U.S. military support, and therefore did not feel any urgent need to
supply Israel. Nixon believed “that only a battlefield stalemate would provide the foundation in
which fruitful negotiations might begin.”6 Therefore, he hoped to avoid making Israel feel too
strong in war so it would be more inclined to seek peace in its aftermath. According to William
Quandt, the administration felt the status quo prior to the war gave incentive for an Arab attack.
Quandt further reasoned that the administration wanted to avoid upsetting U.S.-Arab relations,
which had started to improve, and particularly to avoid a confrontation with oil-producing Arab
states, and that an Arab attack on occupied territory was different from an attack on Israel’s
“recognized borders.”7 Craig Daigle has convincingly argued that Anwar Sadat felt the need to
use war—not to defeat Israel, but to create a “crisis of détente”—in order to restart the peace
process.8

At the outset of the war, several legislators stood in support of Israel. Sen. George McGovern
(D-SD) called on American policy to affirm diplomatic support for Israel in the United Nations
and “to provide Israel with military supplies in the full amounts required to deter further
aggression.” Sen. Richard Schweiker (R-PA) referenced his strong support for “the partnership
of military aid between our Government and Israel” and stated his intention to work for a “sense
of the Senate” resolution in support of “our full diplomatic support” for Israel. Senators
Schweiker and Abraham Ribicoff (D-CT) noted the importance of expanded borders, which
enabled Israel to absorb the Arab attack. Sen. John Tunney (D-CA) argued for “our support of
Israel’s military security and territorial sovereignty,” which provided “a bulwark of stability in
that area.”9 Representatives Lawrence Coughlin (R-PA) and Frank Brasco (D-NY) compared the
Arab attack to Pearl Harbor. For Coughlin, Israel was a bastion of democracy, which demanded
U.S. moral support. Brasco denounced those in favor of an evenhanded policy, especially “some
political figures” and a “new type of radical intellectual …. which views the Western World as
inherently corrupt.”10

While Nixon refrained from sending military supplies, many members of Congress urged the
president to change course and provide Israel with more weapons, especially Phantoms. Sen.
Frank Church (D-ID) noted the Soviet military resupply of Egypt and Syria and called on the
United States to “see to it that Israel is promptly supplied with such replacement of equipment as
she may need to defend herself.” Referencing the spirit of the Nixon Doctrine and pervasive
fears of another Vietnam-type situation, Church pointed out that Israel did not ask for “a single
American soldier” but “only for the tools with which to fend off this attack.” Rep. Jonathan
Bingham (D-NY) also called for a resupply of Israel to offset Soviet armaments and sent Nixon a
letter to make that point. Rep. Clarence Long (D-MD) felt that “Congress and the entire
American community has no alternative but to give all the help to Israel that it possibly can.”11

Sen. Walter Mondale (D-MN) said, “I hope and pray that the administration has taken whatever
steps are necessary to insure that Israel is promptly resupplied with any equipment she needs to



defend herself against this mammoth replenishment of Arab forces by the Soviets.” Tunney
further argued that “Israel cannot fight the Soviet Union along with the Arab States.” Rep. Jack
Kemp (R-NY) blamed the Soviets (not Scoop Jackson) for ruining détente.12 Rep. Bertram Podell
(D-NY) also wanted to end détente and to resupply Israel to the point of military superiority.13

Legislators also introduced nonbinding legislation to push the president to arm Israel. On
October 9, Rep. William Lehman (D-FL) urged his “fellow Congressmen to join me in insisting
that the U.S. Government immediately release to Israel all aircraft, tanks, and other military
equipment” contracted but not yet delivered to Israel. Lehman saw “much in common” between
America and Israel—“a home for the persecuted” and “a free democracy”—and introduced a
“sense of the Congress” resolution that called for immediate delivery of all weapons already sold
to Israel.14 The resolution drew many cosponsors, especially from representatives of states with
large numbers of Jewish Americans: New York Democrats Bertram Podell, Bella Abzug,
Herman Badillo, and Lester Wolff; New York Republicans Angelo Roncallo and Hamilton Fish;
as well as Jerome Waldi (D-CA) and Joe Moakley (D-MA). Clarence Long, who introduced a
similar concurrent resolution on October 10, also sent a telegram to Kissinger that encouraged
“prompt review of Israel’s military and economic aid, with view to asking Congress for all
additional help required.” An article from the October 1973 issue of Congressional Quarterly
claims that “a 36-hour lobby phone blitz by AIPAC” inspired many legislators to implore the
Nixon administration to rearm Israel.15

On October 14, the Nixon administration initiated a resupply of Israel.16 The Jackson
amendment from 1970 explicitly provided a congressional mandate to empower the president to
furnish “to Israel the means of providing for its own security.” Therefore, Nixon did not need
any further authorization to transfer enormous amounts of weapons to a country engaged in a
war. Israel’s struggles against Egypt and Syria surprised U.S. officials and required some type of
military support in order to ensure Israel’s survival. The administration had refrained from
airlifting aid in an effort to preserve détente and to remind Israel of the need to pursue peace
agreements in the war’s aftermath. But the administration could not let Israel be overrun, and
also wanted to keep the Soviet Union at a disadvantage in the region and felt compelled to
counter the Soviet resupply of Arab military stores.

The American airlift to Israel required refueling somewhere in Europe, but U.S. officials
struggled to find allies willing to cooperate. Although 1973 was supposed to be “The Year of
Europe”—an attempt to revitalize U.S.-European alliances strained by diverging national
interests and the war in Vietnam—by October 1973, the allies across the Atlantic had drifted
further apart. The economies of Western Europe relied much more heavily on Middle Eastern oil
than the United States did, and European leadership did not want to undertake measures that
could lead to diminished oil supplies from the Arab Middle East. The United States, based on an
agreement with Portugal, shared a military base on the Azores Islands. But Portugal declined to
authorize the Americans to use the base for refueling. Nixon, infuriated by the Europeans and
determined to help Israel hold the line in war, reportedly yelled in a meeting, “Fuck the
Portuguese!” The American airlift subsequently refueled in the Azores.17

Congress voiced its approval of Nixon’s decision to help Israel. Two days after the start of
the airlift, Elizabeth Holtzman (D-NY) cosponsored a resolution with House Majority Leader
Thomas “Tip” O’Neill (D-MA) that expressed “House support for strengthening Israel’s defense
in its efforts to repel the recent Arab attacks.”18 Mario Biaggi (D-NY) also joined as cosponsor to
the resolution.19 The Senate likewise expressed strong bipartisan backing for Israel. In support of



the resupply, Hubert Humphrey (D-MN) joined with sixty-six other senators in submitting a
resolution on October 18 “to urge the continued transfer to Israel of Phantom aircraft and other
equipment.”20 Sen. Charles Mathias (R-MD) supported the resolution and arms for Israel to
offset Soviet weapons to Arab states but added, “I must say that I regret with all my heart the
necessity for doing so.” Mathias then offered his own “parallel resolution” that stressed the
importance of negotiations.21

A few legislators advocated for a more balanced policy but lacked support in Congress. Rep.
Steve Symms (R-ID) voiced his concern that legislators were “fanning the flames of war in the
Middle East.” He argued that the United States had no “business interfering in Middle Eastern
policy,” much like Vietnam “12 years ago.” He further noted the irony “that many former
Vietnam war doves have now jumped to their feet to demand U.S. aid to Israel.”22 On October
17, Rep. Paul Findley (R-IL), one of the loudest voices in the House in favor of evenhandedness,
mourned the fact that the “carefully balanced policy which the President charted and has pursued
in the Middle East for the past 5 years is fast being destroyed.”23 The next day Findley met with
Nixon, who said the United States intended to “carry out the provisions of U.N. Resolution 242
in the Middle East.” Nixon even “authorized” Findley to quote him “directly,” much to Findley’s
delight, given that, according to Findley, “U.S. references to the return of occupied lands have
become infrequent and muted.”24 Rep. Jim Johnson (R-CO) denounced “the inflamed rhetoric of
war … being heard in the Chambers of the Congress” and argued, “To provide arms support for
one side during a war is an act of war.” He regarded U.S. military support of Israel as “not just
acts of friendship toward Israel—they are also acts of war toward Egypt and Syria and the other
Arab countries now involved in the war.”25 Sen. James McClure (R-ID) pointed to the need to
address Palestinian grievances and Arab territory occupied by Israel. He did not blame the recent
hostilities on Arab states or Israel but instead criticized American foreign policy: “One of our
grave mistakes has been in giving the Israelis the impression that with a total commitment from
the United States she is invincible—that there has been no reason to negotiate.”26 In another
statement, McClure echoed Symms by saying, “It is ironic that last week’s dove is suddenly this
week’s hawk.”27

Nixon had to request congressional assistance to finance the resupply. The administration
proposed separate legislation for emergency aid, rather than an amendment to the existing
Foreign Aid Authorization Bill, because that bill was being held up in a Senate-House
conference committee stalemate. On October 19, Nixon requested $2.2 billion in emergency aid
for Israel, along with $200 million for Cambodia. By that point, the resupply of Israel had
already cost nearly $1 billion. Thus, the $2.2 billion aid bill provided for the existing amount,
along with an additional $1.2 billion. The White House described the $2.2 billion request as a
“ceiling,” and the New York Times stated, “Early reaction on Capitol Hill indicated that the aid to
Israel will be readily approved, although perhaps not for the full amount requested by the
Administration. Privately some pro-Israeli Senators expressed surprise at the size of the request
and suggested it exceeded Israel’s needs.”28

In response, the Arab member states of OPEC announced an embargo on all oil to the United
States and drastically cut back oil to Western Europe and Japan. The move aimed to persuade
Western countries to side with Arab states regarding occupied territories and the Palestinians.
Japan issued a statement endorsing the Arab interpretation of Resolution 242, and the countries
of the European Community issued a statement on November 6 that supported “a pro-Arab
stance demanding an Israeli withdrawal from the occupied territories.”29 Less than two weeks



later, OPEC announced that Europe would be excluded from December production cuts.30

Similar to what some commenters have called “Suez in reverse,” European powers were
distancing themselves from the United States and its widely unpopular policies in the Middle
East, a profound reversal of earlier situations when the United States sought to distance itself
from unpopular European policies, like Suez in 1956.31

The oil embargo worsened an already-existing energy crisis in the United States. By 1973,
U.S. domestic oil production had decreased while consumption reached all-time highs.
According to Daniel Yergin, during the early 1970s “the phrase ‘energy crisis’ began to emerge
as part of the American political vocabulary.”32 In April 1973, amidst ongoing energy concerns
and a likely shortage of gasoline for the summer driving season, President Nixon abolished the
quota system established by Eisenhower.33 Like Europe and Japan, the United States looked to
the Middle East and its large oil deposits as a way to satisfy energy needs. During the summer of
1973, U.S. imports had risen to 6.2 million barrels per day, up from 4.5 million per day in 1972
and 3.2 million in 1970.34

The oil embargo “shocked” the international market and worsened a growing economic crisis
in the United States. In August 1971, the United States pulled out of the Bretton Woods
Agreement that had served as the foundation for the post-WWII economic order. Massive debt
due to the Vietnam War and Great Society programs led to increased inflation and the
overvaluation of the dollar. During the years of the Bretton Woods Agreement, the dollar was
pegged to the price of gold, and the world’s major currencies were pegged to the U.S. dollar. But
the overvaluation of the dollar, along with dwindling gold supplies in the United States and lack
of confidence in the dollar abroad, forced the Nixon administration to float the dollar, meaning it
would fluctuate based on market demand. Americans confronted rising inflation and rising
energy prices while the economy stagnated, creating what some have called stagflation. The oil
embargo exacerbated these existing conditions, which further weakened the administration’s
position and thereby complicated the American effort to mediate the Arab-Israeli conflict. The
importance of oil forced the administration to become more active in mediating a solution.

The congressional body continued to exhibit solid bipartisan support for Israel, regardless of
the oil weapon. Sen. Birch Bayh (D-IN) commended Nixon for responding favorably to the
legislators “who had recommended military aid for Israel” and argued in favor of separating the
$2.2 billion to Israel from the administration’s request for $200 million for Cambodia.35

(Congress would indeed separate the two proposals.) Rep. Robert Drinan (D-MA) noted that as
of October 23, 224 representatives had cosponsored a House “resolution supporting the
administration’s decision to supply Israel with aircraft and arms.”36 Representative Lehman and
Sen. Adlai Stevenson III (D-IL) reminded their respective chambers of the differences between
Israel and Vietnam and acknowledged the legitimacy of the Vietnam doves who supported
military aid to Israel.37 Humphrey and Mondale called for both military and nonmilitary aid to
Israel. Humphrey also applauded the administration’s bill, which “carries out the clear intent” of
the Senate resolution “now cosponsored by 70 Members of this body.”38 Ribicoff felt “it is
important to acknowledge the identity of interests between the United States and Israel and to
make certain that Israel receives the support it needs to gain a lasting peace.”39 Rep. Ed Koch (D-
NY) submitted to the Congressional Record his October 30 letter to Nixon that lauded the
president for his support of Israel.40 Three Republican representatives from New York—James
Grover, John Wydler, and Angelo Roncallo—all submitted to the Record Rep. Gerald Ford’s (R-
MI) pro-Israel address to the United Jewish Appeals, which took place on November 26.41



Although he was a long-time supporter of Israel, Ford’s speech may have been self-serving as it
coincided with congressional consideration of his appointment to the vice presidency.

Legislators refused to be cowed into abandoning Israel because of the oil weapon.
Representative Brasco countered newspaper columnists who portrayed Israel as a liability and
instead derided both “Arab oil blackmail” and oil companies who cared only for “profit at all
costs” within an atmosphere of an “orgy of greed.”42 Representative Podell warned against
sacrificing Israel for oil. For Podell, “The future of our country and that of Israel, our close friend
and ally for over 25 years, are inextricably intertwined.”43 Rep. Philip Ruppe (R-MI) voiced his
concerns about the oil embargo but added, “I am certainly not suggesting that we negotiate the
security of Israel for the sake of our energy needs.”44 Mondale argued that even though the
United States needs fuel, “American foreign policy cannot yield to blackmail over oil.”45

Support for Israel also came from legislators on behalf of organized labor. According to
record clippings submitted to the Congressional Record, delegates to an AFL-CIO convention
called on union members to help “speed generous help to the cause of peace and freedom which
Israel is now defending so courageously against terrible odds.” Israeli Prime Minister Golda
Meir phoned AFL-CIO President George Meany “to express appreciation for the support given
Israel by the American labor movement.”46 Representative Badillo communicated to the House
the strong backing of American labor, rooted in the close historical relationship between the
AFL-CIO and Histadrut.47 Rep. James Corman (D-CA) similarly noted that the American Legion
supported arms for Israel.48

A few legislators qualified their support for the aid bill. On October 23, Abzug spoke in favor
of the bill but also noted Nixon’s ulterior motive: “It is evident, however, that the President was
attempting to use our justified concern over the outcome of this war to mute criticism of his
shocking defiance of the court and his firing of the special prosecutor.”49 Only three days earlier,
on the day that Kissinger flew to Moscow to work out a cease-fire to the 1973 war and OPEC
announced a full embargo on the United States, Attorney General Elliot Richardson and Deputy
Attorney General William Ruckelshaus resigned from their positions rather than fire the
Watergate Special Prosecutor Archibald Cox (who was appointed by Richardson), on what came
to be known as the Saturday Night Massacre. Only weeks before, Spiro Agnew had resigned as
vice president amidst accusations of bribery and tax evasion. The vice presidency remained
vacant for nearly two months as Ford’s confirmation by the House did not happen until
December 6. (The Senate confirmed Ford’s appointment on November 27.)

While Nixon defied Congress and Watergate investigators, legislators moved to restrict the
president’s ability to wage war without a congressional declaration. In 1972, Sen. Jacob Javits
(R-NY) first introduced a bill that, in a slightly different form in 1973, came to be called the War
Powers Act. The resolution, which aimed to avoid another Vietnam scenario, granted the
president only a ninety-day grace period to deploy U.S. combat troops abroad without
congressional authorization. Congress passed the resolution and, as expected, Nixon vetoed it.
But the veto came just days after the Saturday Night Massacre, which ensured a passionate
congressional rebuttal to Nixon’s action. Both the Senate and the House voted to override
Nixon’s veto, and the War Powers Act became law on November 7.50

Nixon and Kissinger met with Senator Javits on November 12 to cultivate support for the aid
request. Javits was one of the leading pro-Israel voices in the Senate and at times acted as a go-
between for the administration and American Jewish Zionists, as well as Israel. Nixon
recognized the importance of U.S. weapons sales to Israel and pointed out that the United States



was “the only country in the world supporting Israel. This doesn’t mean Israel is wrong but that
we must do our best to work out a settlement so one isn’t forced on them. Without arms, Israel is
finished.” Nixon then added that U.S. aid saved Israel, and Javits responded by saying, “Your
standing in the Jewish Community is great,” and he stroked Nixon’s ego by adding, “You
personally saved Israel.” Both Nixon and Kissinger asked Javits to support the administration’s
request of $2.2 billion in emergency aid for Israel. Javits said he would and added, “I tell Israel
the relations of conservative Republicans, and you, to Israel. I will fully cooperate.”51

The war in East Asia continued to cast a long shadow over the White House as South
Vietnam had been in a free fall since U.S. troops were withdrawn in March 1973. Rep. Joseph
Maraziti (R-NJ) and Sen. Mark Hatfield (R-OR) voiced their concerns about the possibility of
U.S. troops being used in the Middle East, especially in light of the Vietnam War and following
Nixon’s veto of the War Powers Act.52

The struggling economy also created unease for such a large aid bill. Maraziti did not object
to the sale of arms to Israel, but he did object to Congress’s giving the president the possibility to
use the aid bill as grants to Israel. In that case, “the American taxpayer may be asked to foot the
bill of a war effort in which they again do not want to become involved.”53 Up to that point, all
U.S. military aid to Israel had been in the form of loans. Rep. Harold Runnels (D-NM), reflecting
a broader congressional concern with better regulating defense spending, stated, “I am for
finding a suitable arrangement to help Israel, but I do not like, nor will I vote for a proposition in
which there is such hurried and free wheeling talk of a billion here and a billion there.”54

Some legislators outwardly opposed the aid bill. The most eloquent opposition came from
William Fulbright. The Democrat from Arkansas spoke of a political and moral commitment to
the survival of Israel, but not its territorial conquests in 1967 and 1973. Fulbright called on Israel
to “give up the chimera of absolute military security through the occupation of territory … and at
long last take steps to redress the great wrong done to the Palestinian people.” As in his fight
over the Phantoms a few years earlier, Fulbright again voiced his support of the Nixon
administration, saying it had “proceeded on the proper course.” The problem, according to
Fulbright, was congressional interference that removed “the incentive for a compromise that this
administration has been seeking to bring about.”55

James Abourezk, the first-term Democratic senator from South Dakota (and also the first
Arab American U.S. senator), shared in Fulbright’s view of U.S.–Middle East relations.56

According to Abourezk, “We need not sacrifice our friendship with Israel to maintain good
relations with the Arab world, but we should not be so foolish so as to turn our backs on people
who want our friendship.” He warned against “blindly” pouring more arms into the Middle East,
which he likened to “pouring gasoline on a fire that is already burning much too fiercely.” For
Abourezk, weapons did not equate to security: “If Israel is to have security, that means she must
get along with her Arab neighbors.”57

McClure also pushed for a balanced policy, and on the Senate floor on December 6 he
criticized the pro-Israel bias of news reporting. The following day he noted that Israel’s Labor
Party reportedly adopted a platform of “territorial compromise” in upcoming negotiations. He
wondered, “If the Israelis themselves can consider new positions, such as withdrawing from
occupied Arab lands, why can’t we?”58 Israeli Deputy Prime Minister Yigal Allon and Foreign
Minister Abba Eban, two left-leaning moderates in the Meir cabinet, both publicly supported
flexibility in negotiations in order to advance the peace process.59 Eban delivered a speech to the
Conference of Presidents and stressed, according to American documentation, that “Israel must



undertake far-reaching conceptual reassessment” and avoid being misled by “fringes of [the]
political spectrum” where “some illusions were sprouting.”60 By early January, “a public opinion
poll showed that 82.8 percent of Israelis interviewed favored some territorial concessions for
peace—an increase of 36 percent since November. The President underlined this and wrote
‘okay’ in the margin.”61

Opposition in the House came primarily from Findley, along with John Rarick (D-LA) and
Harold Royce (H. R.) Gross (R-IA). On October 25, Rarick criticized the “peace-hawks” who
denounced U.S. involvement in Vietnam for being “an immoral war,” but regarding U.S. support
for Israel, “suddenly sprouted a completely new set of feathers and now bear a striking
resemblance to hawks.” He questioned the moral logic of the peace-hawks and argued that
“national policy should not be one of pro-Israel, or pro-Arab for that matter. It should simply be
pro-American.”62 He also emphasized the need to address Palestinian grievances.63 On November
30, Gross criticized the U.S. government for going “overboard when it singlehandedly and
unilaterally intervened in behalf of one country” in the Middle East. That same day, Findley told
the House, “The United States must have a balanced policy in the Middle East, not to protect oil
supplies, but because such a policy is right.”64

The emergency aid bill for Israel moved out of the House Foreign Affairs committee on
December 4 by a vote of 33–1 and moved to a House vote on December 11. Findley offered one
last challenge. Even though the bill said nothing about policy, for Findley, “it is nevertheless
thunderous as a policy statement.” He then proposed an amendment to include explicit reference
to U.N. Resolution 242, which he hoped “would place the prestige of the House of
Representatives behind fairness and evenhandedness as the basis of our Middle East policy.”65

The ambiguity of 242 continued to confuse U.S. officials. On November 27, Nixon and
Kissinger had met with bipartisan congressional leadership, during which Rep. Samuel Stratton
(D-NY) asked for Kissinger to explain the significance of 242. Kissinger replied, “In the family
—242 doesn’t mean a thing.” Nixon quipped, “It means 1967 for the Arabs and for Israel it
means what they have plus ten percent.” Obviously annoyed, Fulbright added, “It is not right to
say 242 doesn’t mean anything.” But Nixon pointed out, “It means different things to different
people. To us it means what is negotiated.” U.S. officials narrowly believed they could work
only as a mediator between the parties, rather than force acceptance of a U.S. proposal in a
manner similar to what Eisenhower had done. Kissinger reminded the meeting that “a settlement
has to cost Israel some territory. That is why we are for 242. It avoids our having to come down
on one side or the other.” The participants in the meeting all seemed to agree that Israel needed
to make substantial territorial concessions in line with implementation of Resolution 242.66

But Congress refused to accept Findley’s amendment that tied U.S. aid to Israel with support
for the implementation of 242. Wolff noted that Findley had raised his amendment at the
committee level, and it was overwhelmingly rejected. Thomas Morgan (D-PA), chairman of the
Foreign Affairs Committee, urged defeat of the Findley amendment.67 Despite vocal support
from David Dennis (R-IN), Clement Zablocki (D-WI), Richard Ichord (D-MO), and Henry
Smith (R-NY), the amendment failed by a large margin, 82–334.68

Opposition to the actual emergency aid bill came from several additional representatives.
Robert Kastenmeier (D-WI) regarded the legislation as “more fuel to fan the flames of war.”69

Ronald Dellums (D-CA) rejected the “illusion that our only duty to Israel is just to send off a
shipment of arms so that the Israelis and the Arabs can kill each other more efficiently.”70

Chalmers Wylie (R-OH) opposed the bill on the grounds that peace cannot come through



“continual rearming of nations at war.”71 Representatives Gross and Runnels also spoke against
the aid bill.72

Lee Hamilton (D-IN), who chaired the House subcommittee that considered the aid bill,
offered a poignant critique. He rose in support but protested the figure of $2.2 billion and took
the administration to task for not offering a valid justification for such a large amount of money.
He acknowledged the use of approximately $1 billion already given to Israel during the course of
war but blasted the administration’s rationale for requesting the additional $1.2 billion. In fact,
no rationale was supplied. Instead, the administration justified the $1.2 billion based on one
vague word: “imponderables.” The administration made no effort to itemize or detail the need for
the extra $1.2 billion, more than half of a gargantuan level of aid, beyond anything the United
States had ever allocated in one lump sum, which adds credence to the notion that Nixon did not
expect Congress to authorize the full amount. Moreover, Hamilton felt that the aid bill exuded
pessimism about prospects for peace. For Hamilton, the “request is so large, so poorly justified,
so militantly defended by some that it frankly makes it very difficult to vote for the request even
if Members, like myself, want to support Israel and assure its deterrent strength.”73 Burt Talcott
(R-CA) echoed Hamilton’s concerns. He voted for the bill but questioned “the adequacy of the
justification for this huge sum of money.”74

Despite a small amount of opposition and some finely argued reservations, the House passed
the aid bill by a landslide vote, 364–52. Strong support came from representatives on both sides
of the aisle, and particularly from Northeast Democrats: House Majority Leader Tip O’Neill
(MA), Mario Biaggi (NY), and William Cotter (CT).75 Matthew Rinaldo (R-NJ) voiced his
support the day before the vote and noted with pride “that the Union Lodge of B’nai B’rith has
named me man of the year for 1973.”76 Some representatives, like Benjamin Gilman (R-NY),
argued, “Anything less than a totally secure military force will severely restrict and hamper
Israel’s negotiating power in the forthcoming Geneva peace talks.” Others, such as Peter
Frelinghuysen (R-NJ), argued that the aid bill aimed “to maintain a reasonable military balance
in order to prevent a conflagration” and “should not be interpreted as a slap at the Arab States.”77

The next day, Shirley Chisholm (D-NY), similar to other Vietnam doves, cited her “conscience
and heart” as her rationale for voting against aid for the “insane war in Southeast Asia” but for
aid to Israel, “which would best insure a lasting peace that will benefit all parties.”78

On the same day the House passed the emergency aid bill it also passed the Jackson-Vanik
amendment, which tied U.S.-Soviet economic relations to the free emigration of Soviet Jews to
Israel. In 1972, Scoop Jackson tried to use Soviet restrictions on emigration on all its citizens as
a way to scuttle the SALT (Strategic Arms Limitation Talks) agreement between the United
States and the Soviet Union. While arms control was a crucial component of Nixon’s détente, the
relaxation in tensions also threatened defense contracts for Jackson’s home state of Washington.

Although he lost the battle on SALT, Jackson eventually focused on only Jewish emigration
as a way to continue to hammer away at détente.79 The administration hoped to grant the USSR
most favored nation (MFN) trade status in order to advance détente and increase American
exports to a very large market during hard economic times.80 But the USSR had imposed a
“diploma tax” on anyone who wished to emigrate since they had received the benefits of public
education, part of a broader Soviet effort to appease its Arab clients and enact oppressive
measures against Soviet Jews in the aftermath of the 1967 war. The tax was ostensibly to make
up for costs of education, though in all likelihood it was meant to slow the “brain drain” from the
Soviet Union. Even though Moscow repudiated the measure, Jackson cosponsored an



amendment with Rep. Charles Vanik (D-OH) that denied MFN status to any nonmarket (that is,
communist) economy that placed restrictions on emigration. As with Jackson’s amendment in
1970, Amos Eiran, the Israeli liaison to Congress, played a vital role in proposing and advancing
the legislation.81 Jackson, a Cold War liberal, sought to weaken détente while further endearing
himself to many in the American Jewish community and Israel to prepare for another run at the
White House in 1976.

Jackson’s efforts certainly got Nixon’s attention. The president told Senator McClure and
Deputy Assistant for National Security Affairs Brent Scowcroft, “I want the Cabinet out to kick
Jackson in the tail. Jackson is trying to take all the heat off the Jews and put it on the Soviet
Union.” He reminded the two American officials that “the goal is … a procedure that Israel will
begin to withdraw from the occupied territories.”82 Much to Nixon’s chagrin, the Jackson-Vanik
amendment, advanced by anti-détente and pro-Israel legislators and attached to a U.S.-Soviet
trade bill, cleared the House by another lopsided vote, 319–80.83 On December 12,
Representative Drinan called the passage of the two bills on the same day “a happy
coincidence.”84

Both actions of Congress—the emergency aid bill and the Jackson-Vanik amendment—
significantly contributed to the tightening of relations between the United States and Israel, and
also revealed the ability of Congress to use Israel to impact U.S. foreign policy on a broader
scale. The aid bill pointed to the importance of the special relationship and a strategic alliance,
but also something more. The roughly $1 billion used in the resupply did in fact ensure Israel’s
right to exist, while additional monies could be explained by a strategic relationship. But an
additional $1.2 billion without adequate justification—indeed, without even a valid attempt by
the administration to justify the amount—pointed to the gradual development of a new U.S.-
Israel relationship, something that exceeded special and strategic reasoning. The amendment to
the trade bill had nothing to do with Israel’s survival, little strategic value for U.S.-Israel
relations, and possibly hurt the U.S. economy. Instead, it primarily served Jackson’s political
ambitions. It also demonstrated that the U.S. Congress could use Israel to challenge U.S. foreign
policy. The Jackson-Vanik amendment was a direct attack on Nixon’s policy of détente.

Leading up to the day of the Senate vote on the aid bill, Abourezk, Fulbright, and McClure
led the fight against its passage. Abourezk emphasized the need to address Palestinian grievances
and submitted a statement by the National Conference of Catholic Bishops that called for a
“comprehensive political solution” that included recognition of the rights of both Israel and
Palestinian Arabs based on U.N. Resolution 242.85 Fulbright cited Representative Hamilton’s
concerns about the administration’s lousy justification for the aid level. Fulbright called the bill
“ill-timed and ill-advised” and asked that a vote be postponed until the next legislative session,
which would follow the Geneva conference. He again voiced his support of Nixon and Kissinger
in their efforts to seek a settlement based on Resolution 242 and contended that passage of the
bill would announce the abandonment of an evenhanded policy. McClure rose in support of
Fulbright’s statement and in opposition to the aid bill.86 Senators Hatfield and Quentin Burdick
(D-ND), on separate occasions, echoed Hamilton’s objection to the administration’s inadequate
justification for $2.2 billion, and both would vote against the bill.87

The Senate considered the emergency aid bill on December 20, 1973, the day before the start
of the Geneva peace conference. Humphrey opened the discussion by stumping in support to
make Israel feel strong enough to take risks in the upcoming peace negotiations.88 This drew
objections from Abourezk and Fulbright. Abourezk argued that U.S. arms facilitated, rather than



prevented, the outbreak of war. He cited Hamilton’s objection to the aid total and also noted,
“History has shown that the weapons certainly do not come in handy as guarantors of peace, but
as tools of ever larger and more costly wars.”89

Fulbright made an even more pointed rejection of Humphrey’s psychological argument. He
first reasoned that Israel can get as many weapons as it wants at any point in the future, a valid
point agreed to by the senator from Minnesota. Fulbright then argued that the purpose should not
be to make Israel feel strong enough to make peace, but to make Israel know it needs to return
land. On that point the two senators disagreed. Fulbright put it bluntly: “Are we or are we not
prepared to live up to what we profess to have: an evenhanded policy designed to bring about
peace in that area under the guidelines set down in resolution 242?”90

He proceeded to offer three amendments. The first, and most significant, tied U.S. funds to
fulfillment of U.N. Resolution 242. But the Senate, like Fulbright’s Foreign Relations Committee
that first considered the bill, voted to table the three amendments. Humphrey noted that Israel
had supported Resolution 242 and was committed to implementing it, and the Senate wanted to
quickly approve the bill in order to assist Israel (and Kissinger) at Geneva.91 Javits also pointed
out that the Foreign Relations Committee had approved the bill without amendments, 15–2.92

Fulbright made one last appeal. He felt “that the Senate has taken leave of its senses. The
threatening recession and the serious disruption of our economy are the price we are beginning to
pay for 15 years of making extreme and unwise policies both foreign and domestic.”93

But like sentiment in the House, broad bipartisan support for Israel in the Senate led to
passage of the emergency aid bill by an overwhelming margin, 66–9.94 Additionally, the House
agreed with the Senate and approved an increase in the possible grant total to Israel from $1
billion to $1.5 billion.95

President Nixon would use the additional grants as incentives for Israel to go along with
American diplomacy in the months ahead. Yet even with the aid bill, Nixon worried about Israeli
stubbornness in peace negotiations. According to a December 20 message from Scowcroft to
Kissinger, Nixon recommended that “we should move cautiously in sending more supplies and
equipment at the present time … we may want to expedite shipments later on but right now he
[Nixon] did not wish to build Israel up to enhance their intransigence.”96 Here again, it seems
that Nixon did not expect Congress to approve of the entire amount. The president also appeared
to be shaken by all of the challenges facing the White House. Scowcroft informed Kissinger that
“the President has seemed irritable over the past few days and this afternoon looked very tired.
He almost fell asleep during [Secretary of Defense James] Schlesinger’s briefing.”97

The Difficult Road to Geneva

While the U.S. Congress, and the Senate in particular, aimed to pass the emergency aid bill to
support U.S. and Israeli efforts at Geneva, actually convening a conference proved to be a
difficult task. To give the appearance of progress to Arab states in order to lift the oil embargo,
Kissinger planned to have a ceremonial peace conference, a forum for the combatants to meet,
air grievances, and move forward with talks that would hopefully lead to peace. Although a
multilateral conference, the “purpose was to use it as a framework for an essentially bilateral
diplomacy.”98 Following the conference, Kissinger intended to employ step-by-step diplomacy to
strengthen the existing ceasefire, improve U.S.-Arab relations, end the oil embargo, reduce



Soviet influence in the region, and provide Israel with an opportunity to withdraw from the
occupied territories. However, getting all the combatants to attend the conference was another
matter.

Kissinger traveled to the Middle East in early November to improve the status of U.S.-Arab
relations and to create regional support for the U.S. effort. After brief stops in Morocco and
Tunisia, he met with Egyptian President Anwar Sadat in Cairo to discuss the peace process.
Kissinger then mediated a six-point agreement between Israel and Egypt that was signed on
November 11 that reaffirmed the cease-fire and allowed for the movement of non-military
supplies.99 Implicitly, Israel and Egypt agreed to future disengagement even before negotiating
the details to such agreements. Those negotiations would soon follow.

The agreement revealed the strengthening of U.S.-Egypt relations, a central goal of both
Nixon’s and Sadat’s foreign policies. Sadat had removed Soviet advisers from Egypt in 1972 in
order to develop stronger ties with Washington. He sent Nixon a note during the 1973 war that
demanded U.S. involvement in the peace process, a dramatic overture considering Egypt had
severed diplomatic ties with the United States during the 1967 war and never reestablished them.
But Nixon reminded Sadat “that the only thing the United States could guarantee was that it was
fully committed to advancing a process that would lead to a diplomatic agreement.”100

Nevertheless, Kissinger regarded Sadat’s move as a “breakthrough” because he “staked his
policy on the American connection,” thereby moving further away from Moscow.101 Sadat told
Kissinger, “Never forget, Dr. Kissinger. I am making this agreement with the United States, not
with Israel.”102 Egypt and the United States agreed to resume diplomatic relations.103

After scoring success on the Israel-Egypt front, Kissinger traveled to Riyadh to meet with
King Faisal, one of the most dependable friends of the United States, about the oil embargo and
step-by-step diplomacy. The most influential member of OPEC, Saudi Arabia had a commitment
to the Palestinian cause that had long complicated relations with Washington.104 The king
admitted that Saudi Arabia felt “embarrassed” because it valued U.S. friendship and certainly
desired oil revenues; however, the king “needed some proof of tangible progress before a
proposal to sheath the oil weapon could be put forward to the other Arab states.”105 The answer
to both the American and Saudi problems was step-by-step diplomacy. Faisal reportedly blessed
Kissinger’s diplomatic approach, thereby clearing a big hurdle in the Arab world.106

Syria wanted to strengthen relations with the United States more than attend a peace
conference, especially one that did not promise peace. Like Egypt, Syria had severed diplomatic
relations with the United States during the 1967 war. And like Sadat, Syrian President Hafez al-
Assad had expressed interest in developing better relations.107

That suited Kissinger well. Syria did not need to attend the conference, but it did need to
participate in step-by-step diplomacy. Kissinger hoped Assad, like Sadat, would leave the Soviet
camp for the American one. The best way to “loosen” Syrian ties with the Soviet Union,
according to Kissinger, was “by giving Damascus a stake in closer ties with the United States.”108

Assad would not attend a conference until first completing a disengagement agreement with
Israel, but more significantly, he agreed to the concept of step-by-step diplomacy.109

That left the tricky question of Palestinian representation. A meeting of Arab heads of state in
Algiers at the end of November declared the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) to be the
“sole” representative of the Palestinians. But according to Kissinger, “The idea of a Palestinian
state run by the PLO was not a subject for serious discourse.”110 He told Abba Eban, “Our policy
was based on Jordan, not the Palestinians.”111 Kissinger regarded PLO interests as “incompatible



with the interests of any of the parties to the Middle East conflict.” Most problematic, the PLO
refused to accept U.N. Resolution 242 or recognize the right of Israel to exist, which made
negotiations practically impossible. Thus, Kissinger’s diplomacy would discuss Palestinian
refugees only in the context of a Jordanian-Palestinian arrangement and, presumably, only
through official channels with Amman. But Jordan did not fight in the 1973 war and would seem
out of place at a conference designed to bring together the combatants from the recent war, as
well as diplomacy based on disengagement agreements.

By not recognizing the legitimate aspirations of Palestinians for a separate nation-state, and
by not recognizing the political authority of the PLO, Kissinger’s perspective revealed
fundamental flaws of the U.S. position. As historian Paul Chamberlin has shown in his study of
the PLO, high-ranking officials like Yasser Arafat had moderated their behavior and seemed
ready to become engaged in peace discussions. Chamberlin further suggests that in the aftermath
of the 1973 war, the U.S. missed an opportunity to resolve the Arab-Israeli conflict by not
considering a political solution apart from Jordan.112 Others have argued that the administration
considered a “Palestinian option” before, during, and after Black September 1970 but favored the
Jordanian option, first, because King Hussein indicated that Jordan would recognize the State of
Israel, which Palestinian leadership consistently refused to do, and second, because Israel would
not accept a separate Palestinian state while Palestinians would accept nothing less.113 Refusing
to engage Palestinian political representation outside of a Jordanian connection may have
ensured the collapse of the peace process. But at the same time, engaging the PLO in no way
ensured a peaceful comprehensive settlement to the conflict, either.

Upon returning from his trip, Nixon and Kissinger met with bipartisan congressional
leadership on November 27 to lay out the administration’s plan for the peace process. Kissinger
explained that the plan aimed to woo moderate Arabs to work through the United States in order
to get concessions from Israel, thereby decreasing the influence of the USSR and increasing the
prestige of the United States. Regarding Israel, Kissinger argued that the Israeli position had
been based on military supremacy but, after the 1973 war, the Israelis “now know they can’t do
that.”114

From the perspective of U.S. officials, American Jewish Zionists complicated the Israeli
position. Senate Minority Leader Hugh Scott (R-PA) asked Kissinger, “Are the Israelis more or
less intransigent than American Jews?” Kissinger said, “Less … Israel’s position has evolved
and they are willing to talk about things. But the American Jews are so tough and tend to hypo
the Israelis and give them illusions.” Senator Fulbright asked, “Isn’t that an illusion?” Kissinger
responded, “It is in this Administration.” Fulbright shot back, “Not in Congress.”115

Kissinger managed to convene a conference at Geneva on December 21, under the auspices
of the U.N. Secretary General, with the United States and Soviet Union as cochairs. But the
conference also revealed serious problems as only Israel, Jordan, and Egypt attended. For a time,
it looked as if Israel would not attend at all.116 Its political situation was in flux as Prime Minister
Golda Meir’s government faced an election at the end of December. Both Nixon and Kissinger
pressured and pleaded with the Israelis to get them to join the conference, which they ultimately
did.117 Jordan’s role in future negotiations would be limited at best, and excluding the PLO from
the negotiating process undermined the legitimacy of Palestinian interests. Syria refused to
attend, although it agreed to engage Israel in discussions. Only Sadat appeared satisfied with the
status of the peace process and the prospects for moving forward.



Stepping Forward

Step-by-step diplomacy aimed to improve U.S.-Arab relations and pressure Israel to give up
territory taken in 1967. Nixon and Kissinger would work hard to achieve these goals. And in
time, pro-Israel lobbyists and Israeli officials would work hard to undermine both objectives.

As U.S. diplomacy cautiously stepped forward, certain pro-Israel forces worried the
administration. Shortly before the Geneva conference, Kissinger sent word to the White House
that he believed the “Jewish community” planned to “split him from the President,” based on
reports coming from the Israeli embassy.118 Senator Javits sent a message to Kissinger, warning
him not to accept any invitations to see Jewish groups without first speaking with Javits, who
claimed to have important information.119 Kissinger agreed to “not plan a program or meetings
with Jewish leaders without first seeking the Senator’s advice.”120 In response, Javits sent word
that he was “concerned that other elements of the Jewish community might get their noses out of
joint because this group would be only a partial representation of the elements which you need to
contact.” Furthermore, Javits recommended that Kissinger “survey carefully all the elements of
influence in the Jewish community in this area and then make your contacts with them on a
carefully planned basis.”121 Javits and Kissinger both recognized that the American Jewish
Zionists wielded a significant degree of power, and Scowcroft agreed “to make no dinner
engagements for Jewish groups without further word from you.”122

Kissinger met with Jewish American leadership soon after Geneva and argued that Israel
needed to take advantage of the situation and move toward full peace agreements. The meeting
included some of the most influential American Jewish Zionists—Max Fisher (major Republican
Party fundraiser), Jacob Stein (president of the President’s Conference [NY]), Arthur Hertzberg
(president of the American Jewish Congress), Rabbi Israel Miller (Zionist Federation of
America), Herman Weisman (president of the Zionist Organization of America), Daniel
Bloomberg (president of B’nai B’rith), along with several other leading figures. Kissinger told
the group that “the Yom Kippur war was a disaster for Israel” and that Israel no longer enjoyed a
decisive military advantage. The international community—not just the Soviet Union, but
Europe and Japan as well—were lining up against the Israeli position. “Our strategy now will
gain time,” said Kissinger, “if it works.” But Kissinger warned, “I won’t kid you—Israel must
make sacrifices. It is the condition of its survival. I guarantee you, if Israel continues to stay on
the October 6 borders, in ten years it will be bled to death or destroyed.”123

Kissinger revealed one of the central purposes of step-by-step diplomacy in the meeting—to
shield Israel from external pressures in order to give Israel time to prepare itself to move forward
with a substantial land-for-peace exchange. Step-by-step diplomacy did not aim to keep Israel in
the occupied territories; it aimed to give Israel a chance, if it wanted one, to get out. Kissinger
regarded a significant Israeli withdrawal as vital to Israeli security.

As Kissinger tried to implement his diplomacy in a way that excluded the Palestinians,
Senator Abourezk undertook efforts to strengthen U.S. ties with the Arab world, and particularly
with the PLO. In early 1974, at the behest of the Interior Committee on which he served,
Abourezk undertook a three-week tour of the Middle East to meet with oil-producing states and
became the first elected U.S. official to visit Iraq after it broke diplomatic relations with the
United States during the 1967 war.124 He argued that in order to stabilize its oil policy, the United
States must discontinue its “onesided” backing of Israel and seek a just settlement to the



Palestinian refugee situation. During the trip, Abourezk also “became the first American to hold
discussions with the Palestine Liberation Organization in the course of an official visit to the
Middle East.”125 Upon his return he wrote to Kissinger and testified to an Arab “reservoir of
good will toward America.” He urged Secretary Kissinger to engage the Arab world in sincere
peace discussions.126 Kissinger did indeed plan to strengthen U.S. ties with the Arab world, but
not with the PLO.

Kissinger used “shuttle diplomacy” to negotiate an agreement between Israel and Egypt,
called Sinai I, on January 18, 1974.127 Meir’s Labor Alignment coalition managed to hold onto
power after a strong challenge from the newly formed Likud Party during the December 31
Knesset elections, which made the Israeli position more stable.128 After shuttling between Cairo
and Jerusalem for about a week, Kissinger facilitated an agreement that included a reduction in
force levels and a more substantial disengagement of military forces; a U.N. buffer zone would
fill in between Israeli and Egyptian forces on the east side of the Suez Canal.

American officials expected the oil embargo to be lifted after the agreement. Nixon, of
course, longed for good news to deliver to the American public and planned to make the
announcement during his upcoming State of the Union address. But the embargo continued.
King Faisal had effectively given a “veto to states with unsatisfied claims,” and on January 21,
Assad demanded that the oil weapon be used on Syria’s behalf.129 In other words, Assad wanted
movement toward a peace agreement before he would consent to lifting the oil embargo.

Kissinger continued to push the Israelis to use the opportunity presented by step-by-step
diplomacy to move bilaterally in a way that dealt comprehensively with all the details. Near the
end of his January trip, he met with moderate Israeli officials, including Yigal Allon, Abba Eban,
and Simcha Dinitz, and encouraged Israel to move forward with a peace plan. Kissinger offered
his assessment: “I thought at the end of October you were in bad shape politically. I think now
you have an extraordinary chance. You can deal with each of these countries separately and give
each of them something they want, and they will never get together again.”130

To get the oil flowing, Nixon wrote to Faisal on February 7 that he planned to push hard for a
substantial Israeli withdrawal and claimed that lifting the embargo would help to achieve that
goal.131 The next day Nixon sent word to Faisal through Ambassador James Akins that reiterated
that message: “I will not be swayed by domestic political considerations. I recognize that the
government did not do enough in the Middle East during my first term but I am determined now
that the Middle East be settled.” But Nixon claimed that he needed the embargo lifted to lessen
domestic pressures. In particular, “Congress and the press will make it extremely difficult for me
to make progress…. I am out on a limb—I have been there before—but I want us to be able to
work together for a settlement.”132

Like Nixon, Golda Meir faced domestic political problems. She refused “to consider a
national unity government including Likud, reportedly describing that prospect as a ‘disaster’ for
Israel as it would block negotiating prospects and threaten Israel’s positive relations with the
U.S.”133 A month earlier, Likud leader Menachem Begin had criticized the Sinai agreement and
warned the fragile Israeli government against entering into long-term agreements based on Israeli
withdrawals.134 The role of the National Religious Party, traditionally aligned with the Labor
Party, added to the rightward drift in Israeli politics. According to Meir, “the entire right wing
had now combined into a bloc of its own. A coalition would have to be formed again, and it
would clearly be a back-breaking job to form it, since the religious bloc, which was a traditional
coalition partner of ours, was itself deeply divided on the question of who should lead it and



what its policy should be at this tremendously difficult time.”135 The hardline shift convinced
longtime politicians Shimon Peres and Moshe Dayan to not take part in the cabinet, even after
personal pleas by Meir. Therefore, Meir was forced to form a minority government that,
according to an American intelligence report, “would be able to make the necessary decisions
concerning a disengagement with Syria. After that, however, the decisions on a broader
settlement are expected to be more difficult.”136 Feeling the political tide turning against her,
Meir tendered her resignation on April 11 and agreed to lead a caretaker government until a
successor was chosen.137 Israel, like the United States, lacked a strong leader.

Negotiating an agreement between Israel and Syria—“two mortal enemies,” according to
Kissinger—promised to be difficult.138 Historically, Palestine had been a part of Greater Syria.
But the European mandate system following World War I led to the separation of Palestine from
Syria, and Trans-Jordan from both Palestine and Syria. Thus, many Syrians viewed Israel as an
illegitimate state that usurped a Palestinian state, itself an illegitimate creation of the European
nation-state model. From the Israeli side, Syria constituted the most belligerent Arab neighbor,
bent on demolishing Israel. While Kissinger shuttled between Damascus and Jerusalem in
February, Syria and Israel exchanged daily artillery fire across the cease-fire lines.139

Aside from tough negotiations between enemy states, Nixon and Kissinger continued to face
challenges from Scoop Jackson and American Jewish Zionists. In the Senate, Jackson pressed
forward with his effort to link MFN status for the Soviet Union to freedom of emigration.
Jackson’s effort troubled the administration because U.S. diplomacy had already severely
diminished Soviet involvement in the peace process. As Kissinger said in a meeting with GOP
congressional leadership, “We can’t frustrate them in every area.” As for the “Jewish
community,” according to Nixon, “They are worse than Jackson.” The president wondered,
“Isn’t it better for the U.S. to have influence with its [Israel’s] enemies than the Soviet Union?
Israel says all it needs is weapons.”140 Nixon’s comments reflected a similar Saudi concern—that
Israel wanted to undermine the “American-Arab rapprochement.” In particular, the Saudis were
incensed by Meir’s declaration in early February that Israel will “never give up Golan.”141

Despite these challenges, progress on the Israel-Syria front produced the desired result. The
Arab members of OPEC lifted the oil embargo on March 18. While that was a major
achievement, U.S. officials still needed to make sure that another embargo would not follow,
which meant finding a way to continue the peace process and prevent another war and included a
step toward peace between Israel and Syria.

The administration stressed the importance of improved U.S.-Arab relations to congressional
leadership, and the challenge of American Jewish Zionists. Nixon commented at a meeting on
April 24, “We are at a watershed period in foreign policy, in a period when often we are tied
exclusively to Israel. We are now developing a relationship of friendship with the whole area.
It’s not to get the Soviet Union out—that is self-defeating—but to have us in.” Kissinger pointed
out that the administration requested $250 million in aid for Egypt and $100 million in a
contingency fund for Jordanian and Syrian projects. Egypt needed U.S. support because Sadat no
longer relied on the Soviets, and Kissinger planned to make that point “with the American
Jewish leaders” too. But Nixon bemoaned the influence of American Jewish Zionists. “The most
unreasonable people supporting Israel,” said Nixon, “are not their government, but the American
Jewish community.” To mute domestic criticisms and offer incentives for Israel, Nixon planned
to allocate the additional $500 million in credits “after a continuation of the negotiation”—
meaning a successful Israel-Syria disengagement agreement.142



Although legislators argued in late 1973 that massive military aid would strengthen Israel’s
bargaining position and facilitate peace agreements, the Nixon administration took the opposite
path in 1974. During a shuttle trip in early May, Kissinger floated to Nixon the idea of freezing
aid to Israel as a way to soften its position. He sent a message to Scowcroft: “I must be assured
of the President’s support if the Israelis should reject our position. We may even have to threaten
the Israelis with a cutoff of our aid. You should confirm with [White House Chief of Staff
Alexander] Haig that I can count on the President’s support for such measures and advise me.”143

Nixon was only too ready to support Kissinger’s idea. He sent a letter to Meir on May 4,
warning that Israel should not jeopardize U.S. peace efforts in the region, and that the United
States may have to reexamine its relationship with Israel.144 (In doing so, Nixon foreshadowed
Ford’s decision the following March to freeze aid shipments to Israel and reassess U.S.–Middle
East policy.) On May 10, Nixon sent word to Kissinger through Scowcroft that “he fully
supported your tough stance with the Israelis and that you should know that his support for
continued aid to Israel, also in the event of any new hostilities, is fully conditioned on their
taking a reasonable posture in your present negotiations.” Nixon offered to write Meir another
letter, if Kissinger felt that would help.145

But the threats by Nixon and Kissinger did not have the desired effect. Kissinger blamed
Israeli intransigence on four factors—“domestic divisions in Israel”; “a deliberate attempt to
wreck our Arab policy”; “Israeli assessment of presidential paralysis—the last message from the
President brushed off with disdain by the PM”; and “Israeli apparent belief that they have
established a direct pipeline to the Pentagon.” While Kissinger felt that the first three factors had
to be dealt with after his current shuttle, the final factor could be handled immediately. He,
therefore, instructed Haig to get in touch with Defense Secretary Schlesinger and have him “hold
up all new commitments. Also delay administratively all pipeline items. We can then review the
entire situation after my return.”146

Nixon’s reply, consistent with many of Nixon’s venting sessions about Israel, again
supported Kissinger’s position. Scowcroft messaged Kissinger that Nixon “called again to say
that he wanted by the end of the day a listing of all forms of aid to Israel which were under his
authority to terminate. He said to tell you that you should make it unmistakably clear, if you
reach that point, that the Israelis will be immediately shut off completely, without a nickel.”147

The message echoed two similar messages from the day before. Another Nixon message related
that he intended to “cut off every bit of aid to Israel under his authority” if negotiations failed.
Nixon added that the disengagement between Syria and Israel “was not the end of the line but
merely a step toward a permanent settlement in which we would support them for a full solution
to the problem.”148 Later that day, Scowcroft informed Kissinger of another Nixon phone call,
during which he again said he planned to cut off all aid to Israel if negotiations broke down.149

While Nixon and Kissinger tried to pressure Israel, one powerful pro-Israel organization took
aim at Kissinger in an effort to discredit him and undermine the U.S.-led peace effort. Herman
Edelsberg, executive director of the International Council of B’nai B’rith, sent a confidential
memorandum to the “Board of Governors” on May 7, which discussed “Tasks Confronting B’nai
B’rith.”150 Such documents are difficult to come across, and this one seems to brag about the
power of pro-Israel organizations and their ability to influence U.S. policy. Whether or not the
document accurately reflects the power of an organization like B’nai B’rith is hard to say. But
Fulbright, who in 1977 received the memorandum from Norman Dacey, chairman of The
American Palestine Committee, called it “quite a remarkable document.”151



Edelsberg recognized the importance of the legislative branch and discussed different ways
of impacting certain congressional elections. As opposed to the president, legislators can serve
unlimited terms. In order to determine which candidates to support, Edelsberg referenced “a
meticulous and continuous survey of congressional voting records, together with both public and
private statements made by individual Senators and Congressmen.” Using that information, a
“detailed study of electoral prospects” was nearing completion, which could “show where Jewish
campaign contributions can be most judiciously placed.” The memo recommended to “use all
available forms of pressure, both on and off the record, to secure the desired results.” One
particular senator had drawn the ire of pro-Israel forces—William Fulbright—the senator who
received the memo. “As an example of the political potentialities,” wrote Edelsberg, “it can
already be said that all the indications suggest that our actions in support of Governor Bumpers
will result in the ousting of Mr. Fulbright from his key position in the Senate.” Indeed, Fulbright
lost his nomination bid a few weeks later. Edelsberg noted that Fulbright’s defeat “will represent
a meaningful victory for the Jewish cause in the struggle against skeptical elements in the State
Department and elsewhere.”152

Influencing U.S. policy at its highest levels of operation required a working relationship with
individuals committed to advancing a position in line with certain pro-Israel lobbying forces.
Edelsberg pointed to Scoop Jackson and Defense Secretary Schlesinger. Jackson’s support for
Israel had “endeared him to all Jews,” and as the 1976 presidential election loomed in the future,
Edelsberg argued that “it is necessary to redouble efforts in his support.” Schlesinger equaled a
link to the Pentagon. But aside from Schlesinger and Jackson, Edelsberg feared that sentiment
was turning against Israel. Therefore, he noted that “we must seek other means of access to the
Joint Chiefs of Staff.”153 He stressed the importance of continued military aid from the United
States.

The document also highlighted the effectiveness of pro-Israel lobbying efforts and the
perceived need to discredit Kissinger. According to Edelsberg, “recent events have shown that
selective and measured pressure in decision-making areas of the U.S. Government can induce the
desired results. As B’nai B’rith activists, it is our duty to maintain that pressure to secure the
greatest possible U.S. support for Israel’s needs.”154 The memorandum clearly indicated the
willingness and ability of a pro-Israel organization to attack Nixon and Kissinger in an effort to
relieve pressure being placed on Israel through step-by-step diplomacy. According to Edelsberg,

Examples of the political success that the type of pressure mentioned above can achieve
may be drawn from the Watergate scandal. B’nai B’rith can claim to have contributed to a
situation in which the early ouster of President Nixon from the White House looks assured.
The strong likelihood that Vice President Ford will succeed to the Presidency offers us new
opportunities of more actively influencing U.S. policy in the Middle East, as well as on the
whole range of issues that concern American Jewry. Indeed, the prospective President’s
“open mind” on foreign affairs may provide something of a blank sheet on which to impress
our views. Nevertheless, we are still confronted by obstacles, and we must plan carefully in
advance so as to place ourselves in a position to remove them or to soften their resistance.155

Edelsberg viewed step-by-step diplomacy, in particular, as a major threat. “In the view of the
International Council, the chief of these obstacles is the present course of U.S. foreign policy, the
brain child of Dr. Kissinger.” In order to counteract Kissinger’s diplomacy, the International



Council recommended following one of two courses—either pressure Kissinger directly to get
him “to change course,” or try “to undermine the prestige he currently enjoys.” Edelsberg
recommended pursuing both aims simultaneously and then potentially switching to just one
course if it seemed more useful. “But the Kissinger policies will not just go away,” he warned.
Therefore, “efforts must be made to tie him more closely to the Watergate scandal. B’nai B’rith
research units should not find this task beyond their scope.” He recommended, “The support
which we have always enjoyed with the mass media must be developed.”156

Previous attempts had been made to link Kissinger to Watergate, such as when he negotiated
Sinai I in January 1974.157 But soon after the May 7 document, a similar effort to connect
Kissinger to the illegalities of the White House occurred while he shuttled between Syria and
Israel. On May 12, the Boston Globe reported that Kissinger may have committed perjury when
asked by the Senate Foreign Relations Committee about his role in wiretaps. A May 17 New
York Times piece accused Kissinger of “prolonging his shuttle diplomacy in order to avoid the
even more complicated and poisonous controversies of Washington.”158 According to Kissinger,
“by May 22 this had become a general theme taken up by both the CBS and NBC television
correspondents of my shuttle.”159 In his memoirs, Kissinger referenced an article from “the left-
wing magazine New Times” that claimed, “The honeymoon is over for Henry Kissinger. There
are signs that the media is [sic] going after him for the first time.”160 To counteract the stories, the
White House press office acknowledged that Nixon had specifically asked Kissinger to stay in
the Middle East until he reached an agreement. But in trying to protect Kissinger, the plan
actually backfired as it undermined one of Kissinger’s negotiating tactics—threatening to pack
up and leave. Kissinger expressed his dissatisfaction in an urgent cable to Scowcroft.161

Kissinger managed to navigate domestic and regional problems as Syria and Israel consented
to an agreement on May 31. Israel committed itself to withdraw from all the territory taken in the
1973 war, along with Quneitra, capital of the Golan, in return for prisoners of war. As in Sinai I,
the Golan Heights had been divided into Israeli and Syrian zones with a substantially reduced
military presence, separated by a U.N. presence in between; the main difference was that each
side had two separate zones, rather than one, on each side of the buffer zone.162 Yitzhak Rabin,
former chief of staff and ambassador to Washington, officially became prime minister on June 3,
only three days after Israel announced it had reached a disengagement agreement with Syria.

Soon after, Kissinger buckled under the pressure of ongoing questions about his role in
wiretapping, and his credibility more generally. During a June 6 press conference, one journalist
asked Kissinger if he had retained counsel for a possible perjury indictment. Kissinger responded
that he had not, and that he would “answer no further questions on the topic.” By evading
questions, Kissinger encouraged more attacks, which followed. “The June 6 press conference
opened the floodgates,” said Kissinger. “There was next to no coverage of the foreign policy
questions and answers.”163 Over the next several days, leading newspapers, especially the New
York Times and Washington Post, along with leading news magazines, like Time and Newsweek,
published stories that tried to connect Kissinger to Watergate.164 By June 11, “the leading news
media of the United States … had taken the position that serious new evidence had raised
suspicion of perjury requiring a new investigation.” Clearly overcome with frustration, Kissinger
fired back during his press conference in Salzburg: “I do not believe that it is possible to conduct
the foreign policy of the United States under these circumstances when the character and
credibility of the Secretary of State is at issue. And if it is not cleared up, I will resign.”165

Kissinger’s threat managed to rally support for his efforts and stem the tide of criticisms, and an



August 6 report from the Senate Foreign Relations Committee absolved Kissinger of any
wrongdoing connected to wiretaps or perjury. After attacking the use of unnamed sources,
Kissinger says his “relations with the media never fully recovered.” But Kissinger maintained
(and perhaps with Watergate’s “Deep Throat” in mind), “I continue to believe that anonymous
accusers give journalists a power no branch of government possesses and expose public officials
to much scurrilous abuse by individuals whose motives—and veracity—escape examination.”166

To build on the momentum of the Israel-Syria agreement, and while Kissinger sought to
offset persistent questions about his credibility, the embattled Nixon traveled to the Middle East
in early June 1974. The president certainly hoped to distract people’s minds from the Watergate
fiasco, but the trip also came on the heels of an impressive moment in U.S. diplomatic history.
Kissinger managed to bring Israel and Syria, two bitter enemies, to an agreement that for decades
restored the armistice between the countries. The disengagement was the second in an effort to
build momentum toward implementation of Resolution 242 as part of a comprehensive peace
based on bilateral agreements. And while Nixon looked for anything to save his beleaguered
presidency, he also genuinely wanted to advance the peace process. By visiting the Middle East,
he sought to capitalize on the momentum created by the recent success while diverting attention
away from his domestic troubles. And as a briefing paper for Kissinger noted, “perhaps the main
purpose of the trip was to strengthen our bilateral relations with the nations of the Middle
East.”167

Prior to his trip, Kissinger sent Nixon a memorandum about the status of Middle East
negotiations and certain points to make with Israeli officials. The memo stressed the importance
of maintaining momentum, arguing that the United States and Israel needed to “develop a
common strategy for keeping the present diplomatic process going.”168 Kissinger noted that some
time needed to pass in order for the Syrian disengagement to take hold, “but we cannot lose
momentum altogether.” Kissinger recognized that Israeli officials would likely press Nixon
about commitments regarding the Golan Heights, Jerusalem, final borders, or Palestinian
refugees, and he advised the president to resist making such commitments. Instead, he
recommended that Nixon mention that the final peace needed to be “worked out in direct
negotiations. The U.S. has produced the framework for those negotiations.”169

Nixon continued to have concerns about more weapons for Israel. In his memoirs, Nixon
recalled a June 5 meeting with American Jewish Zionist leadership that left him “disturbed by
what I considered to be their shortsighted outlook.” According to Nixon, “I pointed out that
hardware alone to Israel was a policy that made sense maybe five years ago but did not make
sense today,” and “I made it very clear there is going to be no blank check in our conversations
with the Israelis.” Furthermore, Nixon argued that “the only long-term hope lies in reaching
some kind of settlement now while they can operate from a position of strength.”170

Nixon received a warm welcome wherever he traveled in the Middle East, especially in Cairo
and Damascus. In Cairo, more than a million people flooded the streets to see the U.S. president.
On June 16, Nixon and Assad agreed to resume normal diplomatic relations between the United
States and Syria. For Nixon, the “strengthening of our bilateral relations” included “educational
and cultural exchanges,” and Nixon invited Assad to visit the United States, which he
accepted.171 The dramatic transition to normal diplomatic relations was perhaps best expressed
by Assad’s son, Bashar al-Assad, who succeeded his father as president in 2000 and remains
president despite an ongoing civil war. In conversation with his father in June 1974, the younger
Assad said, “This Nixon who is coming, isn’t he the one who you have said is the foreign devil



and the tool of the Jews? How come you are inviting him here?”172 Like Sadat, the older Assad
wanted to work more closely with the United States than with Israel. “The Syrian Arab
Republic,” said Assad, “declares its readiness to pursue its sincere and constructive cooperation
with the Government of the United States of American for laying down the firm basis for a just
and lasting peace in the Middle East region.”173

But the most important question remained unanswered—what was the next step in step-by-
step diplomacy? Nixon proved unable the lay the groundwork for an Israel-Jordan agreement.
According to Richard Thornton, the U.S. effort to pursue an agreement with Jordan “fell upon
deaf ears in Israel.” The main problem, according to Thornton, was the weak leadership of the
new Rabin cabinet.174 When Rabin assumed the prime minister position in early June, his cabinet
reflected the deep divide between the left and right as the moderate Yigal Allon served as foreign
minister while the hawkish Shimon Peres served as defense minister; Rabin oftentimes filled a
middle position between the two. Sometimes referred to as the Triumvirate, Rabin, Peres, and
Allon shared power in the cabinet. Rabin did not have the authority to follow a course of his
choosing that may have included an effort to engage Jordan. Peres explained to Senator Javits
during the latter’s trip to Israel in July that he was “puzzled” by the U.S. effort to bring Israel and
Jordan together for an agreement, noting that he and other Israeli leaders were planning for the
next agreement to be a second step with Egypt.175

Jordan did not seem particularly interested in moving forward with peace negotiations, either.
According to a journalist who cited “reliable Israeli sources,” Moshe Dayan met with King
Hussein near the end of May and proposed an agreement based on Jordanian civilian control of
the West Bank and an Israeli military presence.176 But Hussein refused the offer, perhaps
uncomfortable with a substantial increase of Palestinians determined to obtain a nation-state
inside Jordan’s borders, especially after Black September, and also the domestic challenges of
allowing an Israeli military presence.

Nevertheless, the administration continued to press the Jordanian option. A cable from
Kissinger to the U.S. ambassadors in the Middle East stressed the importance of a Jordanian
agreement and the willingness of the administration to pursue a peaceful resolution to the
conflict. “As for U.S. policy on further Israeli withdrawals from occupied territories,” said
Kissinger, “we continue to support and work for comprehensive Middle East settlement … and
have made clear we view disengagement agreements so far achieved as only first steps toward
final just and durable peace.” Kissinger also added that the administration sought an Israel-
Jordan agreement based on “our recognition that any peace settlement must take into account
legitimate interests of Palestinian people.”177 Nixon recognized that Jordan came last in step-by-
step diplomacy because the three most difficult issues—West Bank, Jerusalem, and Palestinian
refugees—all involved Jordan.178 The Israeli political situation promised to be a complication,
and Israeli officials expressed a desire “to wait two or three years.” But Nixon said bluntly in late
July, “We can’t wait. It won’t be in the next 2–3 weeks, but we must move.”179 Nixon planned to
use economic incentives to spur bilateral agreements between Israel and Egypt and Israel and
Syria, which “is why we are setting up cooperative commissions for both of them. That is why
we have asked for aid for them—we want to give them a stake in continuing to work with us.”180

But Nixon never had a chance to follow through on his peace-making efforts as Watergate
finally forced the president’s resignation on August 9. The elevation of the unelected Ford
included keeping Kissinger as a holdover for both of his duties—Secretary of State and National
Security Advisor. It would be up to the Ford administration to see through Kissinger’s diplomacy



in the Middle East.

Conclusion

The U.S. government moved from lavishing Israel with weapons in late 1973, to threatening to
withhold them in May 1974. Overwhelming bipartisan support for Israel in Congress resulted in
passage of a $2.2 billion emergency military-aid bill. But as Fulbright argued, Congress could
have waited to vote on the aid until after the Geneva conference, or limited the amount to $1
billion and offered more to Israel on a case-by-case basis. Fulbright hoped that by denying Israel
such an enormous aid package the U.S. government could signal to Israel the need to
compromise in peace discussions. But several important legislators, especially Humphrey,
countered by arguing that Israel needed the enormous amount of military aid immediately,
despite poor justification from the executive branch, in order to take risks in peace negotiations.
Nixon and Kissinger soon discovered that, with so much military firepower, Israel seemed less
interested in making territorial compromises. Therefore, Nixon and Kissinger went so far as to
threaten to withhold further military aid to soften Israel’s position during negotiations with Syria,
which substantiated Fulbright’s argument.

Nixon aimed to implement an evenhanded policy that still regarded Israel as a strategic ally
in the Cold War. During his first term, Nixon tried to avoid selling more Phantoms to Israel.
During his truncated second term, Nixon steadily applied pressure on Israel to leave the
territories. Combined with the administration’s lack of justification for more than half of the $2.2
billion and the threat to withhold weapons during Israel-Syria negotiations, Nixon’s October aid
request seems especially self-serving.

The U.S. plan put forward by Nixon and Kissinger succeeded in advancing the major goals
of step-by-step diplomacy: it strengthened the cease-fire from the 1973 war, improved U.S.-Arab
relations, ended the oil embargo, reduced Soviet influence in the region, and provided Israel with
an opportunity to withdraw from the occupied territories. But on numerous occasions, U.S.
officials expressed more concern with the “illusions” and intransigence of American Jewish
Zionists than with Israeli officials. Documentation shows that a powerful international
organization like B’nai B’rith actively sought to work against U.S. policy. Moving forward, both
Congress and pro-Israel lobbyists would continue to influence policymaking in the Middle East.

Nixon’s position steadily deteriorated throughout the period of step-by-step diplomacy, to the
point that Meir, according to Kissinger, brushed off Nixon’s threat to withhold aid in early May.
When he resigned in August, the White House remained only a shell of what it had been in 1968
or 1972. The unelected Ford inherited one of the most ambitious diplomatic schemes during the
Cold War. One can only wonder what would have happened with the peace process if Nixon had
not been dragged down by Watergate.



4

The Spirit of the 76

The Israeli Embassy, Congress, and President Ford’s Reassessment

Gerald Ford had always wanted to become Speaker of the House. But historical events pushed
him in a different direction, first to vice president and then to president. Known to be a supporter
of Israel while serving in the House, Ford soon discovered that foreign policy concerns looked
much different from inside the White House than from inside the Capitol building.

The experienced legislator’s presidency witnessed continuing conflicts with Congress,
especially in the realm of foreign policy.1 The midterm elections that took place shortly after
Richard Nixon’s resignation brought the “class of 1974” to Washington, D.C., which included
many first-time legislators who, according to Loch K. Johnson, “came to Congress with what
they considered a mandate to clean up the government.”2 In his memoirs, Kissinger recalled this
“new and extremely liberal Congress,” headed by George McGovern, was nearly constantly at
odds with the Ford White House.3 In particular, Congress challenged the White House over
foreign-policy issues, which had been the sacred realm of the executive branch. Ford
remembered in a 2003 interview, “There was, I thought, an unfortunate encroachment by the
Congress on foreign power action by the United States…. Congress was trying to claw its way
into the foreign policy arena, and that inevitably was a potential encroachment on presidential
power.”4 Just as with the two previous administrations, conflict between the two branches
continued in the area of U.S.–Middle East relations.

President Ford declared a “reassessment” of U.S.–Middle East policy in March 1975, which
included the suspension of new arms deals with Israel, slowed the delivery of arms already in the
pipeline, and ushered in one of the most contentious periods in U.S.-Israel relations. After
negotiations for a Sinai II agreement failed that March, Ford and Kissinger privately blamed
Israel for sabotaging the peace talks with Egypt and publicly insinuated that Israel bore
responsibility for the breakdown of talks. They believed that Israel aimed to remain in the
occupied territories and stymied disengagement talks with Egypt to resist movement toward a
broader peace that would have meant relinquishing most of the territory taken in 1967. The
administration desperately needed another agreement to advance the momentum created by
Kissinger’s step-by-step diplomacy, and both Ford and Kissinger wanted a notable achievement
to bolster Ford’s chances of election in 1976. The diplomatic process tried to shield Israel from
external pressures—especially the Soviet Union and Europe—to give back territory until Israel
was prepared to do so. But U.S. officials expected Israel to eventually return the vast majority of
the lands. Thus, reassessment was a way of punishing Israel for not going along with American
diplomacy, which had been designed by Kissinger to benefit both Israel and the United States.

Reassessment brought about a fierce public relations campaign from Israel. In certain



situations, Israel has used hasbara, or general political public relations, to influence public
opinion and policy decisions in the United States. Peter Hahn discusses several hasbara efforts
by Israel during the presidencies of Harry Truman and Dwight Eisenhower in his book Caught in
the Middle East, as well as in a separate article based on research conducted at the Israel State
Archives in Jerusalem.5 Rather than disseminating ideological messages or propaganda, a
hasbara campaign advances the Israeli position through meetings with U.S. government
officials, coordination with American Jews, messages through the press, and lectures given by
Israeli officials. As happened during the Truman and Eisenhower administrations, the Israeli
hasbara in the spring of 1975 meant a head-on collision with the Ford administration.

Relying on research gathered at the Israel State Archives, this chapter charts the efforts of the
Israeli embassy in Washington, D.C. to influence U.S. policy between late March and late May
1975, the main period of reassessment.6 The embassy worked tirelessly to explain the Israeli
position to U.S. congressional leadership and also used meetings with congressional assistants
and lower-level officials from the executive branch to access important information. The
embassy coordinated its efforts with American Jewish Zionist leadership, and at times Israeli
Ambassador Simcha Dinitz even prepared individuals for their meetings with Ford and
Kissinger. Ultimately, the efforts of the embassy led to a May 21 letter signed by seventy-six
senators that undercut Ford’s desire to withhold weapons to soften the Israeli position. Referred
to by some Israeli officials at the time as “the spirit of the 76,” the letter was a tremendous
achievement for Israel, thanks in large part to Dinitz, who first proposed the idea of such a letter
to Foreign Minister Yigal Allon in late April.

Scholars are divided about Ford’s reassessment, especially the impact of the Senate letter.
Steven Spiegel claims the letter mattered little because Ford and Kissinger had already
determined to restart step-by-step diplomacy.7 On the other hand, William Quandt believes the
letter forced the administration to recognize that further pressure on Israel would be “politically
counterproductive,” and consequently the administration had no choice but to resume step-by-
step diplomacy in the absence of an obtainable peace agreement.8 Salim Yaqub sees Ford’s
reassessment as “political theater,” believing that Kissinger meant only to shield Israel from
external pressures in order to secure indefinite Israeli occupation of the disputed territories.9 In
that case, domestic politics mattered little because U.S. officials would not force a peace
agreement on Israel. Galen Jackson argues that domestic politics, and in particular the activities
of the Israel lobby, shaped the administration’s approach to peacemaking, but the administration
decided to not have a showdown with Israel largely because Kissinger feared rising anti-
Semitism in the United States.10

The letter mattered a great deal, not for its impact on whether or not the administration
decided to shelve step-by-step diplomacy and move to a comprehensive peace conference at
Geneva, but because it forced the Ford White House to make unprecedented commitments to
Israel as part of the Sinai II agreement. U.S. officials, above all else, feared the outbreak of
another war and all that would go with it. Another war likely meant another oil embargo, which
would severely threaten the economic health of the United States and the Western World, and
maybe even lead to superpower confrontation. The region had seen five wars in less than thirty
years, and three wars in less than ten years—1948–1949, 1956, 1967, 1969–1970, and 1973—
and Moscow had threatened unilateral military intervention in 1967 and 1973. Kissinger’s
diplomacy had only disengaged the combatants, and without at least another step forward, U.S.
officials believed war to be a legitimate possibility. Also important, Kissinger wanted to continue



to draw Egypt closer to the United States and needed to show Sadat that U.S. diplomacy could
deliver. The letter mattered because it denied the Ford administration the ability to pressure Israel
into making an agreement with Egypt. Therefore, the Ford White House had to buy the Sinai II
agreement with substantial American promises of material aid and political protection, which,
moving forward, formalized a significant change in the U.S.-Israel relationship. Dinitz and the
Israeli embassy, both aside from and in coordination with the Israel lobby, played a vital role in
this development.

A ferocious, behind-the-scenes battle developed between Israel and the United States for the
heart of the peace process, which threatened to damage U.S.-Israel relations, U.S.–Middle East
relations, and Israel-Egypt relations. Israel successfully used its hasbara campaign to challenge
an exceptionally weak presidential administration during a difficult time. Ford had to navigate
the fall of Saigon and a sluggish economy, both blamed on inept executive leadership. At the
same time, pro-Israel forces aimed to reframe the nature of reassessment to prevent the
deterioration of U.S.-Israel relations and that proved able to use Congress to secure future aid
agreements and deliveries. Given the sour relations between the legislative and executive
branches, as well as the strong pro-Israel tilt of the legislature, congressional officials were very
willing to challenge presidential foreign policymaking. The State of Israel clearly influenced
Congress and public opinion, which in turn impacted U.S. foreign policy in nontrivial ways. In
particular, the “spirit of the 76” letter demonstrated not only the significant power of the Israel
lobby in shaping U.S.-Israel relations, but also the increasing power of Congress in affecting
U.S. foreign policy.

A Second Israel-Egypt Agreement?

Foreign policy was not Ford’s area of expertise. While in the House of Representatives, he had
supported Nixon’s policies in East Asia and was known to be a good friend of Israel.11

Otherwise, his position on foreign policy matters was unknown. Lacking experience, Ford
trusted Kissinger to take charge of U.S. foreign policy, especially in the Middle East.

Step-by-step diplomacy became increasingly ineffective after the agreement between Israel
and Syria. Having disengaged belligerents in the Sinai Peninsula and Golan Heights, the peace
process demanded some type of agreement involving the West Bank. That, however, meant
introducing the Palestinian question to the peace process, which would make negotiations even
more fragile.

An interim agreement between Israel and Jordan never came to fruition. On October 28,
1974, the Arab League summit assembled in Rabat, Morocco, and unanimously endorsed the
PLO as the sole representative of the Palestinians.12 The move was a deliberate attack on step-by-
step diplomacy; Arab leaders wanted an immediate, comprehensive agreement rather than the
more methodical, piecemeal approach. In other words, the patience afforded Kissinger by Arab
leaders immediately after the 1973 war had grown thin. If the PLO represented the Palestinians,
then Jordan would have no authority to negotiate any settlement involving the West Bank.

Refusing to deal with the PLO was fine with Kissinger. He regarded the organization as
being too radical and potentially harmful to his diplomatic process. Step-by-step diplomacy fed
slowly off victories but starved quickly with defeats. It was not in America’s best interest to
begin negotiations with a loose-cannon organization. After all, the PLO concerned itself more



with disrupting diplomacy than in negotiating an agreement with Israel, which the PLO would
not recognize as a legitimate state anyway. A simple misunderstanding, if not handled properly,
could undermine the entire process. Additionally, the PLO was widely known to use terrorism
for political means. For that reason and others, the United States did not recognize the political
legitimacy of the PLO, which made negotiations practically impossible.13

Even before the meeting in Rabat, Kissinger received word of a possible second
disengagement agreement developing between Israel and Egypt. The Egyptians wanted the
strategically important Mitla and Gidi passes in the Sinai, along with control over the Abu
Rudeis and Ras Sudr oil fields; the fields provided Israel with 50 percent of its total oil needs.14

Kissinger made two separate trips to the Middle East—one in February and one in March—to
bring the two sides closer together, all to no avail.

Kissinger had two main reasons for pursuing another round of Israel-Egypt negotiations.
Following the staggering Democratic successes in the 1974 midterm elections, Kissinger likely
hoped to secure a Middle East agreement to help Ford and fellow Republicans in the 1976
elections. Even more important, the Ford administration had to find some way to prevent a
backslide into war. Stagnation of the peace process would not be tolerated by Egypt, a point
made clear by Anwar Sadat in October 1973 when he chose a surprise attack on Israel to restart
the stalled peace process. With West Bank negotiations on hold, Kissinger needed another
partner to keep “stepping” toward peace.

But Kissinger did not expect such strong Israeli resistance to an agreement. Negotiations
failed due to a seemingly small misunderstanding. Although Israel hoped for an Egyptian pledge
of nonbelligerency, Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin had stated during an interview in
February that Israel would give up the specific territory in return for an Egyptian commitment to
not go to war, or threaten with force, as part of an effort to reach peace.15 But the Israeli
negotiating team caught Kissinger by surprise in March when it insisted that Egypt agree to
nonbelligerency. For Sadat, that meant acceptance of the status quo, which he recognized would
alienate the Arab world. So Sadat rejected the Israeli proposal and instead offered “nonuse of
force,” which in turn met with an Israeli rejection. As negotiations headed for collapse, not even
a stern letter from President Ford on March 21 moderated the Israeli position.16 Disengagement
talks quickly deteriorated and fell apart.

Looking deeper, however, reveals that the failure of negotiations had much more to do with
the peace process as a whole than with a single disengagement agreement between Israel and
Egypt. Ford and Kissinger badly needed an agreement to keep stepping forward, and they felt
betrayed by the Israelis. When House Majority Leader Tip O’Neill met with Rabin in early April,
he mentioned that, according to Ford, Israel was told twenty-four times before Kissinger’s March
shuttle that it would not receive nonbelligerency from Egypt as part of an agreement, and each
time Israel said to continue with negotiations.17 When Israel demanded nonbelligerency during
Kissinger’s shuttle, the administration interpreted the demand as an attempt to sabotage
negotiations. The breakdown in talks killed momentum toward a general peace agreement. For
their part, Israeli officials stressed the problem of giving something tangible to Egypt, like land
in the Sinai Peninsula, in return for political pledges from an Egyptian leader that had recently
attacked Israel on Yom Kippur. Israel needed to be persuaded through economic and political
incentives, rather than be pressured by them, in order for an agreement to come to fruition.



Reassessment

President Ford, who in his autobiography remembers being “mad as hell” because of Israeli
“stalling,” responded with a reassessment of U.S.–Middle East policy.18 Reassessment included
an immediate freeze on U.S. aid to the region and halted step-by-step diplomacy while the
administration contemplated the possibility of ending Kissinger’s diplomacy and moving to a
general settlement at a Geneva conference. Neither Israel nor the United States wanted to
transition immediately to a general agreement. A Geneva conference meant a potentially larger
role for Moscow, and Ford and Kissinger were likely reluctant to convene a peace conference
given the weakened image of the United States during the fall of Saigon, as well as Ford’s less-
than-powerful status as a caretaker president. Israel would resist a comprehensive settlement,
which meant domestic political problems for Ford and Kissinger. Reassessment was clearly
designed to put pressure on Israel to pursue negotiations in such a way that invited broader peace
discussions down the road.

At 8:00 a.m. on March 24, Ford and Kissinger met with bipartisan congressional leadership
to discuss reassessment. Kissinger said, “After the October [1973] war it was the unanimous
conclusion of the world community that Israel should return to the ’67 borders. In the face of that
we cooperated in a strategy with Israel to reduce Soviet Union influence in a step-by-step
process. I must emphasize that every step was coordinated and usually at the instigation of
Israel.”19 Ford followed by stating that the United States did not blame Israel for the failure of
negotiations (Ford publicly called Israel “inflexible”), adding, “We have to take a new look,
assess the situation and any relations with all the parties. Such an assessment will start today. We
undertook a massive effort, with the best intentions, support of the people and Congress. For us
not to reassess the situation would not be responsible.”20 Senate Democratic Majority Leader
Mike Mansfield (D-MT) agreed, “You have no choice but to reassess.”21 Mansfield
communicated being “deeply depressed,” with “grave concern at the rigidity of Israel.” He
wondered about the Israelis: “Are they expressing a death wish?”22

Ford and Kissinger, despite their bland public rhetoric, privately fumed about Israeli
intransigence. Ford favored a full peace settlement. He told Kissinger bluntly, “We must move
comprehensively.” Kissinger warned his president that Israel “will attack you,” but Ford stood
resolute. “I know they will hit us,” he said, “but I kind of enjoy a fight when I know I am
right.”23 Kissinger too was fed up with the Israelis. The next day he lamented “the unraveling of
our Middle East policy,” saying, “Israel has treated us as no other country could.” He blamed
Israel for attempting “to blow up our Middle East strategy.”24

The administration recognized the power of pro-Israeli forces and their ability to influence
U.S. policy. On the morning of March 26, Kissinger informed Ford that Senator Jacob “Javits
came in very threatening. If we went after Israel, he and [Senator Abraham] Ribicoff would
come after me. He said our interests are identical with Israel.” Kissinger blamed “three million
Israelis” for “running American foreign policy. We are giving aid to Israel at a rate which would
be unbelievable for any other country.”25 The next morning Kissinger told Ford, “It is not a
friendly misunderstanding. If the Jewish Community comes after us, we will have to go public
with the whole record.” Ford addressed the issue of Israeli influence on both branches of
government during a National Security Council meeting. He told Secretary of Defense James
Schlesinger, “As I recall my own experiences as a Congressman, the Israeli representatives float



very freely on Capitol Hill. Now we can’t do anything about that with Congress. But I have the
impression the Israeli representatives are almost as free in many Departments as they are with
Congress. You must try to control that.” Schlesinger responded, “It is very difficult to handle.”
But Ford maintained, “The proper relationship should be businesslike but arms-length and
aloof.”26

The Ford administration threatened Israel with the possibility of a comprehensive settlement,
but Kissinger knew the pitfalls along that path. Almost inevitably, the conference in Geneva
would devolve into a wild shouting match. Israel would refuse to seat the PLO, which in Arab
eyes represented the Palestinian people and, therefore, needed to participate in the discussions.
The Soviets, acting as a lawyer and adviser for Arab nations, would clamor for an immediate
Israeli withdrawal. Pressure would also come from Europe and Japan over energy concerns. No
longer in control of the process, the influence of the United States would be neutralized, to a
significant degree, by world opinion. The result would likely be another war and oil embargo.

But another option existed: the United States could simply pressure Israel to withdraw from
the occupied territories by refusing any further military aid. In the words of Kissinger, the United
States was “literally their [Israel’s] only friend in the world.”27 This intimate relationship was
reflected in the staggering figures of U.S. aid to Israel. Following the 1973 war, the United States
appropriated $3.3 billion in assistance to Israel. Of that total, nearly $2.8 billion was for military
assistance, while the remaining $500 million was for economic aid. Specifically, the United
States sent 700 tanks, 55,147 anti-tank missiles, 2,583 trucks, 76 cargo carriers, an assortment of
aircraft (F-4, A-4, and C-130) totaling 162 units, along with other various items.28

Ford intended to withhold further military aid as a way to persuade Israel to reconsider its
inflexible position. Based on U.S. intelligence, Kissinger estimated that military assistance had
put Israel “in a position to fight an intensive war for almost four weeks without resupply.”29

Kissinger observed that “Israel is, for the first time, vulnerable economically, and continuing
U.S. assistance is essential because Israel is running an annual budget deficit of over $2 billion
which it expects the U.S. Government to cover.”30 And Ford was prepared to refuse further aid
until Israel proved more forthcoming in peace negotiations. Freezing U.S. aid to Israel was the
bite that complemented the bark of reassessment.

On April 14, Ford and Kissinger met with four Middle East ambassadors (Kenneth Keating,
Israel; Hermann Eilts, Egypt; Thomas Pickering, Jordan; and Richard Murphy, Syria) to discuss
the feasibility of a comprehensive settlement. Kissinger mentioned either trying for an agreement
similar to the one sought in March or going for a more substantial interim step. But of all the
options, he concluded, “The best is to come up with a comprehensive plan. It would give us
something to stand on with the Arabs. We would be taking on the Israelis, but for something
more significant than the line through the passes. It would make the interim stages easier under
an overall umbrella.”31 Keating, who also favored a comprehensive plan, cited the economic
impact of reassessment: “Economically, they [Israel] are in serious trouble. Forty percent of their
budget goes to defense. Inflation is running 30–40%.”32 Ford vowed, “Until we get progress
there will be no request for Israeli aid. If Congress tries to force it, I will veto it.”33

Kissinger divulged Israel’s intention of keeping large tracts of land taken during the 1967
war. He estimated that Israel intended to keep “half the Golan, a third of the Sinai, and a third to
a half of the West Bank”34—not to mention full control of Jerusalem. Such a position was in
direct violation of the spirit of U.N. Resolution 242 and a rebuke of the land-for-peace process
established by U.S. diplomacy. He later said that Israel wanted peace with the Arabs and aid



from the United States, but “they don’t want to pay a price.”35 The vast majority of the United
Nations wished Israel to withdraw to essentially its 1967 borders, and the United States sought
the same objective but allowed Israel to move slowly toward that goal. Yet Israel seemed
convinced it could have both territory and peace, which the Arab states would never allow. U.S.
officials expected a modest adjustment to borders, but also that Israel would withdraw to roughly
the status quo prior to the 1967 war.

From the Israeli perspective, the occupied territories served a variety of useful purposes. For
one, Israel believed the territories offered a heightened degree of security. The surprise attack on
Yom Kippur demonstrated the need for expanded borders; if Israel had withdrawn from the
territories, the attack could have reached Jerusalem or Tel Aviv. Religious considerations fueled
the occupation of the West Bank, and especially all of Jerusalem; Jerusalem was the holiest
Jewish city, which at long last had been brought back into the fold. In addition, Israel hoped the
seizure of territory would produce economic benefits, especially with the oil fields in the Sinai.

When King Hussein of Jordan visited Washington on April 29, his comments focused on the
impossibility of peace without an Israeli withdrawal. “From the Arab point of view,” said
Hussein, “it is a question of territory or peace. The combination for the Israelis of territory and
peace is an impossibility.”36 He went on to say, “The Israelis are masters at long-range
planning…. They have been able to obtain and build up great military strength superior to what
they have ever had before. But with all that military strength, they cannot guaranty a peace in the
area.”37 The king feared that the moment for constructing a lasting peace may be lost: “The Arab
leaders and people are losing hope, and I find the situation very, very alarming. We may now be
facing our last chance to make progress for the area and the world.”38

Kissinger knew the king’s assessment of Israeli intentions was probably right. He slammed
the Israeli position in a memo for Ford just a week prior to the meeting with Hussein. Citing a
statement made by Israeli Defense Minister Shimon Peres, Kissinger claimed the Israelis wanted
“an Egyptian-Israeli second-stage agreement as a means of avoiding having to move in any
serious way in any other negotiations for as long as possible.”39 The Israelis were probably
“trying to stall through the presidential elections of 1976,” aware that Ford would be reluctant to
tackle such a divisive issue.40 Kissinger argued that “Israel would like to ‘take Egypt out of the
war’ alone; however, Sadat could not long survive making a separate peace.”41 And he reminded
Ford, “The basic point to keep in mind is that Israel wants to keep half of the Golan Heights and
a third of the Sinai for security purposes, plus a third to a half of the West Bank and all of
Jerusalem for security, religious, and economic reasons.”42 He countered this position by saying,
“Changes in Israel’s 1967 boundaries will be an inconsequential addition to Israel’s security,
particularly in an era of modern weapons, if Israel’s increasingly powerful Arab neighbors are
bent on Israel’s destruction over an historical period.”43 In fact, Kissinger held Israel responsible
for the 1973 war, saying “that the Israeli strategy of standing pat and playing for time—of
making ostensibly conciliatory statements about wanting a settlement but actually standing fast
in the hope of forcing Arab territorial concessions—had produced the stalemate which led
eventually to the October 1973 war.”44 In conclusion, Kissinger recommended, “On balance, the
greatest advantage seems to lie with trying for an overall settlement.”45

But to impose a full settlement on Israel, Kissinger advised Ford, “We would also have to
develop firm Congressional and public support in the U.S. for this course, which Israel may
attempt to slow.” To do so, Kissinger informed the president, “the basic choice the U.S. faces is
whether to opt for a course that masks the real Israeli strategy or one that deals openly with the



issues that must be resolved if there is to be a peace settlement. If we are to choose the latter
course, we will have to take into account the additional factor that the Jewish leadership in the
United States will add a vocal and highly organized voice in support of what will be firm Israeli
opposition to this course.”46 Armed with blunt facts, the administration could potentially rally the
political support necessary to impose a settlement on Israel and bring the conflict nearer to a
close.

The day after King Hussein’s visit to the White House, Saigon capitulated to North
Vietnamese forces, and the undeclared Vietnam War finally ended. The bad blood between the
executive and legislative branches engendered by the Vietnam War carried over into other areas
of U.S. foreign policy, including the Middle East. Just when the Ford administration needed the
support of Congress and a unified American front to execute its foreign policy, Congress was
poised to continue its trend of challenging the executive branch and asserting more influence on
foreign-policy matters.

The Israeli Hasbara

In response to reassessment, Israel launched hasbara to make its case directly to Congress, the
president, and the American people. Israel’s hasbara had three main goals. First, to turn the
foreign-aid spigot back on; second, to eliminate the appearance of divisions between the United
States and Israel, which Israeli officials speciously argued could have invited an attack from
Arab states; and third, to prevent the Ford administration from forming a new Middle East policy
without influence from, or at least coordination with, Israel. Kissinger recalled President Ford’s
being especially irritated when Israeli ambassador Simcha Dinitz returned to the United States
before Kissinger after the failure of negotiations in order to coordinate an Israeli strategy with
American Jewish Zionist leadership.47

Dinitz found himself in an unusually powerful position for an ambassador. As the former
director general and political adviser for Golda Meir, Dinitz was well informed about Israeli
policy with respect to the peace process and U.S.-Israel relations. The unstable Israeli political
situation made Dinitz’s position even more powerful. At the end of May 1974, right after the
Israel-Syria agreement, Yitzhak Rabin succeeded Meir as prime minister. But Rabin only
narrowly defeated Shimon Peres for the position, and he felt obligated to include Peres in the
cabinet, which he did as minister of Defense; additionally, Yigal Allon, another important Israeli
politician, became minister of Foreign Affairs. The absence of a clear-cut leader in the Israeli
government opened the door for an experienced politician like Dinitz to exert more influence as
an ambassador in Washington.

Dinitz worked with other Israeli officials, especially David Turgemon and Zvi Rafiah, who
were political consultants for the Israeli embassy in Washington. Rafiah went to Washington in
the summer of 1973 to “institutionalize the Congressional Liaison Office of the Embassy.” He
served as a liaison between the Israeli embassy and both Houses of Congress and worked to
develop positive relations with both political parties.48 Israeli officials met with an assortment of
U.S. political leaders—from the White House, State Department, Defense Department, Pentagon,
and Congress, as well as influential American Jewish Zionists—and reported back to the Israeli
government the contents of their conversations. In doing so, the embassy helped to supply the
Israeli government with crucial information about developments within the U.S. government, as



well as the mood of public opinion, while also putting out the Israeli position.
On March 24, the day after the announcement of reassessment, Turgemon met with Arthur

Horton, deputy of Robert Oakley. (Oakley worked in the NSC for Brent Scowcroft.) Horton,
who asked that their conversation “be kept very private,” related that Kissinger believed an
agreement could have been reached, but divisions within the Israeli cabinet prevented one from
happening. Peres, in particular, seemed opposed to the agreement. Kissinger believed Israel was
trying to play for time—to take Egypt out of the war while Israel increased its military forces.49

Horton also spoke about a potential change in U.S.-Israel relations and said that “Israel will have
to work hard to present its point of view in front of the Congress,” and not “in the direction of
Senator [Charles] Percy (R-IL) but rather Senator [Daniel] Inouye (D-HI).”

Not all senators, including Percy, supported the Israeli line. As the minority leader of the
Senate Subcommittee on Near Eastern Affairs, Percy supported a comprehensive peace plan that
included a homeland for Palestinians, which he clearly stated in a congressional report released
on April 21.50 Percy recognized that no lasting peace could ignore the Palestinians, who lay at the
heart of the conflict. “What is critically important now,” Percy argued, “is to resolve this central
political, historical and emotional Palestinian ‘problem,’ for until it is successfully resolved—
until, I believe, the Palestinians are given a homeland of their own—there will be no peace in the
Middle East, no security for Israel, no end to the killing.”51 Percy predicted neither peace nor
security for Israel “until she withdraws from most of the lands she has occupied since the 1967
war.”52 He went so far as to suggest a foundation for an eventual Palestinian state: Gaza and the
West Bank, as 390,000 and 640,000 Palestinians lived in those respective areas.53 By acquiring
Gaza and the West Bank, the Palestinian nation would have the actual land necessary to seriously
petition the United Nations for statehood. Percy’s position was at odds with the Israeli position
that sought to prevent the creation of a Palestinian state.

Sen. George McGovern (D-SD), chair of the same Senate subcommittee, submitted his own
report on May 23.54 McGovern and Percy put forward similar plans for the Palestinians and
border disputes, although McGovern called for Palestinian self-determination rather than
possession of land, which did not preclude a Jordanian option. McGovern asked that Israel
publicly “acknowledges the right of the Palestinian people to live on the West Bank and in
Gaza.”55 The senators’ positions echoed, in essence, the Johnson administration’s principles of
territorial integrity and political independence for all people in the Middle East, principles that
had gone unfulfilled. In return for a peace treaty and recognition of statehood, Israel would be
able “to enter into a territorial settlement approximating the 1967 borders with practical
modifications.”56 Rather than criticize Israel, McGovern criticized Kissinger and his step-by-step
method. McGovern offered a useful analogy: “I believe that a ‘step-by-step’ approach to peace is
not now possible in the Middle East until the general outline of a final settlement is worked out
… it is not practical to mount a ladder until there is a definite structure against which to lean the
ladder.”57 McGovern argued to first outline a final peace settlement and then step toward a
common goal, which resembled Secretary of State Rogers’s failed plan during Nixon’s first term.
But Israel had balked at that idea because with the final arrangements predetermined,
negotiations seemed trivial.

While Percy and McGovern appeared to break with Israel’s position, Senator Inouye and
many other legislators proved willing to help advance the Israeli position vis-à-vis the
administration’s harder line. Dinitz reported to Jerusalem the details of his successful meetings
with numerous senators and representatives. His meeting with Inouye went well, and Inouye



even offered to arrange meetings between Dinitz and “senators who are not known to be big
supporters of us.” Dinitz met with William Broomfield (R-MI), the ranking member of the
House Committee on International Relations and a friend of President Ford. According to Dinitz,
Broomfield and other members “accepted my suggestion” that Sadat manipulated the recent
negotiations—to present the Egyptian side as desiring peace—to win public support in the
United States, but not an agreement.58 Senator Humphrey, known for being a strong supporter of
Israel, “said we’re completely okay, and this he also expressed to the New York Times—that the
Congress will not move even an inch from its support of Israel.” Humphrey also claimed that
Israel had strong support in the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, on which Humphrey
served, especially after Fulbright’s reelection defeat. Sen. Richard Stone, a freshman Democrat
from Florida, offered his help. He reiterated Inouye’s support and reported to Dinitz that “Inouye
told him that he will help us in the aid request of 1976.” Sen. Hugh Scott feared that liberals who
supported Israel were being adversely affected by a neo-isolationism due to the Vietnam War;
nevertheless, he told Dinitz that he “is supporting us and we should not fear. He will continue
being our friend.”59

The Ford administration recognized the success of Israel’s hasbara. Joseph Sisco,
Undersecretary of State for Political Affairs and respected adviser of Kissinger, called Dinitz on
March 26, obviously annoyed by conversations he had that day with senators and
representatives. Sisco said they all asked him the same questions: “Why were the talks
suspended and why don’t they continue?”60 These points went to the core of the Israeli hasbara
— establishing that there was no reason to suspend the talks, that Kissinger had acted hastily, and
that there was no reason for them not to continue. Sisco informed Dinitz that Kissinger would
not renew his mission until Israel put forth practical ideas for moving forward. Dinitz asked
whether he meant procedure or substance. Sisco replied substance and asked his words to be
forwarded to Israel.61

Dinitz continued to meet with senators, like John Tower (R-TX), member of the Armed
Services Committee.62 Dinitz “briefed him on our position” and “made it clear that at a certain
point the Egyptians stopped negotiating and turned to dictations, part of the assumption that they
can manipulate the difficulties of America in different arenas to pressure Israel.” Tower
responded favorably and mentioned, “I always said it and I’ll say it today, Israel cannot agree to
any arrangement which does not include tenable and defensible borders.”63

The embassy also used the legislative branch to gauge the perspective of the White House.
Rafiah cabled information he obtained from a conversation with Richard Perle, assistant to
Senator “Scoop” Jackson.64 (Perle would go on to be an influential voice in the administrations
of Ronald Reagan and George W. Bush.) Perle and nine other senators’ assistants had been
briefed at the White House by Harold Saunders, Middle East analyst in the State Department.
Although Saunders did not blame Israel for the breakdown in the talks, “he did leave the clear
impression that Israel should have accepted the Egyptian proposal. Saunders said that the
Egyptians were not unreasonable.” Moreover, Saunders pointed out that Israel’s reasons for
rejecting the Egyptian proposal seemed minor compared to the potential consequences of the
failure of peace talks. Perle reported that Saunders’s message was well received and that “people
taking part in the meeting felt that Israel was to blame.”65

Dinitz offered his overall assessment of the situation to Foreign Minister Allon in a March 28
cable, based on information from White House briefings to Congress, meetings with senators and
representatives, and meetings with members of the press.66 Ford was angry at Israel, not because



Israel pursued its own national interest, but because Israel failed to appreciate the difficult
position of the White House on both the domestic and foreign fronts. “All the American
international affairs,” wrote Dinitz, “along with huge difficulties in domestic affairs, are
destabilizing his position in the U.S. at a time when he needed more than ever success in the
Middle East.” Ford bristled at Israeli ingratitude, given all the American political and material
support. Dinitz noted the strong support of Congress but also a sense of disappointment about the
failure of peace talks. Many members of Congress voiced concerns about a long stalemate that
could lead to war and, importantly, an oil embargo. Most of the congressional criticisms,
however, blamed the administration for ending peace discussions too quickly. Dinitz believed
that the administration had started to moderate its statements both publicly and privately, not
ascribing blame to anyone, because of the influence of Congress, which pressed the
administration to reaffirm its friendship with Israel.67

Sen. J. William Fulbright with King Faisal of Saudi Arabia, taken in Riyadh, November or December 1972. (J. William Fulbright
Papers, Third Accession, 144-C, Series 19, Box 115, Folder 8. Special Collections, University of Arkansas Libraries,
Fayetteville.)



Sen. Henry M. Jackson, with staff members Dorothy Fosdick and Richard Perle, meeting with a military official, possibly Rear
Admiral James B. Linder, during a tour of the aircraft carrier U.S.S. Forrestal, possibly in Norfolk, VA, November 13, 1972.
Fosdick was a foreign policy expert and longtime adviser to Jackson; Perle would become an important neoconservative and
work with both the Ronald Reagan and George W. Bush administrations. (University of Washington Libraries, Special
Collections, UW40111.)

Photograph of Sen. J. William Fulbright taken during interview about Middle East speech, Summer 1970. (J. William Fulbright
Papers, Second Accession, 144-B, Series 86, Box 1a, Folder 1. Special Collections, University of Arkansas Libraries,
Fayetteville.)



Sen. Henry M. Jackson shaking hands with Israeli Prime Minister Golda Meir during a visit to the U.S. Embassy in Tel Aviv,
Israel, February 22, 1972. (University of Washington Libraries, Special Collections, UW27852z.)



Sen. Henry M. Jackson talking with Israeli Minister of Defense Moshe Dayan and former Chief of Staff of the Israel Defense
Forces (IDF) Haim Bar-Lev during a trip to Tel Aviv, Israel, 1972. (University of Washington Libraries, Special Collections,
UW40110.)



Photograph of Sen. James Abourezk, undated. (James G. Abourezk Papers, Archives and Special Collections, University
Libraries, University of South Dakota.)



Photograph of Amos Eiran taken during interview with author. Eiran served as Israel’s liaison to the U.S. Congress, 1966–1972,
and Director General for Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin, 1974–1976. Eiran is holding the original Senate roll call for the Jackson-
Vanik amendment, which he received as a gift from Scoop Jackson. The bottom reads: “76 yeas 9 nays / To Amos Eiran – with
great admiration and respect from his friend Henry M. Jackson.” (Author’s collection.)



Israeli Ambassador Simcha Dinitz meeting with President Gerald Ford and Secretary of State and National Security Advisor
Henry Kissinger on Ford’s first day as president, August 9, 1974. (Courtesy Gerald R. Ford Presidential Library.)



Kissinger briefing Ford on unsuccessful Middle East peace talks, March 23, 1975. (Courtesy Gerald R. Ford Presidential
Library.)



Kissinger and Ford meeting with bipartisan congressional leadership to discuss the suspension of peace talks and Ford’s declared
“reassessment” of U.S. foreign policy in the Middle East, March 24, 1975. (Courtesy Gerald R. Ford Presidential Library.)



Ford shaking hands with Max Fisher, March 27, 1975. The two met to discuss U.S.-Israel relations in light of Ford’s
reassessment. (Courtesy Gerald R. Ford Presidential Library.)

Ford and Kissinger review a map of the Sinai Peninsula with bipartisan congressional leadership during a meeting about the Sinai
II Disengagement Agreement, September 4, 1975. (Courtesy Gerald R. Ford Presidential Library.)

Dinitz noted the success of Israel’s hasbara. He intended to continue “our hasbara line” that
advanced four main ideas: an explanation of the Israeli position in the recent negotiations,
support for the continuation of the U.S. process, appreciation for Kissinger and his efforts, and a
belief that talks failed “because of Egypt’s rigid position and our hint that Egypt was trying to
manipulate the tough situation of the U.S. to dictate conditions to Israel and the U.S. instead of
negotiating. [This argument was received well by the Congress and the press.]” Thus, not only
did Israel take advantage of the political turmoil of the United States, it also blamed Egypt for
doing the very same thing. Dinitz even suggested that if Israel tried to take on President Ford and
Kissinger, “We can maybe even bring about the fall of State Secretary.” But then he questioned,
“Would it serve our interests?” Dinitz recommended not going in that direction because the next
Secretary of State might be worse for Israel.68

In addition to its hasbara, Dinitz suggested Israel do something more. “I think we need to
sincerely consider political maneuvers that will benefit us in the short and long term,” he wrote.69

Dinitz wondered “if Egypt does not give much in return, will we be able to get anything in return
from America in the field of bilateral relations as a compensation?”70 Israeli officials continued
to stress the problem of giving up something tangible, like land in the Sinai, for Arab promises to
avoid attacking Israel, especially given the lack of trust.

Dinitz regularly prepped individuals for their meetings with administration officials, like
Detroit oil magnate Max Fisher. Fisher was a longtime friend of Ford, significant contributor to



the Republican Party, and influential American Jewish Zionist. Fisher met several times with
Ford over the course of reassessment, as well as with Rabin, Allon, Peres, and Meir.71 Dinitz
reported to Allon, “I prepared Fisher for his meeting with the President. Fisher met the President
and I received the final report. Kissinger and Scowcroft were also in the meeting. It was serious
but also very friendly. The President was very serious but somber. He said a major opportunity
had been missed.”72 Fisher reported that Ford was angry because he feared the U.S. position in
the Middle East was collapsing, and Kissinger was obviously upset and rarely talked. After the
meeting, Fisher said the Secretary “looked as if the whole world had turned around against
him.”73

American documentation tells a similar story. Fisher argued, “The reassessment raises too
many fears. This weakens the hand of what you are doing in diplomacy.” But Ford defended his
position: “Henry and I have spent more time on this than on any other foreign policy issue. We
put my credibility on the line and it was a hell of a disappointment.” He went on to say that
“nothing has hit me so hard since I’ve been in this office,” and although Israel wanted to avoid a
comprehensive settlement, “We see no alternative now to Geneva.”74

Dinitz and Fisher demonstrated that, at least during the reassessment period, the State of
Israel worked in close coordination with American Jewish Zionist leadership. On April 7, Dinitz
talked with Fisher for an hour on a public phone. During their conversation, Dinitz “advised
Fisher not to speak only with Kissinger, but also have a conversation with the President…. Then
I reiterated the main points he should raise in front of the President, and to uproot the thought
that he was misled by us. Fisher promised he would.”75

The embassy worked to gather information about the ongoing reassessment. On March 30,
Dinitz sent word that, based on information from “a very reliable source,” the Pentagon was in
the process of creating a report about the balance of power in the Middle East, specifically
designed to “justify an immediate halt to all aid to Israel.”76 Dinitz noted, however, the report
was only at the working level and in no way represented a decision.77 Two days later, Turgemon
followed up with a more detailed report of the reassessment, based on his meeting with Phillip
Stoddard, deputy head of the Middle East and South Asia in the State Department. From their
conversation, Turgemon reported that those responsible for writing papers about the
reassessment, from the working level of the State Department and other branches of the
administration, were to hand in their papers by April 5. That would be followed by a period of
analyzing and summarizing the material, and then conclusions and recommendations. The
administration deliberately made a short deadline because they did not want too much time to
pass without action.78

Turgemon spent considerable time discussing the broader picture with Stoddard. The
reassessment, Stoddard claimed, had two strategic goals. First, “to show Israel that it should have
hopped on the train while it was still in the station, and not try to catch it after it left.” When
given another chance, Israel should “climb on the train at the station.” Second, to reevaluate U.S.
policy in the Middle East in general, and with each country specifically—topics such as weapons
sales to Iran and Saudi Arabia, the positions and policies of each country, as well as potential
pressures that could influence Syrian President Hafez al-Assad and Sadat, the policy of the
USSR, and what America would do if another war erupted in the Middle East. Stoddard
intimated a crucial point to Turgemon—the chief goal of U.S. policy was to prevent war because
“the U.S. government does not see much chance to solve the conflict.”79 Indeed, U.S. officials
recognized the important difference between the presence of peace and the absence of war.



While U.S. officials contemplated a new policy, Dinitz received a message that questioned
Israel’s effort to play for time. According to Ephraim Evron, deputy director general of the
Foreign Ministry, “We want to make clear that we are not negotiating to just buy time, and that
this time [italics added] our goal is to make progress.”80 The message echoed Sisco’s earlier
request to have Israel create substantive peace plans.

Kissinger rightly believed that Israel sought to use Congress to influence policy and attack
the administration. According to an unnamed source, Kissinger informed Republican and
Democratic legislators on March 31 that “the intention of Israel is to cause damage to the
Administration, and it is doing it through an effort to influence the Congress directly while
bypassing the White House and State Department, and while taking advantage of the election
year.” Kissinger felt that Israel was trying to make the United States look like a “paper tiger,”
and that the United States “needs to develop a new foreign policy, and to take a middle ground
position with all the parameters of 242.” According to the report, no one in the meeting
challenged his statements or disagreed with the need to develop a new strategy.81 Although it is
unknown who took part in the meeting, such a message reflects a growing uneasiness on the part
of some congressmembers to take on the administration over U.S. foreign policy in the Middle
East. When Tip O’Neill met with Prime Minister Rabin in early April, he reminded Rabin that
Israel “could not have a finer friend in Congress than me.” However, he cautioned Rabin: “Do
not underestimate Kissinger with the Congress. He mesmerizes the Congress when he performs
in front of them.” O’Neill recognized the challenging circumstances for Israel: “I appreciate the
power of the Jewish lobby, but the Jewish lobby never stood in front of a crisis like this one.”82

Kissinger met with influential American Jewish Zionists, and the records of their discussions
speak to the inner turmoil Kissinger felt as an American Jew and as U.S. Secretary of State. The
records also show that several American Jews resented Kissinger’s efforts to continually
highlight his Jewishness.

Kissinger vented his frustrations to four prominent Jewish intellectuals on March 30—Elie
Wiesel, Hans Morgenthau, Max Kampelman, and John Stoessinger.83 “Kissinger opened with
horrid depictions of Israeli intransigence,” according to a report written by Israeli diplomat
Mordechai Gazit, and twice complained that in twenty-four meetings Israel never once
demanded nonbelligerency. He saw Israel making a “historic disaster” because U.S. support for
Israel could not continue as it had in the past, and anti-Semitism was rising in the United States.
Kissinger claimed the existence of Israel to be in jeopardy. Wiesel, who survived Auschwitz,
was especially disturbed by Kissinger’s portrayal of the situation. He asked the Secretary if he,
as a Jew and historian, had trouble sleeping at night. Kissinger answered that he did not sleep
well. But Kissinger reminded the group, “After all, I am Jewish. As long as I am Secretary of
State there never will be another Czechoslovakia,” referring to appeasement.84

The question remained about how to move forward in light of the breakdown of talks. He
asked if American Jews would accept U.N. Resolution 242 as the basis of negotiations. “Wiesel
said that if the government of Israel will agree to it, so will American Jews. The most important
thing is Jerusalem—it must stay in the hands of Israel. Kissinger said, okay.”85

Kissinger continued to complain behind the scenes to influential American Jewish Zionists
about Israel’s hasbara. He met with Fisher and Rabbi Israel Miller, chairman of the Presidents
Conference, and again bemoaned Israel’s efforts to mislead the administration, which damaged
U.S. prestige. Miller grew irritated when Kissinger claimed that, to a certain extent, he felt happy
because as a Jewish State Secretary, the heavy responsibility to protect Israel was off his



shoulders. Miller sharply reminded Kissinger that responsibility sits on the shoulders of every
Secretary of State, and “he as a Jew should see this as an honor and not just as a burden.” Miller
then explained that, as a Jewish American leader, he felt he was “sitting on a volcano,” trying to
prevent eruptions from prominent Jews directed at President Ford and Secretary Kissinger.
Kissinger asked what he could do to help, and Miller said to “cool it.” Additionally, Kissinger
agreed to have Sisco brief the Conference of Presidents about the administration’s policy.86 Later
in April, Kissinger was reportedly bitter and angry when talking with Nahum Goldmann, founder
and president of the World Jewish Congress. Kissinger accused Israel of being shortsighted,
saying that “Israel lost a rare opportunity to have negotiations that would have led to taking
Egypt out of the war.”87 Thus, in retrospect, Kissinger’s devotion to a comprehensive peace
effort seems circumspect at best, or perhaps Kissinger changed his opinion based on his
audience.

Obviously perturbed by the administration and especially by Kissinger, leaders of the major
Jewish organizations in the United States held an informal meeting at Fisher’s flat in New York
in early April. The participants viewed the administration as increasingly hard to defend
(especially to “friends and activists” involved with Jewish organizations) because of public
statements suggesting Israel was to blame for the failure of negotiations. The participants agreed
that Kissinger needed to be talked to in a “straightforward” manner and to be “brought back
down to Earth.” Fisher appeared very firm about the need to keep a united Jewish front and not
publicly criticize Israel, but rather to voice criticisms privately to Israeli leadership. Fisher also
believed that “a responsible Israeli leadership should consider the influential position and
perspective of the American Jewish leadership.”88

Right around the same time, Kissinger held a stormy meeting with an angry Arthur Goldberg,
former Supreme Court Justice and ambassador to the United Nations who helped draft U.N.
Resolution 242.89 Goldberg fumed about a New York Times report about Kissinger’s meeting
with the “Eastern Political Establishment,” which included Cyrus Vance, George Ball,
McGeorge Bundy, and others not known for being strong supporters of Israeli policy. According
to Dinitz, based on his phone conversation with Goldberg, Kissinger began the meeting with
Goldberg by claiming “the entire purpose of his policy and as a Jew are to help Israel and to
make sure nothing bad will happen to her. Goldberg stopped him and told him, don’t tell me that
shit. Are you forgetting who you are talking to? Do you think you are talking to the press or
Jewish leadership? You are talking to someone who was in a Cabinet. Representative in the U.N.
and member of the Supreme Court, in a higher rank than you are. I am a proud Jew and I am not
interested to know what you are doing as a Jew and not doing as a Jew. I am talking to you from
American interests.”90 Kissinger, reportedly embarrassed, apologized and said he would rather
resign than have an anti-Israel policy. Goldberg scolded him again and said, “If you want to
resign, then resign. America will continue without you. I resigned from the Supreme Court and
America continued to exist. America is big enough and strong enough and does not depend on
one person.”91

Dinitz continued to coordinate with Jerusalem about using American Jewish Zionist
leadership to meet with U.S. officials. On April 7, Jerusalem asked Dinitz, “Did you activate,
maybe you have already done it, Dave Ginsberg to meet Cyrus Vance and McGeorge Bundy;
Ted Sonnenfeld to see Averell Harriman and Dean Rusk. These were the people in the group
with whom the State Secretary met. And also Dave Fortis to see McNamara?”92 Dinitz replied,
“I’m in contact with Dave Ginsberg and I’m activating him. He’s also one of the main people



giving us information about the group Kissinger is meeting.”93

Dinitz reported a long conversation between Kissinger and Leonard Garment, who briefly
served as White House counsel for Nixon during his last few months as president. Garment, like
Fisher, reported Kissinger to be “a broken person,” and that in all his years he could not recall
Kissinger in such “a difficult personal and mental state.” Kissinger referred to Rabin, Allon,
Dinitz, and members of the Israeli negotiating team as “his brothers.” (He noticeably failed to
mention Peres.) Kissinger feared that because Israel did not go along with step-by-step
diplomacy, both the United States and Israel would lose all control over negotiations. Therefore,
he believed the best thing to do was to restart the American initiative and avoid Geneva (that is, a
multinational Middle East peace conference). Kissinger told Garment, “As a Jew he has only one
goal and that is the safety and integrity of Israel. As an American State Secretary he has believed
and will believe that the safety and integrity are basic principles of American policy.” Garment
reminded Dinitz that “with all of our rightful criticism of Kissinger, one needs to remember he is
paranoid and does not control himself. But he is also, above all, the best friend Israel has ever
had in the administration.”94

When Kissinger met with Dinitz on April 7, he asked to speak privately for twenty minutes
before the meeting began. Obviously angry, Kissinger referenced the Israeli hasbara and
threatened to turn the tables and “release a white paper about the Israeli policy and its behavior.”
But Dinitz shot back that the reason for the entire blowup was Kissinger—he could have acted
differently when negotiations were suspended but, instead, chose to confront Israel. Kissinger
admitted that he overreacted, but it reflected the deep pain he felt. And since that time, he had
been portrayed by the Jewish and Israeli media as an enemy of Israel. He reminded Dinitz, “I
treated you with more trust than most of my colleagues at work. I showed you messages,
telegrams, and wires from the Soviet Union and Egypt.” He told Dinitz that he had offered his
resignation to Ford, but that Ford refused to accept it. “I will not agree being Secretary of State,”
said Kissinger, “when I see how things are going and what Israel is bringing on herself.”
According to Dinitz, Kissinger “said in a crying voice, I was a Jew before I was an American and
now you are making me the scapegoat!” Kissinger informed Dinitz that “of all the countries in
the world, Israel is to him most important and added, I am part of the Jewish nation and have no
closer people than the leaders of Israel and their ambassador here.”95 In doing so, Kissinger
revealed that he was clearly too close to the situation to effectively serve as a U.S. Secretary of
State.

Dinitz continued to prepare American Jewish Zionists for meetings with the administration,
such as Garment and Fisher for their meeting with Kissinger, and Fisher for another meeting
with Ford. Dinitz also reported that the two had met with White House Chief of Staff Donald
Rumsfeld and told him to have the president make a public statement indicating that the
reassessment was not directed against Israel. The two also reported talking with Senator Javits,
and Javits also agreed to talk with Ford about releasing a public statement to that effect.96

According to an assistant of Javits who asked not to be quoted, although the senator supported
Kissinger, he was “very annoyed by the Secretary blaming Israel, that he is creating such a big
kerfuffle, and that he is behaving like a small child who is unhappy because people are not
responding to his wishes.”97 Dinitz again contacted Fisher on April 23 to ask him to press Ford
about the frozen shipments of aid. Although Fisher related that he could not call on the president
specifically about that matter, he would find a way to reach him. Dinitz and Fisher agreed to
coordinate and plan for the meeting when Fisher returned to Washington the following week.98



The Israeli hasbara clearly managed to get the Israeli message out for U.S. public
consumption. Dinitz reported being in a “maximum hasbara effort and there are already practical
results.” Perhaps chief among them was rattling Kissinger, who complained about Israel’s
sending lecturers all over the United States, mostly former generals and all hardliners. Kissinger
reportedly called Dinitz “a determined hardliner and he is doing hasbara campaign in Congress,
the press, and amongst the American Jews.”99 Dinitz met for an hour and a half with James
Reston of the New York Times, who told Dinitz that Israel’s arguments were being well received
in public opinion, namely, that the responsibility for sour relations with Israel lay at the doorstep
of the administration, and it was up to the administration to make it right. Reston “said the
friendship for Israel in the U.S. is very deep and extensive.”100 The embassy also reported that
NBC had sent out a questionnaire about the U.S.-Israel relationship, and the results were to be
published on radio and television before President Ford’s speech that night. It seemed to the
embassy that NBC was “considering the opportunity of making a television program about the
hasbara attack in the U.S.—How many lectures were sent, etc. We will inform when we know
more.”101

Israeli officials continued to meet with senators and representatives in order to generate more
support for Israel. Senator Bumpers, who defeated Fulbright in the Democratic primary in
Arkansas, emphasized his support for Israel in a meeting with Abba Eban, longtime Israeli
politician and diplomat.102 So did Sen. Robert Griffin (R-MI), friend of President Ford and Max
Fisher, and member of the Foreign Relations Committee. Griffin reminded Eban “that the
tendency of the Congress is to work independently in the issue of foreign affairs,” which
complicated the situation for Kissinger.103 When Eban met with Sen. Stuart Symington (D-MO),
Symington said that even though he was fond of Kissinger, the Secretary should not have reacted
the way he did.104

The meeting with Symington revealed the two-way street of interest between Israel and
legislators. Eban raised the question about a delay on deliveries of the F-15 Eagle fighter jets,
made by McDonnell Douglas in Symington’s home state of Missouri. Although Ford called for a
freeze on arms sales and shipments, the order had been placed before reassessment, with delivery
to happen at some point in the future. According to the report, “Symington called immediately
one of the bosses at McDonnell who told the senator the following—Israel is supposed to get 25
planes [and possibly 50] at the rate of 2 to 3 a month beginning in mid-1976.” However, the
official at McDonnell confirmed that there were delays. “Symington responded with anger” and
said that if they did not deal with the delay immediately Israel would not get the planes for many
years. After that, Symington wanted to speak with Sisco about the same issue but could not reach
him, and then promised to report to Eban about his talk with Sisco. At that point, “the senator
started to talk about the great virtues of the planes.”105

Dinitz recognized that Israel had to walk a fine line, careful to not be seen as attacking the
president. Tip O’Neill told Dinitz that he had “the impression that Israel and the Jewish lobby
want to have a direct fight with the President and Secretary within the Congress and using the
Congress.” According to Dinitz, “O’Neill advised us not to do this terrible mistake.”106 O’Neill
recognized that Congress and the president were divided by Vietnam and that when the 1976
election came around, O’Neill, a Democrat, would fight against any Republican. But until then,
O’Neill warned against taking on the president. Dinitz disingenuously assured him that Israel had
no intention of taking on Ford or Kissinger inside or outside of Congress.107

Kissinger continued to voice his frustrations about the Israeli hasbara. In a secret meeting



with Foreign Minister Allon and other Israeli and U.S. officials, Kissinger told the meeting that
when any country disagrees with U.S. policy, it should handle the issue through diplomatic
channels and not launch a public relations campaign. If Israel continued to try to undermine the
Ford administration, Kissinger again threatened to release a fact sheet about Sinai II discussions
and U.S.-Israel relations.108 However, just over a week later, Lawrence Eagleburger, executive
secretary to the Secretary of State and future Secretary of State for George H. W. Bush, told an
Israeli official to ignore Kissinger’s threats about a white paper.109

Dinitz reported back to Jerusalem a humorous story about how easily Israel could influence a
senator’s stated position. Senator Stone called Dinitz on April 22 and told the ambassador that he
and six other new senators planned to meet with Kissinger at the State Department. Stone asked
if he should bring up any certain topics with Kissinger, and Dinitz responded that he should ask
about delays pertaining to shipments of the F-15 fighter jets, along with other topics. After the
meeting, Stone told Dinitz he had made a slight error. Dinitz wanted Stone to ask Kissinger
about the visit of an Air Force delegation to talk about the F-15s; Stone mistakenly asked
Kissinger about training Israeli pilots to fly F-15s. Kissinger, naturally, had no idea what Stone
was talking about. However, he did indicate, like Symington, that there were production delays
of the F-15s and that Israel would not start receiving them until the following year. Nevertheless,
Stone managed to invent a topic for discussion with the Secretary of State, based on his
misunderstanding of instructions from the Israeli ambassador. Ironically, given the misstep,
Dinitz reported that “Stone told me that he does not believe a word of the Secretary.”110

The Israeli embassy continued to quietly collect information about the Ford administration.
Dinitz relayed reports that Ford did not intend to run for president in 1976, and he, therefore, felt
free from domestic pressures in order to pursue the national interest in foreign policy. According
to Dinitz, rumors had swirled for some time that Ford would not run in 1976, primarily because
of the poor U.S. economy and health concerns about his wife, Betty. Dinitz rightly pointed out
that a decision had not been made and noted that Ford was starting to think independently (that
is, independently of Kissinger) on matters relating to foreign relations.111

Dinitz sent another periodic assessment to Foreign Minister Allon on April 28. He noted that
both Houses of Congress maintained their traditional support. Additionally, “liberals and
isolationists” had started to articulate the differences between East Asia and the Middle East,
even as Saigon fell. But he feared Congress would not support a large aid request for Israel.
According to Dinitz, “This development is not due to the suspension of talks, but rather a result
of the financial crisis and by the fact that the Congress is more meticulous and critical of
expenses, and foreign aid in particular.” Dinitz also reported that even pro-Israel congressional
members voiced their concerns about stalemate and the suspension of talks because the region
could erupt into war and further erode the U.S. position. Dinitz reminded Allon that even with
strong support from Congress, the president determines and implements foreign policy.
However, he added that “Congress has helped in the past and could help in the future.”112

Even more than misunderstandings and sour relations, Dinitz feared the formulation of a new
U.S. policy less favorable to Israel. He no doubt expected foreign aid to resume, especially with
strong support for Israel in Congress. But if the administration created a new policy, one not
based on step-by-step diplomacy or a deliberate avoidance of the core issues at the heart of the
peace process, then Israel would inevitably be in a disadvantageous position. He noted that even
with influence in the American “public sphere” specifically related to its hasbara, Israel needed
to assert itself into the “political sphere.” In particular, Israel needed to decide if it wished to



renew the U.S. initiative and enter into a separate agreement with Egypt or go to Geneva and try
to negotiate a general agreement that included all participants in the conflict. Dinitz mentioned
that he favored an interim agreement, but that with each passing day that step seemed less likely,
and a general agreement more likely. Therefore, Israel needed to develop a dialogue about an
agreement with Egypt and push the administration to offer tangible benefits in return for an
Israeli withdrawal and political declarations from Egypt.113

Increasingly, however, Dinitz worried that a Middle East settlement seemed to be moving
toward the 1967 borders with an independent Palestinian state. Dinitz reminded Allon that
Kissinger had told Israel a few times that such a scenario would be the beginning of the end for
Israel. And without greater Israeli assertiveness in the political sphere, “such a maneuver will
receive not only an international consensus but will also receive wide support in the U.S. [I dare
to say there will be a few Jews, and even important ones, that will agree to such a formula.]”114

Therefore, Dinitz recommended that Israel abandon its policy of intentionally buying time
and communicate “concrete” suggestions to the administration. According to Dinitz, “I do feel
that the end of buying time is getting near and what we wanted to do by delays is no longer
preventable, and what we succeeded in delaying by shutting up may evolve into a policy.”
Basically, Dinitz feared that a new strategy—and ultimately, policy—would be created with or
without Israeli participation. He finished his lengthy assessment with a reminder: “One thing that
we cannot do anymore is that we cannot avoid discussing the core issues. We cannot believe by
not talking to the Americans we can avoid the development of a process. The policy and the
process will be created with us or without us. I believe it will be better with us.”115

The Spirit of the 76

Dinitz sent word to Jerusalem about his new plan to use Congress to influence U.S. policy.
“After a long conversation I had with Congress members and consultation I had with Morris
Amitay [executive director of AIPAC], and Rafiah, I have raised the thought about trying to
organize a letter from the senators to the President. Evaluation of experts and from first
approaches to senators’ assistants, it is believed that it is possible reach approximately 70
signatures on the letter.” Dinitz even included a first draft. He mentioned the obvious advantages
of such a letter. But in all likelihood it would be seen as a direct attack on the administration,
“even with the careful phrasing of the letter and the gentle tone.” Therefore, Dinitz
recommended that “the Embassy of Israel and the government of Israel will not be related to this
letter in anyway whatsoever,” meaning that Israeli manipulation of U.S. politics needed to be
kept from public knowledge.116 The letter gradually evolved into one of the strongest
congressional challenges to U.S. foreign policy in the Middle East up to that time, as well as
efforts to negotiate peace in the region.

A few days before, while attending a bar mitzvah at Dinitz’s house on April 26, Kissinger
had warned against personalizing the conflict and attacking himself or the president. Kissinger
mentioned that he and his assistants did not agree with the Israeli position that Egypt had been
rigid in negotiations, and he suggested that Israeli officials like Dinitz should consider why good
friends of Israel, like Ford, Vice President Nelson Rockefeller, Kissinger, Nancy Kissinger,
General Scowcroft, and Eagleburger, changed their positions to negative after the March
discussions. The Secretary pointed out that Rabin was mistaken if he thought he could repeat



“the 1971 tricks”—when Rabin was ambassador to the United States—and Israel managed to
abort the plans of Jarring, Rogers, and Sisco. Kissinger admitted that in 1971 he helped Israel
thwart those plans and initiatives. “But today the situation is different,” reported Evron.
“Kissinger is now the Secretary of State and consultant to the President, and things have changed
in the international arena.” Kissinger also warned that Dinitz mistook Israeli influence in
Congress. “There are quite a few powerful congressmen and senators who like to say positive
things to the Ambassador,” Kissinger said, but in discussions with the State Secretary they said
other things.117

Robert Oakley revealed to Turgemon that the administration felt handcuffed by the fallout
from the Vietnam War, anti-administration domestic politics, and congressional involvement in
foreign affairs influenced by pro-Israel lobbying. Nevertheless, the administration needed
movement toward peace. He told Turgemon that “for the past 18 months Israel had consistently
asked for military and economic aid and no pressure from the U.S. so that Israel could enter into
peace negotiations. Then Oakley said, look where it has gotten us.” Oakley claimed that the
administration found it difficult to consider new initiatives in the Middle East “due to the
domestic embarrassment of the Watergate affair and the tragedy of Vietnam.” Moreover,
relations with Congress worsened every day, and Oakley lamented the absence of leadership
within Congress. The midterm elections in 1974, shortly after Nixon resigned from the
presidency, brought many new senators and representatives to Washington, which also resulted
in the old leadership’s losing its strength and position. Due to that turnover, the administration
found it hard to “communicate with the Congress and to influence it.”118

Israel continued to monitor the public mood and note the importance of domestic factors for
U.S. foreign policy. A report written by Joseph Ben-Aharon to Prime Minister Rabin on May 18
explained that the situation in the Middle East had been “swallowed” by the fall of Saigon and
the end of the Vietnam War.119 In trying to better his image, Ford requested aid to assist refugees,
but Congress denied the budget request. Given economic troubles and increasing unemployment,
Congress felt that the average citizen would not support aid to refugees of an unpopular war
during an economic crisis.120

The report, which analyzed U.S. public opinion toward Israel, mentioned that the fall of
Saigon actually allowed the administration to focus its efforts on other foreign-policy issues.
However, according to Ben-Aharon, “Israel needs to convince the American public that it will
fight its own wars and all it needs is military support. The normal citizen in America will accept
American aid to Israel as long as he feels Israel is the underdog against Arab oil and the
Russians, but nevertheless tries to reach peace.”121 Moreover, there appeared to be “no change in
the infrastructure of support for Israel in the non-Jewish American public.” The report claimed
that two famous (and, unfortunately, unnamed) professors at Harvard “who are calling for more
‘balanced’ policy in the Middle East have regrettably admitted to me that public support is
almost naught.”122 The report also warned about a “rise in Arab and pro-Arab activity, especially
on campuses,” and that Arab propaganda had become more “sophisticated.” The economic
recession had forced some private universities to search for financial support, which attracted oil
money from Arab states that asked in return to teach more “about the Arab and Muslim world.”
Therefore, the report spoke to the “need to strengthen the Jewish and pro-Israel elements on
campuses, and the need for general renovation of the Hillel system in the campuses.”123

Rumors started to circulate about wavering congressional support for Israel. In the opinion of
Samuel H. Goldberg, deputy assistant secretary for Congressional Relations in the State



Department, the Vietnam War and Watergate affair had created a “certain tiredness in Congress,”
which contributed to growing support for a more balanced policy in the Middle East in which the
United States would not tilt toward either Israel or the Arabs. In his estimation, support for a
balanced policy had risen after the 1973 war from 2 percent to 10 percent; obviously, though,
support for Israel remained high. In addition to Vietnam and Watergate, Goldberg also noted that
the intense pressure on senators and representatives to advance a pro-Israel agenda had started to
create some disillusionment. According to Goldberg, “One of the problems is many Congress
members have this complication of feeling like captives caged by the Jewish lobby.”
Specifically, Goldberg said that “Senator Percy is generally a friend of Israel and Goldberg
considers his recent statements as part of his attempt to get out of the captivity of the Jewish
lobby.”124

But Dinitz continued to report strong congressional support for Israel. According to Sen. Sam
Nunn (D-GA) and Rep. Elliot Levitas (D-GA), the backing of Israel after the fall of Vietnam
appeared to be more “concrete and assured.” The congressmen saw no similarity between Israel
and Vietnam, and Levitas claimed that if “Israel was not included in the recent foreign aid bill,
only 60 of 435 would have voted for it.” Indeed, many legislators would not approve a foreign-
aid bill that did not provide adequate aid to Israel. While the situation in East Asia had convinced
some senators and representatives to reduce foreign aid, many had determined “to enlarge the
defense budget to signal to the international community that the U.S. is not disarming itself.”125

Sen. Richard Schweiker (R-PA) claimed that there was “no decline in U.S. support in Congress
for Israel” and that Senator Percy was “a lone case.” Schweiker admitted that the poor economic
situation in the United States influenced “congressional members’ attitudes to foreign aid, but
that aid to Israel will continue.”126

The letter proposed by Dinitz in late April finally came into play. On May 8, Kissinger
informed Ford that two senators, Javits and Scoop Jackson, “are circulating a letter on the Hill
supporting secure defensible borders” for Israel and insisting “the U.S. must give military
support regardless of what Israel does because it is a bastion of democracy.”127 The letter evolved
into an attack on the Ford administration’s foreign policy and gained broad senatorial support.
On May 19, Rafiah sent word that fifty-six senators had agreed to sign the letter, and the
following day he reported that the number had jumped to seventy-two.128 On May 21, Rafiah
communicated that seventy-five senators had agreed to sign the letter and that a press conference
would be scheduled the next day at 11:00 a.m.129

Ford recalls in his memoirs, “On May 21, I received a letter signed by seventy-six Senators
urging me to ‘be responsive’ to Israel’s request for $2.59 billion in military and economic aid.
Although I said publicly that I welcomed the letter as an expression of Senate sentiment, in truth
it really bugged me. The Senators claimed the letter was ‘spontaneous,’ but there was no doubt in
my mind that it was inspired by Israel.”130 Ford’s suspicion is confirmed by Israeli Prime
Minister Yitzhak Rabin, who cites the letter as being the result “of our public campaign in the
United States.”131 Israeli documents show that Dinitz led the effort.

The letter did not directly attack the administration, but indirectly the letter threatened the
president’s foreign-aid request and signaled the end of Ford’s reassessment. The letter referenced
the Vietnam War and how the United States needed reliable allies like Israel, as well as
congressional participation in foreign policy. According to the letter, peace in the Middle East
required Ford to request enough foreign aid “that Israel obtain a level of military and economic
support adequate to deter a renewal of war by Israel’s neighbors. Withholding military



equipment from Israel would be dangerous, discouraging accommodation by Israel’s neighbors
and encouraging a resort to force.” The letter included a thinly veiled threat for President Ford:
“Within the next several weeks, the Congress expects to receive your foreign aid requests for
fiscal year 1976. We trust that your recommendations will be responsive to Israel’s urgent
military and economic needs.” In other words, unless Ford’s foreign-aid request included Israel
at a level acceptable to Congress, it would not clear the Senate. Regarding reassessment, “We
urge you to make it clear, as we do, that the United States acting in its own national interests
stands firmly with Israel in the search for peace in future negotiations, and that this premise is the
basis of the current reassessment of U.S. policy in the Middle East.”132 With more than three-
quarters of the upper chamber of Congress calling for the renewal of aid shipments to Israel,
while also advancing the Israeli hasbara position regarding the suspension of negotiations,
Ford’s reassessment, for all practical purposes, was over. The administration would have to find
a way to forge an agreement without the threat of withholding weapons from Israel.

Israeli officials regarded the letter as a tremendous achievement. According to Dinitz, the
letter reaffirmed the importance of military and economic aid for Israel at a crucial time. Ten
freshmen senators signed the letter, which demonstrated that the new class of senators would
support Israel. The letter made headline news in major newspapers during the midst of
reassessment. Dinitz recognized that the letter signaled to the world that U.S. support for Israel
had not lessened.133 Allon wrote back, “Dinitz, I would like to convey my appreciation to you
and the friends from the Embassy, and especially Morris Amitay and his assistants for the
impressive and encouraging accomplishment…. This statement of support for Israel, which itself
is important, has a special meaning considering the recent political developments.”134

Understandably, the Ford administration seethed at the challenge to presidential foreign
policymaking. According to Sidney Sober, deputy assistant Secretary of State for Near East and
South Asian Affairs, U.S. officials viewed the letter as an attack on the administration, and Israel
needed to be aware of that. “He [Ford] personally does not see it as completely negative,”
reported Turgemon, “but many people in the Administration are quite upset.” Sober also warned
to not mess with Kissinger or criticize him in public because he was the most powerful person.
Turgemon said Israel would not do that, and it appreciated “all the good efforts he has done in
the past.” Turgemon told Sober that the letter was not an attack on the administration, but
importantly, the letter disproved the writings of “certain reporters that said there was a change in
the U.S.-Israel relationship.”135

Not all senators supported the Israeli maneuver, even those who signed the letter. After
signing, some senators “told journalists privately that they had been pressured to vote against
their own best judgment, and expressed admiration for the few senators who resisted.”136 In his
memoirs, Sen. James Abourezk recalls how pro-Israel lobbyists manipulated the political climate
by stressing the upcoming presidential election for two Democratic hopefuls—George
McGovern and Ted Kennedy. According to Abourezk, “Lobby operatives took the letter to
Senator George McGovern’s staff, telling them that Senator Ted Kennedy had already signed it,
and that McGovern shouldn’t be the only prospective presidential candidate left off the list. Then
producing McGovern’s signature, they confronted Kennedy’s staff with the same ultimatum.”137

Abourezk also mentions that one unnamed senator signed the letter against his better judgment
but did so because he received several phone calls from American Jews who had actively worked
in his campaign and who wanted him to sign the letter.138 Abourezk was one of the most vocal
critics of U.S. foreign policy in the Middle East, which likely skewed his outlook; however,



Galen Jackson, in his article about domestic politics and Sinai II, similarly explains that many
senators wavered back and forth about signing the letter.139 Despite reservations, though, more
than three-quarters of the Senate added their signatures.

After signing, McGovern inadvertently articulated the confusing nature of the letter. He said,
“It would be folly for Israel to assume that American support means approval of the existing
boundaries in the Middle East. The present boundaries are not defensible; they are a virtual
assurance of continued conflict…. In return for … recognition, Israel must agree to return the
occupied territories and must accept Palestinian self-determination, including the right to a
political entity of their own.”140 Yet the letter did precisely what McGovern had hoped to avoid.
By its attacking the White House’s reassessment and essentially guaranteeing Israeli military aid
shipments, Ford and Kissinger lost the only leverage they had in negotiations—weapons.

Shortly after the letter, a New York Times article by Terence Smith sent the Israeli embassy
into a frenzy. The article claimed that the senatorial letter, which Israeli officials happily referred
to as “the spirit of the 76,” convinced the Rabin administration that it could continue to ignore
the repeated requests by the Ford administration to come up with new ideas and move forward
with the peace process.141 The day that the article appeared, Rafiah sent word that “Israel needs
to immediately deny the Terry Smith article.” According to Rafiah, the letter had been “sold” to
the senators by claiming that it would allow Israel to enter into negotiations. The assistants of
Jackson, Javits, Clifford Case (R-NJ), and Birch Bayh (D-IN) all informed Rafiah that Israel
needed to deny the article. Richard Perle, Jackson’s assistant, “said that although he agrees Israel
should not come with new suggestions, publicizing the theme in the manner it was done in the
New York Times will be very damaging.”142

Dinitz also recognized the need for restraint. He informed the Foreign Ministry that the
embassy in Washington would not publish “an explosive paper” that was “a clear attack on Sadat
prior to his meeting with Ford” in Salzburg, Austria, set to happen in early June. The paper
suggested even more military support from the United States, but since “the Embassy had been
trying to downplay that point,” Dinitz said he would not publish the letter.143 In all likelihood,
Dinitz realized that enough had been accomplished through Israel’s hasbara campaign and the
Senate letter, and attempting to undermine Sadat’s position would have perhaps alienated even
more senators and representatives in the aftermath of the Terence Smith article. Israel still
needed to work with Sadat—as well as the U.S. government—in order to advance Israeli
interests.

Conclusion

Israel proved remarkably able to influence domestic political opinion in the United States.
Through meetings with U.S. government officials and members of the press and coordination
with American Jewish Zionists, Israeli officials managed to keep abreast of developments in the
public and political spheres in order to undertake measures to better the Israeli position. The
Israeli hasbara resulted in a forceful senatorial letter that ended Ford’s pressure on Israel.

The first meeting between Ford and Sadat took place that June in Salzburg, a springboard to
the next round of negotiations for a Sinai II agreement. Israel and Egypt would agree to Sinai II
in early September, which is discussed in the next chapter. The key to the entire agreement—the
crucial element that was absent in March 1975—was a set of executive agreements concluded by



the Ford administration with Israel. The administration promised to Israel billions of dollars in
military and economic aid, ended the freeze on new arms shipments, vowed to not recognize the
PLO until it accepted U.N. Resolution 242, and agreed to carefully coordinate strategy for any
potential Geneva conference—all for a disengagement agreement unconnected to any future
peace plan.144 The U.S.-Israel agreements established a much higher baseline of U.S. material
support for Israel for decades to come. Quite certainly, the Israeli embassy, Israel lobby, and
U.S. Congress played crucial roles in this development.

Salim Yaqub, Steven Spiegel, and Galen Jackson all downplay the importance of the Senate
letter. The letter may not have changed the minds of Kissinger and Ford about whether or not to
pursue a comprehensive peace in the spring of 1975. But without the threat of a potential Geneva
conference or the withholding of military aid, Israel extracted very significant concessions from
the United States for another disengagement agreement. The Senate letter forced the
administration to stop pressuring Israel and instead resort to enticing Israel with enormous aid
packages and political pledges. Egypt could not give Israel what it really wanted—weapons and
powerful political support in the international arena. That, along with removing Egypt from the
larger Arab war with Israel, was what Sinai II was all about for Israel. It is difficult to imagine
that the U.S. government would have sacrificed so much political and economic leverage over
Israel if not for Israel’s hasbara campaign and the activities of the Israeli embassy. If the Senate
letter did not matter, or if Congress did not influence presidential policymaking in significant
ways, one has to wonder why the State of Israel worked so hard and went to such lengths to
influence policy through Congress, especially with the “Spirit of the 76.”

Kissinger’s memoirs, unfortunately, are silent about his meetings with American Jewish
Zionist leadership and Israeli officials during reassessment.145 That casts serious doubt on the
accuracy of Kissinger’s recollections in his memoirs and also points to the importance of non-
U.S. documentation.

When thinking about the influence of domestic politics on the Sinai II agreement, consider a
counterfactual possibility: What would have happened if seventy-six senators had signed a letter
demanding no military aid for Israel until it agreed to sincere, substantive peace discussions?



5

The Sinai II Agreements of 1975

A New Relationship

The 1975 Sinai II disengagement agreement, which redrew the military map in the Sinai
Peninsula and transferred the Abu Rudeis and Ras Sudr oil fields from Israel to Egypt, was more
than just a bilateral agreement between Israel and Egypt.1 In addition to being a crucial stepping-
stone to Camp David a few years later, the Sinai II agreement consisted of a U.S. pledge to man
an early warning station in the Sinai Peninsula and a series of secret executive agreements that
the Ford administration negotiated with both Israel and Egypt. The secret agreements with Israel
included multiyear, multibillion-dollar military sales and a vow to not advance any future peace
proposals without Israeli approval. Previously, U.S. presidents had tried to pressure Israel by
either denying weapons sales or threatening to withhold them. But after the May 1975 Senate
letter, the administration had to use weapons sales as inducements for peace, rather than restrict
weapons to moderate Israel’s bargaining position. The agreements clearly favored Israel, spelled
doom for the peace process, and signaled the solidification of a new relationship between the
United States and Israel.

Most historians are probably unaware of the congressional response to Sinai II because the
topic has not been given much attention. Former White House Middle East expert Harold
Saunders addressed congressional influences on U.S. foreign policy in the Middle East from
1973 to 1984, including a brief section on Sinai II.2 A few authors have dedicated at least a
chapter within a larger work to Sinai II, but little emphasis is placed on the executive
agreements.3 Surveys of U.S.–Middle East relations, such as Michael Oren’s Power, Faith, and
Fantasy, overlook the importance of Sinai II.4

The lack of historical attention may derive from a scarcity of scholarship about the expanded
use of executive agreements in foreign policy.5 The new commitments to Israel came during a
period of intense congressional efforts to reassert Congress’s authority in both war-making and
treaty-making, a push-back against the so-called Imperial Presidency. Scholarship about the
Imperial Presidency first emerged in response to the Vietnam War and roughly thirty years later
in response to a controversial war in Iraq, with the lion’s share of attention devoted to the topic
of war-making.6

Yet making an international commitment constitutes one of the most important elements of
foreign policy in which Congress (and in the case of treaties, the Senate), according to the
Constitution, should participate. While the conflicts in Vietnam and Iraq involved questionable
war-making procedures by presidents, they also involved substantial American commitments to
South Vietnam and post–Saddam Hussein Iraq, too.

For the first few decades of the Cold War, Congress had taken issue with the prolific use of



executive agreements made by the White House that bypassed senatorial consultation and
consent.7 In fact, the U.S.-Israel agreements came just after Congress had considered legislation
to create a possible legislative veto of any executive agreement within the first sixty days—the
Executive Agreements Review Act of 1975. The Ford administration concluded the agreements
in secret, out of view of Congress and the American public. In the aftermath of Vietnam, the
move reminded Congress of the potential dangers of unchecked executive power.

But when issues involve Israel, Congress cares less about the extent of presidential power
and more about the direction of U.S. policy. Congress has demonstrated a general inclination to
go along with presidential policies that favor Israel, and ultimately, legislators acceded to the
administration’s secret agreements. Before doing so, though, numerous legislators argued that
Ford needed to seek the advice and consent of the Senate for such wide-ranging commitments to
Israel, which resembled a treaty, and many voiced serious reservations about such massive
commitments without any congressional debate about, or approval of, the agreements. Some
questioned the implications of the agreements, which pointed to a new type of relationship
between the two countries. An amendment to a resolution that authorized the use of U.S.
technicians in the Sinai formally stipulated that Congress did not approve of the executive
agreements. But technically, the administration did not need congressional approval, and
Congress essentially gave its tacit approval when it appropriated funds in 1976.

While the Senate letter of May 1975 forced the administration to buy the Sinai II agreement,
Kissinger’s negotiation of Sinai II put legislators in an uncomfortable position. If Congress did
not approve of a resolution to sanction the use of U.S. technicians in an early-warning station in
the Sinai Peninsula, then the Sinai II agreement between Israel and Egypt would not be
implemented. But by passing the resolution, Congress, in effect, authorized the secret executive
agreements made by Kissinger, which included a substantive change in the U.S.-Israel
relationship. Beyond a moral commitment to Israel’s survival or a strategic alliance, with Sinai
II, the United States committed itself to meeting Israel’s future economic and military needs, and
also to Israel’s continued occupation of lands taken in 1967. The executive agreements marked
an enormous shift in U.S. policy, and the U.S. government arrived there, not by intent, but out of
desperation, in an effort to preserve its position in the Middle East and prevent another war in the
region, after several years of conflict between the executive and legislative branches regarding
U.S.-Israel relations.

Executive Agreements and the Congressional Response

While not flashy or exciting, executive agreements are instrumental tools of presidential foreign
policymaking. Sinai II included executive agreements that formally transformed the U.S.-Israel
relationship and, therefore, requires a brief discussion about congressional efforts to restrict the
use of such agreements prior to September 1975.

An executive agreement is “considered interchangeable with treaties in the legal sense, both
domestically and internationally,” but does not require the consent of the Senate.8 Executive
agreements have been used for about two centuries, but only sparingly until the Cold War. They
allowed for a flexible yet credible response to communist activity overseas, and in a timely and
legitimate manner. In 1935, the U.S. government entered into 25 treaties and 10 executive
agreements, but in 1946 the ratio was 19 treaties to 139 executive agreements. During the five



years from 1969 through 1973, the U.S. government agreed to a total of 80 treaties and 1,087
executive agreements.9 Most executive agreements have been minor, unimportant items, and
considering the sheer number each year, congressional oversight of each agreement was simply
impossible. But at times, from the perspective of legislators, executive agreements resembled
treaties and should have been submitted to the Senate as such.

Bypassing congressional participation naturally produced backlash on Capitol Hill. The first
major congressional action was the failed Bricker Amendment of the 1950s, which aimed to
limit the president’s ability to enter into international commitments without congressional
approval of executive agreements.10 In the years leading up to the Executive Agreements Review
Act of 1975, Congress passed a series of resolutions that either directly or indirectly affected
executive agreements. The most significant, the Case-Zablocki Act of 1972, required the
president to report all such agreements within sixty days of their commencement. The Nixon
White House offered little resistance because the legislation did nothing to constrain the
president’s ability to enter into executive agreements; instead, the act simply required a sharing
of information between the executive and legislative branches.

Sen. Sam Ervin Jr. (D-NC) went further than Case. He sponsored a bill in April 1972 that
included a possible legislative veto of an executive agreement within sixty days by concurrent
resolution of both Houses of Congress. As Arthur Schlesinger Jr. points out, Congress believed
“it could best restrain the Presidency by enacting specific legislation in the conspicuous fields of
presidential abuse.”11 Ervin had served as chair of the Senate Watergate Committee and took on
Nixon over the issue of executive privilege on several occasions; the bill about executive
agreements was part of Ervin’s ongoing attempt to create a better balance of power between the
two branches.12 But since the Ervin bill sought to regulate all executive agreements, it failed to
attract support, and no action was taken in the 92nd Congress. Ervin reintroduced his bill in July
1974, just months before he retired from the Senate. A slightly amended measure passed the
Senate on November 21, 1974, but ultimately died in the House Rules Committee.13

The Ervin bill inspired several other pieces of legislation that would ultimately comprise the
Executive Agreements Review Act of 1975. During March 1975, Congress considered six
separate bills about executive agreements, two in the Senate and four in the House.14 Thomas
Morgan (D-PA), chair of the International Relations Committee, introduced a bill much like the
Ervin bill that proposed a legislative veto of an executive agreement during the first sixty days.
Different from the Ervin bill, however, was that “the measure is limited to those agreements
which involve significant national commitments abroad.”15 Clement Zablocki (D-WI), cosponsor
of the Case Act, joined with Morgan in proposing the legislation, as did twenty-six other
representatives. “Much in the spirit of the War Powers Act,” remarked Zablocki on the House
floor, “the enactment of this bill would allow Congress to reassert its Constitutionally-mandated
powers by requiring the Executive Branch to submit to Congress for review each executive
agreement concerning a national commitment.”16

The Senate Subcommittee on Separation of Powers, part of the Judiciary Committee,
considered the two senatorial bills about executive agreements during the course of four
scheduled hearings (May 13, 14, and 15, and July 25, 1975). The subcommittee was chaired by
Sen. James Abourezk (D-SD). In his opening statement, Abourezk defended both the
constitutionality of the proposed legislation as well as the broader congressional desire to play a
more direct role in American foreign policy, especially in light of executive abuses of power.17

Particularly irritating to Abourezk was a recent revelation of undisclosed executive agreements



made by President Nixon with South Vietnam President Nguyen Van Thieu. The New York
Times published a 1973 correspondence between the two leaders on May 1, 1975, just two weeks
before the hearings. Nixon had pledged that if North Vietnam violated the Paris cease-fire
accords, the United States would “take swift and severe retaliatory action” and would “respond
with full force.”18 The secret agreement made by Nixon was technically an executive agreement,
which brought into sharp focus (at least for Abourezk and the subcommittee) the need for
stronger congressional control of executive agreements.

But the hearings revealed little legal support for the pending legislation. Supreme Court
Justice Antonin Scalia, who at the time served as assistant Attorney General, voiced his
opposition. Although he did notice substantive differences between the pending legislation and
the 1972 Ervin bill, which had not been endorsed by the Senate, Scalia still deemed the
legislation to be constitutionally defective.19 He did, however, open the door to a different
congressional approach. He recommended that Congress not try to regulate all executive
agreements but instead offer challenges on a case-by-case basis. A specific situation may present
itself in which Congress disagrees with the president, and the nature of the agreement invites
congressional participation. In that case, congressional oversight may be both constitutional and
prudent. Scalia also pointed out that a joint resolution would be a more appropriate tool to
challenge an executive agreement, rather than a concurrent resolution or single-chamber
resolution, because the president can veto the legislation. Therefore, if Congress could override
the president’s veto, then the process would still be constitutional.20 Nevertheless, the hearings
failed to produce support for the proposed legislation.

Sinai II—A Purchased Agreement

Congress’s increasing antipathy toward executive agreements suggested an imminent showdown
between the two branches over the Ford administration’s negotiation of Sinai II. Shortly after the
final Senate hearing, the Ford White House successfully mediated another step between Israel
and Egypt, signed on September 4, 1975. Like the previous two disengagement agreements,
Sinai II did little to change the status quo in the Middle East. Egypt regained control of the
strategic Mitla and Gidi passes in the Sinai Peninsula, along with the oil fields, in return for an
Egyptian commitment to resolve any conflict by peaceful means. The Israeli military line in the
Sinai moved approximately ten miles back, leaving the position to be filled by the Egyptians.
The limited zone was demilitarized to no more than eight thousand troops in eight battalions,
with seventy-five tanks and seventy-two short-range artillery pieces. The United States agreed to
man and supervise an early-warning system in the buffer zones as spelled out in detail in the
agreement.21

In order to make the deal acceptable to both parties, the administration entered into secret
executive agreements with both Israel and Egypt. The agreements with Israel proved to be far
reaching and open ended and put Israel in a far stronger position than any of its Arab neighbors,
or all of its Arab neighbors combined. The United States committed itself to meeting Israel’s
future economic and military needs, completing the process begun on May 21, and military aid
to Israel would thus eclipse the $1 billion mark. The United States also pledged to not advance
any steps in the peace process without first consulting with Israel, and to not recognize the PLO
prior to its recognition of Israel and acceptance of U.N. Resolution 242. In other words, the Ford



administration agreed to billion-dollar weapons sales to Israel without any expectation of
additional steps in the peace process. Further, the administration agreed to compensate Israel for
oil lost by giving up the oil fields and agreed to consider selling both F-16 fighter jets and
Pershing ground-to-ground missiles, the missiles being originally designed to carry nuclear
warheads. With Egypt, the United States promised to promote future negotiations between Syria
and Israel, to provide assistance for the early-warning system, and to consult with Egypt on any
Israeli violations of the agreement, and reaffirmed its policy of assisting Egypt in its economic
development.22 In total, the U.S. pledged to provide approximately $600 million in aid to Egypt,
and nearly $2.5 billion in aid to Israel.

Reading between the lines of Sinai II, the United States obviously purchased the interim step.
The Ford administration paid a high price to salvage the remnants of its Middle East policy.
Using secret agreements, aid packages, and questionable promises, the presidential approach to
the Middle East looked eerily similar to a path followed in East Asia, and all without a clear,
attainable vision of the future. Yet the interim agreement gave the appearance of another step
being taken toward a final settlement to appease the Arab members of OPEC, which also wanted
to avoid another embargo. It also brought Israel and Egypt closer together, which made another
war far less likely, and strengthened the U.S.-Egypt relationship, a central goal of Kissinger.

The U.S.-Israel agreements were a vital component of Sinai II, and Israel managed to get the
tangible benefits sought by Dinitz the previous spring. According to Amos Eiran, who served as
the director general for Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin from 1974 to 1976, “Without the Israeli-
American understanding, I don’t think that the Egyptian-Israeli agreement would have ever been
achieved.” Eiran admitted that part of the reason for the breakdown in negotiations in March was
because Israel wanted something tangible in another agreement with Egypt. When negotiations
restarted that summer, Israel asked the United States for concrete commitments. Eiran said, “We
wanted a solid commitment from the U.S. Nobody assured us, this is the end of wars. Who
knows? Another revolution in Egypt and the Muslim Brothers will be in power. It would be a
very difficult situation.”23

The agreements formalized the end of reassessment and promised to be costly for the United
States. The New York Times noted the end of the weapons ban in a short article published on
September 7. According to Israeli sources, negotiations had already begun on providing new
weapons to Israel, including “F-16 warplanes, Lance ground-to-ground missiles, and laser guided
bombs,” some of the most sophisticated weaponry in the American arsenal.24 William
Drummond argued in a Los Angeles Times article (reprinted in the Washington Post) that
according to official American sources the secret agreements empowered Israel to dictate the
course of the peace process moving forward.25 A Chicago Tribune piece questioned the
mounting costs of the agreement. “It started out at about $3 billion; but as the dust settled, this
turned out to be for just the first year, bringing the cost of the three-year agreement to something
like $9 billion.” Of the aid, more than two-thirds was destined for Israel, less than one-third to
Egypt.26 According to a report from the Congressional Budget Office, for the first five years the
cost to the United States “could reach over $15 billion.” The assessment pointed out the
monumental significance of the agreements, which called “upon the United States to be ‘fully
responsive’ to Israel’s defense, energy, and economic needs ‘on an on-going and long-term
basis.’”27 Through the end of the decade, annual U.S. military aid to Israel would be one-half
military grants and one-half military loans, apart from aid connected to the Camp David
agreement.



American popular approval was lacking. A Gannett News Service (GNS) national poll,
conducted on September 3–4 and based on phone calls to one thousand voting-age Americans,
reflected little support for the agreement, especially the substantial aid packages. Regarding just
the U.S. technicians, only 28 percent supported the plan, while 41 percent opposed it, and 18
percent said their opinions hinged “upon the conditions under which the Americans are
deployed.” Regarding the proposal for “$2.5 billion in military and economic aid to Israel during
the next year,” just 24 percent approved and 64 percent disapproved; 12 percent expressed no
opinion. While Republicans favored sending the technicians and Democrats/Independents were
slightly opposed, opposition to the aid packages to Israel cut “across party lines, with
Republicans almost as heavily opposed as Democrats.”28

A Brewing Conflict

From the perspective of many members of Congress, the agreements constituted national
commitments and represented another example of unchecked presidential power in foreign
affairs. Although Congress failed to muster support for legislation that regulated all executive
agreements, Sinai II offered Congress an opportunity to regulate executive agreements on a case-
by-case basis.

Legislators bristled at the secret nature of the agreements. After the Pentagon Papers and
Watergate, Congress wanted to make foreign policy more transparent and accessible to the
public. Sen. Clifford Case (R-NJ) released a statement that stated, “It is my belief that there is no
such thing as a valid secret United States commitment.” Such commitments, according to Case,
“require the approval of the Congress and the American people.”29 A White House document
recognized “bipartisan concern about the secret elements of the agreement.” Many congressional
members did not “wish to be party to a secret agreement because of post-Vietnam fears” and thus
wanted “to make public as much as possible of the entire agreement.”30 Complicating the
situation, newspapers published details of the secret agreements on September 16, which added
to the atmosphere of mistrust swirling about Washington. In an effort to advance an image of
transparency, on October 3 the Senate Foreign Relations Committee “voted 12 to 2 to release the
attached documents provided by the Department of State in connection with the Sinai
disengagement proposal,” thereby making public the secret agreements.31

Legislators also resented another set of substantial executive agreements not being submitted
to Congress as treaties, especially given congressional efforts to check executive power. The
White House submitted to Congress only the portion of the agreement about U.S. participation in
the early-warning station. The White House informed the relevant committees in the House and
Senate about U.S. pledges to Israel and Egypt but did not see the need to submit these
agreements for ratification by Congress. In the case of the Sinai technicians, however, the White
House wanted congressional approval.

The debate about sending U.S. personnel to the Sinai Peninsula, along with secret
presidential commitments, understandably drew comparisons to Vietnam. Ford and Kissinger
tried to allay congressional fears in a meeting with bipartisan leadership on September 4. Ford
called U.S. participation “absolutely crucial to the settlement.”32 House Speaker Carl Albert (D-
OK) reminded the meeting about “when Secretary of State [John Foster] Dulles urged the
Congress to approve sending 800 technicians to South Vietnam.”33 But Albert also noted the



difference in the two situation because “both sides have requested our participation, and we are
not putting Americans into an active conflict. These Americans will be civilians, not military.”
Senate Majority Leader Mike Mansfield (D-MT) offered a more pointed critique than Albert: “I
am very much concerned that the United States for the first time is making a commitment of
personnel to the Middle East. Whether they are military or civilian is beside the point.” Between
the promise of U.S. personnel and substantial aid packages, Mansfield argued, “All of this seems
to me to be a pretty stiff price to pay for a very small withdrawal.”34

Relevant committees in both Houses of Congress conducted hearings about Sinai II. The
House Committee on International Relations went first on September 8, 11, 18, and 25, and the
Senate Foreign Relations Committee followed shortly thereafter on October 6 and 7. Ostensibly
to discuss sending two hundred U.S. civilians to man an early-warning station in the Sinai, the
discussions usually focused on secret executive agreements and prospects for peace in the
Middle East.

The first witness to appear before the House committee was Henry Kissinger. He addressed
the charge that the United States purchased Sinai II and did not deny it. “I have read in the
press,” said Kissinger, “many statements to the effect that the United States bought this
agreement in the Sinai by the promise of military and economic aid to both of the parties.”35

Kissinger reminded the committee that “economic and military aid to Israel has been an
unchallenged premise of every known aid bill before every Congress. More frequently than not,
the Congress has increased the administration request.”36 He referenced the senators’ May letter
to Ford, which called for the type of aid involved in Sinai II. Regarding Egypt, Congress had
appropriated $250 million in foreign aid the previous year, and the Ford administration had been
“planning for a substantial increase in this amount without the agreement.”37 According to
Kissinger, the additional funds required would be “relatively small.”38

While Kissinger made legitimate points, he also seriously understated the significance of the
executive agreements. The United States effectively agreed to align its foreign policy goals in the
Middle East with Israel’s, which meant not pursuing a multilateral peace at Geneva, nor
recognizing the PLO. While a strategic alliance involved coordination with Israeli officials about
foreign-policy goals, it in no way required U.S. submission to Israeli insistence on the indefinite
occupation of the West Bank and Jerusalem, which offered virtually no security benefits.
Additionally, the White House agreed to provide Israel with oil in the event of an embargo and
compensation for giving up the oil fields, along with a pledge to consider selling F-16 planes, as
well as Pershing missiles that could potentially carry a nuclear warhead. Such a move would
send more sophisticated weaponry to the Middle East and in a way that further weighed the
military scale in Israel’s favor and extremely reduced the prospect of a broader peace. The
substantial aid packages were extraordinarily expensive and did not guarantee a peaceful
resolution of the conflict but, rather, its continuation. When Kissinger communicated to the
House that Sinai II did not represent much change from envisioned aid packages, he made a fair
point. But he also fudged the truth.

The wounds from the Vietnam War ran deep in the congressional body. Undersecretary of
State Joe Sisco pleaded with the House committee, saying the administration was “going to
extraordinary length in trying to share this information with the committee and the Congress
because we were very, very conscious of the atmosphere that exists in our country. We have all
gone through a pain and an anguish in terms of Vietnam and there isn’t any family in this room
that hasn’t been touched by the Vietnam situation.” Sisco was cognizant of the strain between the



two branches of government when he said, “I know there isn’t a great deal of trust in this town
but I hope that we can begin to develop the kind of confidence between the executive branch and
the legislature which I think is necessary for us to move together as a country.”39

The House committee voiced its frustration with executive secrecy. In his first meeting, Sisco
had asked for, and received, an executive session by a vote of 18–1, during which he informed
the committee about the details of the executive agreements. But two days before his second
meeting, the details appeared in the press.40 This upset the committee, which is why Sisco’s
motion for executive session on September 18 was voted down.41 The committee questioned the
administration’s desire for secrecy in light of the press leaks and grilled Sisco on certain portions
of the agreement, like the Pershing missiles and oil commitments to Israel. Sisco remained tight-
lipped in open session but claimed to be willing to offer more discussion in executive session.
Thus, several representatives indicated their hope that the committee could meet in executive
session before voting on a joint resolution.

Following the House hearings, Washington Post reporters Roland Evans and Robert Novak
noted that “the Sinai agreement comes before Congress at a time when the congressional grab for
power over foreign policy is reaching white-hot intensity.”42 They also hypothesized that Israel
might want to scuttle Sinai II since “President Ford has ended the Israeli arms embargo and new
weapons are flowing to Israel.” The authors cited a “congressional insider” who related, “Israel’s
strategy seems to be changing. They seem to be doing exactly nothing to lobby Congress on the
technicians. Considering Israel’s real power up here, it’s funny nothing is happening.” Moreover,
the two chambers appeared to be pursuing different tracks. The House committee sought to
separate the issue of U.S. technicians from the rest of the executive agreements; therefore, the
vote would be on only the technicians and nothing else. But the Senate committee wanted to
package the technicians with the rest of the agreements and, therefore, vote on all elements of the
agreement.43 Time would tell that the House recommendation would move forward.

The House committee must have been satisfied with the answers it received from Sisco in
executive session. On October 2, the committee discussed a resolution cosponsored by Morgan
and ranking minority member William Broomfield (R-MI) permitting U.S. participation in the
Sinai early-warning station. After adopting four amendments, Morgan introduced the draft as a
joint resolution, and the measure passed the committee the following day by a unanimous vote,
31–0.44

The Senate Foreign Relations Committee followed with its own hearings, which promised to
be more detailed than those in the House. Foreign Relations had voted to make public the U.S.
secret agreements just days before the hearings and, therefore, could ask more searching
questions in open session.

The first witness to testify before the Senate committee was James Abourezk, who chaired
the subcommittee review of executive agreements. Abourezk generally sought to cultivate better
relations with the Arab world and did not shy away from conflict with the executive branch. He
had voiced strong objections to the emergency aid bill to Israel in 1973, and following William
Fulbright’s exit from the Senate in 1974, Abourezk emerged as the most vocal senator in support
of an evenhanded policy in the Middle East.45 In the upcoming Senate debate about the
resolution to approve technicians, Abourezk would again challenge the pro-Israel drift of U.S.
policy.

Abourezk wanted to restrict weapons sales to all countries engaged in the conflict, including
Israel. In January 1975, he had released a statement that criticized the Ford administration’s



decision “to provide antitank missiles to Lebanon in order to defend against American tanks
already supplied to Israel.” Foreshadowing future conflict in Lebanon, American weapons had
been used by Israel in southern Lebanon, which begat the Lebanese request for American anti-
tank missiles. Abourezk first “pointed out that U.S. law prohibits arms shipments to any nation
using our arms to commit aggression against another country.” He then questioned, “How in the
name of sanity can our government continue to violate the law by furnishing arms to Israel, then
compound the foolishness by shipping arms to the nations being attacked by Israel?”46

Abourezk often wrote newspaper articles and made Senate speeches that questioned the U.S.
commitment to Israel. The New York Times published an Abourezk article in January 1975,
submitted to the Congressional Record, that pushed the executive branch to engage the PLO in
direct discussions. Abourezk’s article came in response to a December 9 Senate letter to Ford,
signed by seventy-one senators, that denounced the PLO and its leader, Yasser Arafat. The
December letter also reiterated the United States’s “long-standing commitment to Israel’s
security by a policy of continued military supplies and diplomatic and economic support.”
Abourezk cautioned against “cavalier” actions of the Senate. He pointed to the self-interested
motivations of some legislators: “Open-ended Congressional support for anything Israel wishes
to do, or not do, may satisfy a constituency, or it may even see Israel through a military victory
or two. But such political and military largess can only insure Israel’s survival for a short time.”47

Abourezk referenced the ongoing moderation of the PLO (also noted years later in a scholarly
work by Paul Chamberlin) and the need to address Palestinian grievances and border disputes.48

Otherwise, war could re-erupt. Abourezk reminded his readers, “An oil embargo would result
from even a minimum military confrontation.” Thus, without dealing with the core problems in
the Middle East, the United States threatened its own economic interests.49

Abourezk wrote a stinging criticism of Sinai II, published in the Washington Post and also
submitted to the Congressional Record. He accused the administration of using Sinai II to
advance Ford’s reelection in 1976 and argued that the agreement “formalized the Middle East
status quo” by “splitting off Egypt from the Arab bloc; isolating the Palestinians, resulting in an
increased militancy on their part, and by pouring American weapons and money into Israel.”
Abourezk recognized that “Israel can now avoid any further pressure which the U.S. could have
exerted to force her to face all of the issues which constitute the Middle East conflict.” Abourezk
also referenced a Time Magazine quotation from an Israeli “high-level government official,” who
stated: “The interim agreement has delayed Geneva, while at the same time assuring us arms,
money, a coordinated policy with Washington and quiet in Sinai. Relatively speaking, we gave
up a little for a lot.” Moreover, during the first year of the agreement, “Kissinger has agreed to
provide Israel with about $2.3 billion American taxpayer’s dollars.” Referencing Israeli influence
on Congress, Abourezk predicted that “Israel will receive from the United States treasury in
excess of $11 billion in the next five years.” All in all, “We are indeed giving far too much for
far too little.”50

In his testimony to the Senate Foreign Relations Committee in October 1975, Abourezk
pointed out that “the Sinai agreement is a major benchmark, a plateau of involvement by the
United States at a level not reached before.”51 Asked if he supported the portion of the agreement
that provided for U.S. personnel in the Sinai, Abourezk rejected the proposal for two main
reasons. First, he felt that putting “Americans in the middle of the two combatants in the Middle
East” was unwise and unnecessary because “there are other technicians in the world aside from
American employees who can listen and who can run electronic gear just as well as our people



can.”52 Second, he regarded the Sinai II agreement as a step in the wrong direction because it did
not force Israel to give up more territory, and he therefore opposed the agreement generally.53

Though not in the majority, Abourezk was not alone, either. Several senators and other
witnesses voiced objections about an interim agreement that could paralyze, rather than advance,
the Arab-Israeli peace process (in particular, George McGovern and George Ball). Outside of the
hearing, Fulbright voiced his concerns in a Christian Science Monitor article, saying the United
States paid too high of a price and should have sought a “full Mideast accord.”54

Sen. Thomas Eagleton (D-MO) made a procedural critique regarding “the status of
international agreements consummated in the absence of congressional approval,” which was at
the heart of the 1975 debate about executive agreements.55 The absence of a legislative veto,
according to Eagleton, had led to “the Executive’s usurpation of the Senate’s treaty power.”56

Eagleton hoped the executive agreements with Israel and Egypt would create “a renewed effort
to provide Congress with the mechanism necessary to reassert our legitimate powers in this
area.”57 In the end, Eagleton told the committee that the executive agreements should have been
submitted as treaties, but he nevertheless offered his support only for the resolution that provided
for the early-warning system, apart from the more significant aid packages and pledges.58

Kissinger appeared immediately after Eagleton and met with the committee for a lengthy
session. He pointed out that some of the executive agreements were binding, while others were
assurances of “good faith.” However, the White House refused to make public legal adviser
Monroe Leigh’s memorandum, which discussed the legality and extent of commitments of the
U.S. government for each of the separate executive agreements.59 In response to Leigh’s
memorandum, the assistant Counsel for the Office of Legislative Counsel, Michael J. Glennon,
responded that of the four secret agreements, only one was a valid executive agreement, two
were problematic, “and one was beyond the power of the President to enter into without the
advice and consent of the Senate.”60 Despite reservations, the Senate Foreign Relations
Committee recommended passage of the resolution regarding the technicians on October 7.

The joint resolution included several safeguards approved at the committee level, which
signaled congressional concerns with Sinai II. One amendment required the president to provide
Congress with written updates every six months in order to keep Congress apprised of any
developments and the possibility of withdrawing U.S. personnel as soon as possible. George
McGovern proposed a similar amendment during Senate debate on October 8, which was printed
and ordered to lie on the table, that emphasized the need to work for a comprehensive peace.61

He feared war would resume without a full agreement that addressed the Israeli occupation and
Palestinian refugees. In that case, “it is hardly likely that the superpowers … will be able to
remain uninvolved,” and “it can be rated a virtual certainly [sic] that another war will
immediately trigger a new oil embargo with far more devastating economic consequences than
the 1973 embargo for the entire world.”62 Second, a concurrent resolution could force the
president to recall the technicians, which extended the thinking of the War Powers Act. A third
amendment included a final section that explicitly stated that approval of the early-warning
station did not mean approval of any other agreements. In H. J. Resolution 683 (1975), Section 5
states, “The authority contained in this joint resolution to implement the ‘United States Proposal
for the Early Warning System in Sinai’ does not signify approval of the Congress of any other
agreement, understanding, or commitment made by the executive branch.”63



The Congressional Debate

Congress debated the Sinai II agreement at length between October 6 and 9. Several senators,
especially Abourezk, Joe Biden (D-DE), and Fritz Hollings (D-SC), voiced serious concerns
about the executive agreements. But the prospect of a potential war proved to be too dangerous
for many legislators to vote against the resolution, despite their misgivings about the executive
agreements.

Abourezk and Biden both criticized the Senate for hurrying to pass the resolution. Abourezk
sparred with Mansfield about the “big rush.” Mansfield, who admitted he did not vote for the
resolution in the Foreign Relations Committee, did not see the need to extend debate “when I
think everybody’s mind is made up.”64 Biden took issue with Humphrey’s insistence that the
Senate needed to pass the resolution immediately in order to ensure the success of Sinai II and
prevent a war. Biden cited with disdain the Ford administration’s insistence “that we must move
promptly. Otherwise, we run the risk of war breaking out and being responsible for that
occurring.”65 Like Biden, many legislators commented on how they felt trapped by the agreement
—if they did not pass it soon, then the failure of the agreement, and perhaps war, would be
blamed on Congress. Biden also responded to the argument that Anwar Sadat needed Congress
to pass the resolution quickly. He included a September 15 quote from Sadat, during which the
Egyptian president said he was “not concerned at all” about Congress moving slowly on the
resolution. Biden wondered why “everyone in this room is telling us, the committee was telling
us,” that Sadat “was in such jeopardy if we did not move immediately,” when “he does not say
he is in such jeopardy.”66

Biden’s main problem with the resolution was the executive agreements. He noted, “I have
been a fairly strident opponent of the resolution,” and “The placement of the 200 technicians in
the Sinai is not the issue at all.” He argued that “we are also voting to approve, through a
backdoor measure, all of those agreements which have been initialed by this administration,”
along with Israel and Egypt. “So we are not just voting on the 200 technicians; we are voting on
much more than that.”67 Biden’s comment hit the mark. Once the U.S. Congress approved of the
technicians—even if it did not explicitly approve the executive agreements—those agreements
would still be signed by the relevant parties as part of Sinai II and become operative policy of the
United States moving forward.

Biden did not necessarily disagree with the substance of the agreements but, rather, the
manner in which the administration subverted the Senate’s constitutional authority on treaty-
making. He admitted, “I support many of the provisions.” However, given that “an executive
agreement has the full force and effect of a treaty in international law and is domestically a
binding national commitment,” Biden felt that “it is totally inappropriate for us to vote into effect
those provisions without having adequate extensive debate on the impact … because the
President plans on binding the United States of America with those provisions.”68 Thus, Biden’s
concern with the insistence on prompt passage of the resolution was rooted in his broader
procedural concern with lasting, binding commitments made by the United States, resembling
treaties, that did not receive adequate senatorial advice and consent.

Biden, as did many legislators, derided the administration for its secrecy. He felt the U.S.
government had not “learned one of the lessons” of the Vietnam experience. Biden said, “I am
about to state what the true lesson of Vietnam should have been, and that is that the American



people are not prepared to, are not willing to, and will not submit to extensive commitments to
foreign countries without first being fully aware of what the commitments are, and the degree to
which the U.S. Government is bound by those commitments.” By voting in favor of the
resolution, Biden reasoned that the American people would again be asked to adhere to
commitments to foreign nations—primarily Israel, but also Egypt—without being aware of the
nature of the commitments.69 Although Biden’s Foreign Relations Committee voted to make
public the secret agreements, the Ford administration still regarded them as classified. Therefore,
the administration refused to release Monroe’s legal analysis about which agreements were
binding and which were not. The American people lacked the ability to properly gauge the extent
of U.S. commitments that had the potential to impact future presidencies and generations.

Fritz Hollings took up where Biden left off with a colorful, comical, and lengthy rebuke of
Sinai II. He first submitted an amendment that reaffirmed U.N. Resolution 242 as the basic
policy of the United States, and then predicted that “the opposition is going to say, ‘Let’s not
have any amendments, we must hurry; we are trying to save Sadat,’ and so on.” But for Hollings,
“it is the old Gulf of Tonkin syndrome, if I ever heard it.”70 Hollings demanded that Israel give
back the territory taken in 1967. Clearly fed up with Israel’s unwillingness to relinquish land, he
asked the Senate, “Remember that shibboleth they had over there about defensible boundaries?
Even the Suez Canal is not defensible. Sharm al-Sheikh is an outpost. I could take it with a
company from Parris Island this afternoon, and the Senator from New Jersey could take it back
from me with two companies tomorrow afternoon.” For Hollings, the only secure and recognized
boundaries, as stated in 242, “are the pre-1967 boundaries. But no one wants to talk about that
now. No one wants to ask Israel about that.” He wondered, “What is the American policy
position, if it is not the withdrawal of Israeli Armed Forces from the territories occupied in the
recent conflict? But for all they can run around the mulberry bush, no one has asked that
question, or even asked Israel, ‘Would you agree to that?’” Hollings justified, “That is the reason
we raise the amendment.”71

Hollings spoke out against stationing technicians and “the general atmosphere created by the
whole spate of agreements recently negotiated by Secretary of State Kissinger.” He sympathized
with the American people, who “have a right to be confused as to just where we are in terms of
our Middle East policy. Testimony given by the administration to the Foreign Relations
Committee has an eerie, Alice-in-Wonderland quality about it.” He went on to clarify, “I have
never heard of such a situation as grown men sitting in the Foreign Relations Committee, saying,
‘Everybody off Sadat’s back. Time is of the essence. We have to rush this thing on through and
put people in the middle of the combat zone and then say they are noncombatants, and do not
worry.’” Hollings argued, “If that is the case, then they are not worth a tinker’s hurrah, and they
ought not to put them in there in the first place.” He denounced the “Mickey Mouse rinkydink”
diplomacy of Henry Kissinger and the “pea-in-the-shell trick movements before the Foreign
Relations Committee, to bring it out on the floor and adopt the posture of no amendments
because the House is going to adjourn tomorrow.”72

Hollings also noted the erosion of popular support for the Sinai accords. He claimed, “People
the nation over suspect that these latest agreements are not in the interest of an overall settlement.
Anyone who has traveled back home, or looked at his mail, knows whereof I speak.” He
perceptively added that the U.S. commitment to Israel had not “disappeared” or “diminished” at
all. “Rather it is the suspicion that we are going about fulfilling that commitment in the wrong
way. And if that suspicion is given soil to grow in, then one day the commitment itself may



begin to erode. That would be a sad day for Israel. It would be sad for America, too.” He called
his amendment “vitally necessary” because “if we continue to be deflected in the quest for an
enduring peace, the Middle East will explode with a bang sufficient to involve us all in the
costliest kind of war.” He implored the Senate to adopt his amendment, though he clearly
realized it would not, “and we are just going to ram this thing through.”73 Though it may go
without saying, when the time came, Hollings voted against the resolution.

Senator McClure commended the senator from South Carolina and spoke in favor of the
Hollings amendment. McClure feared that U.S. policy had changed with the Sinai II agreement
and that “it must be inferred that we are abandoning the goal of U. N. Resolution 242.” McClure,
like Hollings, struck at the heart of the matter. He pointed out a “troublesome matter” about the
U.S.-Israel relationship, “that the whole basis of the United States-Israel commitment has been a
moral commitment. It has not been a legally binding document. It has been a moral commitment
on our part to the continued existence of the nation of Israel.”74 The resolution before the Senate,
in McClure’s view, signaled a massive transformation of the U.S.-Israel relationship.

Javits argued against the Hollings amendment. As he did during debates about the emergency
aid bill in 1973, Javits noted that Israel had already agreed to 242. Further, he did not want to
include an amendment that could lead to defeat of the bill because that could mean another war.
He added that the House would recess for two weeks, and if the Senate included an amendment,
then the House would not be able to weigh in on the resolution until it returned. Like Humphrey,
Javits emphasized the need to pass the resolution quickly, which meant no amendments.
Unfortunately for Hollings and his supporters, the amendment was tabled, 54–28.75

Discussion in the House resembled that in the Senate. Morgan called on the House to pass
the resolution immediately. He reminded his colleagues of the possibility of another war in the
region. He implored the House to approve the resolution “quickly,” otherwise “there is a
possibility that the entire agreement could be in trouble.”76

But numerous representatives lodged their concerns about the agreement. Clarence Zablocki
cosponsored an amendment with Paul Findley, which was defeated during committee debate, to
limit the agreement to twenty-four months. Zablocki noted his serious reservations about U.S.
policy. He referenced that morning’s Washington Post, which claimed Kissinger had told the
Senate that congressional approval of the technicians “would bring into effect other agreements
… that make commitments and assurances legally binding on the United States.” He further
added that Kissinger claimed “existing American policy” was based on the May letter from
seventy-six senators that called for “substantial military and economic aid” for Israel. Kissinger
used that letter to justify the massive aid agreement with Israel connected to Sinai II. Zablocki
asked, “Are we agreeing to that” as existing American policy? He said, “These are the reasons
why this open-ended authorization resolution has given me great concern.” That rationale
explained Zablocki’s effort for trying to limit the agreement to twenty-four months. He ended by
reiterating his worry that by “blindly” agreeing to the technicians, “without any reservations, and
giving an open-ended authorization, we may rue the day. We may buy a short-term peace at
tomorrow’s peril.”77 Findley added that the pressure to pass the resolution quickly, based on
questionable assurances from the executive branch, reminded him of the Tonkin Gulf Resolution
—“the mood was support the President, get behind him at this moment of great delicacy.”
Numerous congresspeople, in light of Vietnam, voiced worries about section 10 of the secret
U.S. assurances to Israel, which suggested the United States may use military action, if
necessary, to protect Israel.78



Concerns came from many additional representatives. David Obey (D-WI) resented that
Congress needed to pass the resolution to ensure the success of the Sinai II agreement. He felt
faced with a “‘damned if you do and damned if you don’t’ situation” and worried that “Israel has
the impression that they can get virtually anything they want out of this Congress in the way of
an aid bill.”79 John Dent (D-PA) cautioned, “Once we start providing billions, it will not stop.”
He wondered, “What will have to be paid for the loss of the buffer land area? Will it be billions
or trillions of dollars of planes, guns for Israel?”80 Jim Johnson (R-CO) opposed the resolution
because arguments in favor “are at best flimsy” and because of “the language of escalating
commitment on the part of the United States to Israel.” Like Senator McClure, Johnson observed
that the U.S. commitment to Israel had moved from ensuring its survival to providing “defense,
energy, and economic needs,” “military supply needs,” “oil requirements,” and more.81 Richard
Ichord (D-MO) could not vote for the resolution without the Findley-Zablocki amendment so
that the United States could avoid becoming the “sole guarantor of peace for this region.”82

Elmer “Bud” Shuster (R-PA) opposed the resolution due to its cost, “given our problems here in
America,” and worried about U.S. involvement in a military conflict in the region.83 Joe Skubitz
(R-KS) noted that approving the technicians meant the enactment of the executive agreements
and wondered, “What’s next?” He cited an October 1 article from the Washington Post, which
said, “Israel needs the agreement as its ticket to the billions in aid and the political partnership it
seeks from Washington.”84 Charles Grassley (R-IA) also spoke out against the resolution and
argued that congressional approval meant the executive branch “will have a blank check to
continue their policies in the future.”85 The previous day, Robert Kastenmeier (D-WI) chastised
Ford for supporting a multibillion-dollar aid plan for Israel when he “cannot bring himself to
support expenditures for feeding hungry children and for assisting malnourished pregnant
women,” referring to Ford’s rejection of the National School Lunch and Child Nutrition Act
Amendments of 1975.86

Some representatives supported the resolution but voiced serious reservations. Edward
Derwinski (R-IL) supported passage but cited deep concern about placing American technicians
in the Sinai and called on Congress to “make it very evident that in endorsing the stationing of
U.S. technicians … it is not giving its approval to any other agreement which American
negotiators might have initiated or concluded.”87 Lee Hamilton’s (D-IN) support included “major
concerns,” such as the extent of commitments, the administration’s secretive approach, “the very
high price Americans are being asked to pay for what appears to be small progress toward
peace,” and he stated that some of the U.S.-Israel agreements may be “premature” given the
many outstanding issues in the region. He hoped the U.S. government would avoid making “too
many commitments” and “maintain flexibility” in order to promote “a lasting Middle East
peace.” He also stipulated that Congress needed to carefully consider billion-dollar aid to Israel
at the right time.88 Elizabeth Holtzman (D-NY) supported the resolution, albeit with “a number
of reservations,” as did Marilyn Lloyd (D-TN), who referenced being “deeply concerned by the
content and language” of the secret agreements. Margaret Heckler (R-MA), planned “to vote for
this resolution, but with very serious reservations.”89 Allan Howe (D-UT) rose in support but
admitted to being “personally very disturbed” about the secret agreements, in particular, the
pledge to meet “Israel’s military, economic, and energy needs.” He regarded the agreements as
treaties that “should be presented to the Senate for ratification in the same manner as any other
treaty.”90 Timothy Wirth (D-CO) supported the resolution but added, “I would emphasize, as
others have, that by consenting to this provision of the Sinai agreement, we do not imply our



consent to any other promises.”91

Despite opposition, reservations, and another attempted amendment from Findley, broad
support for the resolution carried it to passage. Numerous representatives cited the avoidance of
war as the primary justification for their support. Wayne Hays (D-OH), for example, said, “One
can call it buying peace, or whatever; but whatever it is, the price is going to be very, very cheap
compared to a war.” Hays also cited the May letter from the seventy-six senators “demanding
that we give to Israel $2.75 billion worth of arms” and said that Kissinger’s commitment to Israel
was less than that, “more in the area of $2.3 billion.”92 For Edward Biester (R-PA), “the
alternative of continued, escalating conflict is clearly unacceptable.”

Findley submitted the same amendment to the House that had been defeated at the committee
level—to end the resolution after two years. Zablocki rose in support and voiced his concern
with “the sweeping, open-ended commitment of military, economic, and oil aid to Israel …
which puts the United States in the position of long term obligation to Israel even if Israel refuses
to negotiate with the Arabs.”93 Several representatives objected to the amendment. Hays claimed
the amendment would “destroy the resolution” and “destroys the chance for peace.” Jonathan
Bingham (D-NY) said it amounted to a “rejection of the resolution.” Benjamin Gilman (R-NY),
Samuel Stratton (D-NY), and Dante Fascell (D-FL) all rose in opposition to the Findley
amendment, which was defeated, 122–287.94 Shortly after, the joint resolution easily cleared the
House, 341–69.95

The following day, many senators voiced similar concerns to those of their House
counterparts. Mansfield compared passage of the resolution to the Tonkin Gulf Resolution and
also argued that voting for the technicians would be committing the United States “to this entire
package of agreements and the significant change in American policy they represent.”96

Humphrey tried to downplay the connection to Tonkin Gulf by noting that both Israel and Egypt
had asked the United States to be involved, as opposed to the situation between North and South
Vietnam. But Dick Clark (D-IA) agreed with Mansfield and tried to offer a clarification to
Humphrey. Echoing Findley from the day before, Clark said, “It is not the content, but, rather,
the haste with which these are being considered and with which—that is the comparison—with
which the Gulf of Tonkin was being considered.”97 Soon thereafter, the Senate passed an
amendment that required a vote on the resolution before 4:00 p.m. the following day.98

Several senators tried to amend the resolution, but to no avail. Abourezk tried to recommit
the resolution as a treaty, but the measure failed, 9–85.99 Biden, Clark, Floyd Haskell (D-CO),
and Adlai Stevenson III (D-IL) co-sponsored an amendment to declassify Monroe Leigh’s legal
memorandum about the secret agreements, but Humphrey moved to table the amendment, and
the Senate agreed, 59–32. The same group of senators submitted an amendment to include three
specific points that stated any assurance made by a U.S. official to Israel or Egypt: “1) is simply
a statement of the present intentions of the executive branch; 2) is not binding under domestic or
international law; and 3) may not be construed as limiting the freedom of the United States in
pursuing its national interest in the Middle East.”100 Biden sought to formally stipulate that the
resolution would “not set in motion any commitments which (1) the Congress has not had an
opportunity to pass on and, (2) equally important which the American people have not been
informed about.”101 But Humphrey moved to table that amendment, too, and the Senate again
agreed, 51–32.102 Jesse Helms (R-NC) submitted an amendment for a one-year limit on the
technicians. Abourezk, obviously perturbed by the consistent tabling of amendments, said he felt
such a move was “personally offensive” and noted that the amendments would be defeated



anyway. Nevertheless, Humphrey again successfully tabled the amendment; Helms did not feel
the need to request the yeas and nays.103 Charles Mathias (R-MD) offered, and then withdrew, an
amendment to end the resolution on February 1, 1977, unless extended by a joint resolution.104

Robert Dole (R-KS) submitted and withdrew a sense of the Senate resolution that called on the
president to request that Western Europe, Japan, and the United Nations share in providing
assistance to Israel and Egypt.105

Beyond amendments, a few senators spoke of serious misgivings about the resolution. Biden
again denounced the “backdoor” approval of other commitments connected to approval of the
technicians and told his colleagues that by approving of the resolution, “we are saying that the
Executive, the President of the United States, has the right to do every one of the things that are
set out in the agreement.”106 Harry Byrd Jr. (D-VA) refused to vote for the open-ended
commitments “when the dangers ahead seem without limit.”107 Stevenson opposed the resolution
because its approval would “trigger secret, dangerous and expensive commitments.”108

As representatives had in the House, many senators supported the resolution with
reservations. Clark voted for the resolution “with the greatest reluctance” and with “grave
misgivings about the nature and extent of the commitments to which we may be binding this
Nation in the agreements with Israel and Egypt.”109 James Pearson (R-KS) supported the
approval of the technicians but not the additional secret commitments.110 Robert Morgan (D-NC),
who replaced Sam Ervin in the Senate, decided to vote for the resolution only “after a great deal
of soul searching.” He said, “There is no doubt this is one of the hardest decisions we have had
to make,” and argued that the United States needed “to take advantage of the slightest possibility
that there can be peace in the Middle East. If we do not seize the advantage, and war results,
there will not be the slightest practical advantage to us.”111 Thomas McIntyre (D-NH) supported
the resolution with a “sense of dissatisfaction.” He felt that several of the Senate amendments
had merit, and if enacted they would have alleviated legitimate concerns. But the Senate did not
have enough time to approve amendments because that would require a conference, and given
the House recess, that path seemed impractical.112 Charles Percy (R-IL) thought the resolution
would prevent a “catastrophic” war, and Edward “Ted” Kennedy supported the resolution
because he felt it advanced the cause of peace.113 Joseph Montoya (D-NM) also voted in favor of
the resolution with “reservations.”114 Howard Baker (R-TN), although he supported the
resolution, called Sinai II the “Sinai Dis-Agreement” because of the questions raised, “questions
that go to the very foundations of our national foreign policy and to the foundations of the
relationship between the Congress and the executive.”115 As in the House, the resolution easily
cleared the Senate, 70–12. Ford signed it into public law on October 13, 1975.

Conclusion

The executive and legislative branches walked out of step in the area of U.S.–Middle East
foreign policy. After the Senate refused to allow the Ford administration to withhold weapons
from Israel, the administration felt obligated to buy the Sinai II agreement. In order to preserve
the agreement between Israel and Egypt, Kissinger forced Congress to acquiesce to the open-
ended executive agreements with Israel. As a result, the United States and Israel formalized the
establishment of an uneasy alliance in the fall of 1975, which would come to define U.S.-Israel
relations in the decades to follow.



Congress reserved the right to revise the executive agreements by way of its appropriations
power but essentially approved of the aid packages to Israel and Egypt by allocating significant
amounts to both countries in the next fiscal year. Representative Morgan and six other members
of the House Committee on International Affairs traveled to the Middle East in January 1976,
and the group found a sincere desire for peace in Egypt and Israel.116 Strong support for Israel in
the House led to passage of the 1976 International Security Assistance Act, which included aid
for Israel, despite congressional efforts to limit foreign military aid. According to Marvin
Feuerwerger, “all members who asserted that they voted for the bill because of the Sinai
agreement claimed to have done so because they believed it fostered regional peace.” Also
important, “the feeling of the congressional leadership concerning the importance of aid to Israel
for the security of the foreign aid program was reflected in the words of one leader who—despite
his own private misgivings about the level of assistance pledged to Israel—promised to fight for
that assistance: ‘We’ve got to pass a foreign aid bill, and money for Israel is instrumental in
helping get that bill passed.’”117 Tip O’Neill recognized the importance of House support for
Israel. He offered a floor amendment to the 1976 Second Concurrent Budget Resolution that
included “funding for Tennessee Valley Authority, as well as job and education programs,”
along with the “funding required to implement the Sinai agreement and carry out Middle East aid
programs.” The amendment narrowly passed, thanks to strong liberal support, and the budget
resolution passed, too. O’Neill cleverly took advantage of legislative support for Israel as a
means to get funding for domestic programs that otherwise, in all likelihood, would not have
cleared the House.118

While the president has the right to enter into executive agreements, Congress still possesses
the ability to potentially veto that action on a case-by-case basis. (This would become evident in
the Iran Nuclear Agreement Act of 2015.) Even if the president promises a certain amount of aid
to a country, Congress must still “authorize” the agreement through direct legislation or
appropriations the following year. Otherwise, Congress can effectively veto the agreement by
denying aid. Congress possessed the right to challenge or even undo the executive agreements
connected to Sinai II through its appropriations power. But it never did.

Despite its successful efforts to restrict the president’s ability to wage war, Congress proved
willing to allow for an empowered executive branch to unilaterally make significant national
commitments since presidential policy favored Israel. Rather than challenge the White House on
massive foreignaid requests, which it had done with South Vietnam, Angola, and Turkey, or by
way of the War Powers Act, Congress instead rewarded Israel and Egypt with combined aid
packages totaling billions of dollars, all while the American economy sank further into a severe
recession. Sinai II represented a new era in U.S. foreign policy in that Congress cut back on
virtually all foreign aid except that to the Middle East, which portended the volatility and
importance of the region for the foreseeable future.

From the perspective of the executive branch, Sinai II must have been bittersweet. On the
one hand, Ford and Kissinger managed to negotiate another step between Israel and Egypt, the
prospects of which had seemed quite dim the previous March. In doing so, the administration
managed to avert another war in the Middle East and preserve the American position vis-à-vis
the Soviet Union. President Ford, never known for his foreign-policy adroitness, once remarked
that Sinai II was “a great achievement—one of the most historic in this decade and perhaps in
this century.”119

But on the other hand, Congress took over five weeks to permit U.S. technicians in the Sinai



and refused to explicitly endorse the far-reaching secret agreements. On top of that, the
congressional approval of technicians included a possible legislative veto through a concurrent
resolution similar to the War Powers Act. When talking to Ford about Congress and Sinai II,
Kissinger complained, “What they are doing to the Sinai agreement is unbelievable. It is the
greatest achievement since the opening to China and all that is happening is they are pissing all
over it.”120 While Ford, and to a lesser extent Kissinger, overstated the significance of Sinai II,
one can understand why Kissinger felt Congress had watered down the achievement.

Congress did not abridge the core elements of Sinai II, though. As in the years before and the
years to come, support for Israel proved to be the key element to congressional participation in
Middle East affairs. Sinai II did in fact lead to another peace agreement, though not the one
hoped for by either the executive or legislative branch. Instead of a comprehensive peace, the
Arab-Israel peace process evolved into a bilateral peace agreement between Israel and Egypt at
Camp David a few years later, while the main issues of the conflict (Palestinians and borders)
persisted.



Conclusion

A Separate Peace

Following the secret agreements of Sinai II, the executive branch did not possess the necessary
leverage to pressure Israel into a broader peace plan. Billion-dollar weapons sales had become a
matter of fact, regardless of Israel’s willingness to compromise in peace discussions and return
the occupied territories, especially the West Bank.

But President Jimmy Carter did manage to negotiate a landmark peace agreement between
Israel and Egypt, an impressive achievement that brought peace to two warring states. Despite its
importance, however, scholarship has been critical of the Camp David Accords, pointing out that
Carter lacked the ability to compel Israel into making larger concessions concerning the West
Bank and the Palestinians and instead had to settle for a separate peace between Israel and Egypt.
Scholars emphasize the significance of Congress, domestic politics, as well as Carter’s decision
to skirt the issue of Palestinian self-determination.1

Carter, similar to the presidents before him, tried to chart an evenhanded course. He told
Egyptian Foreign Minister Ismail Fahmy in September 1977, “I have no embarrassment in
saying that we are even-handed. I have made this clear. Some of my positions have been
unpopular in Israel, but I am very eager for an agreement.”2

Congress continued to push for enormous arms sales to Israel. A November 1976 transition
paper informed the president-elect of the strong support for Israel in the Senate Foreign Relations
Committee and House International Relations Committee. Carter expected the Senate committee
to ask for a presidential commitment to “fund fully Israel’s arms purchases” and “to avoid the
imposition of a settlement on the Israelis,” and the House committee to “press for maximum
funding of Israel’s arms purchases.”3 Carter got what he expected. Based on solid bipartisan
support for Israel, the two committees, and in fact both Houses of Congress, broadly supported
arms sales to Israel without an imposed settlement.

President Carter, who pledged to restrict U.S. weapons sales abroad, followed the trend
established by previous presidents and used arms agreements as inducements for peace. In
September 1978, he arranged for Israeli and Egyptian officials to meet at Camp David for peace
talks. Israeli Prime Minister Menachem Begin and Egyptian President Anwar Sadat agreed to a
plan for peace between their two countries. With the Camp David Accords, U.S. military aid to
Israel reached $4 billion in 1979, with $1 billion initially budgeted and another $3 billion
connected to the peace agreement. A memo from William Quandt, who headed the Middle East
Desk at the National Security Council, to National Security Advisor Zbigniew Brzezinski stated
that “the total of resources (goods and services) which we will transfer to Egypt and Israel over
the next three years will be almost $13 billion, of which over $3.5 billion will be financed
directly by the U.S. taxpayer.”4 In addition to peace with Israel, Egypt entered into an expanded
security relationship with the United States that included weapons sales and services.

But the Palestinians, due to maneuvering by Begin, were denied a state or political



autonomy. A second agreement negotiated at Camp David, not linked to the Israel-Egypt peace
treaty, was a “Framework for Peace in the Middle East.” The American team ultimately agreed
to eliminate explicit language regarding Israeli withdrawal from the West Bank and Gaza and,
according to Quandt, “artfully obstructed” future negotiations involving the Palestinians.5 The
framework stipulated that a five-year transition administration would be formed by Israel, Egypt,
and Jordan, and that Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza might participate in the Egyptian
and Jordanian delegations. The framework itself depended on voluntary Palestinian involvement
in an election process that sidestepped any meaningful kind of Palestinian autonomy, and only in
the third year would discussions move onto the final status of the West Bank and Gaza. In short,
the framework proved to be an insult to the Palestinians, generally ignored Syria, the Golan
Heights, and Jerusalem, and was negotiated apart from the Israel-Egypt peace agreement.

Carter felt he needed to get some kind of agreement—both to avoid war and in order to
bolster his own political standing. He could not extract any meaningful compromise from Begin,
so he compelled Sadat to abandon the larger Arab cause for Egypt’s future.

Carter enjoyed widespread domestic acclaim for Camp David. Members of Congress and the
media lauded the president’s accomplishment. Following the summit, a Gallup poll showed that
Carter’s approval rating had jumped from 45 percent to 56 percent. Carter remembered a meeting
with American Jewish Zionist leadership as being “delightful, full of fun and good cheer, and we
welcomed it because it was so rare.”6 But according to Quandt, who participated in the Camp
David talks, domestic advisers—not his foreign policy advisers—counseled Carter to leave
Camp David with a success, suggesting that the president’s domestic position outweighed his
foreign-policy goals.7

Rather than pave the way for a broader peace in the region, Camp David ensured the
continuation of conflict for future decades. Carter, and most U.S. officials, were prepared to live
with a separate peace and let the other problems persist. The Arab-Israeli conflict mattered only
as much as it affected U.S. energy concerns, the Cold War, and American hegemony in the
region. Peace between Israel and Egypt ensured enough stability to continue to have access to
Middle Eastern oil and to keep the Soviets at bay. The United States could remain the dominant
power in the region and do so with much stronger bilateral relations with Israel and with Egypt.

Carter tried unsuccessfully to salvage a comprehensive peace in the aftermath of the
September 1978 talks at Camp David. But the White House had burned bridges with
congressional leadership and American Jewish Zionist leadership over a package arms deal
involving Israel, Egypt, and Saudi Arabia several months before Camp David.8 According to
Steven Spiegel, that incident “severely damaged the president’s Jewish support,” and Carter
“never fully recovered politically from this episode.”9 Carter had no influential domestic friends
to support his cause, and his repeated calls for Israeli compromises on territory and Palestinians
fell on deaf ears. On November 8, Carter confided to his diary, “It’s obvious the Israelis want a
separate treaty with Egypt, to keep the West Bank and Gaza, [and] to get as much money as
possible from us.”10 Brzezinski figured, “Begin feels he can get away with almost anything.”11

At a meeting in Baghdad that November, the Arab League denounced the Camp David
Accords. The members of the League (minus Egypt, which did not attend) voted to punish Egypt
if it actually signed the peace agreement with Israel: they pledged to move the Arab League
headquarters away from Cairo, suspend Egypt from the League, and boycott Egyptian companies
that did business with Israel.12 Neither Saudi Arabia nor Jordan—the two closest Arab friends of
the United States—supported the accords. Palestinians, of course, rejected them.13



Three months after Camp David, Israel started to build more settlements in the West Bank,
which made future negotiations involving Palestinians much more difficult. The Carter team
believed that Begin had agreed at Camp David to a long-term freeze on settlement building. But
the Israeli team argued that the agreed-to freeze would last only three months. Spiegel states,
“Carter subsequently blamed Begin’s ‘broken promise’ for the Jordanian and Saudi refusal to
back Camp David.”14

Sadat felt even more isolated and demanded a stronger linkage to the Palestinians before
signing a peace agreement with Israel. But the Israelis balked, and the Americans could do
nothing. Then in December, Sadat threatened to not exchange ambassadors with Israel until there
was some movement toward Palestinian autonomy in Gaza. But Israel balked at this proposal,
too. Returning from a meeting in Jerusalem, an American senior official blamed Israel for
obstructionism. The situation seemed much as it had in March 1975, but this time the
administration did not “reassess” U.S.–Middle East policy. Nevertheless, according to Spiegel,
“Leading American Jews and their allies attacked the administration’s operating style in
statements, articles, and meetings.”15 The administration acquiesced to Israel’s insistence that
peace with Egypt would not be linked in any meaningful way to the Palestinians.

As Israel and Egypt worked to hammer out the final details of a peace treaty acceptable to
both sides, the Middle East appeared combustible. The Iranian Revolution reached a tipping
point, and the shah was forced to flee Iran in January 1979. The overthrow of the shah marked
the end of the U.S.-Iran relationship, which had served as a bedrock of American Middle East
foreign policy for nearly three decades. OPEC raised prices by 14.5 percent, which reminded
U.S. officials of the importance of the Saudi relationship and the need to avoid another
embargo.16 A civil war continued to rage in Lebanon, exacerbated by the ongoing plight of the
stateless Palestinians. In February 1979, war broke out between North and South Yemen. That
same month, Saudi Crown Prince Fahd refused to visit Washington for fear of being identified
with the United States.17 Peace between Israel and Egypt became even more important as U.S.
foreign policy in the Middle East unraveled.

Carter also had to worry about his reelection campaign. In the 1978 midterms, Democrats
lost fifteen seats in the House and three seats in the Senate, despite the Democratic president’s
accomplishment at Camp David. While they were still in control of both the House and Senate,
1980 promised to be a challenging year for Democrats. Ed Sanders noted in early February 1979,
“Support for us in the Jewish community at the moment is minimal,” and he urged Carter to
appeal to the Democratic allegiance of many American Jews in preparation for the 1980
elections.18 To push Israel over Palestinian self-determination would have threatened Carter’s
chances of reelection. According to Quandt, during a meeting on February 19, “Carter stated
clearly that he did not want a public confrontation with Israel.”19

In late March, Begin and Sadat signed an Israel-Egypt peace treaty on the White House lawn,
witnessed by Carter. The Arab League, true to its word, suspended Egypt and moved its
headquarters from Cairo to Tunis. Saudi Arabia resented the American willingness to sacrifice
the Palestinians for a separate peace and feared a weakening of American resolve after the
inability of the United States to save the shah (and South Vietnam). American relations with
Jordan “deteriorated to their lowest point” due to Hussein’s refusal to join peace talks.20 The
peace process proved to be a battle between Israel and the United States as much as between
Israel and Arab states. Israel had won easily, which left U.S.-Arab relations in miserably poor
shape.



The United States could pressure no one other than Anwar Sadat. Sadat needed the United
States; both his domestic and international plans depended on a close relationship. The Carter
administration could not force Begin to soften his stance, especially with the amounts of U.S.
weapons being sold to Israel. Nor could the administration convince Arafat to recognize Israel or
accept U.N. Resolution 242, and no other Palestinian representative than the PLO could be
found. Jordan preferred to remain aloof of peace negotiations. Syria, for its part, refused to take
another partial step toward accord with Israel. The toppling of the shah’s regime in Iran further
complicated energy concerns and U.S. policy in the Middle East, which pointed to the need for a
closer relationship with Saudi Arabia and another regional power like Egypt. For the United
States, at least in the short term, a separate peace was far better than the possibility of another
war and all that would go with it. The other elements of the conflict, including the Palestinians,
simply did not matter that much to many U.S. officials.

Sadat tried to pursue peace with Israel and concomitantly assure the Arab states that Egypt
would continue to fight for Palestinian rights and the 1967 borders. Economic concerns proved
to be most important. According to Sadat, the Egyptian government “had, with crass stupidity,
copied the Soviet pattern of socialism, although we lacked the necessary resources, technical
capabilities, and capital.”21 The constant drain on an ill-conceived economic structure was
obviously defense spending. As long as Israel remained in the Sinai, the Egyptian military had to
be heavily funded for the possibility of war. The wars in 1967 and 1973 showed that surprise was
to the aggressor’s advantage, so the potential defender needed to be prepared. But if Sadat could
somehow bring peace to Egypt, he would no longer need to allocate excessive funding for
defense purposes. Sadat could then work to fix an economy that, five days before the October
War, “had fallen below zero.”22 Similar to Carter, Sadat believed he could not leave Camp David
in September 1978 without an agreement, even though he threatened to do exactly that. Sadat felt
trapped into signing an agreement that left an abyss between Egypt’s national achievements and
its view of itself as leader of the Arab world.

Sadat paid a high price for making a separate peace with Israel, while the Palestinian
question—intentionally avoided by Kissinger—remained unanswered at Camp David. Seen as
willing to sacrifice the larger Arab cause, Egypt was expelled from the Arab League from 1979
to 1989, and Sadat was assassinated by the terrorist group Egyptian Islamic Jihad in October
1981. While Israel and Egypt have managed to avoid any conflicts after agreeing to peace, the
slow pace of the peace process after the Camp David Accords led directly to the First Intifada
(1987–1993), and the failure to build on peaceful measures in the 1990s, which culminated again
at Camp David, led to the Second Intifada (2000–2005).

Camp David, for all its merits, reflects a mixed bag of successes and failures, and rather
evenly so. On the one hand, while a disastrous agreement for the Palestinians and Syria, Camp
David secured peace between two warring countries that stabilized part of a volatile region.
Major conflicts in 1956, 1967, 1969–1970, and 1973 all involved Israel and Egypt. Since Camp
David, the two have maintained a cold peace, and the United States has continued to rely on both
countries as regional allies. The Camp David Accords strengthened economic and security ties
between the United States and Israel and further enabled the United States to sell massive
amounts of weapons to Egypt, which completed the Soviet removal from that country and
solidified the U.S.-Egypt relationship.

But on the other hand, while a significant agreement for Israel, Egypt, and the United States,
Camp David guaranteed that the core issues of the conflict would remain unaddressed, which



furthered an existing resentment within the Arab world for U.S. foreign policy. With Egypt no
longer at war with Israel, and with Israel receiving a steady stream of the world’s most
technologically sophisticated weapons, the peace process ground to a halt after Camp David.
Israel took war to the PLO in Lebanon in the hopes of extinguishing the Palestinian nationalist
movement, which did not work. Only in the 1990s, after the end of the Cold War, a Palestinian
uprising (intifada), and the successful U.S.-led war against Iraq, would the peace process start
again, only to falter in 2000, ironically at Camp David. Israel has managed to hold onto the West
Bank and deny a Palestinian state from forming, while Hamas and Hezbollah call for the
destruction of Israel. As Nasser and other Arab leaders learned in 1967 (and hopefully these
organizations will soon realize), such violent rhetoric will always be met by American pledges of
allegiance to Israel. That is the essence of the special relationship. An attack that threatens
Israel’s existence would be like an attack on the United States, and the response would be
similar.

By the time of the signing of the Israel-Egypt peace agreement in 1979, the United States
could boast impressive achievements in the region: it had successfully contained communism,
offset the power of the oil weapon through its relationship with Saudi Arabia and energy
diversification, strengthened ties with Egypt, and established an enduring relationship with
Israel. But this was all accomplished at the expense of Arab demands, like the return of all lands
taken by Israel in 1967 and Palestinian grievances, and at the consequence of widespread
dissatisfaction in the Arab world, which contributed to a pervasive anti-Americanism that fueled
radicalism in the region and beyond. The United States became enmeshed in the Middle East
during the 1970s, with both partial achievements and partial failures, and in ways that plague us
up to the present day.

Conclusion

This work aims to correct, at least in part, the imbalance in scholarship that devotes near-
exclusive attention to presidential policies and downplays the influence of the legislative branch
on U.S.–Middle East relations. When issues involve Israel, and with the activities of the Israel
lobby, Congress becomes a major player in U.S. foreign policy. Most Americans do not realize
how important Congress is in the relationship between the United States and Israel.

Domestic politics and the legislative body always affect the foreign policy of a democracy.
But in the case of U.S.-Israel relations, focusing on the interplay of domestic and foreign politics
and extrapolating the impact of Congress on U.S. foreign policy have particular relevance. The
changes in U.S.-Israel relations between 1967 and 1975 had a long-lasting impact on U.S.–
Middle East relations and U.S. foreign relations more broadly. Certainly, international
developments, as in Vietnam and elsewhere, impacted U.S. relations with the Middle East.
Geopolitical concerns and pursuit of the national interest obviously drove foreign-policy
considerations, and a strong Israel—the main non-communist, pro–United States stalwart in the
Middle East—certainly benefited the U.S. position in the Cold War. But the perception of U.S.
national security interests in the Middle East, by high-ranking political leaders in both the
executive and legislative branches, played out in a domestic setting that witnessed an unusually
active Congress. While the president leads in foreign affairs, Congress holds the power to
demand participation when it sees fit. And by focusing on domestic politics and the activities of



U.S. officials, people—more than abstract conceptions of power—drive the historical narrative.
The situation clearly illustrates that domestic politics and Congress always matter to some degree
for U.S. foreign relations, and did particularly during the 1970s.

Rather than presidents’ willfully seeking a closer relationship with Israel, instead, Congress
pressured increasingly weak presidencies to move closer to Israel. Presidents Johnson, Nixon,
Ford, and Carter all tried to maintain an evenhanded policy in the Middle East. Johnson, who felt
strong basic sympathies with Israel, also agonized over selling offensive weapons and sought to
prevent a strategic relationship from forming. Nixon tried to mend relations with Arab states and
often vented his frustrations about Israel for its tough stance in peace negotiations. In May 1974,
Nixon went so far as to threaten Prime Minister Meir with no further weapons sales if Israel did
not demonstrate more of a willingness to compromise. Ford actually did freeze military aid to the
Middle East in the spring of 1975, only to be thwarted by the actions of the Senate. The Senate
letter of May 1975 not-too-subtly indicated that the Senate would reject any presidential foreign-
aid request that did not arm Israel to Congress’s satisfaction. Like all presidents, Ford had to
consider how decisions regarding Israel would affect his ability to conduct U.S. foreign policy in
other areas. Carter seemed determined to battle the Israel lobby over weapons sales to the region
and in the process alienated American Jewish Zionists and legislators—the very base of support
he needed in order to pressure Israel into a comprehensive peace agreement. But Carter’s
inability to facilitate a lasting regional peace was hurt as much by Sinai II as by his own
clumsiness in foreign affairs.

The U.S. Congress, not the presidency, pushed for a decidedly pro-Israel foreign policy. The
aforementioned presidents tried to keep Israel at arm’s length. But an activist Congress,
empowered by the Vietnam War and increasingly influenced by the Israel lobby, redirected
presidential initiatives from evenhandedness and toward an uneasy alliance with Israel that
included billion-dollar weapons sales regardless of movement in the peace process. Presidents,
Congress, and Israeli officials all recognized that the only way the United States could force
Israel to go along with presidential efforts to forge a comprehensive peace was by withholding
weapons. Consecutive administrations tried to pressure Israel to leave the occupied territories,
primarily by threatening to restrict weapons sales. But Congress would not have it. Congress
ensured that Israel would receive unprecedented levels of American-made weaponry and thereby
empowered Israel to dominate regional diplomacy. At the end of the day, U.S. presidents
basically threw up their hands and realized that U.S. policy would become more pro-Israel, like it
or not, and that going with that development was the path of least resistance.

Between 1967 and 1980, the power of the presidency, relative to Congress, certainly ebbed.
The embattled Johnson chose to not run for the office in 1968. Richard Nixon, at the peak of
step-by-step diplomacy, had to resign in 1974. If one considers a counterfactual—if Watergate
had never happened and Nixon had carried out a powerful second term—one has to imagine that
Richard Nixon would have made Israel play ball according to the rules of the U.S. president.
Gerald Ford was never elected on a presidential ticket and served as a caretaker president. Jimmy
Carter won his election on being a Washington outsider and proved unable to advance a coherent
foreign policy. Only with Ronald Reagan’s election in 1980 did the power of the presidency
rebound. But even then, Reagan still had to do battle with Congress over U.S. foreign policy,
most notably with the Boland Amendments and Iran-Contra.

Presidential weakness furthered the influence of Congress on U.S.-Israel relations and the
peace process. Legislators used a combination of policy initiatives and displays of public support



to challenge the White House when it tried to pressure Israel by threatening to withhold
weapons. The congressional uproar over military sales began during Johnson’s presidency and
escalated over the next decade. Congress advanced a pro-Israel position that was probably more
in line with U.S. popular opinion at this time than the White House’s insistence on an
evenhanded regional policy, which points to the importance of domestic politics. Legislators
perpetuated a narrative that military aid to Israel should be given generously so that Israel would
feel strong enough to negotiate peace. This proved to be an unwise policy as Israel used
American arms to seek peace with only Egypt, and as a way to remain in the West Bank.
Strategically, arming Israel helped to contain communism in the Middle East, a region that took
on greater importance in light of the situation in East Asia. But arming Israel also provided
convenient ammunition to Islamic fundamentalists, which would complicate U.S. foreign policy
in the Middle East for decades to follow. A paradox emerged: Congress became involved in
foreign relations to restrain presidential excesses and then pushed hard for the president to arm
Israel excessively.

The crucial period of executive-legislative tension came during the Ford presidency, which,
in relation to Congress, was the weakest of the Cold War. Domestically and internationally, the
White House lacked trust and prestige. For the United States, step-by-step diplomacy aimed for
improved relations with the Arab world and a peace program to allow Israel to eventually
remove itself from the occupied territories. Kissinger, while an ardent supporter of Israel, still
wanted it to leave the vast majority of territories taken in 1967; he also recognized the
importance of improved Arab relations with the United States and with Israel. But the escalation
of U.S. political and military support for Israel undermined these objectives. The Ford
administration believed it needed another interim agreement between Israel and Egypt in 1975 to
keep the struggling peace process alive and to bring Cairo closer to Washington. Most important,
the tenuous cease-fire from the 1973 war seemed likely to come undone without another
agreement, which would mean another war. And with another war came the possibility of
superpower confrontation and almost certainly another crippling oil embargo that could have
severely weakened the integrity of Western economies. Ford could not withhold weapons sales
to Israel at a pivotal moment, even if that meant the end of a comprehensive peace process. The
administration had no choice but to do whatever was necessary to get an agreement between
Egypt and Israel in order to avoid a war that carried with it the possibility of catastrophic
consequences.

Why did the president not ignore Congress and just withhold weapons from Israel anyway?
For one thing, the Middle East is not the only foreign-policy concern of the United States. The
president must work with Congress on a host of issues beyond the Middle East and has to
consider the possible political consequences of challenging Israel. This became especially true in
the context of the Vietnam War and its aftermath—the president is not an imperial ruler but an
elected representative in a democracy. In May 1975, the Senate reminded Ford that his general
foreign-aid request required congressional approval, and that approval hinged on the
continuation of arms for Israel. Political consequences can be felt at the ballot boxes too. The
president must keep in mind both reelection and midterm elections, which can sway the political
makeup of Congress. Party politics matter, and Israel has managed to cultivate broad bipartisan
support in the United States. Even though presidents preferred to follow an evenhanded policy in
the Middle East, Congress made that politically unwise and practically impossible. Presidents
proved willing to accept low-level conflict so long as it did not compromise other U.S. interests



in the region. And if that meant billion-dollar weapons sales and the militarization of the region,
then so be it.

Israel was in no hurry to reach another agreement with Egypt, and unable to withhold
weapons sales, the Ford administration instead had to buy Sinai II and steer the peace process
down a narrow path that culminated at Camp David. In order to get Israel to agree to another step
with Egypt in September 1975 the White House had to enter into several far-reaching executive
agreements with Israel, and Congress felt obligated to pass a resolution that indirectly authorized
the agreements. In effect, U.S. military aid to Israel became detached from any movement in the
peace process, which altered Johnson’s policy of arming Israel in order to generate movement
toward a broad peace.

The executive agreements connected to Sinai II, which have been underappreciated and
understudied, represent a benchmark in U.S.-Israel relations that require a rethinking of the U.S.-
Israel narrative. Based on material aid alone—regardless of the important politically oriented
executive agreements, which certainly impacted the peace process—the U.S.-Israel relationship
entered into a new period as Sinai II established a much higher baseline for future aid packages.
(The emergency aid related to the 1973 war was case-specific and did not constitute an annual
change in U.S. assistance to Israel. In the next fiscal year, U.S. military support dipped back
down to $300 million.) Since the Sinai II agreement, annual U.S. military aid to Israel has never
fallen below $1 billion. Economic aid, which also rose significantly, remained high until the
2000s. In addition, U.S. assistance after Sinai II became one-half loans and one-half grants,
rather than almost exclusively loans. Over time, more and more U.S. assistance would take the
form of grants. Unable to pressure Israel, U.S. policymakers instead went all in on the side of
Israel.

U.S. and Israeli officials understood that the executive agreements were extraordinarily
important. Numerous legislators voiced serious reservations with Sinai II because of the U.S.
pledges that constituted a marked change in the relationship between the United States and Israel.
According to Amos Eiran, Israel would not have entered into another agreement with Egypt if
not for the American commitments to Israel. Israeli officials no longer had to fight for U.S.
support—they could count on it. American officials started to treat Israelis as close friends rather
than bazaar hagglers, just as Ephraim Evron requested of the Johnson administration in 1967.

The executive agreements did not come out of nowhere; they came after several years of
organized and intensive Israeli efforts to gain greater access to U.S. weapons and to lessen
political pressure to leave the occupied territories. Thus, the agreements represent the
culmination of a process. After Sinai II, Israel managed to take Egypt out of the larger Arab war
against Israel, which significantly diminished the possibility of another Arab attack. This enabled
Israel to follow a path that involved indefinite occupation of the West Bank and the denial of a
Palestinian state from forming.

When Gerald Ford left Washington in early 1977, he bequeathed to Jimmy Carter a powerful
informal alliance between the United States and Israel that would bedevil Carter and his
administration, just as it did those of Nixon and Ford, when pushing for peace agreements.
According to Morris Amitay, executive director of AIPAC from 1974 to 1980, Congress
continued to play a crucial role during the Carter years and the search for peace in the Middle
East. Following the death of Carter’s Secretary of State Cyrus Vance in 2002, Amitay
commented that Israeli activists had not often interacted with Vance. According to Amitay, “the
watchword then was to use Congress to influence policy.”23



Given President Donald Trump’s decision in May 2018 to undo Barack Obama’s executive
agreement with Iran regarding the Iranian nuclear program, one might be tempted to think that an
executive agreement is easy to revoke. It is not. An executive agreement is considered to be
interchangeable with a treaty, which is the most binding American international commitment.
Revoking an executive agreement runs the risk of weakening American credibility abroad and
generating domestic backlash. In the case of Sinai II, the Ford administration’s executive
agreements with Israel came only months after the fall of Saigon. Neither Ford nor his successor,
Jimmy Carter, could reverse an American agreement with Israel and save face in the
international community during the Cold War. How could any ally trust the United States after it
first abandoned South Vietnam and then reneged on an agreement with Israel? American
credibility was already soiled because of Vietnam; it would have been ruined by rescinding the
executive agreements with Israel. Moreover, given Israel’s ability to catalyze broad support in
Congress and among the American public, it would have been political suicide for Carter to
ignore or repeal the executive agreements.

Presidents may not like previous executive agreements, but almost always they try to honor
them. Jimmy Carter did not like the Sinai II executive agreements, but he still upheld them.
However, he did try to create wiggle room for his own diplomatic initiatives. He tried to issue a
joint communiqué with the Soviet Union about the peace process in 1977. But that was
denounced by legislators, Israeli officials, and American Jewish Zionists, for one, because it
reintroduced the USSR into the peace process, and two, because it violated Ford’s agreement to
not take any steps without coordinating with Israel. Carter agreed to not recognize the PLO, but
he still developed backchannel dialogue with PLO officials. Carter agreed to the weapons
arrangement connected to Sinai II, but he also used sales to Israel as a way to confront the power
of the Israel lobby and bully through Congress a package agreement that included controversial
weapons for Saudi Arabia. Carter did not agree with the Ford administration’s decision about
U.S.-Israel relations, and his administration worked to redirect U.S. foreign policy with respect
to the peace process, but Carter still honored and worked within the broad parameters of the
previous administration’s executive agreements. And with Camp David, Carter also discovered
the challenges in trying to get Israel on board with American foreign policy without significant
political and material commitments.

This work highlights the important agency of non-U.S. actors in the making of foreign
policy, which fits into a developing trend in historiography concerned with non-U.S. agency.24

Israeli officials connected to the Israeli embassy in Washington (especially Simcha Dinitz) built
upon existing institutional relations in the U.S. capital, which allowed Israeli officials to meet
with and influence members of both branches of government, especially the legislative branch.
Dinitz played a heretofore unnoticed role in the reassessment period. While the divided Israeli
cabinet of Yitzhak Rabin, Shimon Peres, and Yigal Allon all jockeyed for power, the former
foreign minister and longtime politician Dinitz used the opportunity to take the lead in shaping
Israel’s relations with the United States from a position far removed from Jerusalem, and at a
particularly important time.

This work also sheds more light on how a foreign government can exercise influence on the
U.S. political system. Pro-Israel lobbying managed to generate considerable pressure on
legislators to mobilize a congressional defense against the president’s desire to follow a balanced
policy in the Middle East. In order to better address the impact of pro-Israel lobbying, it requires
a more evenhanded assessment of how and why such lobbying begets the results it does. In the



case of Israel, the embassy in Washington, D.C. spearheaded an effort to reverse Ford’s
reassessment, restart foreign aid, and lessen U.S. political pressure on Israel, and Israeli officials
worked closely with American Jewish Zionist leadership to advance that effort. Discussions
about the influence of the Israel lobby in the United States should consider the involvement of
the State of Israel and its embassy in Washington, D.C. in shaping lobbying efforts by American
Jewish Zionists.

But it was not simply an Israeli tail wagging the American dog. U.S. legislators used Israel to
their advantage, too. Scoop Jackson always wanted to be president, and he made calculated
political decisions in his support for Israel, especially regarding weapons sales and the
emigration of Soviet Jews. He tried to shape a presidential campaign around a pro-labor and
traditional Democratic position on domestic issues, with a strong Cold War and pro-Israel
foreign policy. Jackson realized the potential political advantages of endearing himself to the
American Jewish community, and as late as October 1975, he was still thought to be the
frontrunner for the Democratic nomination for the 1976 presidential election. And not just
Jackson—Hubert Humphrey, Stuart Symington, Jacob Javits, Abe Ribicoff—the list goes on.
Legislators are happy to advance a pro-Israel position, regardless of the impact on the Middle
East or other U.S. interests, because they are generally concerned with representing their
constituencies and getting reelected. Moreover, Congress used Israel as a means to play a larger
role in directing U.S. foreign policy during a period of increased legislative assertiveness. The
Jackson-Vanik amendment, in particular, used the plight of Soviet Jews as an opportunity to
make a direct attack on the Nixon administration’s policy of détente. In 1976, Tip O’Neill used
congressional support for Israel to secure funding for liberal domestic projects.

Yet one has to wonder, why such extreme support? Assistance for Israel is one thing, but
billion-dollar military aid and international protection for the occupation of Arab lands are
entirely different. Military aid and weapons sales came about rather naturally due to the special
relationship and did not spring up independently from it. But that much military aid? Is any
amount of military aid an expression of the special relationship? Is any amount of military aid an
expression of a strategic alliance? At what point does U.S. support damage other U.S. interests,
as well as the pursuit of peace? That is the crux of the matter. U.S. military aid for Israel moved
well beyond a moral commitment to Israel’s survival or any strategic rationale and instead
provided the ammunition for an indefinite occupation of certain Arab lands. Israel managed to
have its cake and eat it, too—billion-dollar military assistance from the United States without
pressure to leave the territories. The U.S. government, regardless of congressional insistence,
was going to sell weapons to Israel. But the extent of weapons sales that ballooned during this
period, and often the timing of such sales, undercut peace discussions. And Congress, more than
the executive branch, was responsible.

One important reason for such overwhelming support is that Congress does not conduct the
foreign relations of the United States. Congressional officials can use the State of Israel to further
their own domestic agendas and do so without the responsibility of having to try to facilitate
peaceful relations between Arabs and Israelis. The president must try to be balanced in foreign
affairs to promote international stability and advance the national interest; legislators need not be
balanced. They can stump for lopsided weapons sales to Israel without having to actually
conduct peace negotiations.

Regarding Congress and foreign policy, other fundamental problems persist. Legislators do
not have access to privileged information regarding foreign-policy issues and, in general, seem to



not understand regional nuances. Legislators often lack the personal or institutional preparation
to become intricately involved in foreign policy. The congressional assertiveness of the late
1960s and the 1970s grew out of necessity, due to Vietnam and the excesses of the Imperial
Presidency. In the process, legislators forayed into an area in which many lacked experience—
foreign policy. Many congressional officials probably misread the diplomatic environment and
undertook actions that happened to sever U.S. military aid to Israel from any movement in the
peace process. (Take, for example, George McGovern’s decision to sign the May 1975 letter. He
subsequently stated that Israel must return the occupied territories and accept Palestinian self-
determination.) Congress denied the president the necessary leverage—the ability to withhold
weapons—to pressure Israel into being more forthcoming in peace negotiations. If he tried,
Congress would threaten to kill the foreign-aid request in order to change the president’s
behavior.

The United States has continually armed both Arabs and Israelis while proving unable to lead
the peace process to a satisfactory conclusion, and at times weapons sales and peace discussions
take place simultaneously. That, naturally, has necessitated more diplomacy and more weapons
sales, with results that continue the ongoing cycle.

A seventh-grade social studies class from Wahiawa, Hawai’i, made a similar observation in a
March 1975 letter to Hawai’i’s Republican senator Hiram Fong. The students perceptively asked
their senator why the United States tried to pursue diplomacy and at the same time trained Israeli
and Arab soldiers how to use American-made weapons. The class wondered, “Why are we doing
this? On the one hand we are sending Kissinger to the Middle East to help bring peace and on the
other we are teaching both sides how to fire missiles.”25 From the pencils of babes.

The United States played Cold War politics while trying to mediate a regional dispute, all
while taking a pro-Israel position. The situation was bound to be problematic for all parties
involved.

Rather than use weapons as inducements for peace, U.S. officials could have decided to
withhold weapons sales from Israel and force it to accept a settlement that included the
demarcation of final borders and that addressed Palestinian grievances, and in a way that
intentionally avoided PLO participation. Quite certainly, the PLO enjoyed substantial support in
the occupied territories, from Arab governments, and even in the international arena. But U.S.
officials could have denied weapons sales to Israel until it proved willing to relinquish the West
Bank and East Jerusalem to King Hussein. If Jordan proved able to secure an agreement that
returned such important territories for some type of Palestinian state or legitimate autonomy, the
intransigence of the PLO would have been out of step with broad popular opinion, thereby
undercutting its political viability. U.S. military aid empowered Israel to the point that it felt able
to refuse to return these territories, which strengthened the PLO’s uncompromising position and
added to its popular appeal. The proliferation of weapons sales to Israel undermined the peace
process as much as the absence of PLO participation. As in East Asia, U.S. officials sought to
use a preponderance of American military power in the Middle East to bring about a favorable
situation. In neither case did the effort work well.

Now, in the post–Cold War international environment, titanic levels of U.S. military aid to
Israel are not really justifiable on national-security grounds (or any grounds) and are
counterproductive. The U.S. policy of arming Israel to the teeth, which started in the 1970s, set
up a dynamic that propelled future U.S. arms sales to Israel into the post–Cold War era, long
after the Cold War justification melted away. At this point, though, Israel can secure weapons



from a collection of suppliers, including Russia and China, along with its own weapons
manufacturing base that has received substantial funding from the United States. But it does not
need to. Beginning in 2019, the United States government has agreed to grant Israel nearly $4
billion of military aid per year over the next ten years.

In conclusion, between 1967 and 1975, the United States and Israel together laid the
foundation for an uneasy alliance. Beginning with the policy established by President Johnson in
1967, American officials decided to support Israel’s occupation, which to a great extent exists
still today, in order to pressure Arab states to finally make peace with Israel. Until that time,
American arms would need to flow to Israel, regardless of the impact on peace discussions or
U.S.-Arab relations. The special and strategic elements remained a part of U.S.-Israel relations,
but U.S.-Arab relations suffered from an unspoken American commitment to an indefinite
occupation of Arab lands and a willingness to disallow a Palestinian state from coming into
existence. Presidents have encouraged Israel to return territories and move to a two-state
solution, but they lack the ability to pressure Israel to do something it perceives to be against its
interests. Israelis need only to point to ongoing calls by Palestinian leadership for Israel’s
destruction to defend its continued occupation. Even still, Israel understands it needs U.S.
support and wants to refrain from undertaking any measures that might lead to an erosion of that
support. This all has created an uneasiness between the United States and Israel, tension between
the United States and European states, and conflict between Congress and the Executive over
U.S. support for Israel.

Although some criticisms of Israel’s occupation certainly have merit, the situation also begs a
crucial question that, to this day, lacks an adequate answer—with whom can Israel negotiate?
Corruption has plagued Palestinian leadership, and the broader Palestinian negotiating position
has been undermined by terrorist attacks and a refusal to openly and consistently accept the
legitimacy of the State of Israel. Rockets from Hamas, border attacks from Hezbollah, and a
potential nuclear threat from Iran only add to Israel’s insecurity. The Middle East is a tough
neighborhood, and optimism must be tempered by realism. However, a discussion about a
possible negotiating partner for Israel also presumes that Israel has an honest intention to
negotiate away occupied territories in order to secure peace. That scenario seems unlikely.

While Egypt and Israel agreed to peace in 1979, and Jordan and Israel in 1994, the core
issues of the conflict persist and threaten both regional and international stability. Certainly,
blame can be spread all around. It can be placed on Lyndon Johnson for his shortsightedness, the
U.S. Congress for its overenthusiastic support of Israel, Israelis and Arabs for pushing
maximalist demands, and the United States and the Soviet Union for dumping weapons into a
volatile region for their own selfish purposes. Regardless of blame, the facts on the ground
clearly reflect the failure of U.S. diplomacy to secure peace and justice in the Middle East.
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