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How did the Arab- Israeli tensions during the 1960s and 1970s influence US and Soviet policy in the Middle East?
The crucible of Arab-Israeli tensions in the 1960s and 1970s acted as a litmus test for the superpower competition, influencing the parameters of US and Soviet Middle East policy. The turbulent terrain, defined by wars such as the Six-Day War, War of Attrition, and Yom Kippur War, compelled the United States and the Soviet Union to recalibrate their geopolitical policies as they sought to traverse the region's complicated web of alliances and enmities. Both superpowers' strategies were influenced not just by historical, ideological, and geopolitical consideration, but also by the desire to preserve regional peace, secure access to energy resources, and offset the other superpower's influence. This essay endeavours to unravel the intricate dynamics that unfolded during this pivotal period, shedding light on the profound influence of Arab-Israeli tensions on the Middle East policies pursued by the US and the Soviet Union, exploring the root causes of Arab-Israeli tensions and examining the factors that shaped their respective strategies and the impact of their involvement on the conflict's trajectory.
The state of Israel, founded in 1948, evolved in a tumultuous geopolitical framework affected by the aftermath of WWII and the complexity of the Arab-Israeli conflict. Prior to the escalation of Arab-Israeli hostilities in the 1960s and 1970s, Israel went through a phase of nation-building and consolidation. The country's first prime minister, David Ben-Gurion, and his contemporaries concentrated on laying the groundwork for a viable and secure state. Waves of Jewish immigration, the integration of various communities, and the formation of critical institutions defined Israel's early years. The 1948 Arab-Israeli War, which preceded Israel's declaration of independence following the United Nations partition plan of Palestine in 1947, laid the groundwork for Israel's long-term enmity towards its Arab neighbours. As a result, the relocation of hundreds of thousands of Palestinian refugees heightened hatred. (Smith, n.d). Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon, and Syria were among the Arab countries who opposed Israel's independence. (Encyclopedia Britannica, n.d) While the founding of Israel was a substantial contributor to Arab-Israeli hostilities, it was not the sole cause. Deep-rooted historical and geographical disputes between Jews and Arabs in the region, along with competing national aspirations, played a critical part in generating a hostile climate. As a result, while the founding of Israel in 1948 was significant, the larger historical and geopolitical backdrop, as recounted by Morris and other historians, highlights the numerous layers that contributed to the tensions that would deepen in the decades that followed. (Morris, 2008, pp. 3-120).
The escalation of Arab-Israeli tensions in the 1960s had a profound influence on US and Soviet Middle East strategy. Arab nationalism and pan-Arabism movements, as well as the establishment of the Palestine Liberation Organisation (PLO) in 1964 and Hamas in the late 1980s, exacerbated Arab-Israeli relations. The PLO was founded by Yasser Arafat with the purpose of freeing and advocating for Palestine and establishing a Palestinian state. Hence, earning backing from Arab governments and the international community (Ali and James, 2020). Furthermore, the 1960s and 1970s included an array of major incidents that heightened Arab-Israeli relations. The Six-Day War, which lasted from June 5th to June 10th, 1967, was an iconic moment in the Arab-Israeli conflict, significantly changing the Middle East's political and geographical environment. The Israeli Defence Force launched the operation by attacking Egyptian airfields. As a result of escalating tensions and geopolitical manoeuvring, Israel easily defeated its Arab neighbours, including Egypt, Syria, and Jordan, and took control of the Sinai Peninsula, the West Bank, East Jerusalem, and the Golan Heights. (Makrynika, n.d) Prior to the Six-Day War, the Johnson administration sought to dissuade Soviet intervention and pursue a cease-fire while also backing Israel's occupation through military agreements (State.gov, 2019). They initially advised a ceasefire to avoid Arab defeat and alienating pro-Western Arab countries, especially after Egypt accused the US of enabling Israel and broke diplomatic relations. However, after June 5, the government did not urge a rapid Israeli departure, thinking that peace settlements should be implemented owing to the instability of the prewar armistice system. (State.gov, 2019) The 1967 War established a unique connection between the United States and Israel based on shared political and strategic interests in Cold War problems. (Makrynika, n.d) The impact of this fight extended well beyond the immediate military consequences, changing the regional balance of power, and attracting the attention of the world’s superpowers, the United States, and the Soviet Union.  The US saw Israel as a critical partner in the strategically important Middle East, seeing its existence as critical to regional security. In a region defined by Cold War tensions and the development of Soviet influence, the US regarded Israel as a democratic and trusted partner (Khalidi, 2010, p. 82). Given Israel's perceived strategic importance, the US provided significant military and economic help to the newly constituted state, forming a tight connection that would define the geopolitics of the area for decades to come. To offset American influence and create a presence in the Middle East, the Soviet Union offered support to Arab states and communist governments, notably Egypt and Syria, perceiving them as partners in the fight against Western imperialism and capitalism. They were influenced by ideological concerns as well as strategic goals. To strengthen their capacities against Israel, the USSR gave these countries with military aid, weaponry, including surface-to-air missiles and technological assistance. (Ruan, 2021) The Soviet motives were driven by a desire to increase influence in the area, tap into existing Arab nationalism, and oppose the increasing alliance between the US and Israel (Khalidi, 2010, p. 86). 
The War of Attrition, which lasted nearly eighteen months from March 1969 to August 1970, was a significant and protracted phase in the aftermath of the Six-Day War, as detailed in Michael B. Oren's exhaustive work, "Six Days of War: June 1967 and the Making of the Modern Middle East" (Oren, 2002). This conflict, which mostly included Israel and Egypt, was distinguished by intermittent engagements, artillery duels, and air clashes near the Suez Canal and the Sinai Peninsula. The conflict of Attrition against Israel, which began following resistance and active defence, was critical for Egyptian military forces, impacting preparation and planning for the October 1973 conflict and assuring efficient performance. (Sorby, 1969, p.144) Its significance stems from its strategic ramifications, as both groups sought to wear down the opponent and ensure favourable conditions for future discussions. The Soviet Union's active engagement in the War of Attrition was remarkable, indicating the Soviet Union's dedication to aiding its Arab allies. Military advisers and pilots from the Soviet Union actively participated in the fight, giving Egypt with critical experience and technological help (Oren, 2002, p. 402). This direct confrontation highlighted the Soviet Union's commitment to preserve regional influence and balance Israeli military strength. During the War of Attrition, the United States provided indirect support for Israel on the opposite side of the Cold War split. While not directly involving American forces, the U.S. provided crucial military and economic aid to Israel, reinforcing the alliance established after the Six-Day War (Oren, 2002, p. 403). The US assistance attempted to assure that Israel had the resources it needed to defend itself and preserve regional security, consistent with broader American Cold War aims. 
Following the War of Attrition, the Yom Kippur War of October 6, 1973, also known as the October War, had a tremendous influence on superpower relations during the Cold War, with consequences that extended well beyond the immediate battle (Makrynika, n.d.). The war, which commenced on the holiest day of the Jewish calendar (Yom Kippur) with surprise attacks on Israel by Egypt and Syria, represented a dramatic difference from prior confrontations, catching Israel off guard and resulting to initial Arab triumphs. They launched an attack when Israel's military were doing Yom Kippur religious ceremonies. As a result, their alertness would be momentarily reduced yet Egyptians stunned both Israel and the United States by invading the Suez Canal's east bank with 100,000 men and tanks. Syrians, working with Egyptians, launched an offensive on the Golan Heights, hoping to involve Israel and the United States in Middle East peace talks. (Makrynika, n.d) The primary consequences of the battle included many Israeli casualties. (Maratib et al. 2022) As the battle progressed, the United States and the Soviet Union, were embroiled in diplomatic efforts to settle the problem. The Yom Kippur War forced them to engage in a delicate diplomatic tango. While both the US and the Soviet Union immediately resupplied their respective allies, the prospect of a direct superpower battle heightened tensions. Recognising the hazards of a larger confrontation, both countries shifted their focus to diplomacy to de-escalate the situation. Under Secretary of State Henry Kissinger's guidance, the United States played a key role in commencing ceasefire discussions, emphasising the need of avoiding a superpower clash in the Middle East (Quandt, 2005, p. 76). The United Nations has sent peacekeepers to volatile regions.  Egypt and Israel signed an interim agreement in 1975, indicating their commitment to resolve their disagreements amicably. (Trueman, 2015) In 1978, the United States successfully arranged the Camp David Accords by utilising its power and diplomatic ability. This historic accord, sponsored by President Jimmy Carter, resulted in Egypt and Israel signing a peace treaty. The Camp David Accords not only ended three decades of hostility between the two countries, but they also changed the Middle East's geopolitical dynamics promoting peace and stability. This diplomatic achievement highlighted the superpowers' capacity to manage crises and engage in constructive diplomacy, although indirectly, to bring about regional stability (Quandt, 2005, p. 122). The United States made an important contribution to the search for a peaceful solution by actively participating in the exploration of a concrete solution to the Arab-Israeli conflict.
The repercussions of the Arab-Israeli crises of the 1960s and 1970s had enormous impacts on US and Soviet Middle East policy, changing the geopolitical environment in ways that echo to the current day. The wars during this time reflected the United States' cementing of its position as a dominating force in the Middle East. The Middle East's strategic importance, notably in terms of oil resources, became a top priority for the United States (Yergin, 1991, p. 650). The United States' commitment to guaranteeing Israel's security became a cornerstone of its Middle East policy, and this relationship functioned as a keystone in the United States' wider plan to fight Soviet dominance in the area. The United States' rise as a dominating force in the Middle East was accompanied by the formation of strategic partnerships. Aside from Israel, the United States developed strong connections with major regional players such as Saudi Arabia. These agreements were motivated not just by ideological concerns, but also by the need to secure access to key oil resources. The United States aggressively participated in diplomatic initiatives and military aid programmes, portraying itself as a significant regional mediator (Yergin, 1991, p. 651). According to Lazarowitz, "in the 1960s, the main goal of the United States in the Middle East was to maintain regional security and stability, minimise the influence of the Soviet Union, and maintain friendly relations with as many countries in the region as possible while supporting Israel." (Lazarowitz, 2008) In contrast, the Arab-Israeli war and the involvement of the superpowers had distinct consequences for the Soviet Union. Despite its initial efforts to bolster Arab companions, the USSR encountered problems that resulted in a decline in its Middle Eastern influence. Failures by the Soviet Union to provide military and diplomatic support to Arab governments during wars such as the Six-Day War and the Yom Kippur War undermined Moscow's position in the area (Golan, 1990, p. 267). The Soviet Union's power to control events in the Middle East was restricted by its failure to gain long-term diplomatic triumphs. The shifting dynamics inside the Arab world accentuated the Soviet Union's collapse in power. Internal disputes among Arab governments, as well as the advent of new regional powers such as Iran, made it difficult for the Soviet Union to maintain coherent connections with its old Arab allies. The Soviet Union's deteriorating fortunes in the Middle East became clear with Egypt's historic pivot towards the United States following the Camp David Accords in 1978, which marked a huge setback for Soviet influence (Golan, 1990, p. 275). Egypt became the first Arab state to formally recognise Israel, marking a significant milestone in Arab-Israeli relations. This discovery had a significant influence on both giants' regional policy.
During the 1960s and 1970s, Arab-Israeli tensions produced a competitive climate in the Middle East for the United States and the Soviet Union. Both countries wanted to impose their authority in the region and obtain strategic benefits. To fight Soviet influence and protect its relationships, the US implemented a programme of negotiations, military aid, and arms sales to Arab governments. Meanwhile, the Soviet Union supplied military aid, supported Arab friends, and expanded its area of influence via media and intellectual influence. The rivalry for influence in the Middle East between the United States and the Soviet Union fueled the arms race, contributed to regional instability, and fostered proxy conflicts. (Anziska, n.d) The 1960s and 1970s Arab-Israeli tensions sparked an arms race in the Middle East, causing regional instability that the US and Soviet Union exploited for their own interests. (Bariiev, n.d.) In the second segment of the 1950s, the Soviet Union vehemently opposed western interventionism in the Middle East. The Soviet Union's position on western policies in the region, which was perceived as imperialist expansion, was consistent with its ideology and the prevailing international political context, which was characterized by capitalism-socialism conflict and competition. (Bekcan, 2019)
The Arab Oil Embargo and ensuing energy crises in the 1970s had a considerable influence on both US and Soviet Middle East strategy. The price of oil surged because of the embargo, and the United States, which was highly reliant on imported oil, experienced serious economic hardships. In response, the US began adopting programmes aimed at increasing domestic energy output, saving energy, and discovering alternate oil supplies. This policy move had ramifications for the US-Soviet relationship, as the Soviet Union, a major oil supplier, attempted to capitalize on the crisis. The Soviets used their oil assets to expand their influence in the region and strengthen ties with Arab governments. (Chunchao, 2021) Thus, the Arab Oil Embargo and energy crisis not only damaged US economic stability, but also had strategic and geopolitical implications for the Cold War rivalry between the US and the Soviet Union. Furthermore, Arab oil producing countries in Baghdad have declared a truce in selling oil to countries backing Israeli war, with Iraq's oil extraction suspended because of the US and British attitude. The United States was concerned because it was heavily reliant on Middle Eastern energy resources. (Theoharis et al., 1993 p.67)
Ultimately, the demise of Soviet influence in the Middle East and the growth of US unilateralism in the latter half of the twentieth century signalled a fundamental shift in the regional balance of power. Errors of the Soviet Union, most notably the ill-fated involvement in Afghanistan in 1979, were key contributors to the loss of Soviet authority. This involvement, as described in Artemy Kalinovsky's article "A Long Goodbye: The Soviet Withdrawal from Afghanistan" (2011), proved to be a stumbling block for the Soviet Union. The costly and lengthy struggle not only taxed the Soviet military but also undermined the USSR's standing as a trustworthy partner in the region. The Afghan involvement demonstrated the limits of Soviet force projection and contributed to an overextension narrative, hastening the fall of Soviet influence in the Middle East (Kalinovsky, 2011, p. 120). Concurrently, the emergence of US unilateralism in the Middle East grew more visible. The United States, emboldened by the Soviet Union's diminishing power and aiming to assert its control in the area, took a series of unilateral moves. Among these were the Camp David Accords, negotiated by President Jimmy Carter in 1978. While bringing peace between Israel and Egypt, this diplomatic endeavour demonstrated the United States' ability to unilaterally change the geopolitical environment in the Middle East (Quandt, 2005, p. 122). Furthermore, the United States' involvement in Lebanon in 1982, aiming at regional stabilisation, demonstrated a unilateral strategy that demonstrated the United States' determination to impose its power by direct military intervention (Quandt, 2005, p. 125). The fall of Soviet influence and the emergence of US unilateralism has far-reaching effects for the Middle East's political dynamics. As the Soviet Union grappled with domestic issues and the costs of its adventures, the United States emerged as the region's leading external force. The turn towards US unilateralism, defined by diplomatic efforts and military operations in the absence of direct superpower competition, ushered in a new era in Middle Eastern geopolitics.
In conclusion, Arab-Israeli tensions in the 1960s and 1970s profoundly moulded US and Soviet Middle East strategies, acting as a vital theatre for superpower conflict. The Arab-Israeli tensions were pivotal in this dynamic, influencing regional geopolitical strategy. The development of Israel as a vital US ally, along with Soviet assistance for Arab governments, resulted in a complicated environment marked by proxy battles, weapons competitions, and diplomatic manoeuvring. The United States' strategic alignment with Israel, as well as the Soviet Union's support for Arab states, were visible in wars such as the Six-Day War, War of Attrition, and Yom Kippur War. While the U.S. viewed Israel as crucial for regional stability, the Soviet Union, guided by ideology and a desire to counterbalance U.S. dominance, supported Arab states militarily. The decline of Soviet influence, particularly in Afghanistan, contrasted with the emergence of U.S. unilateralism, exemplified by the Camp David Accords and interventions in the region. These tensions fuelled an arms race, regional instability, and power dynamics adjustments. The enduring repercussions of this period continue to shape the contemporary geopolitical landscape, underscoring the lasting impact of the Arab-Israeli conflicts on global politics.
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