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It is increasingly clear that US foreign policy in 
the Reagan era had a far- reaching impact on the global South, particularly the 
 Middle East and Africa.1 While scandals such as Iran- Contra highlighted the 
domestic fallout of  covert Cold War action in Washington, US diplomatic and 
military intervention in the Levant had tragic consequences on several inter-
connected fronts, fomenting local vio lence and entrenching conflict. In reex-
amining flashpoints such as the Israeli- Palestinian conflict and Lebanon against 
the backdrop of  wider transformations, regional specialists can help explain 
how the  Middle East was directly affected by Reagan’s foreign policy in the 
closing years of  the Cold War.2

Reagan’s approach to Israel, the Palestinian question, and Lebanon was a 
stark departure from that of  Jimmy Car ter’s administration.  After the fitful 
pursuit of  an equitable outcome to Israel’s conflict with the Palestinians 
through the Camp David pro cess and the signing of  a bilateral Egyptian- Israeli 
peace treaty in March 1979, Reagan’s choices further exacerbated conflict in 
the region.3 As newly available evidence suggests, the administration’s national 
security strategy intensified an alliance with Israel and marginalized Palestin-
ian nationalists as agents of  Soviet influence in the  Middle East. The Reagan 
White House also inaugurated a shift in the US approach to international law 
with regard to settlement building in the West Bank and Gaza Strip, empow-
ering the government of  Israeli Prime Minister Menachem Begin to build 

Chapter 14

The Limits of  Triumphalism 
in the  Middle East
Israel, the Palestinian Question, and Lebanon  
in the Age of  Reagan
Seth Anziska

552-95834_ch01_1P.indd   303 23/04/21   7:44 PM



304  seth anziska

-1—
0—

+1—

further settlements in the occupied territories. Most damaging, however, was 
the green lighting of  Israel’s June 1982 invasion of  Lebanon. The war abetted 
the military targeting of  the Palestine Liberation Organ ization (PLO) and 
wreaked havoc on a civilian population already consumed by an internal civil 
war, and it drew US forces into their deadliest confrontation abroad since 
Vietnam.

In deferring the possibility of  US engagement with the PLO leadership and 
explic itly supporting Israel’s actions in the occupied territories and in Leba-
non, Reagan signaled the reordering of  American regional priorities in the 
1980s. But the limits of  this approach quickly became apparent, as open clashes 
with the Israelis over Lebanon and the introduction of  a diplomatic plan aimed 
at resolving the Palestinian question underscored a tacit return to Carter- era 
principals. At a decisive juncture in the international history of  the  Middle East, 
following the Ira nian revolution in 1979 and the outbreak of  the Iran- Iraq War 
in 1980, Reagan’s policies in the region aggravated Arab attitudes  toward the 
United States and set the stage for protracted conflict well into the twenty- 
first  century.

When it came to the  Middle East, Reagan’s abiding affinity was for Israel. His 
memoirs reflect this. “I’ve believed in many  things in my life, but no convic-
tion I’ve ever held has been stronger than my belief  that the United States must 
ensure the survival of  Israel.”4 During an early meeting about the  Middle East, 
one participant remembers the candidate talking fondly about Exodus, the 
wildly popu lar Otto Preminger film based on the novel by Leon Uris that cel-
ebrated the miraculous victory of  Israel over the Arabs in 1948. Reagan’s ap-
proach during the campaign was an extension of  this worldview.5

On September 3, 1980, Reagan addressed a Jewish American group at the 
B’nai Brith Forum in Washington, DC. “While we have since 1948 clung to 
the argument of  a moral imperative to explain our commitment to Israel,” 
Reagan argued, “no Administration has ever deluded itself  that Israel was not 
of  permanent strategic importance to Amer i ca.  Until, that is, the Car ter ad-
ministration, which has  violated this covenant with the past.”6 Reagan’s ex-
tensive repudiation of  Car ter encompassed his pre de ces sor’s attempt at a 
comprehensive settlement between Israel and the Arabs and the inclusion of  
the Soviet Union in  these negotiations, as well as US arms sales to Saudi Ara-
bia and Jordan. This criticism was reflected in the pages of  the staunchly pro- 
Israel Commentary magazine, an intellectual home for many of  Reagan’s foreign 
policy advisors. The magazine characterized Car ter’s hands-on approach to 
resolving Israel’s conflict with the Arab world as appeasement.7
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In Reagan’s view, Israel was clearly part of  an anticommunist strug gle that 
would keep Soviet influence in the  Middle East at bay. “Without this bastion 
of  liberal democracy in the heart of  the area,” Reagan wrote in the Washing-
ton Post in 1979, “our own position would be weaker.”8 Such an approach mir-
rored his actions in Latin Amer i ca, as Michael Schmidli describes with regard 
to democracy promotion in Nicaragua.9  After taking office, this anticommu-
nist view was emphasized by leading neoconservative advisors. In the view 
of  one scholar who has closely examined US perceptions of  the region, offi-
cials within the Reagan administration promoted the idea “that Israel was a 
vital Cold War ally of  the United States and that Palestinians  were tools of  
the Soviet Union in its campaign of  international terrorism.”10  Under the grow-
ing influence of   these staunch anticommunists, Reagan’s worldview reconsti-
tuted the  Middle East as a site of  contestation between the United States and 
the Soviet Union.

Secretary of  State Alexander Haig, who had been chief  of  staff  in the Nixon 
White House and Supreme Allied Commander of  NATO in Eu rope, was a 
chief  architect of  this new approach. In his memoir, Haig described a radical 
rethinking of  US priorities in the  Middle East. To address concerns about the 
Soviet Union and the “fear of  Islamic fundamentalism,” Haig instituted a pol-
icy of  “strategic consensus.”11 This policy had the dual aim of  fighting com-
munism and bolstering moderate Arab states, while upholding Israel’s 
security.12 Recoiling at Car ter’s perceived weakness  toward the Soviet Union, 
especially  after the Soviet invasion of  Af ghan i stan, the emerging “Reagan doc-
trine” incited a late Cold War revival.13 Through military interventions and 
the arming of  anticommunist re sis tance movements in an effort to “roll back” 
Soviet- supported governments in Latin Amer i ca, Africa, and Asia, the Reagan 
White House embarked on what the Cold War scholar Odd Arne Westad has 
called an “anti- revolutionary offensive in the Third World.”14

In the  Middle East, this doctrine collided with events on the ground. Nich-
olas Veliotes, Reagan’s assistant secretary of  state for Near Eastern and South 
Asian Affairs, said that  there was “a determination to globalize every thing in 
the  Middle East” in a remark that underscored the incompatibility of  this new 
approach.15 “In part,” Veliotes explained some years  later, “if  your analy sis of  
the  Middle East always started from the East- West focus, you could obscure 
the regional roots of  the prob lem.”16 Both the internecine vio lence of  the Leb-
anese civil war and the outbreak of  the first Palestinian Intifada in 1987 un-
dercut the Reagan doctrine and forced a return to Carter- era restraint in 
executing  Middle East policy. This reversal occurred as the administration’s 
sweeping anticommunist rhe toric gave way to growing accommodation with 
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the Soviet Union during Reagan’s second term in office.17 But a globalist 
outlook— which oversimplified regional complexities and positioned Israel as 
a key asset— characterized the early months of  Reagan’s first term.

In his first trip to the  Middle East as secretary of  state in April 1981, Alexan-
der Haig focused on strengthening US relations with Israel along  these Cold 
War lines. His counter parts in Jerusalem  were very encouraged by the new 
administration in Washington, having openly clashed with Car ter’s expansive 
aspirations for a settlement to the Palestinian question throughout the forg-
ing of  the Camp David Accords.18 Israeli Prime Minister Menachem Begin had 
entered office in 1977  after the surprise overthrow of  the dominant  Labor 
Party by the right- wing Likud. Begin was a staunch defender of  his country’s 
territorial acquisitions in 1967 and promoted a narrow vision of  autonomy for 
the Arab inhabitants of  the newly occupied territories. He did not see Pales-
tinians as a national movement requiring self- determination in the West Bank 
and Gaza, but rather as a national minority in “Judea and Samaria” whom Is-
rael could treat with greater benevolence  under Jewish sovereignty.19

The Israeli prime minister drew on a Cold War framework to justify his 
views. During his opening meeting with Haig, Begin stressed Israel’s deep op-
position to a Palestinian state. “It would be a mortal danger to us,” Begin 
implored. “It would be a Soviet base in the  Middle East,  after all the Soviets 
achieved: Mozambique, South Yemen, Ethiopia, invading Af ghan i stan,  etc. . . .  
Unavoidably the Judea, Samaria and Gaza District and  those settlements would 
be taken over by the PLO and the PLO is a real satellite of  the Soviet Union.”20 
The inclusion of  the PLO into the Soviet orbit solidified the link between Pal-
estinian state prevention and shared US- Israeli foreign policy goals in the 
Cold War. Secretary Haig’s official toast that same eve ning underscored this 
interdependence. Turning to his Israeli hosts gathered in Jerusalem’s King Da-
vid  Hotel, Haig praised the country for playing “an essential role in protect-
ing our mutual strategic concerns against the threats of  the Soviet Union and 
against the threats of  its many surrogates.”21

Growing mutual interest between the US and Israel was encapsulated by 
Haig’s effort to initiate a strategic dialogue beyond military channels. Through-
out the summer and fall of  1981 the US secretary of  state convened meetings 
intended to formalize the first strategic alliance between the two countries.22 
As part of   these talks, Israeli Defense Minister Ariel Sharon outlined an ex-
pansive vision of  Israel’s strategic value to Reagan during Begin’s first official 
meeting with the Americans in Washington. “Israel can do  things, Mr. Presi-
dent, that other countries cannot do. We have the stability of  a real democ-
racy. . . .  We can both act in the Mediterranean theatre and in Africa. We are 
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capable of  embarking upon cooperation immediately. We have American 
equipment which we can put at your disposal in the shortest time.”23 One 
American participant recalls seeing Secretary of  Defense Casper Weinberger 
“blanch visibly” at Sharon’s pre sen ta tion, which outlined Israeli military as-
sistance as far east as Iran and as far north as Turkey. Weinberger, who had 
pushed harder for engagement with moderate allies in the region, was wary 
of  any sign that the US was turning away from key Arab states, particularly 
the Gulf  countries.24 “Every one on the American side was shocked by the gran-
diose scope of  the Sharon concept for strategic cooperation,” observed US 
ambassador to Israel, Samuel Lewis.25

The gap between the expansive Israeli concept of  strategic cooperation and 
the tempered enthusiasm of  some US officials was linked to competing inter-
ests across the  Middle East. One of  the primary beneficiaries of  US Cold War 
strategy in the region was now Saudi Arabia, a country that defense officials 
such as Weinberger hoped would move closer, like Egypt before it,  toward the 
West. This duality bred a  great deal of  tension. Israeli leaders and American 
Jewish organ izations vocally opposed the sale of  F-15 fighter jets and airborne 
warning and control systems (AWACS) to Riyadh, threatening to undermine 
an emerging regional constellation of  power.26

On November 30, 1981, Israel and the United States signed a memorandum 
of  understanding promoting strategic cooperation to deal with the Soviet 
threat. Emphasizing the importance of  a unified front against communism, it 
encompassed joint military exercises and preventative threat mea sures.27 While 
leading supporters of  Israel such as Secretary Haig  were pleased to formalize 
a strategic relationship, conservative critics such as Weinberger worked to strip 
the memorandum of  real content. As Lewis recalls, “Weinberger managed to 
have it signed in the basement of  the Pentagon without any press pre sent, so 
that it  didn’t get any attention. The Israeli press was fully briefed and made a 
big  thing out of  it, but  there  were no photo graphs of  Weinberger signing this 
document with Sharon— they might have been used in the Arab world to un-
dermine his position.”28

In forging a strategic alliance with Israel, the Reagan administration turned 
a blind eye to the more troubling aspects of  the Begin government’s agenda, 
such as settlement expansion in the West Bank. It also put aside strident argu-
ments that had erupted over Israel’s highly provocative bombing of  Iraq’s 
Osirik nuclear reactor on June 7, 1981.29 But not long  after the signing of  the 
memorandum in December 1981, a major crisis erupted when Begin moved 
to extend Israeli law to the Golan Heights through implicit annexation, and 
the agreement was suspended.30 Critics of  Israel in the administration  were 
furious, with Weinberger exclaiming, “How long do we have to go on bribing 
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Israel? If   there is no real cost to the Israelis,  we’ll never be able to stop any of  
their actions.”31 Reagan took decisive action by suspending millions in poten-
tial arms sales, infuriating the Israeli prime minister. Begin responded directly 
to Ambassador Lewis. “Are we a state or vassals of  yours? Are we a banana 
republic?” he exclaimed. “You have no right to penalize Israel. . . .  The  people 
of  Israel lived without the memorandum of  understanding for 3,700 years, and 
 will continue to live without it for another 3,700 years.”32 This angry reaction, 
like the sensitive discussions over the Osirik bombing, revealed hidden tension 
in the US- Israeli relationship in the early Reagan years.33

Despite  these disagreements, Israel emerged in the early 1980s with a 
new rationale to entrench its global Cold War standing and solidify its re-
gional position. The strategic alliance helped the Begin government  counter 
Palestinian demands for self- rule by dismissing the PLO as a Soviet proxy 
and denying Palestinians substantive po liti cal standing. Furthermore, the al-
liance enabled intensified settlement building in the occupied territories, 
providing a justification for Israel’s internal hold over the West Bank and 
Gaza Strip. Most dramatically, the relationship abetted Israel’s invasion of  
Lebanon, drawing the US into a longstanding civil war and igniting a re-
gional backlash.

Since 1975, the US government had vowed to marginalize the PLO  until the 
organ ization accepted relevant UN Resolutions 242 and 338 and recognized 
Israel.34 During the November  1980 US presidential campaign, when asked 
 whether he thought the PLO was a terrorist organ ization, Reagan answered 
affirmatively, albeit with an impor tant distinction. “I separate the PLO from 
the Palestinian refugees. None ever elected the PLO.”35 His views  were con-
nected to broader conservative antipathy  toward the vio lence of  anticolonial 
movements in the 1960s and 1970s. “We live in a world in which any band of  
thugs clever enough to get the word ‘liberation’ into its name can thereupon 
murder schoolchildren and have its deeds considered glamorous and glori-
ous,” Reagan said during the campaign. “Terrorists are not guerrillas, or com-
mandos, or freedom- fighters or anything  else. They are terrorists and should 
be identified as such.”36

For all Reagan’s symbolic warnings of  “appeasement” when he was asked 
about  whether the US should establish diplomatic relations with the organ-
ization, the PLO was undergoing a transformation from military re sis tance to 
a diplomatic track, one that had largely been achieved by the late 1970s.37  There 
 were impor tant fissures within the constituent factions of  the Palestinian na-
tional movement, and incidents of  armed vio lence and terror attacks persisted 
into the 1980s. Although carried out by dissident splinter groups and rejectionist 

552-95834_ch01_1P.indd   308 23/04/21   7:44 PM



 the limits of tRiumPhalism in the  middle east 309

—-1
—0
—+1

factions such as the virulently anti- PLO Abu Nidal Organ ization, officials in 
the Reagan White House often blurred the distinction.38 Richard Allen, Rea-
gan’s national security advisor, dismissed countervailing influences within 
the PLO. During an interview on the ABC news program 20/20, he labeled 
the group a “terrorist organ ization”  until “it provides convincing evidence to 
the contrary.”39 According to Allen, moderate factions within the organ ization 
had  little bearing on the administration’s overall stance. “I’ve heard descrip-
tions that identified [PLO chairman Yasser] Arafat as a moderate. . . .  One 
man’s moderate is another man’s terrorist.”40

Some Reagan White House officials understood that the PLO was a com-
plex, dynamic organ ization. Raymond Tanter, a National Security Council 
(NSC) staffer who focused on the  Middle East, cautioned Allen in November 
that “the President should not brand all of  the PLO organ izations as terror-
ists since the PLO includes a number of  social and po liti cal institutions.”41 He 
cited the Central Intelligence Agency’s (CIA’s) Palestinian Handbook, which rec-
ognized nonterrorist entities such as the PLO Research Center and the Pales-
tine Red Crescent Society.  There was also ample evidence of  direct low- level 
contact with moderate members of  the PLO. A series of  newspaper articles 
in the summer of  1981 revealed that contacts had been ongoing since Henry 
Kissinger’s time in office, with Reagan’s contacts facilitated primarily through 
the CIA and the American Embassy in Beirut.42 The administration also had 
less formal discussions with PLO members through third- party interlocutors 
such as John Mroz, the director of   Middle East Studies at the International 
Peace Acad emy in New York.43

Palestinian factions in Beirut took note of  the dominant hostility  toward 
the PLO in Washington, as did the active Arabic press at the time. One lead-
ing weekly, Al- Hadaf (The Target) was unrelenting in its critique of  what it 
characterized as American neo- imperial aspirations in the  Middle East. The 
newspaper, founded by the Palestinian writer Ghassan Kanafani, was the 
mouthpiece of  the Marxist leaning Popu lar Front for the Liberation of  Pales-
tine (PFLP).44 Reagan himself, in the eyes of  Al- Hadaf, was restoring the use 
of  force as the primary tool of  US foreign policy in the region. Along with 
Haig, the president was portrayed as a radical departure from Car ter and his 
US  human rights agenda.45 From the perspective of  Palestinian activists in the 
global South, Reagan offered  little hope for improving Amer i ca’s standing 
abroad.46 The brunt of  Al- Hadaf’s fury, however, was directed at Israel and 
Prime Minister Menachem Begin.  Under a grotesque cartoon of  Begin, face 
deformed, blood dripping from his hands, and a dagger at the ready, the pa-
per attacked Israeli settlement policy in the West Bank and Begin’s undermin-
ing of  Palestinian national identity.47
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The Reagan administration’s support for Begin’s settlement expansion was evi-
dent in the changing US position  toward the legality of  ongoing building 
proj ects in the West Bank. Throughout Car ter’s presidency, US policy on the 
settlements had been “clear and consistent.”48 They  were considered illegal 
 under international law and detrimental to the peace pro cess, and the admin-
istration opposed both new settlements and expansion of   those already built.49 
During the 1980 campaign, Reagan took a diff er ent stance. In an interview with 
Time magazine on June 30, 1980, he was asked  whether he would “try to per-
suade Israel to stop settling on the West Bank?” His response underscored a 
clear difference with Car ter. “Frankly, I  don’t know the answer to that. 
 Under U.N. Resolution 242, the West Bank was supposed to be open to all, and 
then Jordan and Israel  were to work out an agreement for the area.” In light of  
 these terms Reagan argued, “I do not see how it is illegal for Israel to move in 
settlements.”50

In the week  after his inauguration, Reagan expanded on this new position 
 after lawmakers in Jerusalem approved three new West Bank settlements. 
When asked about the expansion during a press conference, he replied: “I be-
lieve the settlements  there— I disagreed when the previous administration re-
ferred to them as illegal,  they’re not illegal.”51 In the NSC staff,  Middle East 
adviser Raymond Tanter vigorously defended the administration’s new ap-
proach. “The settlements are  legal, but the issue is properly a po liti cal question, 
not a  legal question. . . .   There is no law that bars Jews from settling in the West 
Bank. No one should be excluded from an area simply on account of  national-
ity or religion.”52 Eugene Rostow, the Sterling Professor of  Law at Yale Univer-
sity, was an influential voice in facilitating this  legal and semantic shift. Rostow’s 
adamant defense of  the settlements entrenched a viewpoint that the territories 
 were never occupied, contradicting Israeli jurists as far back as 1967.53

The consequence of  this policy reversal was borne out by the rapid pace 
of  Israeli expansion through the 1980s. Five thousand Jewish settlers lived in 
the West Bank when Begin entered office in 1977.  There  were more than 
80,000 by the late 1980s. In the interim, commuter towns and bypass roads 
for settlers bisected the  actual ground upon which Palestinian sovereignty 
could be achieved, as Israel consolidated a durable matrix of  control.54 In Feb-
ruary 1982, Reagan’s ambassador to Israel, Sam Lewis, widely circulated an 
urgent memo detailing recent developments in the West Bank, writing that 
“settlement activity goes on at an accelerated pace, although in new and po-
tentially more serious directions.”55

Reagan was personally aware of  the aftermath of  settlement expansion. On 
Valentine’s Day 1983, the president wrote in his diary: “Had a brief  on the West 
Bank.  There can be no question but that Israel has a well thought out plan to 
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take over the W. B. [West Bank]”56 In his memoirs, he would write that settle-
ments  were a “continued violation of  UN Security Council Resolution 242.”57 
This was at odds with his stance during the campaign, but did not signify a shift 
in policy. As late as 1988, upon hearing that Israel was planning new settle-
ments, Reagan was subdued: “We are  going to try and talk them out of  that.”58

In actuality, the Reagan administration took a permissive attitude  toward 
settlement expansion, as the Israelis  were acutely aware. In a January 1982 
meeting with US officials, Prime Minister Begin recalled the first time he met 
Car ter in the Cabinet Room and the president told him “we consider your set-
tlements to be illegal and an obstacle to peace.” He had seen Car ter more 
than ten times, and at each meeting, Car ter repeated this message, and Begin 
disagreed. “I answered:  legal and not an obstacle to peace. He  didn’t tire; 
I  didn’t tire.” For Begin, who had long championed the expansion of  the Jew-
ish presence beyond the 1967 borders, settlements  were not an obstacle to 
peace with the Palestinians. “On the contrary,” he added, “they are a  great con-
tribution to peaceful relationships between the Jews and the Arabs in Judea 
and Samaria and the Gaza District.” Without them, PLO fighters would come 
down from the mountains to the plains of  Israel and carry out attacks on Jews. 
“If   there are no settlements  there, they can just come down.”59 “Mr. Ronald 
Reagan, put an end to that debate,” Begin reminisced. “He said, the settlements 
are not illegal. A double negative gives a positive result. In other words, they 
are  legal or legitimate.”60

Against the backdrop of  Reagan’s approach to Israel, the Palestinian national 
movement, and the occupied territories, Lebanon emerged as the region’s Cold 
War battlefield.61 The PLO had relocated to Lebanon  after the outbreak of  the 
Jordanian civil war in 1970, shifting the center of  nationalist politics to the Pal-
estinian refugee camps inside the country.62 Israeli leaders  were increasingly 
anxious about the power of  Palestinian nationalism and the growing links be-
tween Palestinians inside the occupied territories and in the Arab diaspora. 
By targeting the PLO in Lebanon and forcing its withdrawal, strategic think-
ers in Israel believed that Palestinian national aspirations for a homeland could 
be quashed and a pliant Maronite Christian ally established to the north.63 An 
ideological alignment between Menachem Begin’s Likud government and the 
Reagan administration helped foment the invasion, which sowed regional up-
heaval and drew the United States into the largest quagmire since the Viet-
nam War.

Israel’s decision to militarily target the PLO grew alongside the launch of  
Palestinian autonomy talks in the spring of  1979. In Defense Minister Ariel 
Sharon’s view, the failings of  the Camp David Accords justified a display of  
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force that would somehow defeat Palestinians in their Lebanese stronghold. 
 There remains disagreement about both what precipitated the invasion and 
the American role in triggering the war. While  there had been PLO attacks 
on Israel’s northern border towns, they ceased  after the July 1981 ceasefire bro-
kered by Reagan’s special envoy to Lebanon, Ambassador Philipp Habib. Is-
rael would cite attacks outside of  Lebanon, including the assassination of  an 
Israeli diplomat in Paris and cross- border raids from Jordan, as further evidence 
of  the need to strike the PLO.

Sharon revealed his military plans during a meeting with Ambassador Habib 
in December 1981 at the Israeli Foreign Ministry. Habib’s assistant, Morris 
Draper, would recall the substance of  this meeting ten years  later. “In graphic 
detail he [Sharon] described to Haig and  people like Larry Ea gleburger that 
we  were  going to see American- made munitions being dropped from 
American- made aircraft over Lebanon, and civilians  were  going to be killed, 
 there was  going to be a hell of  a big uproar, and the United States— which 
 didn’t look very good in the  Middle East anyway at the time, for being so 
inactive— was  going to take a full charge of  blame.”64 US ambassador to Is-
rael Samuel Lewis corroborated Draper’s recollections, adding that “Habib and 
every body  else was thunder- struck by Sharon’s plan, although I think our Em-
bassy staff   were not quite as surprised, except for the fact that Sharon was 
being so open about his views.”65 Habib reportedly asked Sharon what Israel 
would do with the thousands of  Palestinians in the country, and Sharon alleg-
edly replied, “ We’ll hand them over to the Lebanese. In any case, we expect 
to be in Lebanon only for a few days. The Lebanese Christians  will take care 
of  them.”66

Sharon’s pre sen ta tion, as one US policymaker  later explained, was intended 
“to prepare the Reagan administration for a large Israeli operation in Leba-
non.”67 It did not take much convincing. A few days before the invasion, Sha-
ron came to Washington and explained in detail to Haig what he was planning. 
The notebooks of  Charles Hill, a top State Department aide, clearly indicate 
his boss issued a “green light” for Israel’s actions. Haig told Sharon that an in-
vasion required “a recognizable provocation,” akin to the Falklands interven-
tion. “Hope you’ll be sensitive to the need for provocation to be understood 
internationally,” Haig said. Sharon replied that he was “aware of  your concern 
about size. Our intent is not a large operation. Try to be as small and efficient as 
pos si ble.” “Like a lobotomy.” Haig replied approvingly.68

An assassination attempt several days  later against Israel’s ambassador to 
 Great Britain, Shlomo Argov, provided the necessary spark. Even though the 
Abu Nidal Organ ization rather than the PLO had carried out the attack, 
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Israel launched “Operation Peace for Galilee” on June  6, 1982. The Begin 
government’s stated war aim was to ensure the immediate cessation of  cross- 
border vio lence.69 But the invasion extended well beyond the forty- kilometer 
line Sharon had initially suggested would be the military theater of  operation, 
and Israeli troops headed  toward Beirut to link up with Maronite forces. Prom-
ising the Americans that they had no intention of  staying in Lebanon and oc-
cupying the country, the Israelis simply asserted that they would not tolerate a 
return to the status quo of  PLO shelling in the Galilee region.70

American officials debated the extent to which the administration should 
endorse Israel’s “lobotomy” in Lebanon. Secretary Haig and US ambassador 
to the UN Jeane Kirkpatrick felt that Israel should be left to destroy the PLO, 
which they saw as a proxy of  the Soviet Union. The more cautious trio of  Sec-
retary of  Defense Caspar Weinberger, White House Chief  of  Staff  James 
Baker, and National Security Advisor William Clark favored holding Israel to 
a more  limited operation.71 On June 8, Prime Minister Begin and Ambassa-
dor Habib met to discuss Israeli war aims. Habib was deeply concerned with 
Israel’s mounting bombing campaign in Beirut. Along with Ambassador Sam 
Lewis, he argued that the PLO was not responsible for the assassination at-
tempt against Argov and that the Israelis  were exceeding the forty- kilometer 
threshold. Reagan’s se nior advisers  were cognizant that their close alignment 
with Israel posed prob lems for US  Middle East policy more broadly.  There was 
a growing fear in Washington that the Arab world would view American si-
lence as a sign of  complicity or even a signal that the United States had helped 
to initiate the vio lence.72

The Israeli Prime Minister knew that US support was subject to internal 
debate, and the disagreements intensified on the eve of  Begin’s pre- planned 
visit to Washington in June 1982.73 His first meeting with Reagan about Leba-
non was a tense forty- five minutes with just the two leaders and their note- 
takers pre sent. The meeting opened with Reagan’s assertion that the invasion 
had exceeded its stated goals of  responding to PLO attacks with the incursion 
 toward the Lebanese seaside capital of  Beirut. The United States, Reagan said, 
could not offer unconditional support to a “military operation which was not 
clearly justified in the eyes of  the international community.” Even in light of  
the terrible attack on the Israeli ambassador in London, he argued, “Israel has 
lost ground to a  great extent among our  people,” who had recoiled at “the 
death and destruction that the IDF [Israeli Defense Forces] brought to so many 
innocent  people over the past two weeks.”74

Given his overarching anti- Soviet agenda, Reagan believed that the United 
States could manage its long- standing friendship with Israel without alienating 
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wealthy anticommunist Arab states. But Israeli overreach in Lebanon dis-
abused him and his administration of  this notion. As Reagan told Begin, “US 
influence in the Arab world, our ability to achieve our strategic objectives, has 
been seriously damaged by Israel’s actions.”75 Begin, in turn, deployed the same 
Cold War logic that he had invoked to justify Israel’s  battle against the PLO. 
Detailing stockpiles of  Soviet weaponry, he told Reagan that the south of  Leb-
anon had become “the principal center of  Soviet activities in the  Middle 
East . . .  a true international terrorist base.” When Reagan pushed him to ac-
count for the civilian casualties, Begin denounced a media “biased against Is-
rael.” The meeting ended abruptly, sending a clear signal that the two countries’ 
interests  were diverging and that the Reagan administration would not remain 
 silent in the face of  Israeli aggression.76

US- Israeli tensions increased markedly throughout the summer months.77 
The Israelis lost a close ally  after Alexander Haig was forced to resign for 
overextending his reach and was replaced by a more restrained secretary of  
state, George Shultz.78 As Ambassador Lewis explained, “The sympathy of  
the administration, which up to early July, had been strongly pro- Israel, in-
creasingly shifted  towards the Palestinians.”79 Reagan himself  was intensely 
disturbed by the barrage of  TV images coming from Beirut as the Israeli 
army shelled the Lebanese capital. As he wrote in his diary one eve ning in 
late July, “Calls and cables back and forth with Lebanon. U.N. [Security 
Council] with us supporting voted 15 to 0 for a ceasefire and U.N. observers 
on the scene. Israel  will scream about the latter but so be it. The slaughter 
must stop.”80

On August 12, an intense day- long bombing of  West Beirut by the Israelis 
inflicted over 500 casualties in what would be the last day of  the summer siege 
on the Lebanese capital.81 Reagan’s diary reveals the depth of  his anger and a 
growing rift between two stalwart Cold War allies. “I was angry— I told [Be-
gin] it had to stop or our entire  future relationship was endangered. I used the 
word holocaust deliberately & said the symbol of  his war was becoming a 
picture of  a 7 month old baby with its arms blown off. . . .  Twenty mins.  later 
he called to tell me he’d ordered an end to the barrage and pled for our contin-
ued friendship.”82 Ambassador Habib eventually negotiated a ceasefire, and 
PLO leader Yasser Arafat agreed to the withdrawal of  his men from Leba-
non.83 On August 25, 800 US Marines began to arrive in Beirut, equipped for a 
noncombat role of  assisting the Lebanese Armed Forces alongside French and 
Italian military personnel in the withdrawal. In side letters to Arafat during the 
arduous negotiations, Habib guaranteed the protection of  Palestinian civilians 
remaining  behind  after the armed PLO guerilla fighters  were evacuated.84 But 
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 these promises  were blatantly ignored— with calamitous results—in the weeks 
that followed.

Soon  after the Marine deployment, Reagan announced a formal peace plan 
on September 1, 1982, from his “Western White House” in Santa Barbara, Cal-
ifornia. This was Reagan’s first and only major speech on the Arab- Israeli 
conflict during his eight years in office. Building on Jimmy Car ter’s Camp Da-
vid framework, he acknowledged that movement on implementing the 
Camp David Accords had been slow even as Israel had completed its with-
drawal from the Sinai. Noting that the “opportunities for peace in the  Middle 
East do not begin and end in Lebanon,” Reagan recognized that “we must also 
move to resolve the root  causes of  conflict between Arabs and Israelis.” In his 
view, the central question was “how to reconcile Israel’s legitimate security 
concerns with the legitimate rights of  the Palestinians.”85 Shultz had already 
underscored the importance of  a “solution to the Palestinian prob lem” in a 
meeting with Defense Minister Ariel Sharon several days before the plan was 
announced.86 Events in Lebanon had forced a reckoning with the very ques-
tions that Reagan had sidestepped when entering office.

The September 14 assassination of  Lebanese President Bashir Gemayel, a 
Maronite ally of  Israel and close confidant of  Ariel Sharon, upended Reagan’s 
initiative and shattered Begin’s  grand plans for the emergence of  a Lebanese 
state remade  under a strong Christian leader. The Israeli army broke the cease-
fire and entered West Beirut, an act that Shultz deemed “provocative” and 
“counterproductive.”87 Israeli ambassador to the US Moshe Arens insisted that 
the Israelis did not want to deceive the Americans and that  these  were merely 
precautionary mea sures, as Israel “did not have ambitions in Beirut, not in the 
West, not in the east, and not in Lebanon at all.” Shultz responded tersely: 
“Your activity in West Beirut  will engender a situation where Israel is control-
ling an Arab capital.”  There would be “psychological” consequences.88 Wein-
berger had already ordered the US Marines back to their ships, with the PLO 
evacuation now complete. As a result of  the ensuing vacuum, Lebanese Chris-
tian militias who sought revenge for Gemayel’s assassination  were  free to ter-
rorize Palestinian civilians who had remained  behind.

Between the eve ning of  September 16 and the after noon of  September 18, 
Phalange militia fighters launched a cold- blooded attack on defenseless Pales-
tinian civilians in the Israeli- controlled Sabra and Shatila refugee camps, kill-
ing at least 800  people, mostly  women,  children and el derly men.89 Newly 
uncovered evidence in the Israel State Archives reveals that the US govern-
ment was unwittingly complicit in this three- day massacre.90 The Reagan 

552-95834_ch01_1P.indd   315 23/04/21   7:44 PM



316  seth anziska

-1—
0—

+1—

administration’s role was a moral stain and a strategic disaster, undercutting 
US influence in the region and precipitating further military involvement in 
the Lebanese civil war.91 Weinberger’s critics blamed him for enabling the vio-
lence by withdrawing the Marines, and even Ambassador Habib  later admit-
ted that the US had failed to keep its word to protect  those Palestinians left 
 behind.92

On October 23, 1983, an enormous explosion ripped through the US Ma-
rine barracks in Beirut, killing 241 American servicemen— the single deadliest 
attack against the US Marine Corps since World War II.93 Minutes  later, a sec-
ond suicide bomber hit the French military barracks in the “Drakkar” build-
ing, killing fifty- eight paratroopers in France’s single worst military loss since 
the Algerian War.  These attacks led to open warfare with Syrian- backed forces 
and, soon  after, the rapid withdrawal of  the Marines and Multinational Forces 
to their ships, accelerating the end of  US and Eu ro pean involvement in Leba-
non. Despite Reagan’s pledge to retaliate against the perpetrators and not to 
withdraw  until the mission was complete, US troops departed within months.94 
In the words of  US Ambassador Sam Lewis, the United States left the country 
“with our tail between our legs.”95 The Lebanese civil war would facilitate Syr-
ia’s regional ascendency and incubate other impor tant regional transforma-
tions, in par tic u lar the growing influence of  Iran and Hez bollah, the emergent 
Shia paramilitary group.96

In the wake of  the 1982 war, the Israeli government remained determined 
to preempt Palestinian self- determination. American officials did not force the 
issue, having shifted gears away from the Reagan plan  toward secret peace talks 
with Jordan’s King Hussein and local “quality- of- life” initiatives in the occu-
pied territories in twin bids to circumvent the PLO. This line of  approach 
would last  until nearly the end of  Reagan’s second term in office. The out-
break of  the first Intifada in December 1987 shattered illusions that Palestin-
ian national movement could thus be sidestepped.  After twenty years of  Israeli 
military control, inhabitants of  the occupied territories erupted in demonstra-
tions and widespread civil disobedience that captured global attention.

The Intifada exposed the Reagan administration’s policy vacuum in the 
Arab- Israeli conflict.  After five years of  inaction, Shultz formulated a new ap-
proach to the Palestinian issue, the first serious peace proposal since Reagan’s 
September 1982 plan. Yet King Hussein, whose support was crucial for its suc-
cess, relinquished Jordan’s  legal and administrative ties to the West Bank in 
July 1988, forcing the United States and Israel to deal solely with the PLO, a 
prospect which had been unthinkable years  earlier. In the final days of  the Rea-
gan administration, the United States reluctantly agreed to begin an official 
dialogue with the PLO.97 Like Reagan’s reversal when it came to dealing with 
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the Soviet Union, this shift was a striking turn for an administration so ada-
mantly opposed to engagement since its first months in office.

The signing of  a memorandum of  understanding between Israel and the 
United States during Reagan’s first year as president may have marked the for-
mal onset of  an alliance, but relations with the Palestinians and Lebanon 
complicate the dominant narrative of  abiding friendship between stalwart al-
lies in the 1980s. By enabling a new strategic rationale to bilateral ties, the 
Reagan administration empowered Israel to shut down po liti cal horizons in 
the occupied territories and intervene in the broader region. At the same time, 
open clashes with Israel, as well as the gradual recognition that Palestinian na-
tionalism was not  going to be defeated militarily, yielded a return to the com-
prehensive peace principals that Car ter had sought on the road to Camp 
David.

When it came to Israel’s conflict with the Palestinians, Reagan’s marked 
shift from Car ter’s approach linked American foreign policy with the most re-
actionary ele ments of  Israel’s Likud party. The administration’s revival of  a 
global Cold War in the  Middle East cast Palestinian nationalists as proxies of  
the Soviet Union, while a permissive  legal turn emboldened advocates for set-
tlement building in the occupied territories of  the West Bank and Gaza Strip. 
The administration’s early and unchecked impulse for military intervention 
by proxy across the global South fueled the green light offered by Alexander 
Haig to Ariel Sharon ahead of  Israel’s June 1982 invasion of  Lebanon.

In reassessing Reagan’s approach and legacy, historians must account for 
the actions of  local actors in the region alongside developments in Washing-
ton.  There was a host of  dynamics at play in US relations with Israel, the Pal-
estinians, and Lebanon, and the reinscription of  a Cold War context was 
interwoven with domestic pressures, the ascent of  the Likud, and the internal 
strug gles of  Palestinian nationalists and the Lebanese themselves. Although 
it is clear that Palestinian nationalists  were seeking to move into the diplomatic 
arena, the bellicose rhe toric of  the White House alienated moderate ele ments 
of  the PLO, and the 1982 war fractured the Palestinian national movement 
while raining tragedy upon civilians in Lebanon. Rather than a triumphal story 
of  the United States defeating communism in the periphery, events in the Le-
vant highlight US agency in the intensification of  regional vio lence in the 
1980s. Against this backdrop, Reagan’s time in office should be viewed as a pe-
riod that contributed significantly to the erosion of  a just and equitable out-
come to Israel’s conflict with the Palestinians, along with more corrosive 
developments—an “adders’ nest of  prob lems” in Reagan’s revealing words— 
elsewhere in the wider  Middle East.98
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