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Common Core Lesson Plan 
 
Topic: Middle East during the Cold War          Title: Roots of Future Conflict 

Resources (primary resource documents, artifacts, material needs, etc.) 
 Middle East Map 

 Israel Recognition Letter 

 Eisenhower Diary Entry 

 Eisenhower Diary (scaffolded) 

 Primary Sources - Nine Newspaper Articles 

 Cold War in the Middle East Newspaper Article Summary 

 Eisenhower, Nasser, and the Battle for the Arab World Article 
 

Common Core Standards 
 RH 1-9 

 
Essential Standards 

 8.H.1.2, 8.H.1.3, 8.H.1.5 
 

Background Information 

 At this point, students should have a basic understanding of both the history of the 
Middle East through the 20th Century and the global tension and competition caused by 
the Cold War.  The first part would come through the 7th grade curriculum, and the 
second part would have been taught in the days leading up to this lesson. 

 
Instructional Sequence (before, during, and after instruction) 
 

Step 1 
Teacher can write the words “Middle East” on the board and ask students to brainstorm what they know about it.  
Teacher can then project the map of the Middle East and ask students to add to their lists.  When given enough time, 
students can share what they came up with.  Use this as a way to re-familiarize students with the region and to 
distinguish fact from inaccuracies.   
 

Step 2 
Hand out copies of the Israel Recognition Letter to students in pairs.  Ask them what the document means.  Then have 
them try and predict what impact this action would have on the region of the Middle East (this may take some teacher 
explanation).  Lastly, ask them if they would have taken this action had they been President.  Have them write their 
response with a justification. 
 
 
 

The purpose of this lesson is to provide students with some perspective in understanding how 
current events can be dictated in many ways by the historical events that preceded them.  In 
this case, they will see the roots of American involvement in the Middle East as an offshoot of 
the Cold War policy of containment.  It would ideally be taught during the early Cold War unit, 
after the Korean War had been completed. 
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Step 3 
Hand out copies of the Eisenhower Diary Entry in pairs, just to be read.  Have students read in their pair.  Allow them to 
discuss the document briefly.  Assign each student the scaffolded version of the Diary Entry.  Have them fill out 
individually.  Discuss the answers, as they may vary from student to student.  This can serve as a formative assessment 
when complete. 
 

Step 4 
Assign each of the students one of the nine newspaper articles from the era (either printed or digitally).  Most classes 
will have at least two students per article, some three.  Have students read and summarize their article to the best of 
their ability.  They should focus on looking for bias and perspective as well as facts when reading.  Then, have students 
share their observations from each article with the class, in chronological order.  Students should fill out the article 
summary sheet as they hear each summary.  This will give each student a summary of the nine articles upon completion. 
 

Step 5 
As an extension, assign the book review entitled Eisenhower, Nasser, and the Battle for the Arab World and the 
interview of Hermann Eilts, found at http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/saud/interviews/eilts.html.  
Both give interesting accounts of the era, the first as a contemporary book review, the second as a firsthand account of 
the roots American involvement in the region. 
 

Step 6 
At the end of the unit on the cotemporary Middle East (modern day), revisit student findings from this lesson to add 
perspective to what they will learn in the time between. 
 

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/saud/interviews/eilts.html
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Israel proclaimed Jerusalem as its capital in 1950, but the US, like 
nearly all other countries, maintains its Embassy in Tel Aviv.

West Bank and Gaza Strip are Israeli-occupied with current 
status subject to the Israeli-Palestinian Interim Agreement  -- 
permanent status to be determined through further negotiation. 

Golan Heights is Israeli-occupied Syria.



 





 



Why do you think the words 

TOP SECRET are crossed out? 

 

 

 

When was the document 

declassified?  Why did it take 

so long? 

 

 

 

Why underline the word 

might? 

 

 

 

What makes this a Cold War 

issue? 

 

 

 

Should the State Department 

have the right to build up a 

leader in another country?  

Why or why not? 

 



 

Why would the President 

choose a man to be this 

leader if he did not know 

him? 

 

 

 

 

Do you agree with his 

reasoning for choosing King 

Saud? 

 

 

 

 

Who would provide the “field 

organization”? 
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Salim Yaqub. Containing Arab Nationalism: The Eisenhower Doctrine and the Middle East. Chapel Hill:
University of North Carolina Press, 2004. x + 377 pp. $27.50 (paper), ISBN 978-0-8078-5508-9; $70.00
(cloth), ISBN 978-0-8078-2834-2.

Reviewed by Daniel C. Williamson (Department of Humanities, Hillyer College, University of Hartford)
Published on H-Diplo (August, 2004)

Eisenhower, Nasser, and the Battle for the Arab World

Salim Yaqub’s Containing Arab Nationalism: The
Eisenhower Doctrine and the Middle East is well
placed in a series entitled the “New Cold War His-
tory,” as the book exemplifies new trends in the study
of diplomatic history. While not a major component
of the book, Yaqub takes notice of the growing im-
portance of cultural issues among diplomatic histori-
ans. More centrally, Containing Arab Nationalism is
a prime example of a “pericentric” view of the Cold
War, as it details the great impact that regional pow-
ers had on the actions of the two superpowers.

As the title clearly suggests, Yaqub sees the Eisen-
hower Doctrine as having an additional goal aside
from its stated aim of resisting the spread of “Inter-
national Communism” into the Middle East. While
Washington did worry that the Soviets might exploit
the “vacuum of power” that appeared in the region
following Britain’s humiliation in the Suez Crisis of
late 1956, Yaqub argues that containing the radical
form of Pan-Arab nationalism espoused by Egyptian
leader Gamal Abdel Nasser was an equally important
aim of the Eisenhower administration. Nasser called
for the Arab world to follow a policy of “positive neu-
tralism” in regard to the Cold War and thus maintain
valuable relationships with the West as well as the
Eastern bloc. Although President Eisenhower and
Secretary of State John Foster Dulles did not believe
that Nasser was a communist, they did think that his
neutralist stance made him an unwitting pawn of the
Soviet Union. Containing Arab Nationalism details
the failed efforts of the United States to marginalize
Nasser and his like-minded allies in the Arab world by
promoting openly anti-communist stances from Mid-
dle Eastern nations in return for U.S. economic and
military aid and even support from American troops.

As Yaqub makes clear, the January 1957 enunci-

ation of the Eisenhower Doctrine, which pledged the
United States to assist any Middle Eastern nation
that was threatened by communism, came as a direct
result of the Suez Crisis. From the point of view of
the United States, maintaining the free flow of oil to
Western Europe and keeping the Soviets from seiz-
ing control of that oil were the main strategic goals
in the region. Prior to Suez, the United States had
been content to have Great Britain act as the main
protector of Western interests in the area. However,
British collusion with France and Israel in an attack
on Egypt in late 1956, designed to reverse Nasser’s
nationalization of the Suez Canal and unseat the anti-
imperialist and anti-Zionist leader, led to the United
States condemning the attack and forcing the with-
drawal of the invaders. With British influence in the
Middle East badly compromised, Yaqub argues that
the Eisenhower administration saw both a need and
an opportunity to take a more active role in the re-
gion. The need to replace Britain was obvious, but
Washington also believed that its support for Egypt
during the Suez Crisis gave it new credibility as a
friend of moderate Arab nationalism. Eisenhower
and Dulles hoped that the rise in American popu-
larity, in tandem with the brutal Soviet suppression
of the Hungarian revolt of 1956, would induce most
Arab states to declare their willingness to participate
in the Eisenhower Doctrine. If Egypt and/or its close
ally Syria refused to cooperate, they would be steadily
isolated and Arab nationalism could be harnessed to
the West.

According to Yaqub the administration’s plan was
fatally flawed from the start. Washington overesti-
mated the public relations bounce that the United
States received from the Suez Crisis. Arab senti-
ments were more upset about displaced Palestinians
than massacred Hungarians, and despite the Eisen-
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hower administration’s often cool relations with Is-
rael, America was still seen as a supporter of the Jew-
ish state. Nor had the United States pressed Britain
to withdraw from its remaining positions in the Per-
sian Gulf. In addition, the conservative regimes that
Washington hoped would be counterweights to Nasser
(Iraq, Jordan, Saudi Arabia, and Lebanon in partic-
ular) all lacked popular domestic support and proved
to be weak allies. The author proceeds to show how
the Eisenhower Doctrine, despite some initial opti-
mism in Washington, quickly revealed its inadequacy.
In Yaqub’s view, Washington missed the inherent
weaknesses of the Eisenhower Doctrine, in part, be-
cause “a certain smugness had always been a feature
of Eisenhower’s and Dulles’s foreign policy, and this
was especially so in early 1957” (p. 115).

Yaqub explains that the period from the official
launch of the Eisenhower Doctrine in March 1957
until the early summer of that same year saw the
brief heyday of the administration’s plan. There
were a number of developments that gave Washing-
ton unwarranted optimism during that period de-
spite the fact that only a handful of Middle east-
ern states, including Lebanon and Iraq, formally en-
dorsed the Eisenhower Doctrine. The shaky reign of a
young, conservative King Hussein of Jordan survived
an attempted coup by pro-Nasser forces. The party
of the pro-Western president of Lebanon, Camille
Chamoun, won a lopsided victory in parliamentary
elections over a number of parties that did not sup-
port close association with the West. The compet-
ing Arab dynasties in Iraq and Saudi Arabia began
a rapprochement, seeming to pave the way for the
isolation of Nasser. However, Yaqub makes a good
argument that these apparent successes masked un-
derlying problems. While the Western-leaning Hus-
sein had survived in Jordan, the public support for
Nasserism in his country make the king unwilling to
publicly embrace the Eisenhower Doctrine. The Ma-
ronite Christian Chamoun’s victory in Lebanon upset
the delicate balance among the various confessional
groups in the country: a development that the Eisen-
hower administration would come to regret by the
summer of 1958. Nor had Saudi Arabia and Iraq
really set the stage for a conservative bloc in Arab
politics. Iraq’s status as the only Arab member of
the British-led Baghdad Pact continued to isolate the
Iraqi monarchy. Saudi Arabia’s King Saud, whom
Eisenhower hoped to make into the leader of a pro-
Western Arab coalition, still vacillated between his
desires to appease Nasserism and cement his ties to

the West.

If the deficiencies of the Eisenhower Doctrine
were masked by the apparently pro-Western trend
of events in the first half of 1957, Yaqub argues that
Washington’s failed attempt during the second half of
the year to overthrow the increasingly leftist Syrian
government was the first clear defeat of the doctrine.
To make matters worse, Yaqub writes, the attempt
to replace the Syrian government “helped unleash a
regional crisis that quickly became a world crisis as
well” (p. 147). While Syria was hardly dominated by
communists, it established a trade relationship with
Moscow in August 1957 and began to import Soviet
arms: a move that alarmed Washington as well as
Syria’s neighbors. After a clumsy failure to engineer a
military coup against the regime, Washington unsuc-
cessfully attempted to induce the conservative Arab
states to invade Syria with the support of American
money and Turkish troops if necessary. However, Jor-
dan and Iraq balked at the prospect of being seen as
the tools of American policy. The president tried to
convince Saudi Arabia to head an anti-Syrian bloc
to halt the spread of “godless communism,” but as
Yaqub bitingly writes, “Saud ... had little interest in
Eisenhower’s jihad” (p. 162).

Having played with fire by supporting an invasion
of Syria, the Eisenhower administration nearly cre-
ated an uncontrollable conflagration. Against Wash-
ington’s advice, Turkey insisted that it would launch
a unilateral invasion of Syria if the Arab states would
not act. In response to Turkish troop movements to
the Syrian frontier, Moscow issued a stern warning
that a Turkish attack would bring a military response
from the Soviet Union. A combination of regional and
UN diplomacy, and American pressure on Turkey,
averted a Turkish-Syrian war and the possibility of a
resulting superpower conflict, but the United States
had singularly failed to replace the Syrian regime it-
self or rally the conservative Arab governments to
achieve that goal. The final irony to the Syrian cri-
sis, as Yaqub points out, is that once the Eisenhower
administration settled on a hands-off policy of con-
taining the government in Damascus, the Arab states,
including Egypt, pushed Syria into reducing its ties
to the Soviet Union because of their own aversion
to communism. In the wake of the Syrian failure,
President Eisenhower began to have doubts about the
drive to isolate Nasser, but Dulles dissuaded him from
pursuing detente with Egypt.

Eisenhower’s doubts about the plan to isolate

2



H-Net Reviews

Nasser were confirmed by the events of early 1958.
Yaqub describes the first quarter of 1958 as the
“Nasserist Onslaught”: a period when Nasser’s power
and prestige grew in the Arab world. The book de-
tails the complex internal political forces that drove
the Syrian government to seek union with Egypt. The
establishment of the United Arab Republic (UAR) in
February 1958 gave Nasser control over Syria, elec-
trified Arab nationalists throughout the region, and
terrified his conservative Arab foes. The Arab Union,
hastily formed by Iraq and Jordan as a conservative
alternative to the radical UAR proved to be a sham,
with little public support or real cooperation between
the two monarchies. Saudi Arabia’s King Saud took
the desperate course of trying to have Nasser assas-
sinated. When the plot was revealed in March 1958,
the moderately pro-Western Saudi king was virtually
replaced by his brother, Crown Prince Faisal, who
was determined not to antagonize the popular UAR
leader. Faced with the growth of Nasser’s prestige,
and the failure of the conservative regimes to act as a
counterweight, the Eisenhower administration moved
to forge better relations with Nasser and resume lim-
ited military sales and aid programs to Egypt, while
downplaying public support for the pro-Western Arab
governments.

However, just as the administration was on the
verge of abandoning the Eisenhower Doctrine, the
United States became more deeply involved in Arab
politics than ever before. The apparent plan of firmly
pro-Western Lebanese President Camille Chamoun,
seeking to amend the constitution and run for a sec-
ond term in office, sparked a low-level armed re-
volt by his mainly Muslim opponents in the spring
of 1958. Covertly aided by the UAR, the revolt
caused Chamoun to plead for Western intervention,
but as Yaqub points out, the Eisenhower administra-
tion exhibited very little enthusiasm for sending in the
Marines. Rescuing Chamoun, whom the administra-
tion viewed as the author of his own troubles, would
upset the administration’s hopes for rapprochement
with Nasser.

Despite Washington’s jaundiced view of the
Lebanese president, events conspired to make support
of Chamoun seem a necessity. In Jordan, King Hus-
sein was once again threatened by a pro-Nasser coup,
and on July 14 the Iraqi monarchy was overthrown
by the Nasser-inspired Free Officers movement. With
America’s Arab allies in such peril, the administra-
tion made the decision to intervene in Lebanon and
support British intervention in Jordan. Yaqub makes

it clear that the decision was not taken lightly by
Washington, as it ran counter to the emerging con-
sensus to pull back from the Eisenhower Doctrine.
Dulles predicted that there would be a terrible back-
lash against America in the Arab world, but that
the more catastrophic alternative of taking no action
would be the destruction of American credibility with
all of its Cold War allies. Reluctantly Eisenhower and
Dulles agreed that Chamoun had to be saved by mil-
itary intervention.

The American intervention in Lebanon did allow
for a peaceful transition to a new president, and did
not create the firestorm that Washington feared, but
the Eisenhower administration continued to retreat
from the doctrine. By October 1958, a National Se-
curity Council paper (NSC 5820/1) outlined the new
American policy in the Middle East. The new doc-
ument named the free flow of oil and the exclusion
of Soviet influence as the major U.S. goals in the re-
gion, and concluded that these were not incompatible
with Arab nationalism, even radical Arab national-
ism. Nasser’s recent quarrel with the Soviet Union,
and his anti-communist stance in general, made it
easier for the Eisenhower administration to try to
work in cooperation with Pan-Arab nationalists.

While it seems of secondary importance to the
author, the issue of the intersection of culture and
diplomacy is addressed in the book. In his introduc-
tion, Yaqub outlines the two main schools of thought
on the subject. In one camp is the “clash of civiliza-
tion” view held most prominently by Bernard Lewis
and Samuel Huntington, which argues that the Mus-
lim world is fundamentally hostile to the modern val-
ues of the West, thus making Arab-Western relations
at best difficult. The other view, expressed by Ed-
ward Said and Douglas Little, is that Western racism
towards Arabs has been a traditional block to close
ties between the West and the Arab world. Yaqub
respectfully disagrees with both of these analyses.
While acknowledging the reality of cultural differ-
ences, Yaqub argues that the modernizing Nasserists
and the Americans shared common values, but dif-
fered on practical issues such as Israel, European im-
perialism, and the level of the communist threat to
the Middle East. While not dismissing the existence
of Western racism towards the Arabs, Yaqub finds lit-
tle evidence that Eisenhower’s policies were shaped
by any underlying racist philosophy, but rather by
American self-interest. On the whole he contends
that, “Eisenhower’s feud with Nasser was not a con-
flict over values; it was a contest of interest” (p. 271).
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On the whole Containing Arab Nationalism
makes a very valuable contribution to the study of
Eisenhower’s foreign policy and the interaction of the
Cold War and Middle Eastern politics. Yaqub does
not give the administration very high marks for its
management of Arab-American relations. The Eisen-
hower Doctrine is pictured as a plan based on ob-
sessive fear of communist expansion in detriment to
a more rational Middle Eastern policy. The admin-
istration overestimated its own political power fol-
lowing the Suez Crisis and underestimated the ap-
peal of Nasser and Pan-Arab nationalism. Yaqub
also shows the Eisenhower administration swinging
between dangerous adventurism, such as its attempt
to overthrow the Syrian government, and practical
statesmanship, such as its ultimate recognition that

it was better to try to placate Nasser than to iso-
late him. With his exploration of inter-Arab poli-
tics, Yaqub demonstrates how both Nasser and the
conservative regimes were able to capitalize on the
Cold War: Nasser by playing the Soviets off against
the Americans, and pro-Western leaders by exploit-
ing Western fears of communist expansion. Yaqub’s
use of Arabic language sources helps him to correctly
portray the Arab leaders as actors who were center
stage in the regional diplomatic and domestic con-
flicts. The United States, Britain, France, and the
Soviet Union all played secondary, albeit important,
roles in what was mainly an Arab versus Arab, and
sometimes Arab versus Jew, political drama. Con-
taining Arab Nationalism is a thoroughly researched,
well-argued, and clearly presented look at the rise and
fall of the Eisenhower Doctrine and a vital work for
any scholar interested in the topic.

If there is additional discussion of this review, you may access it through the list discussion logs at:
http://h-net.msu.edu/cgi-bin/logbrowse.pl.

Citation: Daniel C. Williamson. Review of Yaqub, Salim, Containing Arab Nationalism: The Eisenhower
Doctrine and the Middle East. H-Diplo, H-Net Reviews. August, 2004.
URL: http://www.h-net.org/reviews/showrev.php?id=9677
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