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The Middle East: 

Prospects for Soviet-American 
Cooperation in the Post-Cold War Era 

Joseph Young 

ABSTRACT 
The Gulf conflict has been an occasion for much discussion 
on the possibility of Soviet-American cooperation in the 
Middle East. Several developments have made this a real
istic possibility, in particular Gorbachev's diplomatic ap
proach to the region. Two issues, terrorism and Soviet-
Jewish emigration, afford opportunities for cooperation in 
the near term, despite several obstacles. With regard to 
missile proliferation and the Arab-Israeli conflict, however, 
collaboration will most likely be postponed by the evolv
ing situation in Iraq and the obstructive policies of other 
regional players. Still, one can imagine possible forms of 
collaboration on these issues as well. 

Although the principal intent of the September 1990 Helsinki Summit was 
to demonstrate superpower solidarity against Iraq, the summit had two 
political implications which transcended the immediate situation in the 
Gulf. The first was the possibility that the Gulf crisis had ushered in a new 
era of Soviet-American cooperation, which in turn could serve as the 
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cornerstone of the post-Cold War world. This idea was symbolized by a gift 
presented to Bush by Gorbachev at Helsinki—a framed cartoon showing 
the two leaders in boxing outfits with their hands raised by a smiling referee 
whose head was the globe. The second implication of the summit was that 
the U.S. and the Soviet Union, in their role as global partners, might 
collaborate in the Middle East region as a whole. In the joint statement 
issued at the summit's conclusion, both presidents recognized that "it is 
essential to work actively to resolve all remaining conflicts in the Middle 
East..." Accordingly, they promised "to consult with each other" and "to 
direct their foreign ministers to work with countries in the region and 
outside it to develop regional security structures ... to promote peace and 
stability."1 Before leaving Helsinki, Bush even conceded that the long
standing Soviet proposal of an international conference on the Middle East 
might be acceptable under certain circumstances. In short, the summit held 
forth prospects of superpower cooperation that were, in the words of one 
New York Times reporter, "uncommonly warm and fuzzy."2 

Of course, the idea of Soviet-American cooperation in the Middle East is 
nothing new. It was voiced by Brezhnev as early as 1973 when, during a visit 
to the United States, he reportedly "kept Nixon up almost all night on the 
Middle East, trying to convince him of the need to act together. 3 What is 
new is to hear this idea expressed optimistically by an American president, 
since throughout the Cold War, policymakers in Washington endeavored 
to reduce Soviet influence in the region and to exclude Moscow from the 
peace process. Bush's optimism has been echoed in the aftermath of the Gulf 
war by Secretary of State James Baker, who remarked during a visit with 
Soviet Foreign Minister Alexander Bessmertnykh that the U.S. regards the 
USSR as a constructive partner in stabilizing the postwar Middle East.4 Are 
these suggestions realistic? Certainly, obstacles remain which would im
pede Soviet-American efforts to resolve comprehensively the Arab-Israeli 
problem Nevertheless, certain regional issues do afford genuine oppor
tunities for superpower cooperation in the post-Cold War era. To explain 
why this is the case, and to illustrate that the Helsinki summit represents a 
veritable revolution, it would be helpful first to sketch the history of Soviet 
and American policies in the Middle East. 

The Collaborative Competition of the Superpowers 
Before the Gorbachev era, Soviet and American policies in the Middle East 
followed three discernible patterns. The first pattern has been embodied in 
the superpowers' reliance upon threats and shows of force, especially 
during crises, to signal their intentions and to coordinate their strategic 
options. The second pattern has been that of open discussion by the 
superpowers on Middle Eastern issues, typically yielding joint statements 
and multilateral negotiations. The third pattern has been one of competi-
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tion, specifically exemplified by Soviet responses to American unilateral 
efforts to broker a Middle East settlement. Because the superpowers have 
tended to follow one pattern at a time, each of the three can be analyzed 
individually. 

The first pattern, which has been called "crisis management," involves a 
cautious diplomacy of force. When the ally of one superpower has faced 
collapse during episodes of open conflict in the Middle East, that super
power has usually responded with carefully conveyed verbal threats and 
conspicuous military maneuvers. This response is intended not so much to 
alter the strategic military balance as it is to impress upon the other 
superpower the urgency of imposing restraint on its own ally. 

This was precisely the pattern followed by the Soviet Union in the 1973 
Yom Kippur War. Faced with the possibilities that the Egyptian Third Army 
would be destroyed and that the Sadat government would fall, Brezhnev 
warned Nixon,"If you find it impossible to act with us in this matter, we 
should be faced with the necessity urgently to consider the question of 
taking appropriate steps unilaterally."5 The reinforcement of the Soviet 
naval fleet in the Mediterranean to the unprecedented level of 85 ships lent 
credibility to the threat. Of course, Nixon called Brezhnev's bluff, but, 
according to Benjamin Miller, the main effect of the Soviet ultimatum was 
this: it provided Kissinger with an invaluable card in his efforts to rein in 
Israel, which in normal times commanded a powerful constituency in the 
American body politic.6 To that extent, Brezhnev's threat helped to preserve 
the Third Army and prevent the crisis from escalating into a superpower 
confrontation. 

The United States, too, has threatened intervention to protect an ally. In 
1970, the Jordanian army's success in driving the Palestinians out of 
Amman triggered an invasion into Jordan by Syrian armed forces. To clarify 
its commitment to Jordan's King Hussein, Washington issued tough anti-
Soviet statements and sent an enlarged Sixth Fleet to the Eastern Mediter
ranean. The Soviets later admitted that this American buildup considerably 
aided its efforts to restrain Syria.7 The result was that Hussein quickly ex
pelled the Syrians and maintained his control over the country. 

While one of the salient features of superpower crisis management has 
been its record of success, the same cannot be said of the second pattern of 
Soviet-American Middle East policies. The superpowers optimistically 
opened discussions of possible regional settlements, only to see their efforts 
fail conspicuously. This has usually been due to the superpowers' own 
ambivalence and their allies' intransigence. 

This pattern was notably exemplified by the bilateral discussions con
ducted by Secretary of State William Rogers and Foreign Minister Andrei 
Gromyko during Nixon's first term. These "two-power talks" yielded the 
First Rogers Plan in October 1969, which, in keeping with UN Resolution 
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242, called on Israel to withdraw from Arab territories occupied in the 1967 
War in return for peace and the normalization of Arab-Israeli relations. 
Egyptian leader Gamal Abdel Nasser, who at the time was experiencing 
success in his "war of attrition" against Israel, flatly rejected the proposal on 
November 6. Subsequently, the Soviet government yielded to its client's 
position, delivering to the United States a formal rejection of the Rogers 
Plan. Many speculate, however, that the two-power talks had been doomed 
from the outset by President Nixon's glaring lack of support.8 

Another effort at superpower cooperation was mounted in the aftermath 
of the Yom Kippur War. On December 21,1973, the Geneva Conference was 
convened in accordance with UN Security Council Resolution 338, which 
had established a tenuous cease-fire in the Sinai. Co-chaired by the United 
States and the Soviet Union and attended by Israel, Egypt, and Jordan, the 
effort was very short-lived, as Henry Kissinger soon embarked upon 
unilateral diplomacy from 1974 to 1976. This was somewhat ironic, since the 
conference had been convened largely at Kissinger's instigation. 

Resort to unilateral diplomacy has typically set in motion the third 
pattern of Soviet-American interactions in the Middle East. According to 
this pattern, the U.S. attempts on its own to broker a regional settlement. To 
avoid exclusion from the peace process, the Soviet Union resorts to obstruc
tionist policies. This was certainly the case when Kissinger assumed direction 
of U.S. Middle East policy. In April 1970, Kissinger determined that the 
primary American goal should be to end the war of attrition under U.S. 
auspices, which would help to undermine Soviet influence in the region.9 

Thus, when Assistant Secretary Joseph Sisco visited Cairo to gauge Nasser' s 
receptivity to U.S. feelers, the Soviets reacted immediately by sharply 
increasing military aid to Egypt. Then on June 19, the U.S. unilaterally 
offered a cease-fire plan; after the plan went into effect, the Soviets re
sponded predictably, conspiring with the Egyptians to violate the cease-fire 
by moving a wall of SAM-3s up to the Suez Canal.10 This established the 
Soviet Union in its role as spoiler—a role it would play many times during 
Kissinger's tenure. 

The competitive pattern also emerged during the Reagan presidency, 
when U.S. Middle East policy focused on constructing an anti-Soviet 
coalition of Israelis and moderate Arabs. After Reagan unveiled his Septem
ber 1982 peace plan, which envisioned an "association" between the West 
Bank/Gaza Strip territories and Jordan, the Soviets responded by affirming 
the Palestinians' right to an independent state, prior to and independently, 
of any later confederation agreement.12 Moreover, to tempt the PLO away 
from a pro-American relationship with Jordan, Moscow declared that the 
Palestinian state would be under PLO leadership. In the end, Reagan's 
unilateral initiatives were hindered to a large extent by the Soviets' ability 
to portray themselves as the true guarantor of Palestinian interests. 
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In sum, the three patterns described above suggest a prevailing theme of 
collaborative competition in the postwar history of Soviet-American in
volvement in the Middle East.11 The two terms in this phrase are ordered so 
as to indicate that competition is the more deeply-rooted urge. Indeed, the 
roots run far back into the era of Khrushchev, who looked upon the Middle 
East as an area fertile for competitive gain at the expense of Western 
imperialism. For the United States, Cold War competition dictated Middle 
Eastern policy well into the 1980s, as evidenced by Reagan's highly touted 
"strategic consensus." 

Nevertheless, both superpowers have had collaborative impulses since 
the late 1960s. The Soviets have felt these impulses more powerfully, 
recognizing the U.S/s superior leverage in the region. However, American 
officials have also felt such impulses recently, perceiving both that Soviet 
regional influence cannot be eliminated and that it is always just sufficient 
to obstruct exclusionary U.S. policy. Beginning in the mid-1980s, conse
quently, superpower convergence on the need for collaboration set the 
stage for Gorbachev's approach to the Middle East. 

Gorbachev in the Middle East 
To flesh out the significance of Gorbachev's approach, it would be helpful 
to review briefly Soviet and American aims in the Middle East, which can 
be readily distilled from the preceding historical sketch of the superpowers' 
involvement in the region. On the American side, the four overarching 
objectives have been: to ensure the security of its allies (particularly Israel), 
to achieve an Arab-Israeli peace settlement, to maintain U.S. and Western 
access to Middle Eastern oil, and to reduce Soviet influence in the region.13 

Soviet objectives, on the other hand, have included: winning acceptance as 
a central player and co-mediator in the peace process, limiting American 
influence in the region, preventing the military defeat of its allies, securing 
an Israeli withdrawal from the occupied territories, and avoiding situations 
in which Moscow could be accused by the Arabs of having sold out to the 
"imperialists."14 Except for the objective of curbing each other's influence, 
therefore, these two sets of goals are not terribly contradictory. 

How does Gorbachev's Middle East policy represent a significant shift? 
One might be tempted to answer that Gorbachev has somehow altered 
Soviet objectives, but this is simply not true. If anything, Gorbachev has 
tried to change only the American objective of excising Soviet influence from 
the region. The shift represented by Gorbachev, rather, is one of means, not 
ends. Specifically, Gorbachev has emphasized to an unprecedented degree 
the value of collaboration in achieving his nation's traditional Middle 
Eastern objectives. 

This is not to say that the Soviets' competitive urge has vanished. In 
recent years Moscow has concluded a major arms transfer agreement with 
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Syria, worked on enlarging a naval facility for probable use by the Soviet 
fleet on the Syrian coast of Tartus, voted again with the Arab states for Israeli 
expulsion from the United Nations, and sold fifteen long-range SU-24 
bombers to Libya.15 Nonetheless, in Gorbachev's policies one can detect an 
undeniable shift from competition to collaboration as the primary track of 
Moscow's Middle Eastern policy. This is borne out precisely by the Soviet 
Union's friendly overtures to all parties concerned in the region, namely, 
the U.S., Israel, and the Arabs. Compare this to the Cold War era, when 
competition forced the Soviets to choose sides, and one can see that it is 
precisely the switch embodied in Gorbachev's approach that has made 
superpower cooperation in the Middle East a realistic possibility. 

Regarding the Arabs, Gorbachev has sought to improve ties with mod
erate states. For instance, relations have been resumed with Saudi Arabia 
and have been established with the United Arab Emirates and Oman. In 
1988 Foreign Minister Eduard Shevardnadze visited Egypt's President 
Hosni Mubarak and won from him an endorsement of an international 
conference on the Arab-Israeli conflict. Shortly thereafter, Shevardnadze 
personally commended Jordan's King Hussein on his dialogue with the 
U.S. and likewise garnered the king's support for a conference. 

On the other hand, Gorbachev has tried to rein in some not-so-moderate 
Arab countries. When President Assad of Syria visited Moscow in 1987, 
Gorbachev used the occasion to emphasize that it was abnormal for the 
Soviet Union to have no relations with Israel.16 Also, Moscow worked to 
reunify the PLO under the more moderate influence of Yassir Arafat. The 
Soviets then encouraged the PLO to renounce terrorism and accept UN 
Resolution 242. 

Gorbachev's emphasis on cooperation, however, is most clearly seen in 
the way Moscow now curries favor with Israel. Over the past four years the 
Soviets have broken their 20-year-old cultural boycott of Israel, released 
Soviet Jews imprisoned for Jewish activism, and greatly relaxed restrictions 
on Jewish emigration. Furthermore, Gorbachev announced last September 
that the USSR would establish consular relations with Israel in lieu of the 
diplomatic ties broken off during the 1967 Arab-Israeli War.17 

The Soviets have even watered down their position that the resumption 
of diplomatic relations depends on Israel's participation in an international 
Middle East conference.18 These concessions signal Moscow's desire to 
resume official relations, the absence of which has been the fundamental 
obstacle to the Soviets' entry into the Middle East peace process. 

The Soviets have also repeatedly peddled the idea of an international 
conference to the United States. To make the idea more palatable, 
Shevardnadze suggested that the Soviet Union would accept a secondary 
role in organizing the conference, deferring rather to the Secretary General 
of the UN and his special representatives.19 Apparently, proposals of this 
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sort were beginning to find a receptive ear in Washington prior to the Gulf 
crisis, judging from President Bush's and Secretary Baker's statements 
about the potential usefulness of a Middle Eastern peace conference. 

However, this is but one positive result of Gorbachev's new emphasis on 
working with the U.S. in the region. This spirit of cooperation, which was 
proclaimed by Gorbachev last year at the 28th Communist Party Congress, 
was earlier exemplified by the superpowers' solidarity on UN Resolution 
598, the cease-fire proposal for the Iran-Iraq War. It was also exemplified by 
Soviet and American efforts to flag Kuwaiti oil tankers during the war. And, 
of course, the USSR has been supportive of the United States during the 
crisis in the Gulf. By calling for Iraq's withdrawal from Kuwait, by endors
ing an air and naval blockade, and lastly by supporting the use of force 
against Iraqi leader Saddam Hussein, the Soviets unambiguously indicated 
their hopes of forging a regional partnership with the U.S. 

Obstacles 
Although Gorbachev's "omni-directional" diplomacy has made super
power cooperation throughout the entire Middle East a realistic possibility, 
it does not necessarily follow that this cooperation will bear fruit, or even 
that it will actually occur. This is due to two sets of obstacles that will impede 
Soviet-American partnership in the region. The first consists of those 
stumbling blocks which, though vexatious, nevertheless seem to permit 
cooperation on several regional issues. The second category includes im
pediments which could postpone cooperation on other issues for quite 
some time. This second category will be discussed later. 

The first category of obstacles, spelled out concisely by Breslauer,20 

include: the residual ideological differences between the superpowers; the 
greater U.S. regional leverage, which tempers its enthusiasm for coopera
tion; the fear that cooperation will enhance the other's position; their 
commitments to protect allies; the natural uncertainty that impedes their 
ability to verify compliance with agreements at mutually acceptable levels 
of confidence; and the momentum of technological developments that often 
outstrips the superpowers' capacity to stabilize their relationship. 

Additionally, the USSR's deepening domestic troubles may distract 
Moscow from serious involvement in regional affairs. If the Soviet response 
to these troubles continues to involve a resort to force, such as occurred in 
the Baltics, the U.S. may seek to distance itself politically from the USSR, 
thereby limiting collaboration on any issue. Lastly, the deficiencies of Soviet 
military hardware that were exposed during the Gulf war may lead the 
USSR's allies to question any security guarantees that would undoubtedly 
be part of an Arab-Israeli settlement. 

While these factors would prove troublesome to Soviet-American efforts 
at regional collaboration, shared interests on some issues would seemingly 
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enable the superpowers to hurdle these obstacles. Two such issues are 
terrorism and Soviet-Jewish emigration. 

Terrorism 
Why would the U.S. and the USSR be interested in cooperatively combating 
terrorism, when for years this issue was at the heart of their adversarial 
relationship? The Soviets' interest stems, first, from their growing victim
ization at the hands of terrorists. Since the mid-1980s more than 60 Soviets 
have been killed in terrorist-related incidents,21 and Aeroflot airliners have 
been skyjacked to the Middle East. Second, Moscow fears that the kind of 
violence associated with Moslem fanatics in Iran and Lebanon will spread 
to the increasingly restive Soviet Muslim republics. Third, the Soviets 
understand that acts of terrorism could derail the peace process—a concern 
also shared by the United States. What makes Washington especially eager 
to cooperate with Moscow is the possibility that the Soviets could exercise 
constraints on state sponsors of terrorism, such as Syria, Libya, and Iraq. 

Tentative steps have, in fact, been taken to establish a Soviet-American 
dialogue on this issue. This was inspired partly by Gorbachev's statements 
at the 1986 Party Congress condemning terrorism, and partly by the deputy 
director of the Soviet secret police, General Ponomarev, who has called for 
KGB cooperation with the CIA, the British secret service, and the Israeli 
Mossad.22 Accordingly, in 1989 the first bilateral talks between U.S. and 
Soviet terrorism experts were held in Moscow. The most recent get-to
gether, at the Rand Corporation in Santa Monica, featured the most wide-
ranging agenda yet, covering airplane hijacking, hostage taking, and in
telligence sharing.23 Not unexpectedly, however, the differences aired at 
these meetings included the problem of finding a mutually acceptable 
definition of terrorism and a natural reluctance about commitments for 
sharing intelligence. 

These differences, though, would not preclude various forms of coopera
tion on this issue. One idea would be to institutionalize the recent series of 
talks by creating a standing bilateral group. The superpowers could also 
arrange a terrorism "hotline," a special channel of communication that 
would allow them not only to coordinate their actions during a crisis, but 
also to warn each other of an impending attack.24 The U.S. and the Soviet 
Union could undertake to standardize chemical or other types of "tags" in 
commercial and military explosives to aid in the investigation of terrorist 
bombings. Also, mutual assistance in the investigation of terrorist incidents 
could be provided. Joint exercises and simulations might even be conducted 
to prepare for opportunities of Soviet-American collaboration. An ex
change of anti-terrorist technology, consistent with the superpowers' national 
security interests, could also prove helpful. Lastly, the Soviet Union could 
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strongly encourage Syria to see to the release of the remaining American 
hostages in Lebanon. 

Soviet-Jewish Emigration 
Soviet-Jewish emigration is another issue that affords opportunities for 
Soviet-American cooperation. According to Israeli sources, between 230,000 
and 1 million Soviet Jews will emigrate to Israel over the next few years. Not 
surprisingly, Arab states disapprove of the recent relaxation of Soviet 
emigration restrictions because they fear that the Soviet Jews will replace 
Palestinian Arabs in the Israeli-occupied territories. That situation has also 
prompted disapproving statements from Presidents Gorbachev and Bush; 
evidently, both recognize that new Israeli settlements would terribly com
plicate, if not jeopardize, the peace negotiations that should resolve the 
territories' final disposition. Consequently, last September Secretary Baker 
secured from Israeli Foreign Minister David Levy a letter promising that 
none of the $400 million in American housing loan guarantees would be 
used outside Israel's pre-1967 boundaries. Similarly, thirteen months ago 
the Soviet government suspended an agreement providing for direct Mos-
cow-to-Tel Aviv Aeroflot flights to protest the settlement of Soviet Jews in 
the occupied territories.25 

In what way could the U.S and the Soviet Union cooperatively address 
this issue? Very simply, if the Soviets were truly serious about protecting 
Palestinian rights, they could seek to secure a similar letter from Foreign 
Minister Levy guaranteeing that Soviet Jews would not settle outside 
Israel's pre-1967boundaries. Failing that, the Soviet government could then 
consider reducing the number of exit visas issued to prospective Jewish 
emigres. At that point the United States would come into the picture. To 
show cooperation with the Soviets in protecting the Palestinians, Bush 
could give assurances that, in the absence of some letter from Levy, cutbacks 
in Soviet-Jewish emigration to Israel would not affect his future decision to 
renew the Jackson-Vanik Amendment waiver for the Soviet Union. 

It should be said, though, that this might not be the most feasible 
proposal. First, it is unlikely that an Israeli official would consent to such a 
letter. The Likud government maintains that refugees may live wherever 
they choose, including the occupied territories.26 Second, it is doubtful that, 
failing to obtain the requested letter, Gorbachev would actually authorize 
a cutback in Soviet-Jewish emigration; Soviet-Jewish relations have come 
too far during his tenure to risk an action that might sidetrack efforts to 
normalize diplomatic ties. To repeat, normalization is presently perceived 
by the Soviets as their ticket of reentry into the Middle East peace process. 
The Soviet commitment to the Palestinians is already making it quite 
difficult for Gorbachev to maneuver on this point.27 
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A second, more realistic, approach to Soviet-American cooperation on 
this issue would focus on the suspension of the El Al-Aeroflot agreement. 
Since this agreement would facilitate the increasing migration of Soviet 
Jews to Israel, the U.S. government could simply stop protesting the delay 
in the agreement's implementation. On Capitol Hill, criticism of this Soviet 
action has been especially vociferous, even though other means of transpor
tation from the USSR to Israel abound.28 If, on the other hand, the agreement 
is implemented at some future date, the U.S. could cooperate with the Soviet 
Union in safeguarding Aeroflot flights against Palestinian attacks. This 
would follow naturally from the superpowers' collaboration on terrorism. 

Recall that there is a second category of obstacles that would seem to 
block Soviet-American cooperation on other Middle Eastern issues for a 
long time. Unfortunately, these happen to be the most serious issues in the 
region, namely, the proliferation of ballistic missiles and the ongoing Arab-
Israeli conflict. The major obstacle to curbing proliferation is Iraq's remaining 
missile capability. Though its military arsenal was devastated in the recent 
conflict, Iraq still possesses a worrisome number of ballistic missiles. Until 
the status of these weapons is resolved by a comprehensive cease-fire 
agreement, and until Iraq's internal political situation is resolved, the 
superpowers will be hard put to block the transfer of whatever missile 
technology may be necessary to defend their regional allies. 

Regarding the Arab-Israeli issue, Soviet-American cooperation is tre
mendously complicated by other obstacles in the second category. The first 
is Israel's ability to mobilize powerful American domestic coalitions against 
proposed settlements. The second is the superpowers' chronic inability to 
control their regional allies (i.e., just because the allies might someday 
broker an Arab-Israeli settlement does not mean that Arabs and Israelis 
would make the agreement stick). The third is the temptation to fall back 
upon unilateral diplomacy, typified by Gorbachev's overtures to Iraq on the 
eve of the American ground offensive in February. In short, the second 
category of obstacles would seemingly dim the glow of the Helsinki Summit 
regarding the most important issues in the Middle East. 

Missile Proliferation 
The second category of obstacles notwithstanding, the U.S and the Soviet 
Union share enough interests on these issues to make their cooperation a 
reasonable, if distant, possibility. Regarding ballistic missile proliferation, 
the sheer seriousness of the situation screams out for superpower collabo
ration. Current missile states include Saudi Arabia, Israel, Egypt, Libya, 
Syria, Yemen, Iran, Iraq, and pre-war Kuwait, and the typical arsenal 
consists of the now well-known Soviet Scud-Bs, SS-21s, and SS-12s. Israel, 
of course, relies on its own Jericho missiles, which can hit parts of the USSR. 
In fact, one reason for Soviet anxiety is that its clients have been clever 
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enough to increase the range of Soviet-made missiles, putting more of the 
Soviet Union within range.29 Of concern to both the Soviets and the Ameri
cans is that these states are also now attempting to manufacture ballistic 
missiles of indigenous design. Hence, there is a possibility that these states 
will become "second-tier suppliers," capable of destabilizing other regions 
of the world by exporting these destructive weapons. This makes it all the 
more imperative to block further transfers of ballistic missile technology 
that might abet their nascent weapons programs. 

To do this, the U.S. and the USSR could adopt a multilateral approach. 
The U.S., for instance, could invite the Soviet Union once again to join 
formally the Missile Technology Control Regime, which prohibits six NATO 
countries and Japan from exporting missiles and related technology that 
could be used to build missiles capable of carrying a 500-kilogram payload 
a distance of 300 or more kilometers. Granted, Moscow followed Beijing's 
lead last year in agreeing to abide by the MTCR's guidelines, while remain
ing outside the regime. But securing the Soviets' formal application for 
membership would be a more reliable hedge against the kind of violations 
to which the Chinese have been prone. Once the Soviets were officially on 
board, it would be easier to persuade China and other holdouts like Brazil 
and Israel to join. Since all of these countries seek U.S. aid and technology, 
further delivery of such assistance could be made contingent on participa
tion in the MTCR.30 Another multilateral approach would be for the United 
States and the Soviet Union to arrange quadrilateral talks with regional 
allies, e.g., Syria and Israel. These countries might find the prospect of 
agreement more attractive if it involved a mutual reduction in missile 
technology transfer and if the two superpowers agreed to cooperate in 
preventing aggressive action by their respective clients. 

A bilateral approach also suggests itself. The U.S. and the Soviet Union 
might, for example, resume and expand the Conventional Arms Transfer 
(CATT) Talks, which were suspended by President Carter in 1979. While no 
treaty documents were ever produced, CATT negotiators reached agree
ment on many elements of nomenclature, scope, and applicability, the 
restoration of which could save many months of future consultations.31 

An Arab-Israeli Settlement 
The Holy Grail of superpower cooperation in the Middle East is, of course, 
the achievement of some kind of Arab-Israeli settlement and the erection of 
a complementary regional security structure. In a meeting with Foreign 
Minister Shevardnadze last September in Moscow, Secretary Baker com
mented that such a security arrangement might possibly involve both the 
U.S. and the USSR.32 He was clear, however, that such an arrangement 
would not be a formal alliance in the NATO mold. The ambiguity of Baker's 
statements tends to foster the suspicion that the superpowers themselves 
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lack a clear idea of what this arrangement would look like. Perhaps there is 
simply no urgency for clarity, given the pessimism felt by both the U.S. and 
the USSR about the short-term prospects for a resolution of the Arab-Israeli 
conflict.33 

Still, it is possible to guess about the security guarantees that the super
powers would attach to some future settlement. Assuming that Syria and 
Israel would be the major regional powers involved in a settlement, the 
superpowers could provide these countries with assurances based roughly 
on the ones given to Israel by the U.S. after the signing of the 1979 Israeli-
Egyptian treaty.34 For example, the superpowers could pledge that if the 
settlement were about to be violated, they would consult with the con
cerned parties about measures to halt or prevent the violation. They would 
then take appropriate remedial actions, including diplomatic, economic, 
and military measures. To be more specific, Moscow could assure Syria that 
if it were attacked or its ports blockaded, the Soviet Union would act to 
strengthen its own presence in the area and to provide emergency supplies 
to Syria. Second, the Soviet Union could promise to undertake maritime 
exercises and to support Syria's right to navigation and airspace throughout 
the Eastern Mediterranean. Third, the Soviets could respond to the specific 
military and economic assistance requirements of Syria. Fourth, Moscow 
could pledge to supply Syria with enough oil to meet all its normal 
requirements for domestic consumption if, for some reason, its normal 
supplies were cut off. Lastly, the Soviet Union could oppose any efforts in 
the UN to block its recourse to these actions. The United States, for its part, 
could give the same assurances to Israel. 

If the superpowers have been vague about a regional security arrange
ment, they have been absolutely opaque about the final status of the 
occupied territories. But whether the Palestinians are accorded their own 
state, a homeland, or a special association with a neighboring country, there 
are still ways that the U.S. and the USSR could cooperatively protect the 
arrangement. For example, Soviet and American diplomats could encour
age Israel and the Arab states to treat the Palestinians in much the same way 
that the superpowers treated Austria during the Cold War. The Soviet 
Union and the U.S. could also contribute troops to a United Nations force 
that would be placed in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip, much like the 
observer units that were proposed to the UN Security Council in November 
1990. This arrangement, however, would have to allow for the eventual 
creation of a Palestinian domestic security force. One reason is that Palestine 
would likely become a center for tourism and pilgrimage for Diaspora 
Palestinians, Arabs, Jews, and Christians. Relying upon borrowed military 
personnel to maintain order in the midst of this influx would eventually 
prove impractical.35 
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Conclusion 
It was asked earlier if the suggestion made by President Bush at Helsinki 
about possible superpower cooperation in the Middle East was realistic. 
Given the changes in Soviet Middle Eastern policy brought about by 
Gorbachev, this question can apparently be answered in the affirmative. 
Moreover, cooperation would likely prove fruitful on a number of regional 
issues, though on some issues the fruit would be a long time coming. The 
allied success in the Gulf war was an instructive example of the potential 
usefulness of a Soviet-American understanding in the region. In the words 
of Foreign Minister Bessmertnykh, "What matters most is that the U.S.
Soviet relationship has gone through a very difficult test and passed the test, 
and this opens reliable prospects for future developments."36 

There is one danger associated with superpower cooperation, however, 
which is not often discussed. This is the possibility that cooperation will 
come at the expense of the Palestinians. For years the Soviets trumpeted the 
Palestinian issue, not only because it united (at least publicly) the Arab 
world, but also because it was the issue on which the U.S. was most 
vulnerable. Subsequent to the breakdown of Soviet-Egyptian relations in 
the mid-1970s, therefore, the Soviets reasoned that it was the Palestinians 
who could provide them with an "in" to the peace process. Since it now 
seems that the Soviets may enter this process through the generosity of 
President Bush and through the resumption of relations with Israel, one has 
to wonder whether the Palestinians will be abandoned to their own devices. 
Some would argue that the delay in the restoration of Israeli-Soviet relations 
bespeaks an enduring Soviet concern for the Palestinian problem. Nonethe
less, a settlement negotiated with Moscow's participation and one which 
limited American hegemony may, according to Galia Golan, be "suffi
ciently important to the Soviets to justify compromise on the Palestinian 
issue."37 The grand irony, then, about Soviet-American cooperation in the 
Middle East is that the occupied territories may be one area where it is 
resented. 
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