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Understanding U.S. Foreign Policy towards the 2006 Israel-Hezbollah War

Known as the July War in Lebanon and the Second Lebanon War in Israel, the confrontation between Israel and Hezbollah in July and August 2006 provided a unique opportunity – and, many would say, responsibility – for the United States to reassert its role in the Arab-Israeli conflict at a crucial time.  Yet, as the war raged on and casualties mounted, the United States remained largely aloof from the growing concerns of the rest of the world.  While Arab and world opinion cried out for a solution, the United States stood firmly behind Israel, asserting its right to self-defense and refusing to demand a ceasefire.  An understanding of this U.S. policy decision requires an analysis at the international, regional, and U.S. domestic levels.  Thus, this paper explores the historical background of the conflict and resulting policy, identifies the major decision-makers involved and the disagreements between them, analyzes the factors that prompted this policy, and explores the repercussions of the policy both in the Middle East and in the United States.  Finally, this paper evaluates the policy based on the findings of this critical analysis.
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As the United States focuses its attention elsewhere and the Israeli-Palestinian peace process falters, some question the role of the United States in the Arab-Israeli conflict.  Known as the July War in Lebanon and the Second Lebanon War in Israel, the confrontation between Israel and Hezbollah in July and August 2006 provided a unique opportunity – and, many would say, responsibility – for the United States to reassert its role in that conflict.  Yet, as the war raged on and casualties mounted, the United States remained largely aloof from the growing concerns of the rest of the world.  While Arab and world opinion cried out for a solution, the United States stood firmly behind Israel, asserting its right to self-defense and refusing to demand a ceasefire.  What prompted the United States to take this unpopular stance?  An understanding of this U.S. policy decision requires an analysis at the international, regional, and U.S. domestic levels.  Thus, this paper will briefly explore the historical background of the conflict and resulting policy, identify the major decision-makers involved and the disagreements between them, analyze the factors that prompted this policy, and explore the repercussions of the policy both in the Middle East and in the United States.  Finally, this paper will evaluate the policy based on the findings of this critical analysis.


The recent Israel-Hezbollah war began on July 12, 2006.  Little disagreement exists about who bears primary responsibility for sparking the conflict.  The conflict began on the morning of July 12, when Hezbollah launched several rockets from Lebanon into Israel as cover for a second operation; simultaneous with the firing of the rockets, several Hezbollah fighters crossed the Blue Line (established by the United Nations after the Israeli withdrawal from Lebanon in 2000) to attack a patrol of the Israel Defense Forces (IDF).  In this operation, Hezbollah killed three Israeli soldiers, wounded two, and captured two others (Annan, “Report of the Secretary-General on the United Nations Interim Force in Lebanon,” 2006).  

Although Hezbollah’s exact motivation in launching this attack remains in question, several theories have been posited.  While Hezbollah leader Sheik Hassan Nasrallah’s stated intention was to kidnap Israeli soldiers for a prisoner exchange, the motivations likely run much deeper (Sharp, 2006).  Many policy analysts agree and Nasrallah himself has indicated that the attack was conducted in support of Hamas, which had, only weeks earlier, launched a similar attack on an Israeli patrol near Gaza (Sharp, 2006).  In that vein, others suggest that Hezbollah hoped, through this attack, actually to prevent a resolution to the Gaza crisis (Sharp, 2006).  Others have speculated that Hezbollah launched the attack at the behest of Iran in order to divert attention from Iran’s troubles in the international community regarding its nuclear program.  Still others contend that Hezbollah acted on behalf of its other patron, Syria, in an attempt to reassert Syrian influence within Lebanon (Sharp, 2006).  However, most analysts and scholars agree that, while Iran and Syria certainly fund and supply Hezbollah and may even have been consulted before the attack, it is unlikely that Iran or Syria originated the attack or were “operationally involved” (Grace and Mandelbaum, 2006; Sharp, 2006).  Finally, some suggest that Hezbollah may have, at least in part, been acting in the spirit of “Shi’a triumphalism” arising from the growing Shiite power in Iraq (Sharp, 2006).  The relative prominence of these theories will be important later in explaining the U.S. policy position toward the conflict.

Regardless of Hezbollah’s motivation, however, Israel’s response to the attack was decisive and severe, blockading Lebanon’s ports, hitting Hezbollah positions in southern Lebanon, and soon extending the reach of its airstrikes to target roads, bridges, airports, and other infrastructure in Lebanon.  As the conflict continued, Israel’s actions also included strategic ground incursions into southern Lebanon.  While Israel’s initial goal in these military operations was to “prevent Hezbollah from transferring the abducted soldiers,” its aim soon widened to include the destruction of Hezbollah as a militant force within Lebanon (Annan, “Report of the Secretary-General on the United Nations Interim Force in Lebanon,” 2006; Sharp, 2006).  On July 17, Prime Minister Ehud Olmert identified the conditions for an end to the conflict: the return of the kidnapped soldiers, the end of Hezbollah rocket attacks, and the deployment of the Lebanese army along the Blue Line (Sharp, 2006).  Yet, as the fighting continued and it became clear that the destruction of Hezbollah was, by no means, imminent, Israel moderated its objectives to accept an international force in southern Lebanon, which would be responsible for disarming Hezbollah and reasserting Lebanese control over the area (Sharp, 2006).  However, diplomatic efforts initially faltered, and intense fighting between Israel and Hezbollah continued for thirty-four days until U.N. Security Council Resolution 1701 took effect on August 14, 2006 (United Nations, “UN Resolution 1701,” 2006).  By this time, 1,187 people had died and 4,092 had been injured in Lebanon alone, most of them civilians.  In addition, the U.N. Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs estimates that approximately one million Lebanese were displaced during the war.  In Israel, 117 soldiers and 43 civilians were killed, while 101 were wounded.  In terms of infrastructure, while Israel suffered some destruction as a result of the conflict, the economic toll in Lebanon was exponentially higher.  The Office of the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs estimates the costs of physical damage within Lebanon to be at least $3.6 billion.  This included the destruction of 80 bridges, 600 km of roads, 900 factories, markets, farms, and other commercial buildings, 31 airports, ports, water- and sewage-treatment plants, dams, and electrical plants, 25 fuel stations, and 15,000 homes (Annan, “Report of the Secretary-General on the Implementation of Security Council Resolution 1701,” 2006).

Considering the massive destruction and death in this conflict, many wonder if a resolution could have been reached sooner.  In fact, diplomatic efforts began within days of the start of the conflict.  While initial sentiments, even in many Arab countries, including Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and Jordan, tended to criticize Hezbollah and allow Israel some latitude in defending itself, opinions soon changed as the death and destruction increased and the disproportionate nature of Israel’s response became clear to many (Toameh, 2006; Rubin, 2006; Raum, “Analysis,” 2006; Sharp, 2006).  However, as most of the world, including Arab countries previously critical of Hezbollah, began calling for an immediate ceasefire, the United States remained largely aloof from the diplomatic efforts (Sharp, 2006; Raum, “Analysis,” 2006).  Maintaining its strong support for Israel, Bush administration officials frequently asserted Israel’s right to defend itself and categorically refused to criticize or question Israeli actions (Bush, “President Bush Meets with Bipartisan Members,” 2006; Bush, “President Bush Meets with British Prime Minister Blair,” 2006; Rice, “Press Briefing,” 2006).  In place of the “immediate” cessation of hostilities sought by the rest of the world, the U.S., echoing Israeli demands, initially refused to budge on its call for a “sustainable” ceasefire (Smith and Cooper, 2006).  Throughout the conflict, U.S. conditions for a ceasefire consistently paralleled Israel’s.  In a speech in Miami on July 31, President Bush spelled out these conditions: the disarming of Hezbollah, the return of the captured Israeli soldiers, the end of Iranian and Syrian support for Hezbollah, and the extension of control of the Lebanese government to all Lebanese territory (Raum, “Analysis,” 2006).  At an international conference in Rome on July 26, Secretary of State Condoleeza Rice held firm to these demands in the face of international pressure for an immediate ceasefire (Smith and Cooper, 2006).  As a result of the U.S. position, this conference and several other diplomatic efforts to broker a ceasefire ended in failure.  Not until early August did the United States begin working in earnest to draft a U.N. ceasefire resolution (Sharp, 2006).  Finally, as a result of these belated efforts, the Security Council adopted Resolution 1701 on August 11 (United Nations, “U.N. Resolution 1701,” 2006).  As mentioned previously, this resolution went into effect and hostilities largely ended on August 14.  

Even after the fighting had ended, however, criticism of the United States’ slow diplomatic response and seemingly unquestioning support for Israel continued.  What factors contributed to this largely hands-off, pro-Israel policy?  An understanding of this policy requires an analysis of the domestic, regional and international system.  At the domestic level, the Israel Lobby almost certainly played a role in developing U.S. policy in this instance.  In their March 2006 article, John Mearsheimer and Stephen Walt describe the extraordinary power of the Israel Lobby.  According to Mearsheimer and Walt, since at least the late 1960s and early 1970s, the Israel Lobby has played a key role in molding U.S. policy to fit Israeli interests (Mearsheimer and Walt, 2006).  Although this article was written before the start of the Israel-Hezbollah war, it would be foolish and naïve to believe that the Israel Lobby did not influence U.S. policy towards this conflict as well.  American media coverage of the conflict strongly critical of Hezbollah and robust bipartisan support within Congress for the United States’ pro-Israel stance toward this conflict provide further evidence of the strength of the Israel Lobby (Mearsheimer and Walt, 2006; Guttman, 2006; Sharp, 2006).  While some individual members of Congress, such as Republican Senator Chuck Hagel, expressed concern about the loss of life on both sides and called for an immediate ceasefire, Congress largely supported the administration’s stance towards the conflict.  Within days of the conflict, both the House and Senate passed resolutions expressing overwhelming support for Israel and for U.S. policy toward the conflict (Raum, “U.S. Line,” 2006).  While the influence of the Israel Lobby accounts on its own for much of this domestic support, the Lobby’s power was arguably strengthened by another domestic factor: the looming midterm congressional elections and the resulting unwillingness on the part of Congress to anger Jewish voters (Raum, “U.S. Line,” 2006).  

Also on the domestic level, public opinion offers another explanation for U.S. policy in this conflict.  Polls taken in July consistently showed strong support for Israel and a reluctance for the U.S. to become heavily involved in the conflict.  A Gallup poll taken July 28-30 revealed that 81% of Americans felt that Israel was justified in its offensive in Lebanon.  Although 44% also believed that Israel had “gone too far” in its actions, 43% felt that the administration should “not get involved in pressing for a ceasefire.”  Furthermore, only 32% were of the opinion that the U.S. should demand an immediate ceasefire (“Americans Believe Israeli Actions Are Justified,” 2006).  The overwhelming public support for Israel combined with this reluctance to become involved certainly played a key role in allowing the Bush administration to continue its pro-Israel policy and remain largely aloof from calls for an immediate ceasefire.  

Finally on the domestic level, the strong role of the neoconservatives, including Vice President Dick Cheney and Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld, within the Bush administration may help explain U.S. policy toward the Israel-Hezbollah conflict.  Since Bush took office, neoconservatives within the administration, manifesting an extreme liberal stance towards foreign policy, have pressed strongly for the administration’s “Middle East transformation strategy.”  According to Tom Barry of the International Relations Center, for the neoconservatives, this strategy included support for war with Syria and Iran almost from day one (Barry, 2006).  Represented within the administration by the chief Middle East adviser at the National Security Council, Elliot Abrams, and supported to varying degrees by Rumsfeld, Cheney, National Security Adviser Stephen Hadley, and the president himself, these neoconservative strategists and pundits certainly saw an opportunity in the Israel-Hezbollah war for the kind of Middle East transformation they had been seeking.  Furthermore, as the neocon strategy for a transformed Middle East depends heavily on a strong Israel, it is no wonder that they also saw their entire strategy threatened by Hezbollah’s attack on Israel and felt compelled to push a strongly pro-Israel policy towards the conflict (Barry, 2006).  Although this strategy occasionally confronts internal disagreements from the realist view of many diplomats at the State Department, including Secretary of State Rice and assistant secretary of state for Near East affairs C. David Welch, it is clear that the neoconservatives held considerably more sway in developing U.S. policy towards the Israel-Hezbollah conflict (Barry, 2006).  The strong U.S. public stance in support of Israel, even among Rice and Welch, demonstrates this influence (Rice, “Press Briefing,” 2006; Welch, 2006).

Regional level factors are also important in explaining U.S. policy towards the Israel-Hezbollah conflict.  Once again, the neocon vision of a “transformed” democratic Middle East is key to understanding U.S. policy.  According to some analysts, the problem of Hezbollah’s presence within Lebanon parallels the problems in Iraq with al Qaeda and the Mahdi Army.  In each case, the U.S. is confronted with the challenge of propping up weak democratic governments in the face of sectarian militias (Ignatius, 2006; Sharp, 2006; Seale, 2006; Bush, “President Discusses Foreign Policy During Visit to State Department,” 2006; Bush, “President’s Radio Address,” 2006).  Thus, the U.S. likely viewed Israel’s offensive against Hezbollah as an opportunity to confront one such militia and reassert the Lebanese government’s control over all of its territory (“U.S. Losing Credibility,” 2006).  Israeli and U.S. demands setting exactly those conditions for a ceasefire demonstrate this point (Raum, “Analysis,” 2006).  

Any account of regional factors influencing U.S. policy in the Middle East also must consider the threat of terrorism.  In the view of the Bush administration, militant groups fighting Israel, such as Hamas and Hezbollah, cannot be separated from the broader “war on terror” against al Qaeda (Sharp, 2006).  Although this perception differs sharply from world opinion, it is key to understanding U.S. policy.  Not only do terrorist groups such as Hezbollah threaten Israel, a key U.S. ally, from a realist perspective, they also jeopardize the stability of the region.  Early in the Israel-Hezbollah conflict, even some Arab countries echoed this concern, fearing that an emboldened Hezbollah might export itself to other countries within the region (“Hezbollah-Israeli Fight,” 2006).  U.S. allies, including Egypt and Jordan, were among those feeling threatened by this possibility.  Therefore, the U.S. once again likely saw Israel’s actions against Hezbollah as an opportunity to bolster the stability of the region and protect key allies. 

Within the regional system, it is also essential to consider the role of Hezbollah’s patrons, Syria and Iran.  In terms of Syria, U.S. policy once again reflects concerns about the stability of the fragile democratic government in Lebanon.  After decades of direct involvement in Lebanese affairs, the Syrian government finally was forced to withdraw from Lebanon in April 2005 amid suspicions of its involvement in the assassination of former Lebanese Prime Minister Rafik Hariri.  Considering the strong ties between Syria and Hezbollah, the U.S. feared that the Israel-Hezbollah conflict may have been an attempt by Syria to reassert its influence over the affairs of its weakened neighbor (Sharp, 2006; Burns and Snow, “Press Briefing,” 2006; Welch, 2006; Rice, “Democracy Discussion,” 2006).  As President Bush said, “Syria supports Hezbollah because it wants to undermine Lebanon’s democratic government and regain its position of dominance in the country” (Bush, “President Discusses Foreign Policy During Visit to State Department,” 2006).  In light of its vision of a democratic Middle East and realist concerns regarding the stability of Lebanon, the U.S. was, thus, unwilling to allow Hezbollah and, by proxy, Syria, to appear victorious in this conflict.  Therefore, U.S. policy maintained a strong line against the militia, increased its criticism of the Syrian regime, and allowed Israel wide latitude in its operations (Sharp, 2006).  

U.S. policy also reflects concerns about the role of Iran in the conflict.  It is well-established that Iran is a primary benefactor of Hezbollah (Sharp, 2006; Urbancic, 2006).  Thus, some have expressed concerns that Iran directed Hezbollah to launch the attack against Israel in order to counter perceived Israeli hegemony in the region and disrupt the Arab-Israeli peace process or, more immediate to U.S. interests, in order to divert attention away from the international dispute over Iran’s nuclear program (Katzman, 2006; Sharp, 2006; Grace and Mandelbaum, 2006).  While most policy analysts have since cast doubt on Iran’s role as an instigator of the attack, it is certain that Iran supports Hezbollah and, further, likely that Iran attempted to exploit the Israel-Hezbollah conflict for its own gain (Sharp, 2006).  Based on this understanding of Iran’s role in the region, Kenneth Pollack, director of research at The Brookings Institution’s Saban Center for Middle East Policy, explains that the U.S. increasingly views Iran as a country of “diabolical geniuses…instigating and engineering all of [the] problems” in the region (qtd. in Grace and Mandelbaum, 2006).  As a result of this view and U.S. concerns about strengthening Iran’s hand in the midst of the nuclear dispute and in the region in general, the U.S. took a hard line against Hezbollah in the recent conflict, fearing the implications of an Iran emboldened by a Hezbollah victory.

The U.S. position vis-à-vis Iran and Syria is also important in understanding U.S. policy for another reason.  As the Israel-Hezbollah conflict dragged on, the United States was sharply criticized for remaining aloof from efforts to end the fighting.  However, when viewed within the dynamics of the region, the United States’ apparent reluctance to become involved becomes, although not justified, at least more understandable.  Disregarding the previously stated reasons for the U.S. policy granting Israel considerable freedom in attacking Hezbollah and assuming, on the contrary, that the U.S. did want to engage the region and the international community in order quickly to resolve the conflict, what were its options?  Without diplomatic relations with either Syria or Iran, key backers of Hezbollah, the United States lacked a crucial avenue through which to seek a solution (Rosner, 2006; McLaughlin, 2006; Carter, 2006; Friedman, 2006).  As Arthur Hughes, former director general of the Israel-Egypt multinational force and now a scholar at the Middle East Institute, explains, with only a “relationship of hostility” with both Iran and Syria, the U.S. lacked options in this conflict.  As Hughes says, “The only people who can call [Hezbollah] back are the Iranians and Syrians.  But what quids are there?” (qtd. in LaFranchi, 2006).  Throughout the war, despite Syrian attempts to begin a dialogue regarding the conflict, the United States refused to engage the country in any meaningful way (Hadley, 2006; al Yafai, 2006; Bengali, 2006).  As a result, U.S. diplomatic efforts were left to the mercy of other players in the region and in the international community.  In the words of President Bush overheard at the G-8 Summit, U.S. diplomatic efforts were, in this way, essentially limited to telling “Kofi to tell the Syrians to tell Hezbollah” to stop.  With such inadequate diplomatic options, U.S. reluctance to engage in efforts to seek a solution appears more logical.

Finally, within the regional system, the war in Iraq likely also affected U.S. policy towards the Israel-Hezbollah conflict in three ways.  First, the conflict in Iraq has significantly diminished the standing of the United States within the region, making it more difficult for the U.S. to exert control and influence events.  Second, some policy analysts have suggested that, after having already endorsed the use of military might in its own fight against terrorism in Iraq, the United States was in no position to demand that Israel halt its military response to a much more immediate terrorist threat (“Diplomatically Irrelevant,” 2006).  Third, U.S. diplomatic efforts were likely constrained simply by its preoccupation with the Iraq war (LaFranchi, 2006).  Thus, with other regional concerns and with few good options, the United States chose to remain largely removed from the conflict and allow Israel to act in ways that were perceived as consistent with U.S. interests described above.

Lastly, in understanding U.S. policy towards the Israel-Hezbollah conflict, one must consider the international system.  In addition to the United States’ previously stated desire to restrain the influence of Iran in the midst of the international dispute over its nuclear program, other international factors influenced U.S. policy.  First, the Bush administration has expressed skepticism regarding international actions, resolutions, and ceasefires in the region.  As Secretary Rice said at the international conference in Rome on July 26, “The fields of the Middle East are littered with broken cease-fires” (qtd. in Smith and Cooper, 2006).  Furthermore, the clear failure of previous U.N. resolutions, most recently, U.N. Resolution 1559, demanding the disarming of Hezbollah and other militant groups, likely added to this skepticism.  Thus, in this conflict, instead of relying on what were perceived to be ineffectual international resolutions, the United States chose to allow Israel a free hand in trying to accomplish what years of those international resolutions could not.  

Finally, in terms of the international system, the United States’ eventual efforts to broker a ceasefire were delayed by a reluctance on the part of countries within the region and the broader international community to contribute troops to an international force to patrol the southern Lebanon border.  Initially, Arab countries expressed an unwillingness to contribute to a force whose primary goal would be the protection of Israel (Seale, 2006).  Furthermore, it appeared at first that other countries simply did not “have the stomach” for undertaking a military commitment within the region (“A Mideast Cease-Fire Needs Eyes Wide Open,” 2006).  Until such reluctance could be overcome, U.S. efforts to broker a ceasefire on the condition of the deployment of international troops remained stalled.

Considering the harsh criticism in the world community directed at U.S. policy in this conflict, it is important to examine the implications of that policy on the region and on the United States itself.  First, within the region, many have argued that the conflict itself has increased the power and popularity of Hezbollah, Iran, and Syria.  As the logic goes, simply by withstanding Israel’s assault, Hezbollah emerged victorious and established itself as a symbol of anti-Israeli and anti-Western resistance (Sharp, 2006; Wright, 2006).  As a resident of Tyre remarked during the conflict, “The Israelis think that with these tactics they’re able to force the populations here to submit to the will of Israel.  But on the contrary, what they’re doing is inspiring resistance” (qtd. in McDonough, 2006).  In fact, a poll released by the Beirut Research Center at the end of July showed that, despite early criticism of Hezbollah, 87% of Lebanese supported the militia.  Even more disturbing, however, was the diversity of that support – 80% of Christians, 80% of Druse, and 89% of Sunnis supported the Shiite Hezbollah (Blanford, 2006).  

Similarly, Iran and Syria likely gained credibility in the Arab world by defending Hezbollah against U.S. criticism (Bengali, 2006).  Furthermore, U.S. policy, specifically in its repeated rejections of Syrian overtures to engage in a search for a solution, can be seen as strengthening the Syria-Iran relationship to the detriment of U.S. interests.  With no incentive from Washington, President Assad has no reason to consider breaking ties with Iran, especially at a time when Iranian influence in the region appears to be growing (Bengali, 2006; al Yafai, 2006).  Moreover, this increasing Iranian influence and power may make a resolution to its nuclear dispute even less likely.  As mentioned previously, hard-line Iranian leaders are likely to be emboldened by Hezbollah’s success against Israel and, therefore, more likely to rebuff international demands.  These implications are already being felt, as Iran explicitly rejected the terms of U.N. resolutions in August and December 2006 and, most recently, according to a February 2007 International Atomic Energy Agency report, expanded its program of uranium enrichment and continued building a heavy water nuclear reactor even in the face of a U.N. Security Council ultimatum (Grace and Mandelbaum, 2006; International Atomic Energy Agency, 2007).  In addition, for many analysts, the United States’ willingness to support Israeli military operations only deepened international divisions over the Iranian situation by further calling into question the United States’ commitment to diplomacy (Grace and Mandelbaum, 2006).

In a broader sense, this conflict and U.S. policy toward it may also serve to increase the global threat of terrorism.  Some analysts predict that images of the destruction wrought in Lebanon by Israeli attacks will drive some previously moderate Muslims towards extremist interpretations of Islam (Escobar, 2006).  Certainly, the growing support for Hezbollah described above provides one example of this trend.  In addition, some fear that Hezbollah’s newfound prestige as a result of this conflict may serve to unite Muslims across the Sunni-Shiite divide, creating an even more formidable terrorist threat in the region.  While other analysts question the strength of this perceived alliance, there is considerable evidence that such an alliance has developed to some extent.  For example, as the Israel-Hezbollah conflict progressed, Osama bin Laden’s deputy, Ayman Zawahiri, a Sunni, urged all Muslims to join the fighting in Lebanon and Gaza in a show of solidarity against Israel and the West (Blanford, 2006; Muir, 2006; Escobar, 2006).  As Hasan Salem Hasan, a Sunni from Egypt, explains, “Although Hezbollah is a Shiite party, we are all Muslims, and all Arabs will defiantly support them and fight the Jews” (qtd. in “Hezbollah-Israeli Fight Stirs Shiite-Sunni Issues,” 2006).  Such pan-Arab solidarity poses significant challenges to Sunni Arab countries traditionally allied with the United States, including Saudi Arabia, Jordan, and Egypt (“Hezbollah-Israeli Fight Stirs Shiite-Sunni Issues,” 2006; Rubin, 2006).  As such, this solidarity and the concurrent rise in Shiite power threatens U.S. interests in the Middle East, has the potential to disrupt whatever fragile stability exists in the region, and, much to the dismay of the United States, further emboldens the hard-line Shiite regime in Iran (Toameh, 2006).  

The increasing radicalization and potential unification of diverse Muslim populations as a result of this conflict and U.S. policy toward it do not well serve Israeli or U.S. interests in the region in other ways, as well.  For Israel, the conflict with Hezbollah revealed its military as weaker than expected at the same time as anti-Israeli sentiment reached new heights (Kuttner, 2006).  As Boston Globe columnist James Carroll writes, “Bombs killing innocents do not weaken Israel’s enemies, but empower them.  Now hatred of the Jewish state has reached critical mass” (Carroll, 2006).  Similarly, anti-American sentiment rose in the region and across the world as a result of U.S. policy towards the conflict.  As a result of the long-standing close relationship between the U.S. and Israel and, especially, the United States’ subtle and not-so-subtle expressions of support for Israel throughout this conflict, Israeli and U.S. policies are barely distinguishable in the view of much of the rest of the world (Miller, 2006).  Even allies, such as Egyptian President Hosni Mubarak and Lebanese Prime Minister Fuad Siniora, express the opinion that the United States has lost credibility as a result of its perceived “foot-dragging” on behalf of Israel and the growing perception among Arab populations that the U.S. is not highly concerned with the loss of Arab lives (“U.S. ‘Losing Credibility’ in Mideast,” 2006; Miller, 2006).  The fact that Israel had used hundreds of millions of dollars worth of U.S.-manufactured precision bombs and aviation fuel in its attacks within Lebanon served only to heighten this perception (Seale, 2006; Wright, 2006).  In addition, in allowing Israel to virtually obliterate southern Lebanon, the U.S. put the stability of the weak democratic government of Fuad Siniora at risk and increased anti-American sentiments in the broader Middle East (Muir, 2006).  As a result of such sentiments and growing instability, the role of the U.S. in the region appears jeopardized.  For example, in Lebanon alone, at the end of July, almost 90% of the population felt that the U.S. could not be trusted as an honest broker in the Middle East (Wright, 2006).  Such anti-American sentiments threaten the Arab-Israeli peace process, undermine U.S. efforts to support fragile democratic governments, such as Lebanon, and call into question the prospects for realizing the broader U.S. vision of a democratically transformed Middle East (Raum, “U.S. Line,” 2006; Brzezinski, 2006).

Thus, for all of these reasons, it appears that the strongly pro-Israel and initially hands-off U.S. policy towards the recent Israel-Hezbollah war was short-sighted.  As this analysis demonstrates, U.S. policy in this conflict served only to heighten anti-American sentiment, embolden unfriendly and dangerous regimes and groups within the region, and set back the United States’ democracy promotion efforts.  Hence, from a realist perspective, this U.S. policy did not well serve U.S. interests overall.  However, as the above analysis shows, the role of neoconservative ideology, which adheres to an extreme liberal view of foreign policy, and the lack of viable options as a result of long-standing administration policies do much to explain this unfortunate policy.  In addition, factors, such as the strength of the Israel Lobby and the existence of pro-Israeli sentiment in American public opinion at the domestic level, the influence of players, such as Iran and Syria, on the regional level, and a deep skepticism on the part of administration officials towards international diplomatic efforts and the difficulty the U.S. faced in cobbling together an international force on the international level, combine to explain this U.S. policy stance.  While such factors explain the policy, they, however, do not necessarily justify it.  The long-term ramifications of this short-sighted policy are only beginning to show.  However, the early signs are not encouraging.  Therefore, if the U.S. is to restore its credibility and influence within the region, it must engage in a massive effort to address these implications.  The security of the United States in the 21st century demands no less.
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