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Since its establishment, the U.S. has prided itself on its values of democracy and human 

rights. Thomas Jefferson, a founding father, defined the American state as, “the solitary republic 

of the world, the only monument of human rights...the sole depository of the sacred fire of 

freedom and self-government” (America’s Traditions In Foreign Policy, IV). This ancient 

statement has defined the structure of U.S. foreign policy and separated it from other 

international superpowers. Nonetheless, it is this concept of American exceptionalism that has 

often caused the U.S. to over involve itself in international affairs. This concept drove the U.S. to 

over involve itself in the Middle East, and has largely contributed to the degraded state system in 

the region today. After the fall of the Ottoman Empire and European colonization, the region had 

no national identity to fall back on. The commencement of the Cold War transitioned the Middle 

East into a bipolar region, which further removed any legitimacy from the states, and helped 

gravitate weaker states like Libya, Yemen, Syria, and Iraq into civil wars ever since the end of 

Soviet rule. Today, Iran and Saudi Arabia serve as two regional strategic powers that offer a 

potential to restore a balance in the region, both with completely different relationships with the 

U.S.. While Iran is viewed as the U.S.’ primary threat, Saudi Arabia and the U.S. have a 

cooperative alliance built on economic and security ties. In order to understand the extent to 

which U.S. overinvolvement contributed to today’s power struggles, it is vital to assess their 

foreign policy towards the region, specifically in relation to Saudi Arabia and Iran. 	
 Prior to World War II, the U.S. was most well known for its involvement in the western 

hemisphere. American involvement in the Middle East was solely limited to economic contacts, 

specifically in countries with high petroleum content. This was a result of the isolationism enforced 

in the 1823 Monroe Doctrine, which urged limited U.S. involvement in Europe. After World War II, 

the balance of international power shifted with the emergence of the Soviet Union and U.S. as 
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superpowers. Consequently, Britain could no longer extend its influence in the Middle East, and the 

U.S. was pushed to take over their territories, and replace their aid. The U.S. involvement in the 

region can be credited to the Roosevelt and Wilson Doctrine, which built on Monroe’s original 

strategy. The Roosevelt Doctrine in 1900 was less hemispherically contained and established a 

mission for the U.S. to encourage western civilization and order. This started the road to military 

domination and realism, and is largely responsible for the naval military footprint in the Middle East 

today. Furthermore, the Wilson Doctrine expanded Roosevelt’s Doctrine by promoting international 

law and moral force through the Fourteen Points and League Nations. This served as a justification 

for U.S. entry into World War I as a way to correct flaws in the world and make the world safe for 

democracy. Furthermore, it defined any future foreign involvement as an errand of service rather 

than conquest. Thus, as American-Soviet tension was rising as they pursued a communist takeover, 

“the U.S. was committed to supporting the political independence and territorial integrity of all 

nations of the [Middle Eastern] area”(Charountaki, 257). However, by staying in the region for so 

long, the state system became dependent on the U.S.. Now with four countries in civil war, and Syria 

as the most severe risk currently, the U.S. started something it cannot finish– and neither can the 

region on its own.  

 U.S.’ involvement in Iran’s domestic politics is the primary reason its relationship is so 

tense today. The U.S. made a series of mistakes which caused them to misinterpret the region, and 

force their influence in a time when political awareness shifted. The relationship between the two 

countries began positively when Morgan Schuester canceled the Constitution that was promulgated 

after the 1906 revolution, and in 1919 when President Wilson’s representative advocated for 

allowing Iran to be represented at the Versailles Peace Conference. This appealed to the pro-

constitution supporters in Iran, and consolidated the U.S.’ support for the state’s nationalism. 
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Nonetheless, it is crucial to note that Iran’s political awareness was only at 5% at the time, making 

its support of the U.S.’ relatively insignificant. When Eisenhower came to office, the threat of Soviet 

communism took over the U.S. worldview, and Iranian nationalism was now interpreted as an 

opportunity to be exploited by Moscow. Thus, the U.S.’ first mistake was the decision to overthrow 

Mossadegh in 1953 and replace him with the Shah. This reverts back to the U.S. tendency to 

intervene in foreign governments in hope that states with different theologies will emulate their 

ideals of democracy. This pattern can be exemplified in various efforts to instill democracy, 

including, the attempted overthrow Manuel Antonio Noriega under the Reagan administration, the 

efforts remove General Raoul Cedras under the Clinton administration, and the sending of marines 

into Haiti after their president fled the country under the Bush administration. In the case of Iran, the 

U.S. was foolish in this decision because Mossadegh was well liked by the people and was 

overthrown when the state hit a critical inflection point of 25% political awareness.  This 

misinterpretation of the state’s nationalistic leader caused Iran to develop a negative perception of 

Americans from an early point in their significant political involvement. Although the Shah was very 

well liked, he could not emulate the charisma and power of Mossadegh. This not only was the 

turning point for the Iranian Revolution twenty-six years later, but it set the foundation for the 

tension between the U.S. and Iran. Overtime, the Shah’s legitimacy gap gave opening to the Clerics, 

and the power of the Islamist group became the core of power unleashed in the upcoming Iranian 

Revolution.  

 The second major shift was the 1979 Iranian Revolution, which exterminated any alliance 

between the U.S. and Iran. The misunderstanding of Iran continued with Carter’s administration, 

which introduced a New Wilsonianism doctrine into place that re enforced the emphasis on human 

rights. In the period of 1977-1979, the Shah used coercive and authoritarian measures to compensate 
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for his lack of nationalist legitimacy. By attempting to impose their ideals of democracy on an 

entirely different state, the U.S. exemplified a complete lack of understanding of their mistake in 

1953. Without coercion, the Shah had no power, and the efficacy of opposition groups increased 

significantly as violent military protests began to take place. Bureaucratic politics played a role in 

this period by advocating for a transition plan of human rights, which Iran perceived as an attempted 

demonstration of U.S. moral superiority. When inflation hit, those who would have been more likely 

to back the Shah, became influenced by the oppositional message of the Clerics. In the meanwhile, 

support for Khomeini as a ruler rose and secular groups transitioned to political Islamism. By the 

1960’s and 1970’s, Iran was in an age of mass politics with almost 100% political awareness. When 

the Iranian Revolution began in 1979, the Shah was exiled and replaced with Khomeini, and the 

Islamist movement was more empowered than ever, inspiring countries across the region. With their 

devotion to radical Islam and passion towards violence, “Iran’s revolutionary leaders became heroes 

to fanatics in many countries”(Kinzer, 203). Not only did the U.S. mistake of 1953 have an impact 

on Iran, but it ignited Islamist extremism throughout the Middle East, and brought instability to the 

region. With the country struggling for power in the 1970’s, with constant regime change, and the 

return of Khomeini, the Core became brutal and started to turn on the national front and anyone 

opposing the theocracy.  This consolidated the Iranian identity shift from a secular nationalist 

population, towards a political Islamist identity. Sparked by the U.S. allowing the Shah to seek 

asylum in the U.S., the U.S.’ embassy in Iran was removed, and the Iran Hostage Crisis took place 

which marked the establishment the U.S. worldview of Iran as the enemy. Iran’s worldview fully 

shifted and perceived the  U.S.  Soviet Union as joint hegemons oppressing the Muslim states.  

The Iran Iraq War was the third major event that transitioned the U.S.’ relationship with Iran. 

Saddam Hussein’s perception of Iran as weak interrupted their revolution and instigated the Iran-Iraq 



Altchek 5 

 

war. When Reagan emerged, he was on the tail end of failed realism of Nixon and failed liberalism 

of Carter, which brought a resurgence to American preeminence. Thus, Reagan's doctrine focused on 

victory in defeating the Soviet Union and harked back to the intent of the Truman doctrine. When 

the stalemate broken in Iran’s favor, the U.S. confirmed the Iranian view and tilted towards the 

Iraqui’s, further . While political Islam did not a pose a direct threat to the U.S., it posed a threat to 

their allies, which were means towards broader strategic objectives of containing the Soviet Union. 

As the Cold War came to an end, it is crucial to note the shift in U.S. strategic interests. Following 

the second 1956 Arab-Israeli War, the U.S. pledged to support Israel against Nasser’s Arab 

nationalism. As the wars against Israel continued, U.S. further involved itself in protecting the state. 

This had economic repercussions because Arab states reacted by blockading oil shipment to the 

U.S.. Due its heavy military involvement overseas, and its recession, the U.S. has thus focused on 

becoming more energy efficient. The combination of energy sufficiency along with the U.S> 

disliking of being onshore policemen led to a decrease in dependency in the Middle East, which 

decreased their motivation to involve themselves. Unfortunately the Middle East was entering a time 

of peak vulnerability to Islamic extremism, and uninvolvement would only further weaken unstable 

states. After the Israeli invasion in Lebanon in 1982, Hezbollah formed, supporting Iran. At this 

point, U.S. influence was a result of the perception of omnipotence, not any direct use of force. 

When the bombing in Beirut in 1983 occurred, the U.S. backed out and signaled to Iran they were 

not as much of a threat, and no longer contained a capacity to influence domestic political events in 

Iran.  

Following the Iran-Iraq War, the U.S. made its most regionally destructive decision by 

shifting from an onshore policeman to a transformative hegemon. After 9/11, George W. Bush’s 

doctrine was defined by an ideal of crusading realism that defended American civilization as the 
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highest form, and the promotion of democracy. This was a repudiation of Wilson’s multilateralism 

and defended the War on Terror as a preventative offensive move. This decision separated itself 

from others because this time, “their mission was to upset rather than preserve the status 

quo”(Taheri, 1). This was another major error of the U.S. because by the end of the war of mass 

destruction on both sides, there were no unconventional weapons in Iraq, nor was the state found 

harboring Al-Qaeda. After the U.S. invaded Iraq in 2002, the country consequently moved into a 

Civil War and shifted into a failed state status. With no identity, legitimacy, and the loss of their 

leader, a vacuum was created and terrorist organizations were able to seize control. ISIS was able to 

thrive, “because of the absence of a political horizon for millions”(“Harrison, The ISIS Paradox: A 

Mirage or Moral Threat”) that occupied the state. The war in Iraq essentially had a domino effect of 

founding ISIS, which then projected itself throughout the region, and destroyed states like Syria. By  

invading Afghanistan, the U.S. gave Iran a strategic gift and consecrated Iran as a regional power 

and presents the current threat for Iran to increase their power from these civil wars. Unfortunately, 

by identifying Iran as part of the axis of evil, Bush missed opportunities to form any kind of alliance 

with the strategic power. Trump further removed the possibility of a middle ground with Iran and  

returned to offshore balancing by withdrawing from the JCPOA in 2018. While the deal may not 

have been the best move, Trump’s withdrawal poses a risk for Iran and Russia to become a two-

headed revisionist power to push back against the U.S.. It also reinforced the perception that, “the 

United States was an unreliable, arbitrary and impetuous actor in the region” (Harrison, 13), moving 

farther away from any potential middle ground. Furthermore, as the civil wars persist, Iran poses a 

threat of projecting its power through the weaker states in the region.  

Unlike the U.S. relationship with Iran, its cooperative relationship with Saudi Arabia has 

been a persistent alliance marked by similar world views. The alliance is defined as a bargain in 
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which the U.S. offers offshore balancing and Saudi Arabia provides oil for the economy. However, it 

is also marked by innate distrust and differing interests at times. During the Cold War, the U.S. used 

Saudi Arabia as a strategy for the region and global competition. Today, it is better characterized by 

an effort to establish regional stability. The tension in the Saudi relationship with the U.S. has often 

been a result of their consistent backing of Israel, tracing back to Truman’s recognition of Israel, 

three years after Roosevelt established their reliance and promised to consult Arabs on Palestine. 

Since then, the Saudi-American relationship has been tainted by a level of distrust from the Saudi 

end. While Saudis have supported the Palestinians, the U.S. continues to back Israel and fall short in 

their promises to Saudi Arabia to reach a compromise. The 1967 Arab defeat was another American 

betrayal to the Saudis, because the U.S. backed the winning side and unlike Eisenhower, Johnson did 

not demand that Israel returned land captured in the war, which made Palestine an even more remote 

possibility. The 1967 War signified a turning point because the Oil embargo occurred shortly after, 

and caused the british to pull out from the Middle East. Thus the U.S. was now alone as a western 

power in the region which put additional pressure on their role and accentuated their level of 

involvement in the region, as well as Saudi dependance on them. The 1973 war marked another 

Saudi betrayal when the U.S. backed Israel and granted them $2.2 billion in aid. Consequently, 

Riyadh imposed an oil embargo on the U.S., which had a significant impact on the economy because 

Saudi Arabia was a leading producer of oil. Domestic politics plays a role in these wars because 

once Arabs proved they were a threat to Israel’s safety, the organized Jewish community fortified 

itself in the U.S.. Furthermore Carter’s administration brought additional mistrust to Saudi Arabia 

because he wrongfully vowed to push for a comprehensive peace with Palestinians as part of the 

Camp David process, and yielded peace for Egypt and Israel without any agreement for Palestine. 
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After the 1982 invasion of Lebanon by Israel, the Saudis blamed Carter for Camp David because 

they believed it enabled Israel to turn on Lebanon, and attack Iraq’s Osirak Nuclear facility in 1981. 

Despite Saudi Arabia’s American mistrust and fear of betrayal, their reliance on the U.S. for 

security has kept them as an ally in the region. Nixon’s administration defined Saudi Arabia as a 

strategic asset when the Twin Pillar concept was established. This brought, “a substantial increase in 

U.S. diplomatic representation in the Gulf and a very modest increase in military presence” (Sick, 4). 

For the first time, Iran and Saudi Arabia were viewed as potential pillars of the U.S. containment 

regime. This period helped define Saudi Arabia as a strategic regional power in the region. As the 

post nationalist era emerged, outlines of informal security architecture began to form, despite the 

Saudi view that Iran was more “equal” in the Twin Pillars approach to Soviet containment. 

Furthermore, As the Cold War moved towards an end, the Reagan administration, established the 

“Tilt Towards Iraq” policy in the Iran-Iraq war. This was another moment in which Saudi Arabia 

was used as a strategic ally and onshore balancer  in the region. Despite a misalignment in 

bureaucratic politics and threat perceptions, that led to the Iran Contra Affair which rattled the 

Saudis, the U.S. Saudi relationship continued to persist with the U.S. support of Saudi Arabia 

through weapons sales. As a result, when Clinton’s administration emerged, he introduced the policy 

of dual containment of Iran and Iraq through Saudi Arabia as an onshore balancer. This, again, 

exemplifies Saudi Arabia’s necessity in the region to help the U.S. effectively pursue offshore 

balancing. 

The attack of 9/11 on U.S. soil marked a negative shift in the U.S. perception of the state 

because of Saudi involvement in the terrorist orchestrated event. Under George W. Bush’s 

administration, the U.S. worldview during this time was tilted at Al-Qaeda as the main threat. Bush 

took the stance that weak states enabled this threat, which caused the U.S. to return as an onshore 
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policeman. Obama attempted to correct Bush’s flaws and transition to offshore balancing, but 

instead became offshore and unbalanced. He drew similarities with Nixon’s doctrine by using 

constructivism to sanction Iran as a rogue state in the Iran Nuclear Deal, but created a deal that was 

essentially ineffective. The inaction of the JCPOA angered Saudis who saw the U.S. as flirting with 

an extremist actor. In addition, Obama’s policy of “pivot to Asia” left Saudi Arabia unprotected, and 

broke their bargain of security. Under the current Trump administration the moving of the American 

embassy to Jerusalem further touched on Saudi sensibilities. However, the Crown Prince, 

Mohammed Bin Salman  has raised the cost of the U.S. Saudi relationship. Trump currently shares 

the view that Saudi Arabia is crucial in our mission to block Iranian influence. This defends our 

current world view that Political Islam is the most severe threat in the region, especially in light of 

the vacuum that has emerged in the weaker states and Russia’s impending threat of influence. While 

the Saudis view disruptive political ideas as the primary threat to their kingdom, the U.S. worldviews 

have shifted over time, and are unreliant on Saudi interests. The U.S consistently placed Saudis as 

their second best alternative as an ally. Eisenhower and Kennedy expressed this by attempting to 

reconcile with Egypt upon their alliance with Saudi Arabia, and Obama prioritized Iran. As the U.S. 

went from an offshore balancer to onshore policeman, domestic security issues were created in Saudi 

Arabia, which clashed with their bargain in security. The continuous betrayal of Saudi Arabia in the 

Israeli-Palestinian conflict, and their security at risk, has posed a stress on their relationship 

overtime. Nonetheless, Saudi Arabia’s participation as an onshore balancer is vital, as one of the 

only countries, “that have a potential to help de escalate the civil wars, break the vertical contagion 

vortex, and end the mutual recriminations that add turmoil to an already tense region”(Harrison, 13). 

Their participation is more necessary than ever as the region shifts.  
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 In the final analysis, the U.S. over tension in the Middle East is ultimately what resulted in a 

degraded system vulnerable to more destruction today. Not only do U.S. values of democracy drive 

their influence, but their foreign policy is also largely demonstrative of their interests in the region– 

which consist oil, and their defense of allies– particularly Israel. This causes them to intervene in 

countries when they feel an absence of democracy is enforced and their ideals need to be 

implemented. Overtime, U.S. worldview has become less realpolitik based and more ideologically 

driven since the end of the Cold War. In the case of the Middle East, the U.S. played a vital role in 

the current degraded state system because of their onset of involvement in the region during the Cold 

War. While U.S. policy in the region before the cold war was mainly isolationist, it shifted towards 

containment of communism during the Cold War. Following the Iran Hostage Crisis, Regan’s era 

marked an important transition of Iran becoming the central threat. After the Cold War, the U.S.’s 

strategic interest became protecting its interests in oil and Israel’s safety, which placed  Iran as the 

enemy. Today, the Middle East is in a state of peril and destruction. As a result of the persistent civil 

wars, Iran poses a high risk of projecting its power in the weaker states. Moving forward, Saudi 

Arabia’s role as an onshore balancer with Israel will be crucial for Iran’s containment.   
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