
John Kennedy and the Politics of Arms Sales
to Israel
When discussing Israeli history and politics, one cannot overlook the significant
role played by John F. Kennedy, the 35th President of the United States.
Kennedy's presidency saw critical developments in the dynamics between the
US, Israel, and the broader Middle East region. His approach to arms sales to
Israel played a crucial role in shaping the political landscape of that era.

Understanding the Context

In the late 1950s and early 1960s, tensions between Israel and its Arab neighbors
were escalating. It was during this time that Kennedy assumed office in 1961,
inheriting an intricate situation and a challenging set of foreign policy decisions.

At the heart of Kennedy's stance on Israel lied a complex balancing act. On one
hand, he sympathized with Israel's struggle for survival and recognized its
strategic importance in the volatile Middle East. On the other hand, he had to
consider the larger geopolitical realities and complications associated with the
Arab world.
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Kennedy's Arms Sales Policy

During his presidency, Kennedy adopted a cautious approach towards arms sales
to Israel. He aimed to maintain a delicate equilibrium, demonstrating support for
Israeli security while simultaneously avoiding excessive provocation of the Arab
nations.

Kennedy authorized limited arms sales to Israel, predominantly defensive
weapons, to ensure Israel could defend itself from potential threats. These sales
included Hawk surface-to-air missiles, MIM-23 HAWK anti-aircraft missile
systems, and F-4 Phantom II fighter jets. The objective was to enhance Israel's
defense capabilities without completely altering the balance of power in the
region.

By focusing on defensive weapons, Kennedy attempted to strike a balance
between fulfilling Israel's military needs and not overly agitating the Arab nations.
It was a fine line to tread, reflecting the intricate complexities surrounding the
situation.

The Dimona Nuclear Facility Controversy

One of the most contentious episodes during Kennedy's presidency concerning
Israel was the Dimona nuclear facility. Located in the Negev Desert, this facility
raised suspicions worldwide about Israel's intentions regarding nuclear weapons
development. The situation placed Kennedy in a precarious position, demanding
both diplomatic finesse and a firm stance towards Israel.
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Kennedy sought to mitigate tensions by insisting on regular inspections of the
Dimona facility to ensure it remained dedicated to peaceful nuclear activities.
However, the extent to which these inspections took place remains a matter of
debate to this day. It highlighted the cautious approach Kennedy adopted towards
Israel's nuclear pursuits.

A Delicate Balance

Kennedy's cautious approach to arms sales to Israel and handling of Israel's
nuclear ambitions reflected his broader strategy of maintaining balance in the
Middle East. He acknowledged Israel's security concerns while simultaneously
recognizing the importance of stable relations with the Arab nations.

His efforts to preserve this balance proved particularly critical during the 1962
Cuban Missile Crisis. Despite facing a grave threat on American soil, Kennedy
refrained from deploying military assistance to Israel, aware that it could result in
a shift of dynamics in the Middle East and further escalate tensions.

The Legacy of Kennedy's Policies

John F. Kennedy's presidency left a lasting impact on the politics of arms sales to
Israel and the broader Middle East region. His cautious approach set the stage
for subsequent US administrations in navigating the delicate balance between
supporting Israel's security needs and maintaining relations with the Arab nations.

The Kennedy era represents a pivotal point in the evolution of American-Israeli
relations, laying the groundwork for future policies and diplomatic engagements.
Kennedy's attempt to avoid total destabilization while ensuring Israel's defense
capabilities had lasting implications for the political landscape we observe today.



John F. Kennedy's presidency displayed the complexity and intricacy of managing
arms sales to Israel amid the broader politics of the Middle East. His cautious
approach sought to balance Israeli security concerns with the need for stability in
the region.

While his policies may have faced criticism and scrutiny, there is no denying the
lasting significance they hold. He played a vital role in shaping the politics of arms
sales to Israel, leaving a legacy that extends far beyond his presidency.
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This volume seeks to reconstruct the process by which the Kennedy
administration decided to sell to Israel Hawk surface-to-air missiles. It argues that
both domestic considerations and political calculations were part of a highly
complex decision made by members of Washington's high policy elite.
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