Conflict in Context: Arms Transfers and Third
World Rivalries during the Cold War*

David Kinsella, Department of Political Science, University of
Missouri-Columbia

I investigate the impact of superpower arms transfers on two enduring Third World
rivalries. A time-series analysis suggests that Soviet and U.S. supplies to interstate rivals
in the Middle East and the Persian Gulf are not parallel in their effects. Soviet transfers to
Egypt and Syria exacerbated conflict in the Middle East, while U.S. transfers to Israel
show no such propensity. There is also some evidence that U.S. arms supplies to Iran under
Shah Pahlevi may have had a dampening effect on the Iran-Iraq rivalry. An action-reaction
dynamic is apparent in superpower transfers to both the Middle East and Persian Gulf,
although the reactive tendency was more pronounced in the U.S. policy. These results lend
credence to a conceptual framework that highlights the congruent security orientations of
arms suppliers and recipients.

Recent scholarly interest in enduring interstate rivalry derives from
the recognition that we cannot fully understand international conflict in
isolation from its spatial and temporal context. Indeed, enduring rivalries
are defined by reference to the spatial and temporal consistency of certain
interstate conflicts (Goertz and Diehl 1993). Beyond the specific regional
and historical contexts that have anchored various Third World rivalries,
the Cold War between the United States and the Soviet Union constituted
until only recently an (arguably) influential global context. This paper
explores the significance of this global context by investigating the impact
of superpower arms transfers on the Arab-Israeli and Iranian-Iraqi
rivalries.

The dearth of systematic empirical research on the relationship be-
tween arms transfers and conflict is surprising. One might expect that the
widespread scholarly interest in the arms trade, and the sheer volume of
work done in the area, would have spawned a substantial subliterature
on the implications for international conflict. In fact, most of the arms
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trade literature is rather descriptive. Patterns of global arms flows—in
short, who sells what to whom—are a common focus, as are the transfer
policies of specific arms-producing nations. Ironically, such emphasis has
generated a good deal of quantitative data on arms transfers but, at the
same time, has generally failed to make use of it in any rigorous way to
explore relevant causal relationships.

There are several exceptions, but unfortunately the results obtained
from these studies are not at all consistent. For instance, some report
evidence that arms transfers increase cooperative behavior (Bobrow
et al. 1973; Schrodt 1983), while others find that they increase conflictual
behavior (Sherwin 1983; Schrodt 1983; Kiefer 1988). Still others report
no relationship at all between arms transfers and interstate behavior
(Milstein 1972) or at least doubt whether their observed correlations con-
stitute evidence that transfers have any sort of causal impact on behavior
(Baugh and Squires 1983). The best explanation for the divergent findings
on the effects of arms transfers on interstate behavior is probably that
they are not generalizable across cases or across lengthy periods of time.
By restricting our empirical domain, we may obtain results that are less
generalizable, but when taken together, the results drawn from different
rivalries may shed light on some more general process. My focus in this
paper on the Arab-Israeli and Iranian-Iraqi rivalries constitutes an initial
step in such a ‘‘bottom-up’’ research strategy.

Conceptual Framework

Barry Buzan’s notion of ‘‘security complexes’’ constitutes a useful
conceptual springboard for my analysis. In examining the impact of su-
perpower arms transfers on regional rivalry, I am in effect operationaliz-
ing the ‘‘interaction between the higher-level complex(es) at the system
level, and the lower-level ones rooted in particular regions’’ (Buzan 1991,
199). The interaction between security complexes is not generally sym-
metric, to be sure, and my focus on arms transfers is more accurately a
consideration of the intervention of one complex on another.

Casting the analysis in these terms, however, invites the charge of
reification, one often (and fairly) hurled at structural approaches to inter-
national relations. That I have actually operationalized the nexus between
higher- and lower-level security complexes (i.e., as the flow of weaponry)
is only a partial defense. A fuller defense involves acknowledging that
the superpower rivalry has provided a context within which regional ri-
valry in the Third World has evolved, but that it is the characteristics of
local actors—their preference orderings, power positions, and so on—
that must form the basis of a truly causal explanation of regional rivalry.
Arms transfers are at most a ‘‘material cause’’ of interstate conflict, in
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that they provide the means with which it is waged or threatened. The
“‘efficient causes’’ of conflict, on the other hand, are those factors that
motivate state behavior, and they are likely to be found at the level of
the unit, not at the level of the system (or subsystem).! Such unit-level
causes are the stuff of expected-utility and deterrence theory (e.g., Bueno
de Mesquita and Lalman 1992; Huth and Russett 1993).

Before proceeding with my quantitative (structural) analysis, I
should make explicit my assumptions about the unit-level variables I am
bracketing. Consider Buzan’s (1991, 214) insights on the nature of secu-
rity complex penetration: ‘‘As a rule, external actors have a much lesser
impact on the pattern of local hostilities than they do on the distribution
of power. . . . The rule seems to be that external actors tend, whether
explicitly or implicitly, to fall into line with the local pattern of hostility.
Since external actors are usually pursuing their own interest, acquies-
cence in the local pattern of hostility is much the easiest way to penetrate
a local complex.’’ This assertion can be recast as a hypothesis only if we
make some assumptions about the causal processes generating these ‘‘lo-
cal patterns of hostility.”” One of the more commonly held views regard-
ing the cause of international hostility, one drawn from the realist litera-
ture, rests upon the ‘‘status quo’’ or ‘‘revisionist’’ orientation of state
actors. Put simply, those states most satisfied with the international distri-
bution of power—military capability, wealth, territory, prestige, and so
on—seek the preservation of the system, while dissatisfied states seek
its overthrow. International conflict is most likely as circumstances begin
to favor revisionist states, either because they seize the opportunity to
alter the status quo or because the defenders of the status quo feel com-
pelled to preempt the impending challenge.?

Such a classificatory scheme has usually been formulated as a means
of explaining great-power war. This is not surprising, of course, given
the theoretical and empirical preoccupation of the realist approach. But
even though the post-World War II international system has not been
racked by great-power war, these analyses ultimately turn to the cold
war between the United States and the Soviet Union. While acknowledg-
ing that the continuous evolution of the international system compels the
major powers to display some mix in their security orientations—

An interesting discussion of the (vain) quest for causal theory in the scientific study
of war can be found in Dessler (1991).

2This theme can be found in Carr’s (1939) critique of utopianism as well as in
Morgenthau (1948) and other classical realists who took that critique as their theoretical
point of departure. The dichotomy between status quo and revisionist states is also apparent
in the neorealist literature (e.g., Modelski 1978; Organski and Kugler 1980; Gilpin 1981).
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yesterday’s revision is today’s status quo—the United States has gener-
ally been classified as a status quo power; the Soviet Union, revisionist.
We might also venture to classify the security orientations of Third World
rivals along these lines. Since regional security complexes are ‘‘generated
by the interaction of anarchy and geography’’ (Buzan 1992, 169), the
nature of outstanding territorial disputes between the rivals would seem
to be a good place to start. Indeed, Vasquez (1993) finds that explanations
that rest upon the status quo or revisionist orientation of states are of
limited use in explaining the onset of war unless underlying issues are
explored. His survey of the evidence suggests that ‘‘issues involving terri-
tory, especially territorial contiguity, are the main ones prone to collec-
tive violence’’ (Vasquez 1993, 293; see also Goertz and Diehl 1992; Huth
and Russett 1993).

The territorial dimension of the Arab-Israeli dispute places Israel in
a status quo position, especially after 1967. The frontline Arab states
have sought to reconfigure the territorial balance, which is indicative of
their revisionist orientation. Designating the defender and challenger of
the status quo in the case of the Iranian-Iraqi rivalry is less straightfor-
ward. Here the primary territorial dispute is the location of the interna-
tional border along the Shatt al-Arab. Iran’s security orientation prior to
Shah Pahlevi’s abrogation of the 1937 treaty in 1969 appeared to be a
revisionist one, at least on the border issue. Yet the 1975 Algiers Agree-
ment constituted a clear victory for the shah. This, along with Iran’s
steady rise to regional predominance throughout the 1970s, seems to have
endowed Iran with a status quo orientation. Iraq assumed a revisionist
stance.

If such a classification is a reasonable approximation, then both cases
exhibit a pattern that might be termed ‘‘supplier-recipient congruence.’’
During the Cold War, the United States, a status quo power, provided
substantial amounts of arms to Israel and Iran, the status quo states in
the Middle East and Persian Gulf, respectively. From 1949 to 1988, the
United States provided on average 66% of the total value of arms im-
ported by Israel annually, and 94% of the total imported since 1967. Until
the Islamic Revolution in Iran in 1979, an average of 86% of that country’s
annual arms imports were from the United States. Likewise, the Soviet
Union, a revisionist power, has provided arms to Egypt, Syria, and Iraq,
all states with revisionist security orientations. From 1955 until its formal
break with Egypt in 1976, the Soviet Union supplied an average of 86%
of the country’s total arms imports. Over the 1955-88 period, the figure
for Syria was 93%. Iraq received an average of 77% of its imported arms
from the Soviet Union from 1958 to 1988, or 87% if the Iran-Iraq War
years are excluded given the accompanying diversification of Iraq’s arms
sources (SIPRI database).



