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ABSTRACT

This study examines the evolution of American security policy in the Persian Gulf
from 1969 to the Gulf War of 1991. Its research question is: why, and with what
consequences, did American security policy evolve from an arm’s-length approach that
leveraged other powers to a hands-on approach whereby the United States became the
unilateral guarantor of regional security? This study argues that the Carter administration
departed from the practice of the Nixon and Ford administrations and viewed the region
more narrowly than their predecessors, through a Cold War lens. This perspective
continued through the Reagan and Bush administrations and resulted in American
security policy being shaped by three interrelated beliefs that narrowed the range of
plausible U.S. policy options to one: direct American involvement in any Persian Gulf
security crisis. They shaped the Reagan and Bush administrations’ Persian Gulf security
policies, and when self-generated pressure to demonstrate American credibility to
friendly Gulf states was added, robust American military involvement in Persian Gulf
security matters became a realistic and desirable prospect. The evolution of
American security policy from arm’s length to hands on culminated in the 1991 Gulf
War, which initiated sustained and direct U.S. military involvement in the region that
continues through the present day.
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l. INTRODUCTION

A PURPOSE AND IMPORTANCE

This study examines the evolution of U.S. security policy in the Persian Gulf from
the early 1970s, when the British abandoned their vestigial imperial responsibilities east of
Suez, to the Gulf War of 1990-91, when the George H. W. Bush administration decided
that the only credible response to Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait required the direct employment
of American combat power in the region. During this period, American views of the
Persian Gulf evolved from a perception of the region as a secondary theater, the security
of which was primarily a British responsibility, to a strategic priority, requiring the near-
constant employment of American military capabilities. The specific question the study
answers is: why, and with what consequences, did American security policy in the Persian
Gulf evolve from an arm’s-length approach that leveraged other powers to a hands-on
approach whereby the United States became the unilateral guarantor of regional security?
American military operations in the Persian Gulf during this period are not a primary focus
of this study, which concentrates on the goals and rationales of U.S. policy.

This study argues that, starting with the Carter administration and continuing
through the presidencies of Ronald Reagan and George H. W. Bush, American policy
makers departed from the practice of the Nixon and Ford administrations and chose to view
the region more narrowly than their predecessors, through a Cold War lens. This outlook

resulted in American security policy being shaped by three interrelated beliefs:

. The Soviet Union is confidently and successfully executing an offensive
strategy designed to improve its geostrategic position vis-a-vis the United
States. In contrast, the United States is becoming tentative and indecisive

in the face of Soviet “victories” and “gains.”

. The Soviet Union aggressively exploits regional instability to enhance its

prestige and influence.



. The security of the Persian Gulf and its petroleum resources is essential to
the survival of the West and of Japan, and vulnerable to Soviet

encroachment.

These beliefs were not the result of the February 1979 fall of the Shah of Iran or
the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan later that year. They were apparent from the earliest
days of the Carter administration. Their internalization by American policy makers
narrowed the range of plausible policy options down to one: direct American involvement
in any Persian Gulf security crisis. They shaped the Reagan administration’s Persian Gulf
security policy, and when self-generated pressure to demonstrate American credibility to
friendly Gulf states was added, robust American military involvement in Persian Gulf

security matters became a realistic and perhaps a desirable prospect.

Accordingly, the development of American security policy regressed from the
identification of broad and realistic options to govern Washington’s overall posture toward
the region (a characteristic of the Nixon and Ford years) to the identification of what were
viewed as pragmatic steps (e.g., securing access agreements to facilitate the projection of
American military power into the region) that were seemingly viewed as ends in
themselves. While these actions may have been “pragmatic” within the context of the Cold
War, they were inconsistent with the indigenous political and security realities of the
Persian Gulf. Trapped by the determinist logic of their Cold War reasoning, American
policy makers viewed the region in black and white terms and failed to understand that, in
the greater Middle East, to license universal military intervention was to invite it, and to
invite it was to guarantee it.1 The continuous American military engagement in the region
since 1990 stands as testament to this truth, for when it comes to maintaining security in

the Persian Gulf, hands on equates to war.

Shortly after the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks on the United States, Deputy
Secretary of State Richard Armitage boldly declared, “history starts today.”2 This startling

17.J. Jackson Lears, “Pragmatic Realism versus the American Century,” in Andrew J. Bacevich, ed.,
The Short American Century: A Postmortem (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2012), 107.

2 ears, “Pragmatic Realism versus the American Century,” 202.
2



assertion ignored the fact that the Persian Gulf strategic environment and the menu of
plausible policy options available in September 2001 was shaped by American decisions
made decades earlier. The George W. Bush Administration was not handed a clean foreign
policy slate on September 12, 2001. American policy was, and would remain, heavily
conditioned by the decisions of previous presidential administrations and by the social,
political, economic, and environmental forces prevalent in the Persian Gulf. Thus, any
understanding of the American policy in the Persian Gulf in the 21% century requires an
understanding of American strategy and policy in the long run-up to America’s first Gulf
War in 1990-1991.

B. LITERATURE REVIEW

Three important works delineate the space that this study fills. The first is Michael
B. Oren’s Power, Faith, and Fantasy: America in the Middle East 1776 to the Present,
which focuses predominantly on the history of American involvement in the region prior
to the 1970s.3 Oren identifies three themes that have historically resonated in American
interactions with the Middle East. The first is the persistent use of American power
(economic, political, and military) to realize strategic objectives. The second is the
importance of religious faith in determining American attitudes and polices vis-a-vis the
Middle East. The third is a persistent view of the region that is tainted by fantasy, as
evidenced in the portrayal of the Middle East in popular fiction and in films.4 Together,
these themes, not unique to the United States, have had a persistent and important influence
on the United States relationship with the Middle East.

Lawrence Freedman’s A Choice of Enemies: America Confronts the Middle East is
the second work that shaped this study.® Describing his work as, principally, a political
history, Freedman sets out to “convey how issues presented themselves to decisionmakers”

and focuses predominantly on American policy toward the Middle East since the 1970s.

3 Michael B. Oren, Power, Faith, and Fantasy: America in the Middle East 1776 to the Present (New
York: W. W. Norton & Company, 2007).

4 Oren, Power, Faith, and Fantasy, 12-14.

5 Lawrence Freedman, A Choice of Enemies: America Confronts the Middle East (New York:
PublicAffairs, 2008).

3



He asserts that the United States examined the myriad actors operating within the Middle
East and consciously chose which ones to support or oppose. He detects a tension in
American policy that results from the requirement for the United States to maintain the
status quo in the region while simultaneously being dissatisfied with this status quo. This
tension is apparent in the paradox presented by the long-standing support to conservative
and decidedly non-democratic Persian Gulf monarchies that stands in stark contrast to the
oft-repeated lamentations expressed by America policy makers that the Middle East suffers
from a lack of democracy.6 Freedman identifies American policy makers’ assumptions
about “the sources of power and how it can be exploited” as a key driver of American
policy and notes a “failure to come to terms with the limits of power.”” Thus, like Oren,
Freedman emphasizes the important role that assumptions, or beliefs, played in shaping

American policy toward the Middle East and, more narrowly, the Persian Gulf.

The third work, Alexander L. George’s “The Operational Code: A Neglected
Approach to the Study of Political Leaders and Decision-Making,” focuses directly on the
relationship between a foreign policy actor’s beliefs and national security decision-making.
George explains that policy makers operate under significant constraints when making
decisions: their understanding of complex situations is hampered by incomplete
information; cognitive limitations hamper a decision maker’s ability to understand the
consequences of specific decision; and, the difficulty associated with “developing a single
criterion by means of which to choose which alternative course of action is ‘best.””8 To
simplify complex problems, a policy actor undertakes a “cognitive structuring of the
situation that will clarify for him the nature of the problem, relate to his previous
experience, and make it amenable for problem-solving activities.”® A policy maker’s
“beliefs about the nature of politics and political conflict, his views regarding the extent to

6 Freedman, A Choice of Enemies, XXv-XXVi.
7 Freedman, A Choice of Enemies, xxvi.

8 Alexander L. George, “The Operational Code: A Neglected Approach to the Study of Political
Leaders and Decision-Making,” International Studies Quarterly 13, no. 2 (June 1969): 197-198,
https://www.jstor.org.

9 George, “The Operational Code,” 200.



which historical developments can be shaped, and his notions of correct strategy and
tactics” comprise an “operational code” of philosophical and institutional beliefs that
shapes this cognitive structuring, simplifying complex problems and allowing solutions to
be identified and developed.10 In George’s view, operational codes provide a lens through
which fast moving and often confusing events are perceived, and this influences how

potential courses of action are evaluated and specific policies decided upon.11

A large and diverse body of literature explores the contours of American security
policy in the Persian Gulf and in the greater Middle East from a variety of perspectives and
academic disciplines. This body of literature has grown substantially since the September
11, 2001, terrorist attacks on the United States. Among these perspectives are strategic and
military histories, biographical and autobiographical accounts, and diplomatic, regional,
and country histories. This literature review surveys many recent and often cited works that

help illuminate the niche this study fills.

1. Strategic and Military Histories

A range of historical accounts examines the evolution of American Persian Gulf
security policy and the United States’ military involvement in the region. Many commonly
cited works were published in the 1980s, before many of the archival materials became
available to scholars. Writing for a contemporary audience in 1985, Jed C. Snyder’s
Defending the Fringe: NATO, the Mediterranean, and the Persian Gulf observed that the
Cold War “strategic center of gravity” was shifting away from Central Europe to NATO’s
southern flank and to the Persian Gulf.12 Snyder argued that the West should “broaden its
strategic horizon” to include emerging threats in areas on NATO’s periphery.13 Amitav
Acharya’s U.S. Military Strategy in the Gulf: Origins and Evolution Under the Carter and

Reagan Administrations acknowledged the importance of Persian Gulf oil to American and

10 George, “The Operational Code,” 197, 199-200.
11 George, “The Operational Code,” 191.

12 3eqd C. Snyder, Defending the Fringe: NATO, the Mediterranean, and the Persian Gulf (Boulder,
CO: Westview Press, 1987), ix.

13 snyder, Defending the Fringe, xi.



Western interests and asserted that the United States “commitment and approach to
protecting the interests have undergone a process of radical change.”14 Focusing primarily
on events occurring between 1979 and 1984, Acharya asserts that two critical events from
1979, the fall of the Shah and the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, resulted in Washington
deciding to play a more active role in safeguarding American interests rather than relying
on regional powers. This decision necessitated a “new military strategy structured around
a capability for rapid intervention in regional crises.”15 Published in 1984, Anthony H.
Cordesman’s The Gulf and the Search for Strategic Stability: Saudi Arabia, the Military
Balance in the Gulf, and Trends in the Arab-Israeli Military Balance is on an often-cited
study that provides a long (1000+ pages) and well-researched contemporaneous assessment
of the regional security challenges facing the United States and the West in the early- to
mid-1980s.16

A more recent study, Steve A. Yetiv’s 2008 book, The Absence of Grand Strategy:
The United States in the Persian Gulf, examined American security strategy through the
lens of balance-of-power theory and argued that the United States had no coherent Persian
Gulf strategy at all between 1972 and 2005.17 Yetiv explained that Washington altered its
policies in reaction to significant regional events, “sometimes fundamentally, sometimes
clumsily,” resulting in an incoherent American Persian Gulf security policy.18 Geoffrey F.
Gresh’s Gulf Security and the U.S. Military: Regime Survival and the Politics of Basing

examines the politics underlying American military basing relationships with Saudi

14 Amitav Archaya, U.S. Military Strategy in the Gulf: Origins and Evolution Under the Carter and
Reagan Administrations (New York: Routledge, 1989), xiii.

15 Archaya, U.S. Military Strategy in the Gulf, xiii-Xiv.

16 Anthony H. Cordesman, The Gulf and the Search for Strategic Stability: Saudi Arabia, the Military
Balance in the Gulf, and Trends in the Arab-Israeli Military Balance (Boulder, CO: Westview Press,
1984).

17 steve A. Yetiv, The Absence of Grand Strategy: The United States in the Persian Gulf, 1972-2005
(Baltimore, MD: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2008), x.

18 vetiv, The Absence of Grand Strategy, X.



Arabia, Bahrain, and Oman with an eye on drawing lessons learned and implications for

future policymakers.19

A large volume of the literature examines American involvement in Persian Gulf
conflicts. Two conflicts are particularly relevant to this study: the 1980-1988 Iran-lraq War
and the U.S.-led coalition’s 1990-1991 war with Irag. Pierre Razoux’s The Iran-Iraq War
provides a fairly recent (2015) history that considers the war within a contemporary context
(i.e., since the 2003 American invasion of Irag). In developing his study, Razoux made
good use of heretofore unavailable materials, including audiotapes of Saddam Hussein’s
discussions with Iragi government and military officials that were captured by the United
States following the 2003 invasion of Irag.20 Martin S. Novias’s and E. R. Hooton’s The
Tanker Wars: The Assault on Merchant Shipping During the Iran-lraq Crisis, 1980-1988
digs deeply into the Iragi and Iranian antishipping campaigns in the Persian Gulf, which
provided the impetus for the United States becoming directly involved in the conflict in
1987 when the Reagan administration decided to reflag several Kuwaiti-owned oil tankers
and provide them with naval escorts in the Persian Gulf.21 Codenamed Operation Earnest
Will, this decision resulted in several skirmishes between U.S. and Iranian naval forces that
culminated in 1988 with the accidental shootdown of an Iranian passenger liner by the USS
Vincennes (CG-49). Lee Allen Zatarain’s America’s First Clash With Iran: The Tanker
War 1987-1988 provides a detailed history of major events of Operation Earnest Will.22

Michael A. Palmer’s Guardians of the Gulf: A History of America’s Expanding
Role in the Persian Gulf, 1833-1992 is an oft-cited work that traces the history of American

strategic interests and military involvement in the Persian Gulf, with an emphasis on the

19 Geoffrey F. Gresh, Gulf Security and the U.S. Military: Regime Survival and the Politics of Basing
(Stanford: Stanford Security Studies, 2015).

20 pierre Razoux, The Iran-lraqg War (Cambridge, MA: The Belknap Press of Harvard University
Press, 2015).

21 Martin S. Navias and E. R. Hooton, Tanker Wars: The Assault on Merchant Shipping During the
Iran-Iraq Crisis, 1980-1988 (New York: I. B. Tauris & Co. Ltd., 1996).

22 |_ge Allen Zatarain, America’s First Clash With Iran: The Tanker War, 1987-1988 (Philadelphia,
PA: Casemate Publishers, 2013).



period between 1970 and the successful conclusion of the 1991 war with Irag.23 Writing
in the afterglow of this American victory, Palmer asserted that American policy in the
Persian Gulf since 1945 had been a success, as evidenced by the oil-fueled economic
recovery of Western Europe after World War |1 that had been assured by the United States’

commitment to the security of the region from Soviet encroachment.24

The United States’ 1990-1991 war with Iraq, more commonly known as Operations
Desert Shield and Desert Storm, has been examined from a range of perspectives. As
military history, Michael R. Gordon’s and Bernard E. Trainor’s The Generals’ War and
Lawrence Freedman’s and Efraim Karsh’s The Gulf Conflict 1990-1991: Diplomacy and
War in the New World Order are two commonly cited histories that were written within a
few years of the conflict.25> Andrew Bacevich, in The Gulf War of 1991 Reconsidered,
takes a negative view of the American victory over Saddam Hussein in 1991, writing that
Operations Desert Shield and Desert Storm gave rise to unforeseen consequences that
continue to plague American foreign policy.26 These included changed opinions on the
utility of armed force, the reinvigoration of military power as a key component of American
national identity, alterations in the structure of civil-military relations that have ceded more
responsibility to four-star military officers, and the reinforcement of belief in American
exceptionalism as an enabler of questionable policies and military commitments.2’
Thomas G. Mahnken assesses Bush administration strategic thinking with a critical eye,
arguing that the administration “chose to end the Gulf War prematurely, robbing the

coalition of the opportunity to translate a lopsided battlefield victory into a durable postwar

23 Michael A. Palmer, Guardians of the Gulf (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1992).
24 palmer, Guardians of the Gulf, 245.

25 Michael R. Gordon and General Bernard E. Trainor, The Generals’ War (New York: Little, Brown,
and Company, 1995); Lawrence Freedman and Efraim Karsh, The Gulf Conflict 1990-1991: Diplomacy
and War in the New World Order (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993).

26 Andrew J. Bacevich, “Splendid Little War: America’s Persian Gulf Adventure Ten Years On” in
Andrew J. Bacevich and Efraim Inbar, eds., The Gulf War of 1991 Reconsidered (New York: Routledge,
2003), 155.

27 Bacevich, “Splendid Little War,” 156-164.



settlement.”28 This failure was especially galling, given that the Bush administration cited
promotion of “the security and stability of the Persian Gulf” as one of the war’s political
objectives.29 Into the Desert: Reflections on the Gulf War provides six diverse perspectives
on the conflict from scholars and former policy makers that are well-supported by archival
sources, to include Iraqi documents and recordings captured after the 2003 American-led
invasion of Iraq.30 Finally, in America’s War for the Greater Middle East: A Military
History, Andrew Bacevich critically examines the United States’ military involvement in
the Middle East from 1979 through 2016.31 Bacevich argues that, since 1979, the American
public’s demand for petroleum at low prices has required that “the United States impose
order on the Persian Gulf and its environs” and “embarked upon a war for oil” that has,

over time, “become a war for the Greater Middle East.”32

2. Memoirs and Biographies

Virtually every significant actor that influenced American policy between 1970 and
1991 published a memoir chronicling his experiences. These accounts provide important
first-person narratives that historians, political scientists, and international relations
theorists studying American policy in the Middle East have relied on. Among this group,
Henry Kissinger was the most prolific, publishing two volumes that provide a rich narrative
of his long tenure as national security advisor and secretary of state for the Nixon and Ford
administrations. His first volume, The White House Years, provides a long narrative of his
experiences as President Nixon’s national security advisor between 1969 and 1972 that
focuses on the Vietnam Conflict, the reestablishment of relations with China, and

American relations with its European allies and the Soviet Union.33 Kissinger’s treatment

28 Thomas G. Mahnken, “A Squandered Opportunity? The Decision to End the Gulf War” in
Bacevich and Inbar, eds., The Gulf War of 1991 Reconsidered, 121.

29 Mahnken, “A Squandered Opportunity,” 125.

30 Jeffrey A. Engel, ed., Into the Desert: Reflections on the Gulf War (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2013).

31 Andrew J. Bacevich, America’s War for the Greater Middle East: A Military History (New York:
Random House, 2016).

32 Bacevich, America’s War for the Greater Middle East: A Military History, 20-22, 32.
33 Henry Kissinger, The White House Years (Boston: Little, Brown, and Company, 1979).
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of the Middle East focuses heavily on the Egypt-Soviet Union relationship and, outside of
a short discussion of Nixon’s May 1972 visit to Tehran and disaggregated statements of
American goals in the region (e.g., reduction of Soviet influence, weakening of Arab
radicals and strengthening of moderates, and the security of Israel), the Persian Gulf
receives comparatively little attention.34 His second volume, Years of Upheaval,
chronicles the remainder of his tenure as national security advisor and secretary of state
under Presidents Nixon and Ford.35 American policy decisions associated with the October
1973 war, the oil crisis, and his tireless shuttle diplomacy aimed at resolving the Arab-

Israeli dispute comprise much of Kissinger’s second volume.

Several first-person accounts document the Carter administration’s development of
its Persian Gulf security policies. In Keeping Faith: Memoirs of a President, Jimmy Carter
provides a detailed description of his four years as the nation’s chief executive.36 Events
in the greater Middle East and in the Persian Gulf, unsurprisingly, comprise significant
portions of the manuscript, and the former president provides a detailed first-person
account of the Camp David discussions between Egypt and Israel, as well as his views on
the Iran crisis that dominated the last two years of his Presidency. President Carter’s policy
decisions were also chronicled by both his national security advisor, Zbigniew Brzezinski,
and secretary of state, Cyrus Vance. Published in 1983, Brzezinski’s Power and Principle:
Memoirs of the National Security Advisor 1977-1981 and Vance’s Hard Choices: Critical
Years in America’s Foreign Policy reflect the authors’ often conflicting viewpoints and
adversarial relationship throughout the first three years of the administration, which
impacted the development of foreign policy throughout the Carter presidency.37 Gary Sick,
an NSC staffer during the Carter administration, focuses his memoir, All Fall Down:
America’s Tragic Encounter with Iran, on the administration’s day-to-day decision making

34 Kissinger, The White House Years, 564, 1258-1265.
35 Henry Kissinger, Years of Upheaval (New York: Simon & Schuster Paperbacks, 1982).
36 Jimmy Carter, Keeping Faith: Memoirs of a President (New York: Bantam Books, 1982).

37 Zbigniew Brzezinski, Power and Principle: Memoirs of the National Security Advisor, 1977-1981
(New York: Farrar, Straus, Giroux, 1983); Cyrus Vance, Hard Choices: Critical Years in America’s
Foreign Policy (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1983).
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surrounding the fall of the Shah and the Iranian hostage crisis.38 Taken together, these four
autobiographical accounts provide a fairly comprehensive account of the Carter
administration’s attempts to develop and execute its foreign policy and chronicle much of
its day-to-day decision-making.

Several first-person accounts document Reagan administration national security
decision-making. Following the model provided by Kissinger’s two-volume account of his
time in the Nixon and Ford administrations, George Shultz’s Turmoil and Triumph: My
Years as Secretary of State provides a long (1138 pages) and detailed (dates and times are
recorded to the minute) account of his nearly seven year tenure as Ronald Reagan’s
secretary of state.39 While Shultz’s narrative, understandably, places a heavy focus on
U.S.-Soviet relations, the Cold War, and American policy in Asia, the Middle East and
Persian Gulf receive considerable attention, reflecting the regions’ increasing importance
in American foreign policy. Schultz’s memoir is complemented by Secretary of Defense
Caspar Weinberger’s Fighting for Peace: Seven Critical Years in the Pentagon.40
Weinberger’s memoir digs deeply into American policy surrounding the Iran-Iraq War,
which provided the impetus for the American military’s first instance of direct combat in
the Persian Gulf, Operation Earnest Will. These works are complemented by
autobiographical accounts by Alexander Haig, President Reagan’s first secretary of state,
and Robert M. Gates, who served as Deputy Director of the Central Intelligence Agency
(CIA) throughout much of the Reagan administration.41 Finally, President Reagan

provided his perspective, often cryptic, in his diaries.42

38 Gary Sick, All Fall Down: America’s Tragic Encounter with Iran (Lincoln, NE: iUniverse.com,
2001).

39 George Shultz, Turmoil and Triumph: My Years as Secretary of State (New York: Charles
Scribner’s Sons, 1993).

40 Caspar W. Weinberger, Fighting For Peace: Seven Critical Years in the Pentagon (New York:
Warner Books, 1990).

41 Alexander M. Haig Jr., Caveat: Realism, Reagan, and Foreign Policy (New York: Macmillan
Publishing Company, 1984); Robert M. Gates, From the Shadows: The Ultimate Insider’s Story of Five
Presidents and How They Won the Cold War (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1996).

42 Douglas Brinkley, ed., The Reagan Diaries (New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 2007).
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All three major foreign policy principals in the George H. W. Bush administration
published lengthy memoirs describing the challenges they faced between 1989 and 1991.
In A World Transformed, former President Bush and former National Security Advisor
Brent Scowcroft provide a detailed description of what they considered to be the most
significant foreign policy challenges that the Bush administration confronted.43 Bush and
Scowcroft focus much of their discussion on the changing Cold War environment, the Bush
administration’s Persian Gulf policy, and Operations Desert Shield and Desert Storm, in
particular their strenuous and successful efforts to build the international coalition that
ultimately helped the United States eject Iragi forces from Kuwait. Bartholomew
Sparrow’s The Strategist: Brent Scowcroft and the Call of National Security provides
additional background on the national security advisor’s role during the 1990/1991 crisis
with lraq.44 Former Secretary of State James Baker’s The Politics of Diplomacy:
Revolution, War, and Peace, 1989-1992 provides a longer and more detailed description
of the conduct of the Bush administration’s foreign policy.4> Baker describes American
diplomacy in the Persian Gulf prior to and immediately following the Iragi invasion of
Kuwait, with an emphasis on his efforts to forge the international coalition that ultimately
pushed Saddam Hussein’s forces out of Kuwait, to develop and implement United Nations
Security Council resolutions supporting American action, and to gain and maintain the
support of the Soviet Union. Finally, Richard N. Haass provides an NSC staffer-level
perspective on the Bush administration’s reaction to the 1990 Iraqi invasion of Kuwait in

War of Necessity, War of Choice: A Memoir of Two Iraq Wars.46

43 George Bush and Brent Scowcroft, A World Transformed (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1998).

44 Bartholomew Sparrow, The Strategist: Brent Scowcroft and the Call of National Security (New
York: PublicAffairs, 2015).

45 James A. Baker I1l and Thomas M. DeFrank, The Politics of Diplomacy: Revolution, War, and
Peace, 1989-1992 (New York: G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 1995).

46 Richard N. Haass, War of Necessity, War of Choice: A Memoir of Two Iraq Wars (New York:
Simon & Schuster, 2009).
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3. Diplomatic, Regional, and Country Histories

Several important works consider American policy in the Persian Gulf, the greater
Middle East, and the Horn of Africa within the wider Cold War context. Many of these
studies are authored or edited by Odd Arne Westad. VVolumes Il and 111 of the Cambridge
History of the Cold War examine the Cold War from a range of perspectives and academic
disciplines that complements narrower biographical, historical, and area-focused studies.4’
Similarly, Westad’s The Cold War: A World History places American policy toward the
Middle East and Persian Gulf, and the Carter administration’s view of Soviet activity in
Ethiopia and in Afghanistan within a wider Cold War context.48 More narrowly, Westad’s
The Global Cold War digs deeply into Soviet and American interventions in the Third
World, arguing that ideological factors drove Moscow and Washington toward deeper
involvement in the developing world as each sought to exert control and spur improvement
in peripheral areas.49 Westad’s analysis digs deeply into events in Ethiopia and the Horn
of Africa in the late 1970s, the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, and the rise of Islamism in
Iran and in southwest Asia, and it is well-supported by American and Soviet primary

materials.

Several other Cold War-focused works provide the overarching context within
which Persian Gulf security policy was developed. Raymond Garthoff’s Détente and
Confrontation: American-Soviet Relations from Nixon to Reagan also places events in the
Middle East, the Persian Gulf, and the Horn of Africa within their wider Cold War
context.50 The Last Decade of the Cold War, From Conflict Escalation to Conflict
Termination provides a range of perspectives on Cold War events from 1979 to 1989; it
includes chapters authored by Westad, Garthoff, and William E. Odom, who served as

47 Melvin P. Leffler and Odd Arne Westad, eds., The Cambridge History of the Cold War Volume II:
Crisis and Détente (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010); Melvin P. Leffler and Odd Arne
Westad, eds., The Cambridge History of the Cold War Volume 111: Endings (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2011).

48 0dd Arne Westad, The Cold War: A World History (New York: Basic Books, 2017).
49 0dd Arne Westad, The Global Cold War (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 4-5.

50 Raymond L. Garthoff, Détente and Confrontation: American-Soviet Relations from Nixon to
Reagan Revised Edition (Washington, DC: The Brookings Institution, 1994).
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Zbigniew Brzezinski’s military assistant during the Carter administration.®l Two
additional studies explore the history of U.S.-Soviet détente, and also provide very useful
context through which American security policy in the Persian Gulf should be considered.
The first, Jussi M. Hanhimaki’s The Rise and Fall of Détente: American Foreign Policy
and the Transformation of the Cold War traces, among other things, superpower
involvement in Iran, Afghanistan, and the Horn of Africa and the impact this competition
had on American security policy in the Persian Gulf.52 Similarly, Stephan Kieninger’s The
Diplomacy of Détente: Cooperative Security Policies from Helmut Schmidt to George
Shultz explains how Carter administration views of détente contributed to a souring of U.S.-
Soviet relations that helped shape American Persian Gulf security policy during the Carter

and subsequent presidential administrations.>3

Several studies survey superpower and other extra-regional powers’ involvement
in the Persian Gulf. Jeffrey R. Macris’s The Politics and Security of the Gulf: Anglo-
American Hegemony and the Shaping of a Region traces British and American impact on
the Persian Gulf security environment through 2010.%4 Macris coedited, with Saul Kelly,
a companion volume of sorts that examines great power involvement in the Gulf from 16th
century Portuguese activity through contemporary Indian and Chinese involvement in the
region.>® In The International Relations of the Persian Gulf, F. Gregory Gause I11 provides
a survey of the region’s international politics between 1971 and 2008 and identifies three
themes that drove the Persian Gulf strategic environment during this period: regional wars,

American involvement, and the global importance of the region’s 0il.56 In The Clouded

51 olav Njglstad, ed., The Last Decade of the Cold War, From Conflict Escalation to Conflict
Termination (New York: Routledge, 2004).

52 jussi M. Hanhiméiki, The Rise and Fall of Détente: American Foreign Policy and the
Transformation of the Cold War (Washington, DC: Potomac Books, 2013).

53 Stephan Kieninger, The Diplomacy of Détente: Cooperative Security Policies from Helmut Schmidt
to George Shultz (New York: Routledge, 2018).

54 Jeffrey R. Macris, The Politics and Security of the Gulf: Anglo-American Hegemony and the
Shaping of a Region (New York: Routledge, 2010).

55 Jeffrey R. Macris and Saul Kelly, Imperial Crossroads: The Great Powers and the Persian Gulf
(Annapolis: Naval Institute Press, 2012).

56 F. Gregory Gause 111, The International Relations of the Persian Gulf (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2010), 1-3.
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Lens: Persian Gulf Security and U.S. Policy, James H. Noyes, a former Deputy Assistant
Secretary of Defense for Near Eastern, African, and South Asian Affairs, provides a
somewhat dated (1979) yet still frequently cited, study that clarifies U.S. interests and
policy in the Gulf from 1971 through the Carter administration.>’

Several studies focus on presidential administrations. George Lenczowski’s
American Presidents and the Middle East examines policy choices made by successive
presidential administrations with the aim to identify inconsistencies between stated or
implied objectives and the policies that were actually implemented.58 Several relevant
studies focus on the Carter administration, given the significant events that occurred in and
around the Persian Gulf between 1977 and 1981. These studies range from surveys of the
entire administration to more narrowly focused studies that examine specific policy
decisions, events, or years.>9 Betty Glad’s An Outsider in the White House: Jimmy Carter,
His Advisors, and the Making of American Foreign Policy highlights the significant impact
that Zbigniew Brzezinski had in shaping American policy.60 Glad’s study is well-
supported by primary source archival material. While not directly focused on the Carter
administration, David W. Lesch’s 1979 The Year That Shaped the Modern Middle East
focuses on the lIranian Revolution, the Egyptian-Israeli peace treaty, and the Soviet
invasion of Afghanistan, and argues that 1979 marked “a major watershed, if not the major
watershed, in modern Middle East history.”61 In “Shifting Priorities: The Persian Gulf in
U.S. Strategic Planning During the Carter Years,” Olav Njglstad examines the history
behind the United States’ “strategic-military preoccupation” with the Persian Gulf, arguing

57 James H. Noyes, The Clouded Lens: Persian Gulf Security and U.S. Policy (Stanford: Hoover
Institution Press, 1979).

58 George Lenczowski, American Presidents in the Middle East (Durham: Duke University Press,
1990), 5.

59 Among the broader Carter administration surveys are M. Glenn Abernathy, Dilys M. Hill, and Phil
Williams, eds., The Carter Years: The President and Policy Making (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1984)
and Burton I. Kaufman and Scott Kauffman, The Presidency of James Earl Carter (Lawrence, KS:
University Press of Kansas, 2006).

60 Betty Glad, An Qutsider in the White House: Jimmy Carter, His Advisors, and the Making of
American Foreign Policy (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2009).

61 David W. Lesch, 1979 The Year That Shaped the Modern Middle East (Boulder, CO: Westview
Press, 2001), 2.
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that this preoccupation was in response to the Iranian revolution and fall of the Shah and
that the military initiatives taken by the Carter administration to buttress the American
position in the Gulf weakened American ability to aid allies in Europe and Northeast
Asia.62 Njglstad’s study is based primarily on archival sources and complements broader

studies of Carter administration policy well.

Three oft-cited works, published over a period of 25 years after the Iranian
Revolution, examine the U.S.-Iranian bilateral relationship, its rupture in 1979/1980, and
American efforts to reestablish relations. Writing for a contemporary audience in the
immediate aftermath of the Iranian revolution and the seizure of the American embassy,
Barry Rubin’s Paved With Good Intentions: The American Experience and Iran provides
a history of U.S.-Iranian relations from World War Il through 1980.63 Writing eight years
later, James A. Bill’s The Eagle and the Lion: The Tragedy of American-lranian Relations
provides an analysis of the history of U.S.-Iranian relations that is informed by both U.S.
and Iranian sources.64 Bill has a deep understanding of Iran that was informed by his years
spent in that country, and he developed his study in an attempt to derive lessons to inform
future policy-makers.65 Writing in the early 2000s, Kenneth M. Pollack’s The Persian
Puzzle: The Conflict Between Iran and America builds on Rubin’s and Bill’s earlier works
by providing analysis that is better informed by archival materials and by historical

perspective.66

Three other works, also published over an extended time period, examine the
United States’” second security pillar in the Persian Gulf, Saudi Arabia. Nadav Safran, in

Saudi Arabia: The Ceaseless Quest for Security, traces the evolution of Saudi foreign and

62 olav Njglstad, “Shifting Priorities: The Persian Gulf in U.S. Strategic Planning in the Carter
Years,” in Cold War History 4, no. 3, April 2004: 21, https://www.jstor.org.

63 Barry Rubin, Paved With Good Intentions: The American Experience and Iran (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1980), X-Xi.

64 James A. Bill, The Eagle and the Lion: The Tragedy of American-lranian Relations (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1988).

65 Bill, The Eagle and the Lion, 6.

66 Kenneth M. Pollack, The Persian Puzzle: The Conflict Between Iran and America (New York:
Random House, 2004).
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defense policy from the kingdom’s creation through the early 1980s.67 Safran’s analysis
focuses heavily on Saudi security interests in the Persian Gulf and, more broadly, in the
Middle East, in addition to the kingdom’s close relationship with the United States. Writing
after the September 11, 2001, attacks on the United States by al-Qaeda, Rachel Bronson’s
Thicker Than Oil: America’s Uneasy Partnership With Saudi Arabia acknowledges the
significance of oil and other economic and security factors in the U.S.-Saudi relationship.
Bronson argues that the two countries’ “mutual fear of the Soviet Union” defined a
“protective political layer that enveloped oil and defense interests” and that the U.S.-Saudi
relationship started to deteriorate at the end of the Cold War.68 Published in 2018, Bruce
Reidel’s Kings and Presidents: Saudi Arabia and the United States Since FDR traces the
U.S.-Saudi relationship from President Roosevelt’s 1945 meeting with Saudi King Abdul
Aziz al Saud on board the USS Quincy (CA-71) through the early days of the Donald

Trump administration. 9

The September 11, 2001, attacks on the United States, American involvement in
Afghanistan, and the United States’ 2003 invasion of Iraq brought increased, and often
critical, focus on American policy toward the greater Middle East and the Persian Gulf.
Andrew Bacevich, in The Limits of Power: The End of American Exceptionalism and The
New American Militarism: How Americans Are Seduced by War, casts a critical eye on
American security policy in the Persian Gulf.70 Bacevich elevates domestic political,
social, and economic forces as being the primary drivers of American security policy,
explaining that the American military commitment to Persian Gulf security derives from

the strategic imperative of guaranteeing “the ever-increasing affluence that underwrites the

67 Nadav Safran, Saudi Arabia: The Ceaseless Quest for Security (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University
Press, 1985).

68 Rachel Bronson, Thicker Than Oil: America’s Uneasy Partnership With Saudi Arabia (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2006), 3-5, 9.

69 Bruce Reidel, Kings and Presidents: Saudi Arabia and the United States Since FDR (Washington:
Brookings Institution Press, 2018).

70 Andrew J. Bacevich, The Limits of Power: The End of American Exceptionalism (New York:
Metropolitan Books, 2008); Andrew J. Bacevich, The New American Militarism: How Americans are
Seduced by War (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005).
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modern American conception of liberty.”71 Ensuring regional stability and American
access to Persian Gulf oil were the key pillars supporting this imperative. In Bacevich’s
analysis, the January 1980 promulgation of the Carter Doctrine and subsequent
reorientation of the national security apparatus provided the impetus for the increasing
militarization of American foreign policy throughout the 1980s that, ultimately, sought to

ensure American dominance over the Persian Gulf.72

Douglas Little’s American Orientalism: The United States in the Middle East since
1945 examines the United States’ relationship with the Middle East through a series of
thematic chapters covering a range of topics that include the impact of commonly held
American stereotypes of the peoples of the Middle East on American policy, the important
role played by oil interests in the region, the close American relationship with Israel, and
the myriad attempts to broker an Arab-Israeli peace.’3 Little argues that American Cold
War security policy in the Middle East and Persian Gulf was ineffective, and that narrow
fixation on the Soviet threat obscured from American policy makers the more dire
challenge posed by revolutionary nationalism and Islamism.”4 Taking a narrower, but no
less important, focus, Daniel Yergin’s The Prize: The Epic Quest for Oil, Money, and
Power is a commonly cited study that provides a detailed narrative of the increasing
importance of oil in both economics and foreign policy.”® Yergin’s study is complemented

by Francisco Parra’s Qil Politics: A Modern History of Petroleum.’6

C. METHODS, SOURCES, AND STRUCTURE

This study focuses on the development of Persian Gulf security policy at the

National Security Council and presidential levels. Among the primary sources supporting

71 Bacevich, The New American Militarism, 183.
2 Bacevich, The New American Militarism, 182, 190-191.

73 Douglas Little, American Orientalism: The United States in the Middle East since 1945 (Chapel
Hill, NC: The University of North Carolina Press, 2002).

74 Little, American Orientalism, 155.

75 Daniel Yergin, The Prize: The Epic Quest for Qil, Money, and Power (New York: Free Press,
2009).

76 Francisco Parra, Oil Politics: A Modern History of Petroleum (New York: I.B. Tauris, 2013).
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the analysis presented here, the most important are five studies of Persian Gulf security
conducted under the auspices of the National Security Council (NSC) between 1969 and
1989. These studies, termed National Security Study Memoranda (NSSM), Presidential
Review Memoranda (PRM), National Security Study Directives (NSSD), or National
Security Reviews (NSR), were interagency products drafted in support of the policy
development processes of the NSC. They provided the analytical rigor that underpinned
policy decisions reached by the Nixon, Ford, Carter, Reagan, and Bush administrations and
thus provide the clearest elucidation of American interests in the region, the threats to these
interests, and the range of alternative courses of action that were provided to the NSC.
When combined with close examination of early drafts, interagency comments, internal
NSC memoranda, meeting minutes, and information papers provided to NSC principals, a
holistic picture of American policy emerges that exposes the key beliefs and assumptions
underpinning how five successive administrations viewed the Persian Gulf strategic
environment. This enables an especially clear explanation of why American security policy
evolved as it did between 1970 and 1991, including the manner in which Persian Gulf
security policy was formulated, the specific political, social, and economic factors that
were considered, how threats and obstacles to achieving these objectives were perceived,
the actions taken to achieve American strategic objectives, and an assessment of the results

obtained.”’

The first of these studies, NSSM-66, was completed by the Nixon administration
in 1970. Facing the retrenchment of British military forces from the Persian Gulf to
positions west of the Suez Canal, the Nixon administration chose to vest responsibility for
Persian Gulf Security with the twin pillars of Iran and Saudi Arabia and, despite the
assessment’s rather gloomy view of the prospects for it, rely on cooperation between the
two Gulf powers as the basis for American strategy and policy toward the region. The
Nixon administration’s study is notable for its recognition of indigenous social, economic,
and political factors as the primary shapers of the Persian Gulf strategic environment and

for its relatively restrained view of the Soviet threat to the region. Despite later

77 Gordon A. Craig, “Diplomacy: History, Theory, and Policy,” in Paul Gordon Lauren, ed.,
Diplomacy: New Approaches in History, Theory, and Policy (New York: The Free Press, 1979), 13.
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characterizations of this decision as merely setting an initial posture for American strategy
in the Gulf, as well as the completion of follow-on studies in 1973 (NSSM-181) and 1976
(NSSM-238) that called into question the efficacy of the Twin Pillars strategy, the
decisions that emerged from the NSSM-66 study can be shown to have guided American
security policy in the Persian Gulf until the fall of the Shah and the Iranian revolution in
1979.

The Carter administration undertook no comprehensive examination of Persian
Gulf security and thus would confront the tumultuous events of 1979-80 (the Iranian
Revolution, the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, and the start of the Iran-lraq War) without
the aid of a rigorous framework wherein their impact on American interests in the region
could be assessed. Instead, the administration interpreted events in and around the Persian
Gulf through a strict Cold War lens that, in contrast to the more nuanced view characteristic
of the Nixon/Ford era, elevated the potential Soviet threat to the region above that of
political, economic, and social forces indigenous to the Gulf. Carter administration officials
ceased to adapt American security strategy to the evolving Persian Gulf strategic
environment and instead became focused on improving American capacity to project
military force into the region as a counter to anticipated Soviet aggression, and arguably as

an end in itself, expressive of general American strategic resolve.

The Cold War beliefs that underpinned the Carter administration’s view of Persian
Gulf security were effectively operationalized during the presidency of Ronald Reagan.
The Reagan administration identified the Persian Gulf as the nexus of Cold War
competition with the Soviet Union and continued its predecessor’s focus on improving
American ability to project military power into the region. Returning to the Nixon/Ford
model of developing regional security strategy based on long interagency studies, NSSD-
4-82 was issued on March 19, 1982. Unlike the Nixon administration’s NSSM-66 report
that provided a range of options for American security posture in the region, NSSD-4/82
took the importance of robust American involvement in Persian Gulf security for granted.
Based on this study, the Reagan administration issued National Security Decision
Document 99 (NSDD-99) on July 12, 1983, which laid out a combined diplomatic and
security strategy that featured visible American military presence, prepositioning of
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military equipment, and access to port and airfield facilities as key pillars. A credible and
visible American commitment to protect U.S. allies in the region was the sine qua non that
would ensure the conservative Gulf monarchies maintained their pro-Western orientation.
Accordingly, the Reagan administration chose to focus on short-term threats and
opportunities to expand American military presence in the region at the expense of
developing strategy and policy based on the broader outlines of the Persian Gulf strategic
environment. NSDD-99 marked the official abdication of the Nixon era strategy of relying
on local powers to combat regional crises and subversion that threatened the stability of
the Gulf monarchies and instead proposed the direct employment of American military
power in these contingencies. Despite its determination to differentiate its policies from
those of the Reagan years and avoid being seen as the fortieth president’s de facto third
term, the George H.W. Bush administration’s Persian Gulf study, NSR-10, broke no new

policy ground, and American security policy in the Persian Gulf continued on the course

set by Jimmy Carter and Ronald Reagan.’8

This initial chapter provides an overall introduction to the study. Chapter Il
examines the implications for American security policy brought by the 1968 announcement
of the withdrawal of British military forces from the region and the Johnson
administration’s studies of the region. This set the context within which the Nixon
administration labored to develop a Persian Gulf security policy. The development of
NSSM-66 and the decisions that led to the implementation of the Twin Pillars strategy are
discussed in Chapter Il1. Later efforts by the Nixon and Ford administrations to reassess
American Persian Gulf policy, first in 1972 (NSSM-181/182) and later in 1976 (NSSM-
238), are examined in Chapters IV and V, the latter study providing a clear line of
demarcation between the comparatively nuanced Nixon/Ford era view of the Persian Gulf
strategic environment and the narrower Cold War focus of the incoming Carter
administration. Chapter VI examines the three beliefs that underpinned Carter
administration’s views of Persian Gulf security. Chapter VII discusses the Reagan

administration’s Persian Gulf study, NSSD 4-82, which generally reflected the views and

8 Sparrow, The Strategist, 265.
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assumptions held by its predecessor and led to the increasing militarization of American
policy in the region, including the direct intervention of American air and naval forces in
the Iran-lIrag War. Chapter VIII provides a discussion of the Bush administration’s 1989
Persian Gulf study, NSR-10, and the decision to deploy hundreds of thousands of American
soldiers to protect Saudi Arabia in Operations Desert Shield and Desert Storm. Together,
these events marked the culmination of the steady evolution of American security policy
from an arm’s length to a hands-on posture. Chapter 1X provides an overall conclusion to

the study.
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1.  ANUMBER OF IMPONDERABLES: 1968-1969

Prior to 1968, the United States had been content to cede responsibility for
maintaining the security and stability of the Persian Gulf to the United Kingdom (UK). In
January 1968, following a lengthy balance of payment crisis, London announced that it would
withdraw from its Persian Gulf commitments and redeploy its military forces to positions west
of Suez. This decision dissolved the architecture that had maintained Persian Gulf security
and stability since the 1830s. In response, following a brief attempt at trying to persuade
London to reconsider its decision, the Johnson administration labored to develop a security
policy for this important region. While this effort remained incomplete when Johnson left
office in January 1969, these efforts surfaced four key themes governing American posture in

the Persian Gulf that would resonate throughout the 1970s.

A BRITISH RETRENCHMENT AND THE PERSIAN GULF STRATEGIC
ENVIRONMENT

British imperial interests in India provided the original rationale for London’s political
and security responsibilities in the Persian Gulf. Protection of the sea lines of communication
(SLOC) between the British home islands and the subcontinent necessitated the deployment
of the Royal Navy to the region in the early 1800s. The threat posed by piracy to British
maritime trade was reduced to an acceptable level via gunboat diplomacy and a series of
treaties between local rulers and London that began in 1820 with the signing of the General
Treaties of Peace and the 1835 conclusion of the First Maritime Truce. As the maritime threat
to British trade with the subcontinent receded, it was replaced with concern over the threat to
India posed by other Great Powers (e.g., the Ottoman Empire, Russia, Germany), which
broadened London’s strategic focus from the maritime domain to the security and stability of
the regions surrounding its prized colony. Accordingly, London extended security guarantees
to the rulers of Bahrain, Kuwait, Qatar, and the territories comprising the present-day United
Arab Emirates (UAE) in return for British management of these sheikhdoms’ foreign policies.

The conversion of the Royal Navy from coal to oil in the years prior to World War | further
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heightened the importance of Persian Gulf security and stability in the eyes of British policy

makers.’9

The granting of independence to India in 1947 did not immediately alter London’s
view of its political and security interests to the Persian Gulf, nor did it initiate a reappraisal
of how these interests would be supported in the absence of the economic and military
resources that the subcontinent had provided to the British Empire.80 London remained bound
by its earlier agreements to provide for the security of its allies in the region and it retained
significant economic interests in Persian Gulf oil, the gross value of fixed assets in the region
controlled by British oil companies reaching $680 million by 1959.81 These interests
continued to be protected by overt military displays (e.g., formation of the Central Treaty
Organization (CENTO) in 1955, the 1961 deployment of British forces to Kuwait to counter
Iraqi bellicosity (Operation Vantage) and covert intelligence operations (e.g., the 1953 coup
that removed Mohammed Mossadegh from power in Iran). By the mid-1960s, however,
domestic political pressures and the economic constraints imposed by an ongoing balance of
payments crisis forced London to accept significant cuts in its defense appropriations and
reexamine its security commitments east of Suez. Defense expenditures for 1966 were capped
at £2 billion. This forced the cancellation of the Royal Navy’s next generation aircraft carrier
program, the reduction of the Royal Air Force’s planned F-111 bomber purchase by half, and,
most importantly, the abandonment of the UK’s principle base in the Persian Gulf, Aden, in

present-day Yemen.82

79 Macris, The Politics and Security of the Gulf, 15-22; F. Gregory Gause, “British and American
Policies in the Persian Gulf, 1968-1973,” Review of International Studies 11, no. 4 (October 1985): 249,
https://links.jstor.org.

80 Many of the soldiers and sailors that upheld British interests in the Persian Gulf had been provided by
India. See Macris, The Politics and Security of the Gulf, 85-86.

81 Phillip Darby, British Defense Policy East of Suez, 1947-1968 (London: Oxford University Press,
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82 Gause, “British and American Policies in the Persian Gulf, 1968-1973,” 250; Macris, The Politics and
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ongoing civil war on the southern Arabian Peninsula, stood poised to intervene in the Persian Gulf, if
required. The evacuation of these troops was completed in late November 1967. Approximately 2,600 troops
were repositioned to Bahrain (600) and Sharjah (2,000) in the present-day UAE to maintain regional stability.
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London’s balance of payments crisis became more acute in 1967, forcing the Labour
government of Harold Wilson, which assumed power in October 1964, to examine additional
reductions in London’s global commitments as a means of reducing its overseas expenditures.
A June Defence white paper reaffirmed the government’s decision to withdraw British forces
from Aden and announced a 50 percent reduction in its Far East military footprint, to be
completed by 1971. A 100 percent redeployment would be complete by the mid-1970s.83
These steps did little to alleviate the pressing monetary difficulties confronting Wilson’s
government as sustained attacks on sterling in the spring caused its value to fall. The closure
of the Suez Canal due to the June 1967 Arab-Israeli war, and the exchanging of large sterling
deposits for U.S. dollars by some Arab governments, negatively impacted British exports.84
Facing its worse monetary crisis since 1949, the Wilson government turned to the
International Monetary Fund (IMF) in November. As a prerequisite to receiving IMF
assistance the Wilson government was forced to devalue sterling from $2.80, where it had
stood since 1949, to $2.40 while simultaneously reducing overall government expenditures.
Despite the relatively low cost of maintaining British forces in the Persian Gulf, which were
estimated by the British MoD to cost £12 million annually, and offers made by Trucial rulers
in 1968 to fund the British presence, the Wilson government was forced by his party’s left
wing to acquiesce to further defense reductions as a quid pro quo to reductions in cherished
social programs.8> On January 4, 1968, a budget package was submitted that called for the
complete withdrawal of British forces from the Persian Gulf and the Far East (excepting Hong
Kong) to be completed by 1971.86 This far-reaching decision was formally conveyed to the
United States government during a January 11 meeting between British Foreign Secretary

George Brown and American Secretary of State Dean Rusk. On January 16, 1968, Prime

83 Department of State; memorandum of conversation; “British Defense White Paper;” 17 June 1967;
folder DEF 1 UK: Container 1640; Record Group 59 (RG59); National Archives at College Park (NACP),
College Park, MD.
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1971 (Chapel Hill, NC: The University of North Carolina Press, 2004), 167.

85 Gause, “British and American Policies in the Persian Gulf, 1968-1973,” 251-252.
86 Gause, “British and American Policies in the Persian Gulf, 1968-1973,” 251-252
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Minster Wilson publicly announced this decision in a speech delivered to the House of

Commones.

Wilson’s announcement effectively upended the political and security status quo that
had been guaranteed by the British for over 100 years and removed the lid from a range of
territorial disputes that required resolution. Many of these revolved around Iran. The Shah
was wrapped up in a Persian Gulf median line dispute with the Saudis, claimed sovereignty
over the island of Bahrain, and leveraged his desire to control a series of small islands (Sirri,
Abu Musa, and the Greater and Lesser Tunbs) to contest the establishment of a Federation of
Arab Amirates (FAA) comprised of the nine Trucial States. While both the median line
dispute and the issue of Iranian sovereignty over Bahrain were resolved amicably, the former
by mutual Iranian-Saudi agreement in November 1968, the latter via a UN-conducted survey
wherein a majority of the Bahraini people chose independence under the existing ruling family
over the Shah, efforts to negotiate a peaceful resolution of the islands dispute failed and
Iranian forces waded onto the Tunbs and Abu Musa on November 30, 1971, resulting in an
armed clash and several deaths. Despite this blemish, London’s efforts to establish an
enduring political order were largely successful. Six of the nine Trucial States formed the
United Arab Emirates (UAE) in July 1971. A seventh, Ras al-Khaimah, joined in 1972, while

Bahrain and Qatar became sovereign nations.

Concurrent with the emergence of a new Persian Gulf political order were tremendous
changes in the global oil market. The explosive economic growth of the 1950s and 1960s
produced a worldwide surge in demand for petroleum, consumption in the free world alone
increasing from 19 to 44 million barrels per day between 1960 and 1972.87 American surplus
production capacity, traditionally the supply of last resort in times of crisis, disappeared in
1970 when U.S. production reached its peak of 11.3 million barrels per day.88 Accordingly,
American oil imports rose from 19 percent to 36 percent as a share of total consumption

between 1967 and 1972.89 The elimination of American surplus production capacity shifted

87 Yergin, The Prize, 549.
88 Yergin, The Prize, 549.
89 Yergin, The Prize, 549.
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the world oil market center of gravity from the United States to the countries of the Persian
Gulf and the greater Middle East, location of the largest proven petroleum reserves. The
countries of Western Europe, rebuilding their industrial base in the aftermath of the World
War |1, were the first to experience this shift, starting in the late 1940s as Middle East oil
began to supplant American sources.20 The emergence of the Persian Gulf as the world’s oil
production center of gravity and the accumulation of great wealth by the region’s oil
producing countries resulted in rapid social and economic change, as evidenced by the Shah’s
White Revolution, while simultaneously removing economic aid as a viable foreign policy

tool for American statesmen.

The threat posed by the Soviet Union to the Persian Gulf was consistently downplayed
during this period. Discarding the assumption that ideological drive trumped pragmatic self-
interest as the engine of Soviet policy, a May 1969 State Department report explained that
Moscow “places higher priority on normalizing relations with Iran, Turkey, and Pakistan that
in seeking their immediate radicalization,” and that great-power interests translated to the
Soviets adopting a cautious approach vis-a-vis Persian Gulf territorial disputes.91 This
resulted in Moscow taking a negative view of regional instability, as intra-Gulf disputes would
complicate Moscow’s efforts to improve relations with established Gulf powers as well as the
states that would emerge following British withdrawal.92 Subversive groups indigenous to
the Gulf riparian states were identified as the primary threat to regional stability, particularly
with respect to the development of the Trucial States into viable and independent countries.
By September 1971, the State Department’s Bureau of Intelligence and Research assessed
that external military attack against the FAA/UAE, Bahrain, and Qatar was unlikely; a much
more realistic threat, particularly to the FAA, was posed by subversive groups sponsored by

90 Yergin, The Prize, 404.

91 Department of State Director of Intelligence and Research; The USSR as a Great Power in the Middle
East: Implications for CENTO; 16 May 1969; folder POL Near-E-USSR 1.1.67: Container 2357; RG 59;
NACP, College Park, MD, i-ii.
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Iraq and/or South Yemen.93 The formation of viable British-trained security forces was

viewed as the best means of mitigating this threat.94

B. THE JOHNSON ADMINISTRATION’S RESPONSE TO BRITISH
RETRENCHMENT

Foreign Secretary Brown’s January 1968 revelation to Secretary of State Rusk that
the UK would abandon its political and security commitments in the Persian Gulf and
redeploy its military forces from the region marked a rather abrupt departure from relatively
recent assertions to the contrary, which had been provided by the Wilson government in the
aftermath of the January 1967 decision to withdraw British forces from the Far East. On
November 1, 1967, while informing Secretary of State Rusk that British forces would be
withdrawn from Aden, London’s Ambassador to the United States, Sir Patrick Dean,
emphasized that this decision did not detract from the United Kingdom’s determination to
remain in the Persian Gulf.9° Similar sentiments were echoed in a November 18 letter from
British Minister of Defense Denis Healey to American Secretary of Defense Robert S.
McNamara and again on November 20, when Secretary of State Rusk was informed that
Foreign Office representatives had confirmed to the American ambassador in London that the
UK intended to maintain its military presence in the Persian Gulf at least until the mid-
1970s.96

The first indication that the Wilson government could reevaluate its Persian Gulf

political and security commitments appeared in the aftermath of London’s November 17
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Park, MD, i-ii, 1.
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devaluation of the pound sterling, which energized opponents to Britain’s remaining defense
commitments east of Suez in the House of Commons and in the British press.97 In light of
this opposition, American ambassador to the UK David K. E. Bruce asked British Foreign
Office Undersecretary Frank Brenchley if the recent devaluation of the pound sterling was
cause for a reevaluation of the American estimate that a strong British military presence would
remain in the Gulf after 1975.98 While Brenchley replied in the negative, he did admit that a
continuation of the British military commitment to the Persian Gulf would depend on the
recovery of the pound and an improvement in the UK’s balance of payments over the next 18
to 24 months.99 Absent this improvement, Brenchley believed that pressure for a complete
withdrawal from the Persian Gulf “might prove irresistible.”100 Brenchley’s admission
marked the first time in his 16-month relationship with the American ambassador that the
British commitment to the Persian Gulf was questioned. Accordingly, Bruce recommended,
and the Department of State concurred, that Secretary of State Rusk or Secretary of Defense
McNamara reiterate to their British counterparts the high value that the United States placed
on the British commitment to maintain military forces in the Persian Gulf and express
appreciation for the Wilson government’s repeated assertions that London would maintain

substantial military forces in the region.101

Washington’s evaluation of British willingness to continue its Persian Gulf
commitments took a more ominous turn after the New Year. On January 4, 1968, Ambassador
Bruce reported to Secretary of State Rusk that, in light of cuts to the Ministry of Defense
budget, London would withdraw its forces from the Far East and Persian Gulf by mid-
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99 American Embassy London, “British Military Presence in the Persian Gulf,” 3.
100 American Embassy London, “British Military Presence in the Persian Gulf,” 3.
101 American Embassy London, “British Military Presence in the Persian Gulf,” 3.

29



1972.102 | response, on January 5, Bruce was instructed to convey a personal message from
Secretary of State Rusk to British Foreign Minister George Brown:

I am deeply disturbed by information which has just reached me to the effect

that HMG may be considering accelerating its withdrawal from the Persian

Gulf. As you know, we attach very high importance to the maintenance of the

British position in the Persian Gulf for the indefinite future. We welcomed the

repositioning of some of your forces there from Aden last year as an earnest

of your determination to continue to play the essential stabilizing role in the

Gulf which has been so helpful to us all for so long. While economies can no

doubt be made, | would earnestly hope that when we meet next week HMG

will not have taken any irrevocable decisions. In our view, fixing of specific

timetable at this early stage would be likely feed instability in the region and

increase your own problems in arranging eventual orderly departure.103

British defense minister Denis W. Healey expressed surprise over Rusk’s message to
Foreign Minister Brown on January 9, telling a U.S. embassy official on January 9 that his
assumption was that continuation of UK involvement in the Far East was of greater interest
to the United States than maintenance of London’s commitments to the Persian Gulf.104
Healey observed that, while British forces did contribute to regional stability, the range of
potential conflicts in the Gulf could be resolved diplomatically. In this sense, Healey believed
that prolonging British military commitments to the region beyond 1970-71 would be harmful

to Persian Gulf stability.105

By January 9, the U.S. government stance on British retrenchment from the Persian
Gulf was solidifying. In a short paper developed to prepare Secretary of State Rusk for a
January 11 discussion with Foreign Secretary Brown, Assistant Secretary of State for Near
Eastern and South Asian Affairs Lucius D. Battle lamented that withdrawal of British military
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forces from the Gulf threatened the position of the West in this vital region.106 The absence
of a credible military threat that stood ready to back up London’s preeminent political
influence in the region would shake the confidence of existing regimes toward the West, while
simultaneously making them a more enticing target for the forces of Arab radicalism. Battle
also argued that announcement of a specific date for an irreversible British withdrawal from
the Gulf would provide the Soviets with an opening to make inroads to the “weak but oil-rich
Gulf sheikhdoms” while the United States would be unable to fill any resulting security
void.107 In this light, Battle argued that Western interests were best served via maintenance
of even a reduced British military presence in the Persian Gulf.

On January 11, Foreign Secretary Brown met with Rusk in Washington and informed
the American secretary of state that on January 16 London would announce that all British
forces in the Far East and Persian Gulf would be withdrawn by March 31, 1971. Brown
explained that these steps were necessary to London realizing £1 billion in budgetary savings
that were required to restore the value of sterling and facilitate the success of the Wilson
government’s currency devaluation policy.108 Brown offered that the Persian Gulf was more
stable than it had been in the past, characterized relations between the “major parties” in the
region as being “as good as ever,” and offered that fixing a precise date to British withdrawal
would force local governments to assume responsibility for their own security.109 Rusk did
not share the British foreign secretary’s rosy view of Persian Gulf and Far Eastern stability
and expressed his concern over London’s decision, explaining that British retrenchment in the

face of ongoing turmoil in the Far East and Persian Gulf jeopardized Western interests. His
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advice for Brown was simple: “be Britain.”110 Rusk warned that the United States was unable
to assume responsibility for maintaining Gulf security and expressed hope that London would
reevaluate the implications of its retrenchment decision.111 That evening, President Johnson
signed a personal message to Prime Minister Wilson explaining:
I cannot conceal from you my deep dismay upon learning this profoundly
discouraging news. If these steps are taken, they will be tantamount to British
withdrawal from world affairs, with all that means for the future safety and
health of the free world. The structure of peace-keeping will be shaken to its

foundations. Our own capability and political will could be gravely weakened
if we have to man the ramparts all alone.

Although the decision must, of course, be your own, I can only wonder if you
and your associates have taken fully into account the direct and indirect
consequences.

While the hour is late, I urge you and your colleagues once more to review the

alternatives before you take these irrevocable steps. Even a prolongation of

your presence in the Far East and the Persian Gulf until other stable

arrangements can be put in place would be of help at this very difficult time

for all of us.112

Johnson’s appeal did not have the desired effect. On January 16, in what became
known as “Black Tuesday” within the British Ministry of Defence, Prime Minister Wilson
announced that British military forces would be withdrawn from the Far East and Persian Gulf

by December 31, 1971.113

C. EARLY EFFORTS AT CRAFTING A POLICY: THE HOLMES REPORT

Prime Minister Wilson’s January 16, 1968, announcement that British forces would
be fully withdrawn from the Persian Gulf by the end of 1971 capped a year in which the

Johnson administration had completed a series of somewhat disjointed efforts to develop a
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strategy to guide American foreign policy in the Middle East. While these efforts did not
directly result in the development of a cogent strategy to guide American policy in the Persian
Gulf, they shed light on the rather confused state of Johnson administration thinking on the
region and, more importantly, preview the beliefs that would underpin the Carter
administration’s view of the region and shape American security policy in the Persian Gulf
throughout the 1980s.

Most revealing is a four-month study conducted by a joint Department of State-
Department of Defense study group under the direction of Ambassador Julius C. Holmes.114
Commissioned in March 1967, the Holmes study was intended to analyze how American
interests and policy objectives in the large region comprising the Middle East, North Africa,
and the Horn of Africa interacted with those of other powers and discuss the important trends
that would shape this region in the future.11> Holmes intended the study to provide guidance
that would shape American policy in this region through 1972. Accordingly, it proposed long-
term strategic objectives, outlined a five-year strategy to guide American policy in the region,
and provided a list of policy initiatives in support of this strategy. Despite being disrupted by
the June 1967 Arab-Israeli War, the study was completed in July and discussed by the NSC

Senior Interdepartmental Group (SIG) in September.

Unfortunately, the Holmes report suffered from several significant flaws that seriously
degraded its utility as a guide for policy-making. First, its treatment of the Near East, North
Africa, and the Horn of Africa as a homogenous region coupled with the belief that American
policy for this significant portion of the globe could be driven by one overarching strategy
document was an unrealistic assumption that, for all intents and purposes, doomed the Holmes

study from the outset.116 Closely related was a second major fault of the report: its failure,
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outside of its description of Arab nationalism and conservative governments as potential
barriers to Soviet influence in the region, to adequately consider the social, economic, and
political environment indigenous to the region. Third, domestic American political and
economic considerations, such as opposition to American military commitments across the
globe in response to the ongoing Vietnam conflict and the worsening balance of payments
crisis confronting the United States, were ignored. Instead, the region was examined
exclusively through a Cold War lens. This perspective permeated the study’s view of
American interests in the region, the threat to those interests, and the proposed policy
initiatives. The failure to adequately consider domestic economic and political factors, both
American and those indigenous to the study region, ensured that the Holmes report’s policy
recommendations were either unrealistic or ill-suited to the Near East, North Africa, and the

Horn of Africa.

Preventing the Soviet Union from obtaining a predominant position that would inhibit
Western access to the region and enable Moscow to control the areas’ political, social, and
economic modernization provided the basis for U.S. strategic interests in the region.117
Supporting these were secondary interests of bolstering the security of the Northern Tier
Countries (i.e. Greece, Turkey, and Iran) and maintaining American military and intelligence
facilities in the region. On the economic front, preserving access to Persian Gulf oil and
protecting private American investments (primarily oil-related) were viewed as crucial to the
strength of Free World economies and the U.S. balance of payments.118 These interests were
threatened by Soviet efforts to eliminate American influence, disrupt the CENTO and NATO

alliances, and secure predominant levels of political, economic, and military influence that

117 “Report Prepared by the Special State-Defense Study Group, undated,” FRUS, 1964-1968, vol. XXI,
Near East Region; Arabian Peninsula, doc. 22.

118 “Paper Prepared in the Department of State, February 8, 1967,” FRUS 1964-1968 vol. XXI, Near
East Region; Arabian Peninsula, doc. 19; “Paper prepared in the Department of State, December 27, 1967,”
FRUS 1964-1968 vol. XXI, Near East Region; Arabian Peninsula, doc.26. These two Department of State
(DoS) studies describe the United States’ primary interest in Middle East oil as being derived from the
significant profits American oil companies derived from investment in Persian Gulf and, consequently, the
impact these profits had on the United States’ ongoing balance of payments problem. According to a DoS
paper issued on December 27, 1967, American oil companies accrued an annual profit of $1.5 billion and
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were part of a second front strategy ultimately designed to weaken Western Europe.119 The
Holmes report described Soviet activity in support of these objectives as opportunistic and
aimed at avoiding a direct conflict with the United States. The Soviets were aided by the
prevailing anti-imperialist sentiment in the region and, strangely in light of Russia’s and the
Soviet Union’s long history of involvement in Iran, Moscow’s status as a “relative newcomer”

in the region.120

The report’s specific policy recommendations reflected the document’s Cold War
perspective and its failure to account for the current political and economic environment
confronting the United States, its allies, and the countries indigenous to the study region. For
example, while London was confronting the economic crisis that would shortly force the
withdrawal of its forces from the region, the Holmes study recommended that the United
States should press its Western European allies to assume greater responsibility for
maintaining security in the region and encourage the British to remain in the Persian Gulf.121
Additionally, the study recommended that Turkey and Iran, as key components of the vital
Northern Tier, be encouraged to assume a greater role in the affairs of the Arab states. In
reality, the Arab states viewed Iran with varying degrees of alarm, and would not have been
receptive to a large role for Tehran in their own internal affairs. The Holmes report included
several policy initiatives that would resonate into the 1970s. It advised that the United States
rebuild its relationship with the Arab states, first targeting the moderate monarchial regimes,
particularly Saudi Arabia, and designating Iran as a country that should receive substantial
economic and military support. Additionally, the report recommended that on-call military
forces, stationed in the United States but capable of rapid deployment to the Red Sea-Indian

Ocean-Persian Gulf region, be developed to respond to local emergencies.122
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Members of the NSC Interdepartmental Regional Group (IRG) for the Near East and
South Asia, which was conducting a similar study more narrowly geared toward the Near
East, questioned the assumptions that shaped the Holmes study on August 16, 1967. Stuart
Rockwell, responsible for developing the NSC IRG study, remarked that some members of
his working group believed the Holmes study’s treatment of the Soviet threat was inflated
and, consequently, it exaggerated the urgency of its policy recommendations.123 NSC staffer
Harold Saunders, who would play a large role in the formulation of American policy in the
Persian Gulf during the Nixon administration, described the Holmes report’s policy
recommendations as “the same tired old programs with which Congress is disenchanted.”124
Saunders directly challenged the assumptions underlying the Holmes study, asking if the
study area was vital to the United States and if its loss to the Soviets posed such a dire threat
to Western Europe. If this was the case, Saunders observed, the Europeans had shown little
interest in shoring up their southern flank and that either they, or the Holmes report
assumptions, were wrong. Other voices argued that Western European silence on this issue
resulted from Anglo-American security guarantees and that the United States had not
seriously pursued cooperative security arrangements for the Persian Gulf with its NATO
allies.125 All, however, agreed that Western Europe was reluctant to assume a prominent
military or political role in the Middle East. Finally, Saunders questioned the utility of
considering policy options that were politically or monetarily unrealistic or exceeded the

capabilities of the United States to support.126

Ambassador Holmes acknowledged these shortcomings when, in lieu of discussing

the conclusions and recommendations of his study, he concentrated on answering its critics
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when he presented his study to the NSC SIG on September 14, 1967.127 Rather bizarrely, in
light of the clear language in his study, he explained that his joint State- Defense team did not
view specific Soviet political and military actions in the study area as being the natural result
of an overarching strategic blueprint that sought to outflank NATO and weaken Western
Europe. Holmes explained that Soviet activity in the Middle East resulted from long-held
policy geared toward acquiring warm-water ports. Holmes defended his study’s portrayal of
the Soviet threat as prudent, as it provided a worst-case scenario that could be considered in
the development of American policy options.128 The SIG concluded that American policy
should concentrate on assisting moderate forces in the region.

Harold Saunders, perhaps with the Holmes report fresh in mind, attempted to identify
and discuss the key issues confronting the United States government that had been exposed
by the Holmes study, the NSC/Rockwell study, and CIA intelligence estimates of the region
in a memorandum drafted in early September 1967. From Saunders point of view, the studies
completed during 1967 had identified two broad issues that required adjudication at “a high
political level.”129 The first involved the precise nature of the threat the Soviets posed to
American interests in the Middle East. Saunders argued that two schools of thought existed
on this question. One point of view, in the mold of the Holmes study, asserted that Soviet
activities derived from a deliberate strategy geared toward achieving total control of the
region.130 Others viewed Soviet gains in the region as a natural outcome in light of the
retrenchment of imperial powers from the region.131 Resolution of this issue would in large
part determine how active American foreign policy in the Middle East should be. One school

of thought argued that the Middle East was a vital region that required substantial American
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involvement.132 The opposite viewpoint held that the region was of lesser importance,
thereby mandating a more detached level of American involvement.133 In Saunders’ opinion,
many in the U.S. government believed that the region was vital to American interests but,
despite this belief, policy in the Middle East in practice emphasized a more detached and less
hands-on flavor.134 Saunders attributed this to CIA estimates that downplayed the chances of
the Soviets dominating the region, limitations on American resources, other priorities, such
as Europe and Asia, and anti-American sentiment in the Middle East. In this environment,
Saunders viewed a policy of limited engagement as the most realistic option for the United
States.13> What the United States required, in Saunders’ estimation, was a policy that moved
beyond what he described as, in implicit criticism of the Holmes study, “the tools and concepts
of the 1950s-keeping NATO from being ‘outflanked,” viewing CENTO as important for its
‘blocking position,” and relying on large-scale supporting assistance” and toward a “policy
for the 1970s.”136 Saunders went on to lay out a rough series of questions that were intended
to guide the development of future policy for the region. The study Saunders had in mind

would not be commenced until the Nixon administration assumed office in 1969.

D. CONCLUSION

The short-fused nature of the British decision to withdraw its forces from the Persian
Gulf necessitated a rather fast and somewhat ad hoc response as the Johnson administration
groped for a Persian Gulf policy appropriate to the altered political and security conditions
created by Britain’s withdrawal. This task was complicated by the lack of consensus within
the administration on the Gulf’s importance to the United States and the magnitude of the
threat to American interests in the region. Additionally, the thoughts of the Johnson
administration were, understandably, focused heavily on the ongoing conflict in Vietnam,
especially after North Vietnam commenced the Tet offensive on January 30, 1968. Despite
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these considerable obstacles, in early February 1968 the administration reached consensus on
four tenets that would ultimately guide American strategy in the Persian Gulf throughout the
1970s.137

The first was that it was “neither politically feasible or desirable for the U.S. to
‘replace’ the British presence in the Persian Gulf.”138 What this meant in practice was that
the United States would avoid undertaking new programs in the Gulf and refrain from
becoming enmeshed in the internal affairs of the emerging riparian states of the southwestern
Persian Gulf littoral. Outside the well-established and close relations with Saudi Arabia and
Iran, American involvement would be generally “low key and peripheral to the activities of
the British and indigenous Gulf states,” as the people of the region would be better able to
manage their affairs without outside interference from the United States.139 While it was
assumed that the small states of the Persian Gulf would naturally turn toward the United States
to assume the responsibility for Gulf security, it was better for Washington to avoid this
temptation from the outset rather than adopt an intrusive policy and then try to back off at a

later date.140

Encouraging the British to maintain as much of their traditional and special role in the

Gulf after 1971 was the second major theme that guided American policy makers in the
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Force, and 6. Restrain the Soviets. My treatment of the Johnson administration response to the British
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into the 1970s.
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immediate aftermath of London’s withdrawal announcement. The Americans assumed that,
while Great Britain’s security role would be diminished following the withdrawal of British
forces from the region, London’s significant political footprint would remain and be well-
positioned to mediate conflicts, provide advice to the emerging Gulf states, train and equip
local security forces and help provide a “climate of stability favorable (to) foreign
investment.”141 It was believed that an American arm’s-length policy, coupled with a strong
British political presence, was well-suited to the Persian Gulf security environment, as the
Soviets were too distracted by domestic issues, the threat posed by China, and maintenance
of the Eastern Bloc to pose a realistic threat to the Persian Gulf. Furthermore, the ability of
indigenous threats to Persian Gulf security and stability, such as the Arab nationalist

movement, lacked the capacity to topple exiting regimes.142

Encouraging greater political and economic cooperation between the Persian Gulf
riparian states, in particular between lIran and Saudi Arabia, was an early theme that shaped
the American response to London’s announcement that it would withdraw its forces from the
Persian Gulf by the end of 1971.143 Political and economic development of the weaker Gulf
states, which at the time were deemed to be Bahrain, Qatar, the seven Trucial States, and
Oman, rested upon the ability of the rulers of these states to cooperate with each other and
was also dependent upon joint Saudi and Iranian restraint from interfering in the internal
affairs of these states.144 Only in an environment of close regional cooperation could the
enduring institutions that Washington believed were essential for long-term regional stability

be constructed. Johnson administration officials had to tread very carefully in encouraging
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these institutions, however, as special assistant to the president Walt W. Rostow learned in
January 1968, when his January and February 1968 statements that the United States may
choose to pin its hopes for Persian Gulf stability on “security groupings of nations in the
region” or a more effective CENTO alliance unleashed public condemnation from the Arab
nations and the Soviets, and private criticism from the British.14> Another possibility
considered by the State Department was for the United States to encourage “greater interest
in Gulf affairs on part of those Arabian Sea states whose orientation was basically pro-
Western and whose presence would likely contribute to orderly political evolution and
economic development” to the small emerging riparian states.146 Pakistan, as a Muslim
nation that was not suspected of harboring ambitions to control the Gulf, seemed well suited
to this role. Just what the riparian states, particularly Iran, would think of the prospect of a
large Pakistani presence in the Gulf was not considered. This initiative was quietly shelved

three days later in light of objections raised by the embassies in Rawalpindi and Tehran.147

Finally, the Johnson administration sought to avoid an excessive and potentially
destabilizing military buildup by the littoral states of the Persian Gulf.148 While the Johnson
administration recognized that it was inevitable that some increase in indigenous security
forces would occur, and that some segments of the State Department were in favor of
developing an arms supplier relationship with the riparian states, consensus developed that it
would be best for the United States to refrain from selling arms to former British clients, such
as Kuwait, and the emerging states of the southern Arabian peninsula.149 This policy was
tested in April 1968 when Kuwait approached the United States and expressed interest in
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