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Richard Nixon Confrontsthe Persian Gulf, 1969-1972

When the British Labour party announced withdrbef British forces from the Persian
Gulf in January 1968, the United States faced am@t power vacuum in the area. The
incoming Nixon administration, however, preoccupagth the Soviet Union and China and
the war in Vietnam, had no intentions of replading British in the Gulf. The president and
national security advisor, Henry Kissinger, realizleat it was not possible to reverse British
withdrawal and urged the United Kingdom to retasmauch as possible of their former
position in the region. To avoid further militargramitments, the United States encouraged
Iran and Saudi Arabia to maintain area securitysddd by most scholars, Nixon and
Kissinger engineered the rise in oil prices betw&e®0 and 1972 to enable Saudi Arabia and
Iran to purchase the necessary military hardwasetee as guardians of the GulfRather
than fighting the demand for raising oil prices thnited States seemed to be holding its

hand over the Arab producers, even radical anti#Acar regimes. James Akins, the state
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department’s (and later Nixon’s) chief oil experagtically begged the oil producers to

increase prices in an essay in Foreign Affdimsaddition, Akins totally rejected force as an

alternative to keep the producers in check. Livga the first Middle Eastern oil producer to
successfully assault the Anglo-American governncemtpany front, accompanied by a
barrage of anti-Western propaganda and activiBah.Akin’s ruled out the use of force: “As
for the possibility of using force (actually sugtpesby a handful of imperialismanqués
[emphasis in original]), suffice it that it was m@for moment considered”. Given Libyan
strongman, Muammar Qaddafi’'s, future antics and\Afetstern actions, Akin’s conclusion on
Libyan oil policy is highly revealing: “The Libyangere competent men in a strong position;
they played their hand straight, and found it anivig one™? In addition, also missed by most
scholars, Nixon and Kissinger encouraged Iragi Kuodrebel to contain the growing threat
of radical Iraq to their clients as well as seekimgontain revolutionary movements on the

lower Gulf.

Only Britain maintaining as much as possdflés former position could be rated as an
unqualified success by the Nixon administratioanically, with its announcement of leaving
the Persian Gulf by the end of 1971, Labour hadeuaered itself into a position of heavy
responsibility combined with steadily decreasiniiuence. Problems in the Gulf abounded,
requiring continued British attention and workhey were to leave the area in good order and
avoiding another Aden type situation, where thewé&mber 1967 departure was
accompanied by chaos and terrorism. There were rusd®order claims to sort out, as well
as opportunistic new ones emerging in the wakerisB withdrawal. Iran claimed Bahrain

by virtue of temporary occupation in the 18th ceptand the Abu Musa Island from the
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sheikhdom of Sharjah and the Tunbs Islands fronstieékhdom of Ras al Khaimah. The
foreign office feared this dispute between Iraniand Arabs could result in military
confrontation, complicating British efforts to lemwn schedule. If the shah occupied the
islands, Britain might have to use force in accaomgawith its treaty obligations. King Faisal
of Saudi Arabia renewed his dormant claim to theaBui oasis, in the British protected
territories of Abu Dhabi and Muscat and Oman, betfbreign office discounted the king
using military force to press his case. While aadling the declining imperial authority,
Britain at the same time needed the assistandeeddtah and the king to press Qatar,
Bahrain, Abu Dhabi, Dubai, Sharjah, ‘Ajman, UmmCdiwain, Ras al-Khaimah and
Fujairah to federate into the United Arab Emirgté8E). Then, all good things could
happen; Britain would help create a union forcerporating the Trucial Oman Scouts
(TOS). The TOS were a mercenary force commandegritigh officers, controlled by the
British government not owing allegiance to any ruiy local standards, it was well trained,
experienced and effective. Progress toward the WAE painfully slow, both because of
internal squabbles among the potential memberseofihion and Irani and Saudi territorial
claims. With the British announcement to leave,réi®ellion in Dhofar, Oman deepened. The
foreign and commonwealth office believed the sulighBritish investment in the Sultan’s
Armed Forces could successfully contain the upgismaking it possible to withdraw British

forces according to the established timetable.
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For all their bluster about reversing Labouwvithdrawal decision of January 1968, after
their surprise victory in the election of June 19(h@ Conservatives adhered to Labour’'s
policy. But in contrast to Labour’s wish of cuttitige umbilical cord of empire, the Tories
wanted to retain as much influence as possiblearPersian Gulf. During the Anglo-
American talks on the Gulf in June 26, 1972 theifym office explained the new British role

in the area:

Britain intended to play as active and prominerdla in Gulf affairs as
was possible in existing political circumstancese Thodernisation of
British relations with the Gulf States had proceksgmoothly, and instead
of the low profile usually adopted by Britain inckupost-independence or
post-colonial situations, British influence remairstrong and visible
throughout the are.

Foreign minister, sir Alec Douglas-Home beganrgesef consultations with the Gulf rulers
to ascertain whether Labour’s policies could beersed. The major powers of the Gulf, Iran,
Irag, Saudi Arabia and Kuwait opposed continuedi€ripresence after 1971, while the lesser
sheikdoms wanted Britain to remain, although onlyp8i was prepared to say so publicly.
Remaining under such circumstances would have apBrigain to charges of imperialism
and provided water to the propaganda mills of &iad the revolutionary movements on the
Arabian peninsula, making a continued presencessiiegly difficult> The new prime
minister, Edward Heath, explained to the cabinedwdy 23, 1970 that Britain’s objective in
the Gulf, was: “to secure a progressive reductioexipenditure while encouraging and

assisting the local Rulers to shoulder their ovapoasibilities within the framework of an
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effective federal organizatior”The shah was persuaded to drop his claim to Bafirai

return for Britain’s tacit acceptance of Iran ocgung the Persian Gulf islands to which he
had laid claim. The United Arab Emirates were paoukd on December 2, 1971, but was the
most fragile of creations patched together ratheriédly by the departing British. Bahrain
and Qatar opted out of the new federation. Shagjalier was murdered two months after the
inauguration of the UAE in an attempted coup, wBitarjah and Fujairah fought a small war
over local territorial issues in 1972Still, even after 1971 vestiges of the Britistsition
remained in the Persian Gulf. According to Jamehléies, United States deputy assistant
secretary of defense, Britain still had importaolitcal, commercial and military ties to the
area. The military ties in addition to air faceisi on the Masirah island off the coast of Oman,
included regular air and naval visits, joint exses with the local states and military forces
assigned to Oman, UAE, Bahrain, Abu Dhabi and Qdtae Americans were well pleased
with the residual of British influence in the Gui&o while small in number and without

direct operational functions as British militaryrge”, Noyes observed, “their importance is
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considerable® Britain’s treaty of friendship with the UAE prowd for the provision of
British military advisory team3In fact, as one authority notes the British withalal from

the UAE was more apparent than real. British nai®still dominated the commercial and
banking life of the sheikdom, while British officeran its military force&’ The whole point
of Tory policy, Home explained his American couptat was to establish an indirect British
presence “so that we could exercise the maximunmtigalinfluence with the minimum

British presence®!

While Britain wanted Faisal’s assistance in ieg\a peaceful Gulf behind, Britain’s
relations with Saudi Arabia were complicated. Adien Buraimi, the king was still upset
with Britain for leaving Aden and the Gulf. Thengionly reluctantly agreed to cooperate for
a stable transition in the Gulf. Suspecting thatrttain British concern was orderly
withdrawal, lessened Faisal’s need to continuespéxial relations with Britaitf. Distancing
himself from Britain, Faisal could not afford taealate the Americans. Attempting an
independent posture in the Middle East, Faisaldnadted an ‘Islamic Alliance’ in 1964 to

counter Egyptian dictator Gamal Abdul Nasser’s app® Arab nationalism and maintain a
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certain distance from the great powers. As the gireyv older, he put more and more store in
his Islamic credentials, not only as a guardiathefholy places but also as an instrument for
gaining support for Saudi policies in the Arab &maslim world. Faisal viewed American
policies in Yemen, which had recognized an antids@wabian regime, support of Israel, and
failure to counter the growing Soviet influenceeafthe six-day war with distaste. The king,
however, was realist enough to know that ties WithUnited States were so substantial that
the links could not be broken without endangerheygurvival of his regime. Several
American presidents had guaranteed Saudi secudiyst unprovoked aggression, and, the
United States was the leading arms supplier tiitigdom. American companies and
technicians were closely interwoven with the Sadininistrative and economic fabric, while
ARAMCO supplied 80 per cent of Saudi reverti&he United States, therefore, had little
cause for concern when designating Saudi Arab@anaf its pillars in the Persian Gulf. The

other pillar was Iran, as a substitute for Britaitthe Persian Guff*

Deeply upset by Israel’s victory in the sixydear, the war itself worked to Faisal's
advantage. In return for a substantial subventidegypt, the Saudi Arabian monarch forced
Nasser to withdraw Egyptian forces from Yemen. @stisously united in the fight against

Israel, there was a deep undercurrent of EgyptianSaudi mistrust and rivalfy.Having
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broken relations with the United States, Nasserfaa®d to turn to the Kremlin in an effort
to regroup his losses after the six day war. Whghdid of massive Soviet military assistance,
Egyptian artillery bombarded Israeli positions @dhe Suez canal in early 1969, in what
Nasser termed a ‘war of attrition’. When Israep@sded with air raids deep into Egyptian
territory, Moscow eagerly supplied Nasser with acefto air missiles and even Soviet pilots.
Ironically, having seemingly secured a strong fodthin the eastern Mediterranean, the
Soviet Union was unceremoniously evicted from EdypNasser’s successor Anwar Sadat in
1972 in attempt to seek American goodwill. Americalations with Egypt were still broken
when Nasser died of a heart attack in Septembed, T@mmitted as he had always been to
Arab nationalism, telling Nixon’s envoy plainly thae did not trust the United Statés.
Nasser hinted to the United States he might béngitio restore relations if the Americans
pressured Israel to return to its pre-1967 bordere.new realist team in the White House,
president Nixon and national security advisor Hefilssinger saw little reason to placate a
supplicant Nasser, requesting favors while offennthing in return. “Why we should pay a
price”, Kissinger condescendingly sniffs in his neérs, “for the restoration of relations
which he had cut off under a totally false pret®as never made clear”. As long as the
Egyptian leader harbored large numbers of Sovibmnpioned radical Arab nationalism
with its concomitant anti-American rhetoric, Nass#fered Kissinger and Nixon little

incentive to restore American relations with Eg¥/fn reality; Nixon continued the
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traditional American policy of conciliating Nass&We are prepared for a restoration of

relations on the basis of mutual respect whenewmeditions are appropriaté®.

To cover the withdrawal of American troopsrir Vietnam, the president introduced the
Nixon-doctrine, which also had global implicatioifie United States would still honor its
treaty obligations and provide nuclear cover tallies and economic and military assistance
in lieu of American troops, while the threatenedmoy (read Vietnam) had to do the
fighting. Cynical commentators claim that, in Viatn, the bodies changed color, reduced
American losses and covered American troop withdlewReducing American
commitments, the Nixon doctrine called for closee&kiman allies to substitute for the United
States. In Asia the close ally was Japan, whilkfiica Zaire, Angola (then a Portuguese
colony) and South Africa divided the honor. In Migldle East, Nixon believed the shah fit
the job description as regional policent@Much has been made by scholars of Iran being
called in the context of the Nixon doctrine, td file power vacuum in the Persian Gulf for
the Americans, arguing the president and Kissitifed towards Iran to counter growing
Soviet influence in Iraq. But regional issues wals® of importance, Irag supported
revolutionary movements on the Arabian Peninsuleotmter the growing influence of Saudi

Arabia and Iran.

18 Nixon to Nasser in Kissinger to Nixon, March 2969, UAR vol. |, Jan. 1969-31 Aug.
1969, RNNSC.

19 John Lewis Gaddis, Strategies of Containment: iidat Appraisal of Postwar American

National Security Policy(New York: Oxford University Press, 1982), 298-8ymond L.

Garthoff, Détente and Confrontation: American-Sbielations from Nixon to Reagan

(Washington: The Brookings Institution, 1985), 10Walter LaFeber, America, Russia and

the Cold War, 1945-199MWew York: McGraw-Hill, 1991), 262.



Nixon wanted to build up Iran to one of the sgest powers in the Middle East. When
Nixon and Kissinger flew directly from the Moscownsmit in May 1972 to Tehran, it was
for the shah a flattering confirmation of his imgarce. In Tehran, Nixon and Kissinger
permitted the monarch to purchase any conventiweapons he desired from the American
arsenal, and the shah bought in a grand style.eMadtFeber notes: “The shah responded by
ordering planes and other equipment” as if he veaisggthrough the Sears, Roebuck catalog,
“in the words of one [American] official”. Finall{the shah had the means to make Iran a
great power, and, combined with rapidly risingpites, his dream of making Iran into one
of the five leading industrialized powers in therldsseemed possibf@.To pay for all this
military hardware, Nixon and Kissinger encouradesl lranian monarch to increase oil
prices. The Nixon administration had little contabout continued low oil prices, but rather
wanted to secure the flow of oil to the w&sThe United States purposely undermined the
close Anglo-American cooperation with the majora@mpanies after 1945. The president’s
special adviser on the Middle East, Hal Saunddrseived: “There are some who argue that a
takeover of the companies is only a matter of tameé that there is no point in investing a lot

of the President’s prestige in fighting that prableé”® The British, too, supported the increase
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in oil prices, benefiting from increasing arms sa@d Saudi and Iranian assistance in

suppressing the rebellion in Om&h.

The resulting Iranian military expansion wag@fantic proportions, arms were bought on a
scale never seen before. Between 1972 and 19T7hbtnaght weapons and weapons systems
for $16. 2 billion, while the Iranian defense butigpereased by 680 per cent. At the same
time, oil prices increased drastically, but mosthaf profits went to the United States to pay
for all this military hardware. The Iranian armysvan paper much stronger than the British
army, but the reality was different. Lacking th&astructure and educated personnel to
service the sophisticated military machinery, tharsimported large numbers of Americans
to run his armed forces. Americans bringing witernththe best and the worst from the United
States, having little understanding, respect omkedge of Iranian society. There were
numerous unfortunate episodes, which fuelled tloereaus hatred of America coming to
surface during the Iranian revolution of 1979. Bpes such as lightly dressed American
women strolling through a mosque, American teersagermmotorbikes riding through the

Shah mosque, while Iranians were often referrezstsand-niggers’ and ‘raghead$’.

Irag was the only obstacle for the shah's dredominating the region. Iran and Iraq had
been mutually antagonistic since the Iraqi revoluin 1958, but this came only on top of
centuries of ethnic and religious rivalries. Thegis are in the main Arabs and the Iraqi elite
are Sunni-Muslims, while most Iranians are non-Arabd Shia-Muslims. In the wake of its

revolution, and deeply conscious of being Iranferior in population, wealth and economic
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growth, Iraq signed a treaty of friendship and ayation with the Soviet Union in April
1972, just a month prior to Nixon and Kissingerstuo Tehran. Both the United States and
Iran had a common interest in breaking up the {&mjiiet coalition, as standard scholarly
accounts go, and when the shah proposed thatmicitha United States jointly support the
Kurdish rebellion in Iraqg, he found an eager aucgeim Nixon and Kissinger. Great Britain
and Israel, each for its own reasons joined in sttpyg the Kurds> Overlooked by most
accounts, additional motivation for destabilizimgd was its strong support of revolutionary

movements on the Arabian Peninsifla.

The Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) secretignsferred 16 million dollars to the Kurds
between 1972 and 1975. While the amount was irfsigni, its symbolic value was great,
since the leader of the Kurdish rebellion, Mustaskdéa Barzani, believed that this meant an
American commitment to aid his cause, or at thg least to protect his people. For Barzani
this was important, since he never trusted the.dsedel also supported the Kurds, because
the Israelis feared a militant Iraq (a fear thas wanfirmed when Israel bombed Iragi nuclear
reactors in 1981). The combined American, Britlsiinian and Israeli assistance enabled the
Kurds to fight Iraq to a stalemate, at a heavy tmghe regime, since the bulk of the Iraqi
army was engaged against the Kufd&merican relations with Saudi Arabia were impottan
too in the policy of pressuring Irag. Henry Kissn@dmits as much in his memoirs, pledging
in March 1974 to coordinate American policy withuB8eArabia on the Arabian Peninsula “to

assuage the growing Saudi uneasiness about baiegzed in a radical pincer movement
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between Iraq in the north and South Yemen in thihsth Kissinger assured Faisal that the

enemies of Saudi Arabia were the enemies of theedBtate$®

Neither the United States nor Iran wanted thedKuo succeed, but to force Irag to expend
manpower, material and revenue to punish it foraiiyeement with the Soviet Union and
support of guerillas on the Arabian Peninsula. 3tneh was well aware that if the Iragi Kurds
succeeded, his own Kurds might rebel. The UnitdeS did not believe that Barzani was a
reliable partner, given his strong Soviet connexgj@xile in the Soviet Union and USSR
arms supplies to him and the Kurds in the 1950s. Ohited States began to limit its aid in
1973, and when the shah gained territorial conoasdrom Iraq in 1975, he immediately cut
off aid to the Kurds as his part of the bargain.eWikhe shah turned off the aid spigot, the
United States followed suit. In addition, the sleidsed his borders to the Kurds. Iraq then

finally managed to crush the fifteen year long Ksindrebellion?

To manage the new relationship with Iran anddbArabia (and later Egypt) the United
States state department and treasury set up Joinirissions with these countries. Under the
umbrella of the Joint Commissions, thousands of Acae civil servants and employees from
the private sector took part in multidollar devetemt schemes in the areas of defense,
economic and agricultural development, technologgdfer and nuclear energy. But mostly,

the Joint Commissions “acted as arms salesmenrsepr8 Britain too joined in the arms
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bonanz&® Selling large quantities of military hardware, digirconstitutes a policy nor is it an
effective substitute for policy. Nixon and Kissimgeattempt at managing the Arabian
Peninsula and the Persian Gulf ended in dismalr&ilThe Nixon administration encouraged
its allies to raise oil prices in order to pay farge amounts of American military hardware.
In announcing the Nixon doctrine, Nixon anointeghliand Saudi Arabia as flag-bearers for
the United States. The United States hid undelréimean security blanket for almost a
decade. Given the weakness of the regime and #ieésshonsensical dreams of turning Iran
into one of the top five industrial and militarywers in the world, the policy was cavalierly
irresponsible. American attempts to nudge Saudbiaranto taking a more active role on the
Arabian peninsula were unsuccessfut is difficult to point to a single occasion orhigh
Saudi Arabia has served as a strategic asset.a8ynieaving Saudi Arabia wallowing in oll
money and medieval stupor, a seedbed for Islamiddmentalists, has created a huge future

problem for the United States.

The decision to leave the Persian Gulf wasethd of fixed British positions (with the
exception of Masirah Island) in the Middle Eastthat sense, Labour succeeded in cutting
the umbilical cord of empire; in an another setise British never left. On the eve of the

British withdrawal from the Persian Gulf, they depd the sultan of Oman in 1970 because
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of his lackluster response to the growing insurgendis country. Thereafter, Britain with
Jordan and Iran, conducted a sustained anti-gaealnpaign in Dhofar culminating in
victory in 1975. Critics alleged that Britain deditately allowed the rebellion to fester in order

to prolong British influence in Omat.

As events have shown, the United States isrignthat there are few if any realistic
substitutes for the special relationship in the dfiédEast and elsewhere. Henry Kissinger
observes that, with the exception of the EdwardtiHE€E070-74) interregnum, the special
relationship is alive and well. The United Statppraciates the British contribution to the
common enterprise, Kissinger notes “both in thehs&igation of British diplomacy and the
seriousness of the British military effort”. Asifflem the United States, Britain’s was the
largest and most effective allied contributiontie Gulf war in 1991, while Britain in 1993
was the first NATO country to dispatch forces tasBia>* Even before the tragic events of
September 11, 2001, George Bush insisted thatiBmtas America’s staunchest ally. During
the current campaigns in Afghanistan and Irag.aBrihas again proved to be the most
reliable American partner. But given the currertiai®e in Iraq, it is an open question how

wisely the Anglo-Americans have been in their aggilon of force.
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