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FOREWORD



On behalf of Gulf International Forum (GIF), and on the occasion of GIF’s Second Annual Gulf International Conference, I am pleased to present to you The Dilemma of Security and Defense in the Gulf Region, GIF’s second edited book. In this volume you will find 11 chapters on the region, each by an expert scholar who discusses the region’s security dilemmas by offering different policy perspectives. This publication is the result of months of work among the GIF team and the chapter authors, who carefully selected their topics and discussion points in order to cover a diverse array of issues and concerns related to this timely topic.


GIF is an independent, non-profit Washington-based institute that aspires to enhance peace, progress, security, and stability in the Gulf and greater Middle East region through the open proliferation of ideas. Our region of focus is the Gulf, which we define as including the Gulf Cooperation Council states, in addition to Iran, Iraq and Yemen. Through our work we strive to be the primary source of credible analysis on the region. Our mission revolves around enhancing understandings; engaging in free dialogue; and promoting independent thinking by building awareness and co tributing to the accumulation of knowledge on the Gulf.


My coeditor and I would like to express our gratitude to each of the chapter authors for their contribution. GIF’s work to provide our readers with policy relevant analysis of the Gulf’s security and defense status was a particularly challenging task given the tense environment in the region. This book would not have been possible without the hard work of our team members. Specifically, I would like to thank Anas AlQaed, Nabeel Al-Nowairah, and Jesse Schatz for repeatedly reviewing the book and facilitating this project, in addition to Ali N., whose design can be seen throughout this volume.


Dania Thafer


Executive Director, Gulf International Forum







INTRODUCTION


Dania Thafer*





The evolving security dimensions in the Gulf region lie at the intersection of two major events that have reshaped the strategic calculus of international and regional actors in the Middle East. The Arab Spring, which witnessed a fall of traditional leadership in the Middle East, coupled with the United States’ diminished strategic interests in the Gulf, has created a vacuum of security leadership. And as Aristotle has rightly stated “nature abhors a vacuum.” Therefore, in response to the vacuum, nature has taken its course, and both the Arab Gulf states and Iran have been pursuing opportunities to fill the void. This new security reality, combined with the fading of aging traditional rulers and the emergence of younger, more bold leadership, has forged new regional security dynamics and partnerships that converge on mitigating perceived security threats. These perceived threats and changing regional dynamics often cause a dilemma for the Gulf states between the maintenance of regional security and the preservation of domestic security interests.


A crucial dimension of the Gulf’s security environment addressed in this book is precisely the issue of whether the U.S. is likely to maintain a strong strategic presence in the Gulf region. The U.S. becoming energy independent has arguably diminished its core strategic interest in the region.1 This change in the U.S.’ strategic calculus has left actors in the Gulf region to increase their defensive capabilities and attempt to proactively address regional threats through more aggressive strategies.


The close temporal proximity between the wave of popular ‘Arab Spring’ movements and the U.S.’ disengagement led to the demise of long-standing conventional powers in the Middle East. This has had substantial ramifications for the Gulf region’s changing security environment. The youthful Arab Spring movements caused GCC leadership to address the grievances of their youth-majorities. Consequently, there has been an increased trend of relatively younger leadership evidencing more confrontational policies, as opposed to their predecessors’ application of conciliatory tribal measures in order to resolve differences.


A commonality among the perceived security threats of the states of the Arabian Peninsula is the presence and actions of their neighbor across the Gulf: Iran. Much to their chagrin, as the U.S.’ primary strategic interests have diminished, so too has Washington’s mutual interest in countering the Islamic Republic. This in part led to the opening of negotiation channels with Iran that resulted in the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA). The Obama-era agreement was a signal to the GCC states that they must independently pursue their security interests, and, as a result, upon the inauguration of a new administration they heavily lobbied President Trump to withdraw from the JCPOA.2 Regardless of whether or not it was due to this lobbying, the Trump administration’s withdrawal from the JCPOA and the subsequent reapplication of sanctions at an unprecedented scale has led to the heightened tensions and security dilemmas that the Gulf region is currently witnessing.


Another emerging trend linked to the post-Arab Spring vacuum, and also partly to the fall of Saddam Hussein, has been the development of a rivalry for power in the broader Middle East between Iran and the Arab Gulf states. The Saudis, already established as the de-facto leaders of the GCC, have only further expanded their role and are now seen as the most influential nation in the Arab world. The newly heightened geopolitical prominence of the GCC states caused by the demise of the region’s traditional powers (Egypt and Iraq), has resulted in the Gulf states becoming deeply involved in post-Arab Spring regional conflicts to the extent that, in many cases, they have ended up on opposing sides to their neighboring Gulf states.


In the southwestern corner of the Arabian Peninsula the war in Yemen has evolved into a security concern that is a daily threat to some GCC states and unquestionably for Yemen. What was initially conceived as a two-week operation to simply push the Iran-backed Houthi rebels outside Sana’a has instead lasted into a four-year conflict that has sunk Yemen into further infighting, empowered paramilitary groups, and weakened Yemeni state institutions and armed forces. In some cases, these paramilitary groups have taken control of the Yemeni army’s equipment sites, turning these weapon arsenals into a threat to Yemen’s unity and the Gulf’s regional security. This is made evident each time Yemen’s Houthis use missiles and drones to target Saudi Arabia’s airports, facilities, and Red Sea oil tankers.3


Adding to the already tense environment between some GCC states and Iran, U.S.-sanctions and the “maximum pressure” policy on the Islamic Republic have contributed to worldwide energy market instability and have affected the safety of the Gulf region’s oil trading routes.4 Several incidents recently caused tension to reach unprecedented levels and put the region on the brink of war. Notable examples include the recent strikes at the Abqaiq oil facilities in Saudi Arabia, and the earlier attacks on Saudi and Emirati tankers by yet-to-be-determined actors.5


In addition to the rivalries between regional hegemonic powers, the shift in Middle Eastern leadership caused by both the U.S.’ decreased involvement and the Arab Spring has affected the small states’ security status and strategic behavior. With a new security environment, small states have been keen on utilizing asymmetric powers and advantages to guarantee their security, while larger states have begun asserting their dominance. Moreover, small states such as Qatar, Kuwait and Bahrain have either been balancing against, or bandwagoning with larger regional players. The Gulf crisis, between Qatar from one side, and Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates (UAE) and Bahrain on the other, also stands as a prominent case-and-point. Qatar has been balancing against Saudi and the UAE by leveraging their alliance with Turkey, while Bahrain has shielded itself behind Saudi Arabia and the UAE for a similar purpose. The Gulf crisis is a paramount indicator of how the post-Arab Spring era has caused a rift in a pertinent body originally created to counter Iran.


One of the main consequences of the Gulf crisis has been the deterioration of the GCC monarchies’ collective defense strategy. The fact that a subset of the council has acted against one of its own has severely damaged its collective security and defense methods. The bloc, which was founded to deter the risks posed by an aggressive Iraq under Saddam Hussein and a potentially contagious Islamic Revolution from Iran, has instead fractured under internal divisions, leading to a scramble for individual Gulf states to solicit foreign protection on a bilateral basis.


Prior to the Gulf crisis, the shared geography and mutually perceived threats of the GCC necessitated an efficient defense plan that pooled resources and information in order to protect one another against regional threats. From its inception, this enhanced the bloc’s ability to deter all attacks or acts of aggression against any of the six states. However, seemingly overnight, the rift ended the power of this deterrent, only to have been replaced by a void to be exploited by other powers such as Iran and Turkey.


Given the exploitation of these vacuums, a general assessment of the Middle East and North Africa’s current state of affairs necessitates the realization that, apart from Turkey, the dominant players either directly or indirectly involved in the region’s conflicts and proxy-wars are states within the Gulf region. This truth has forced not only the Gulf’s acceptance of this new security and defense paradigm, but also that of the global community, which must adapt in the face of the Gulf’s ascending relevance.


In order to reflect on the effects of the aforementioned trends, the following chapters have been split into three thematic parts. Part I of this edited volume, Contextualizing Security and Defense in the Gulf nests ongoing security dynamics within a broader conversation that takes into account the region’s historical context, and extends security to new dimensions critical to the region’s stability. Part II, An Examination of the Gulf’s Evolving Security Dynamics consists of six chapters in which the authors evaluate the trends governing the shifts in security dynamics that have affected the Gulf region, including intraregional perspectives, and public opinion on security matters. Part III of this book Gulf Security in a Regional and International Context, examines how the region’s security has been impacted by the turbulence in the Arab World, the rising role of Turkey in the Gulf, and a changing U.S. strategy in the region.


Contextualizing Security and Defense in the Gulf


This volume opens with a contextualization of the current security environment and a historical overview by book editor, Khalid Al-Jaber, who in Chapter 1 recalls the various presences of colonial and modern powers in the Gulf region, and the security dimensions related to their presence. Al-Jaber presents the most significant events that changed the Gulf region’s security dynamics, from the era of Portuguese control, to the 2017 Gulf crisis and present-moment of renewed U.S.-Iran tensions. Al-Jaber argues, that there is reason to conclude that China and/or Russia will have more active roles in the Gulf’s security. However, leadership in the GCC states recognizes that America will likely remain the dominant foreign military power in the Gulf for the foreseeable future. The current security status of the Gulf, which will be discussed in the next chapter, should not be overlooked in evaluating the present security status of the Gulf region, since the Gulf region has been of paramount interest to a number of world powers in various periods throughout history.


Courtney Freer’s subsequent chapter is a more current examination of the status of security in the Gulf. Freer assesses how Gulf state security dynamics have changed since the Gulf crisis, the Yemen war, and the U.S. withdrawal from the JCPOA. In Chapter 2, Freer explains how each of these events have affected the security status of the region. Freer argues that the Arab Spring has caused three new foreign policies to emerge among the GCC states which are (1) new bolder policies as a result of a generational shift in Gulf leadership; (2) the rise of a nationalistic outlook across GCC states; and (3) differing visions about the role of political Islam. Freer concludes that there are three axes in the Middle East: Turkey-Qatar; Iran and its allies; and the so-called “moderates,” Saudi Arabia-U.S.-UAE. An extrapolation of Freer’s chapter allows one to conclude that the GCC states’ foreign policy is commonly a function of perceived threats. Therefore, it is beneficial to define the analytical parameters of security beyond traditional paradigms to accurately capture the evolving security dynamics of the Gulf region.


In Chapter 3 Emma Soubrier deconstructs the misconception that the political and military dimensions of security are more vital than its often overlooked economic, social and environmental dimensions. Soubrier demonstrates how rethinking the Gulf security paradigm would help improve regional unity and cooperation. In her analysis, she moves away from traditional security frameworks, to a more comprehensive approach that encapsulates risk factors in their plurality and diversity. Soubrier argues that rethinking the Gulf security paradigm in the evolving regional environment can contribute to the advancement of unity and cooperation.


An Examination of the Gulf’s Evolving Security Dynamics


After nesting Gulf security within a historical and multidisciplinary approach, Part II of this volume dedicates six chapters to the examination of the current evolving security dynamics that affect the Gulf region. It assesses how critical junctures such as the Arab Spring and the U.S.’s drawdown have changed the security environment for different regional actors, including the GCC states, Iran, and Yemen. In Chapter 4 Dina Esfandiary begins by exploring how the Arab Spring affected security perceptions, which in turn caused a shift in foreign policymaking. This chapter focuses on the case studies of the UAE and Qatar. Esfiandiary argued that in the post Arab Spring era, the GCC states became more assertive in pursuit of their own interests, and consequently, caused an increase in the likelihood of internal tensions. With the increase of division among the GCC states, an important issue to address is how such divisions will affect their collective defense strategy.


David Des Roches evaluates challenges and opportunities for the establishment of a collective defense strategy for the GCC states in Chapter 5. Des Roches contends that the GCC states have varying levels of collaboration with regard to their collective security. For example, he highlights that for missile defense the prospects are high for collective security measures, whereas it is lower for military interoperability and multinational procurement. Overall, Des Roches argues that GCC states can only achieve autonomous defense capabilities via military integration, yet purports there are many obstacles for the achievement of a collective defense strategy.


As Soubrier has demonstrated in Chapter 3, there are broader security concerns beyond the traditional military and political issues addressed in Des Roches’ chapter. David Pollock in Chapter 6 speaks to these dynamics by evaluating public opinion in the GCC states. Given the dearth of public opinion research on the Gulf states, the analysis provided by Pollock offers a rare view of polls from five GCC states concerning popular opinion on issues related to the security and geopolitical threats posed by Iran, the Gulf crisis, and the Muslim brotherhood. The polls also reveal how Gulf societies view the Gulf states’ relations with the U.S. Pollock concludes that various GCC publics agree with their states on most key security issues, mainly on the containment of Iran and its proxies. Still, while the polls evidenced this agreement, they also showed that the region’s citizenry prefers that intra-GCC conflicts and other issues perceived as national security threats be mitigated through negotiations.


With GCC societies and some Gulf states viewing Iran as a prime threat, it would be difficult to gain a holistic understanding of Gulf security without assessing GCC-Iran relations. In Chapter 7, Kenneth Katzman discusses the GCC’s overall relations with the Islamic Republic, delving into each state’s unilateral view of Iran and their perceptions of the threats Tehran poses. Katzman argues that the division among the GCC states on how to deal with Iran is on a spectrum which is between confrontation and accommodation. He also analyzes the various dynamics that contribute to the GCC-Iran tensions, including Iran’s past (and perhaps ongoing) attempts to interfere in the internal affairs of several Gulf states.


A discussion on Iran-GCC relations would be incomplete without addressing the ongoing Yemen conflict. Therefore, Gerald Feierstein discusses the war in Yemen in Chapter 8 and its implications on the security and stability of the Gulf region. Feierstein hones in on how the war affects Yemen and has shifted powers within the country due to the rise of new roles as a result of the armed conflict. He argues that Yemen has become a battleground for several Gulf states seeking to establish regional primacy. Feierstein addresses the internal divisions within the GCC states as they relate to their responses to the Yemen conflict.


Gulf Security in a Regional and International Context


Beyond the Gulf’s intraregional security environment, Part III examines the security of the Gulf in both an interregional and international context. This section first evaluates how states in the Gulf region has postured both defensive and offensive measures in an attempt to preemptively deter any spillover due to turbulence in the Arab World. Then, the next chapter turns to the implication of the rising role of Turkey in the Gulf and how that affects the Gulf’s security environment. Last, it addresses how the changing U.S. strategy will affect the region’s security context.


In Chapter 9 Ross Harrison holistically seats the GCC states within the context of a greater Arab World that has suffered from many civil wars and conflicts. He examines how the Gulf states have affected the civil wars in Yemen, Iraq, Syria and Libya. The chapter also discusses the relationship between civil wars and the Arab political order, and how this could impact Gulf states’ national security. Harrison argues that some Gulf states, such as Iran and Saudi Arabia, which have seen their roles expanded, need to adopt a more fitting regional approach and look beyond their narrow grievances.


Although several dynamics closely link the Arab world to Gulf security, Bulent Aras adds a new layer to this discussion by looking at how non-Arab states, such as Turkey, are intimately linked to the Gulf’s defense and security environment. Aras’s discussion in Chapter 10 employs geopolitical reasoning as the primary analytic framework to explain Turkey’s evolving security and defense relations with the Gulf states. He examines events and situations in which Turkey and each of the Gulf states have agreed or differed in the Middle East and the Gulf, as well as the expected role and shape of Turkey’s respective Gulf relations. Aras explained that the Turkish security role in the region has been expanded by Ankara’s decision to establish a military base in Qatar. This decision displays an alternative security approach for small states in the Gulf region. He argues that Turkey’s increased engagement in the Gulf region and the greater Middle East will likely continue on the same trajectory for the foreseeable future. Still, even though Turkey has established itself as an influential regional player, in spite of Washington’s dwindling influence, it is the U.S. that still remains the region’s dominant influence.


Daniel Serwer closes with Chapter 11, in which he discusses the pillars of U.S. national security in the Gulf region, and how they have changed during the Trump presidency. Serwer provides an assessment of Trump’s relations with the GCC and Iran, and how changes over the last few years have affected long term U.S. interests. In his chapter Serwer argued that the decline in the region’s strategic importance has played a role in the U.S.’ retreat from the region, adding that Washington is more concerned about Russia’s and China’s respective challenges in Europe and the Indo-pacific than the increased role of Moscow and Beijing in the Middle East.


For a variety of contributing factors, the defense and security status of the Gulf region is facing a dilemma between the maintenance of regional security and the preservation of domestic security interests. This dilemma stems from the perceived decline of U.S. influence and lingering consequences of the Arab Spring movements. Divisions and armed conflicts, both within the Gulf itself and the surrounding region are a result of this changing political order and the ascension of many of the Gulf states on the international scene. In light of these evolving dynamics, there will be various defense and security consequences for the Gulf and the greater Middle East which are addressed in this edited volume. With contributions from practitioners as well as academics, this book will be a vital resource for both researchers and policymakers.
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Chapter 1



THE HISTORY OF THE DEFENSE AND SECURITY STRUGGLE IN THE GULF


Khalid Al-Jaber*





Introduction


The Gulf region has been of significant interest to a number of world powers in various periods throughout history. The region has been an important target of many empires both due to its strategic geographical location, as well as the inability of the indigenous people to defend themselves against larger outside powers. Despite the discovery of oil precipitating an economic revolution fueled by the region’s lavish resources, the countries of this region continue to be unable to take control of their security to combat external threats. This chapter attempts to briefly recall the various presences (colonial or otherwise) in the Gulf region, and the security dimensions related to recent events in the Arab world, including the Arab Spring and the current GCC Crisis.


1. Portuguese Colonization


The first decades of the sixteenth century saw the spread of the Portuguese Empire, motivated by Lisbon’s determination to control the most profitable ports in East Africa, Malabar, Cancún, the Gulf region and the Malacca strait. Beginning in 1507, the Portuguese tightened their grip on Oman’s maritime trade by taking over several important ports and commercial cities in the Gulf, including Julfar (Ras Al Khaimah, United Arab Emirates) and Khasab, as well as the coastal cities between Ras Al Hadd and Musandam Island. Ports under Portuguese control included Qaryat, Muscat, Muttrah, Sib, Sohar, Khor Fakkan, Dibba and Lima.1


In the first half of the sixteenth century the Portuguese sought to establish their executive sovereignty in the Indian Ocean by driving away Muslim merchants and imposing the purchase of maritime passage permits, cartazes, for non-armed Muslim merchant vessels.2 The transformation of Eastern trade from the hands of the Gulf Arabs, who for many centuries were masters of maritime trade and the sea, marked the beginning of an economic decline in the region.


During the seventeenth century, several factors led to the weakening of Portuguese control over the Arabian coast and a decline in their control over the Gulf. These variables included continued resistance from the Gulf ports against the Portuguese occupation and the tightening of a siege enacted against them by economic communities in the region.3


For almost a century and a half the Portuguese had imposed their absolute control over the Gulf. However, despite their inarguable control over local populations, the Portuguese were still challenged by Ottoman Middle Eastern rule. The rivalry between the Ottomans and the Safavid Persians, who had established a policy of co-operation with the Portuguese against the Ottomans, constituted a major obstacle to the permanent expulsion of the Portuguese from the Arabian Gulf or Indian Ocean. By the beginning of the 17th century, Oman finally liberated itself from the Portuguese control.


Concurrently however, at the end of the 16th century Britain and the Netherlands began to show interest in establishing direct trade links with the East. The arrival of British and Dutch ships in the Indian Ocean as commercial competition for achieving control over the sea posed the greatest challenge to Portuguese hegemony in Asia. This long-term rivalry proved the impermanence of Portuguese economic strength and led to the dissolution of their Eastern empire.


2. British Colonization


For more than 150 years, from 1820 until their withdrawal in 1971, Britain was the dominant power in the Gulf region. As with other rival European powers, (principally the Portuguese, French and Dutch), Britain’s initial 17th century interest in the Gulf region was aimed at developing business interests. However, the nature of British intervention began to change after it was able to consolidate and expand its colonial possessions in India.


The East India Company (EIC), one of the largest and most influential business in recorded history, was a key player in these developments. Beginning in the 1870s, the company’s position in India evolved from its focus on economic control, to a political role that was supported by the company’s own dedicated army and fleet.


After the company’s property in India became very profitable, the surrounding area and commercial routes to and from India gained new importance for the company. This realization increased the EIC’s participation in the Gulf region and, although initially seeking to protect its vessels and personnel in the region, it too evolved into a project of political control imposed by the use of military forces, particularly the British Navy. Much of the move was based on Britain’s strategy to prevent rival colonial powers from interfering in the Gulf.


The British imposed an anti-piracy treaty known as the General Peace Treaty of 1820 on all Arab rulers in the region. To enact the agreement and to manage their relations with local rulers and protect British trade in the Gulf, the British introduced the position of political agent in the lower Arabian Gulf. By signing the Maritime Armistice Treaty of 1853, the Arab rulers formally waived their right to wage naval wars in return for British protection against external threats to their rule.


During the 19th century, the British also ratified a number of bilateral agreements with the rulers of the individual Arab sheikhdoms, effectively giving the British control over the external relations of the rulers in addition to the responsibility for their defense. However, From the middle of the 19th century onwards British hegemony over the region was reinforced by a naval presence under the command of the British naval officer in the Gulf. British officials in the region did not hesitate to issue orders to blow up fortresses and palaces of Arab rulers if the rulers did not display enough commitment to preserve British interests. These officials were organized in a network of political agencies and were present at different times in Bahrain, Kuwait, Sharjah, Muscat, Doha, Dubai, Abu Dhabi, and Gwadar.


After India’s independence in 1947 the British government in London assumed responsibility for maintaining British influence in the Gulf.4 During this period the discovery of vast oil fields meant that the Gulf region gained great geostrategic importance in and of itself, no longer simply due to its proximity to India.


At the end of the 1950s British presence in the region was increasingly criticized as Arab nationalism gained widespread popularity in the Arab world. Although Kuwait gained independence in 1961, Britain remained dominant in the Gulf for another decade until 1971, the year it officially left the region and the other Gulf states gained their independence. While Britain relinquished its direct political control over the region, it retained considerable influence with close political, economic and military ties that continue to this day.


3. U.S. Involvement in the Gulf


The United States’ relations with the monarchies of the Arabian Peninsula strengthened significantly after the end of World War II in 1945. With America and its allies having just defeated Nazi Germany and Imperial Japan, Washington now began to view virtually all global affairs through a new Cold War prism, believing that Soviet expansionism constituted its number one international menace. From 1945 onward Washington began to place greater value on the Gulf due to its being a strategically prized, and oil-rich part of the world.


All U.S. presidents throughout the Cold War—from Franklin Delano Roosevelt (FDR) to George H. W. Bush—worked to preserve the pro-Western and anti-Soviet orientation of the Gulf’s geopolitical order. In the post-Cold War era, all U.S. administrations—both Democratic and Republican—have continued to place special value on obtaining strong relationships between Washington and the Arab Gulf monarchies. These partnerships are viewed as playing key roles in the U.S.’ grander foreign policy agenda throughout the Middle East and beyond.


As FDR worked to establish a close US-Saudi partnership based on an easily understandable oil-for-security agreement, when the Cold War broke out in the 1940s the U.S. was not the dominant Western force in the Gulf region.5 At the time, Britain continued to function as the security guarantor for these newly independent Arabian monarchies, as well as London’s Arabian Peninsula protectorates. The rise of the U.S. as the most powerful outside actor in the Gulf resulted from the United Kingdom’s withdrawal from the Suez in the 1950s, which ended the period of British dominance in the region.


The UK’s retreat from the Gulf at a time when the smaller monarchies of the Arabian Peninsula were gaining independence (between 1961 and 1971) created enormous security dilemmas for the smaller sheikhdoms. With the security umbrella that the British had previously provided to the Arab Gulf monarchies now removed, new regional dynamics largely driven by global Cold War politics had major implications for the Gulf monarchies, inducing major uncertainties for their rulers.


In 1961, the year of Kuwait’s independence, the Prime Minister of Iraq, Abd al-Karim Qasim, asserted that Kuwait belonged to Iraq as an “integral part” of his country.6 The establishment of the Arabian Peninsula’s first (and only) Marxist regime in South Yemen in 1967 and the Soviet, Chinese, and North Korean-backed Dhofar revolt in the Sultanate of Oman brought the controversies of Communism directly into the southern Arabian Peninsula.7


The sheikdoms of Arabia also had grave concerns about the ambitions of their highly nationalistic neighbor in Iran, which emerged against the backdrop of London’s planned withdrawal from the East of Suez. Iran’s longstanding claims to Bahrain intensified after London declared its intention to leave the Gulf in 1968, raising concerns about the Shah’s agenda in the region and its implications for the small Arabian Peninsula sheikdoms. Iran’s seizure of three Gulf islands (Abu Musa and the Greater and Lesser Tunbs) one day before the British withdrawal from the then-Trucial States (which officially became the independent United Arab Emirates (UAE) the following day in October 1971) confirmed suspicions of Tehran’s underlying aim to subvert the Arabian monarchies of the Gulf.8


In 1969 came the Nixon Doctrine. The strategy of President Richard Nixon’s administration was predicated on the ability of Washington’s key regional allies to maintain a pro-U.S. geopolitical order in the Gulf region. In practice, this approach rested on the U.S. strongly supporting both Saudi Arabia and Iran as two pro-status quo, pro-West monarchies in a strategy that became known as the “Twin Pillars”.9 Both the regimes in Riyadh and Tehran were staunchly anti-Communist to their core and equally pro-Western. The U.S. leadership saw Iraq’s left-wing government as a menace to regional stability, equal in threat severity to Baghdad’s projection of power in the Gulf. Thus the “Twin Pillars” strategy was largely geared toward countering Iraqi influence in the Middle East.


The Nixon Doctrine died with the abolishment of 2,500 years of continuous Persian monarchical rule in 1979. That year’s revolution in Iran shook the Arab monarchs of the Gulf like no other event had prior. Fears that Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini’s revolutionary messages to Muslims worldwide would strike a chord amongst the marginalized Shi’a communities in Saudi Arabia’s Eastern Province, other parts of the Arabian Peninsula, and Iraq led officials in Baghdad, Riyadh and other Gulf capitals to believe that Iran’s new regime was a major ideological threat. Put simply, the overthrow of the U.S.-backed Shah transformed the Arabian Peninsula sheikdoms general perception of Iran into that of a Middle Eastern strategic threat that was extremely aggressive, predatory, and hostile.


In addition to the establishment of Iran’s current regime, 1979 was also an important year regionally due to three other major events that contributed to leaders of the Arabian Peninsula states fearing wider unrest in the greater Middle East and throughout the entire Islamic world. That year Egypt became the first Arab state to make peace with Israel. This marked a grave setback in the eyes of Palestinians, Jordanians and Syrians, and ultimately removed Cairo from the Arab-Israeli conflict, later resulting in an Egyptian military Islamist famously assassinating President Anwar Sadat in 1981.10


Additionally, there was the siege of Mecca, in which hundreds of armed Sunni Muslim fundamentalists took over the Grand Mosque in Medina, holding about 100,000 people hostage for two weeks.11 The armed radicals proclaimed the arrival of the Mahdi, the savior who was to cleanse the Islamic world of what the extremists saw as Western immorality. While the standoff was eventually dealt with and removed from the Grand Mosque by French special forces, the extremists behind the siege gave inspiration to Osama bin Laden and other jihadists worldwide.12 Such forces of fundamentalism profoundly shook the ruling Al-Saud family, exposing the extent to which extremists in the Islamic world threatened their rule from an ideational standpoint.


Lastly, the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in December 1979 led to the U.S. becoming far more committed to the security of its allies along the Arabian Peninsula’s eastern shore. The U.S. leadership feared that the Soviet assault on Afghanistan and occupation of the country posed a menace to American hegemony in the Gulf. The invasion also created much anxiety for Washington based on fears that the Soviet presence in Afghanistan could serve to further project Moscow’s influence vis-à-vis the Indian Ocean. In response, President Jimmy Carter established the “Carter Doctrine.” This strategy, formally written by the administration, laid out the following: “An attempt by any outside forces to gain control of the Gulf region will be regarded as an assault on the vital interests of the United States. It will be repelled by use of any means necessary, including the use of force.”13


The Carter Doctrine closely resembled the assertion made by Britain’s Foreign Secretary Lord Lansdowne in a debate in the House of Lords nearly seven decades earlier. “Our policy should be directed in the first place to promote and protect British trade in those waters” of the Gulf. He also asserted that London “should regard the establishment of a naval base, or of a fortified port, in the Gulf by another Power as a very grave menace to British interests, and we should certainly resist it with all the means at our disposal.”14


4. Birth of the GCC


With these factors in play, as well as the breaking out of the Iran-Iraq war in September 1980, the Arabian Peninsula sheikdoms grew increasingly unsettled by the growing turmoil in countries extremely close to their borders. By 1981, Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the UAE joined together to formally establish the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC). Officially, the sub-regional organization’s purposes for establishment pertained to a host of goals, from creating a common currency and promoting economic integration among the six member states, to cooperating in the fields of science, tourism, and so on.15 Nonetheless, from the beginning it was clear that achieving greater collective security was the underlying reason behind the GCC’s establishment as these Arabian Peninsula sheikdoms sought to fortress themselves from major threats in the region.


The GCC as a multinational institution never transformed into a union, nor a military or political alliance in the truest senses of these words. Unlike the European Union, this Council of six Arab Gulf states never established a body for executing supranational decisions. Furthermore, throughout the GCC’s history, especially since May/June 2017, internal divisions have plagued the institution. Beginning early in the Council’s existence the smaller members have maintained fears of Riyadh’s apparent quest to establish Saudi hegemony over the entire Arabian Peninsula at the expense of Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, and the UAE’s national sovereignties.


Within this context, following the end of the Iran-Iraq War in 1988, Oman and Qatar have worked with Iran to develop partnerships despite disagreeing with Tehran on certain regional issues. Doha and Muscat see their ties with Iran as offering Arab states greater strategic depth vis-à-vis Saudi Arabia and balance between both of their neighbors. This strategy is in stark opposition to the path pursued by Bahrain, which has relinquished much sovereignty to Saudi Arabia in exchange for high levels of support from Riyadh to counter the perceived Iranian threat. Qatar’s opening of diplomatic relations with the Soviet Union and China in the 1980s, as well as Oman’s establishment of ties with the Kremlin also underscored each of these GCC states’ interests in beginning to look beyond their fellow Arab states and Western allies for partnership.16 Instead, these two nations pursued increasingly fruitful relations with powers of the East that they had been largely cut off from when operating within the old Cold War framework.


5. The Post-Cold War Era


After the collapse of the Berlin Wall and implosion of the Soviet Union, the world entered a new, unique period of global history. While President George H. W. Bush spoke of a “New World Order” based on U.S. primacy, American hegemony faced no serious challenge from any power.17 During this era of U.S. hegemony, the “radical” Arab states that had previously aligned with the Kremlin (Iraq, Syria, etc.) faced serious dilemmas on the international stage once their backers in Moscow ceased to lead a global power. Nonetheless, for all six GCC states, which were pro-Western and anti-Communist throughout the Cold War, the transformation of the global geopolitical balance of power into a new era of American primacy was, from their position, an extremely positive development.


The first security nightmare that the GCC states faced in the 20th century’s final decade arrived when Iraq invaded Kuwait in 1990. The U.S.-led international coalition successfully liberated the oil-rich Arabian emirate ending a crisis that had major ramifications felt worldwide. The ease with which U.S. forces and their allies defeated a demoralized Iraqi army underscored how much the balance of power in the Middle East had shifted in Washington’s favor, especially considering how Moscow did not side with Iraq (its traditional ally) in that conflict. In the aftermath of the Gulf War of 1991, all GCC states worked with Washington to deepen security partnerships, believing that only the U.S. was positioned to defend the GCC states from more powerful states in the region such as Iraq and Iran.


The Iraqi invasion of Kuwait in 1990 did more than just expose the GCC states’ predicament of reliance on an external power for protection. Perhaps unintentionally, the invasion also eased tensions in other GCC states’ relations with Tehran, as Iran’s support of Kuwait fully cemented Iraq’s new status as the top regional threat. Although tension continued to factor into GCC-Iran relations during the 1990s, these ties improved markedly in the post-Khomeini era that followed the Iran-Iraq war. Oman and Qatar began advocating for a new security architecture based on all six GCC states and Iran working in tandem to address regional impediments to stability and prosperity. Still, such proposals fell on deaf ears as other members of the Council were skeptical of the Islamic Republic and did not see such a role for the Iranian regime in the region.
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