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President Obama’s foreign policy doctrine appears to be at variance with Gulf 
Cooperation Council (GCC) countries’ strategic vision for the Middle East, according 
to Ambassador James Larocco. Larocco is former director of the Near East South Asia 
Center for Strategic Studies at the National Defense University and a veteran diplomat. 
He spoke at a Gulf Roundtable entitled “U.S.-Gulf Relations in 2014” on January 15, 
2014. 

The GCC will continue to be of critical importance to the United States, Larocco 
argued, but Gulf states need to understand the limits of what the United States is 
willing and able to do in the region. In Larocco’s opinion, the U.S. commitment to its 
Gulf allies will not waver, although the United States and Gulf states will continue to 
hold divergent views of how to address a range of issues including the conflict in Syria, 
negotiations with Iran, and political transition in Egypt.

In Larocco’s view, the “Obama Doctrine” in foreign policy underlies current tensions 
in the U.S.-Gulf relationship. Five elements define this doctrine, in his view: ending 
U.S. involvement in wars; seeking multilateral diplomatic solutions; vetting all 
commitments for financial costs; advancing economic security; and passing intractable 
problems along to the next presidency. Within this framework, the U.S. government 
has pursued a “task-based foreign policy” that seeks to contain conflicts and prevent 
failure rather than pursue a grand agenda. Larocco argued that the Obama Doctrine 
reflects the views of the American public after fighting two long wars in West Asia and 
suffering through a lingering recession.

At the same time, U.S. interests around the globe have not changed over the last 
several decades, including U.S. concern for energy security. The GCC’s critical role 
in managing global oil supplies and prices remains vital to U.S. economic interests, 
and the United States remains willing to protect global energy resources despite rising 
energy independence in North America. Other interests, including preventing nuclear 
proliferation and containing the threat of violent extremism, also represent common 
ground between the United States and the Gulf states. 
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Ambassador James Larocco 
completed his appointment as 
director of the Near East South 
Asia Center for Strategic Stud-
ies at the National Defense Uni-
versity on October 3, 2013, a 
position he had held since 2010. 
Larocco served more than 35 
years as a diplomat, including in 
key leadership assignments such 
as director general of the Multi-
national Force and Observers on 
the Sinai Peninsula (2004-2009), 
principal deputy assistant sec-
retary of state for Near Eastern 
affairs (2001-2004), ambassador 
to Kuwait (1997-2001), and dep-
uty chief of mission and chargé 
d’affaires in Israel (1993-1996). 
He also served in Cairo during 
the Camp David Treaty period 
and began his Foreign Service 
career in Saudi Arabia. Larocco 
received several State Depart-
ment Superior Honor Awards 
during his career and was pre-
sented the State Department’s 
Distinguished Honor Award. He 
retired from the Foreign Service 
with the personal rank of career 
minister, equivalent to the mili-
tary rank of lieutenant general. ■



to the emergence of a strong U.S.-Iranian relationship. 
He also argued that the United States would resist Saudi 
pressures to take the “Sunni side” in a regional proxy or 
direct conflict between Gulf states and Iran.  

Different positions toward the future of Iraq and Yemen 
also demonstrate conflicting U.S. and GCC priorities. Gulf 
leaders’ keen desire to be rid of Iraqi Prime Minister Nouri 
al-Maliki is fundamentally at odds with U.S. interests, 
Larocco noted. Furthermore, Larocco explained that the 
Gulf states, in their effort to break Iranian influence in 
Iraq, are actually pushing Iraq to become more dependent 
on Iran. Yemen, in contrast, needs more Gulf attention, in 
Larocco’s view. Yemen’s instability threatens the whole 
region, and Saudi Arabia in particular; up to nine million 
Yemeni refugees could flee to Saudi Arabia in the event of a 
major conflict. The United States and GCC states generally 
agree with regard to Yemen, but Larocco suggested that the 
United States urge Gulf leaders to grant the impoverished 
country higher priority on their list of concerns.

Despite these differences, the United States will remain 
unwaveringly committed to the security of the Gulf, though 
the GCC states will have to pay more for that security, 
Larocco predicted. The Obama administration has sought 
to solidify security ties with Gulf allies, including by 
establishing a comprehensive U.S.-GCC strategic dialogue. 
Moreover, U.S. military presence in the region is strong, 
with major increases in the size and number of military 
installations since 2000. Withdrawal from Afghanistan 
is “not a retreat from the region at all,” Larocco argued, 
although for some time there will be pressure to avoid 
any new commitments that require “boots on the ground.” 
The key for the U.S.-Gulf relationship will be managing 
expectations about the constraints and limits on U.S. 
actions going forward into 2014 and beyond. ■

Yet the Obama administration’s task-based foreign policy 
will also inevitably conflict with GCC countries’ goals in 
the region. Larocco explained that these countries, and 
Saudi Arabia in particular, have a “strategic vision” for their 
neighborhood that the United States does not share. The 
Saudi leadership sees a “Shiʽite arc” from Iran to Lebanon 
that must be broken because it represents an unacceptable 
threat to Sunni Gulf states’ interests. The United States 
does not and cannot embrace this vision, Larocco said, but 
Gulf countries do not always understand the limits of what 
the United States might plausibly do. U.S. diplomacy in the 
Gulf must communicate these limits effectively, he added.

Disparities between the U.S. and GCC visions manifest 
in different ways around the region. Saudi Arabia sees 
the conflict in Syria as an opportunity to shatter Shiʽite 
influence in the region through a decisive victory over 
Iranian clients. U.S. policy toward the Syrian crisis is to 
“contain and mitigate” the conflict, Larocco noted. Based 
on the premise that the conflict will continue beyond the 
current administration, U.S. actions seek to prevent failure 
and protect regional allies such as Israel and Jordan. But the 
United States’ definition of failure in Syria has changed, 
according to Larocco. The persistance of Bashar al-Assad’s 
rule no longer represents the most feared outcome. Instead, 
the United States needs to prevent and prepare for the onset 
of “the second war” against violent extremism. Still, the 
United States will not seek to use the Syrian conflict to 
shape regional outcomes, Larocco reiterated.

U.S. policy in Egypt has not changed since the Arab 
uprisings began, Larocco argued, because the United States 
has always dealt with whoever was in power. To protect 
strategic interests, the United States has sought cordial 
relations with all Egyptian leaders, including Mohammed 
Morsi. Gulf leaders have struggled to understand this 
behavior, Larocco argued, which has contributed to anger 
and frustration between allies over how to influence 
Egypt’s future.

The Obama Doctrine and Gulf interests diverge most 
sharply with relation to Iran. A non-nuclear Iran presents 
a number of opportunities that serve U.S. economic and 
counterterrorism interests. Yet, diplomacy with Iran does 
not fit within the Gulf strategic vision and will continue 
to cause tensions in the U.S.-Gulf relationship. That 
the United States could eventually become friends with 
Iran is a possibility that Gulf audiences find extremely 
threatening, Larocco explained. He cautioned that Saudi 
Arabia might even prefer the emergence of a nuclear Iran 
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