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6 fierce or feeble
persian gulf assessments of u.s. power

Jon B. Alterman

Since the conclusion of the Cold War brought an end to Soviet threats to Western Europe, no re-
gion of the world has a security architecture more reliant on U.S. power than the Persian Gulf. The 
U.S. military commitment to the Gulf is substantial for such a small piece of geography. Although 
hard to quantify now in the face of two ongoing wars, there has been the equivalent of a carrier 
battle group and air wing in the vicinity of the Gulf for most of the last two decades. Hard to put 
into dollar terms, some economists ascribe some rather fantastical numbers to U.S. defense spend-
ing for the Gulf. One estimate puts the U.S. peacetime commitment to be upward of $44 billion 
per year,1 and another provocatively estimates it as approximately a quarter of the total Pentagon 
baseline budget, or approximately $125 billion per year.2

Whatever the actual cost, and even if the durable U.S. commitment is only a handful of U.S. 
ships and a few thousand troops, the U.S. role in the Gulf remains central to the United States, the 
Gulf states themselves, and to the world that buys their oil and gas. The Gulf Cooperation Coun-
cil (GCC) states rely on the United States to protect them from Iran, Iraq, and each other, while 
powers as diverse as China, India, and Japan rely on the United States to secure the free passage of 
oil through the Strait of Hormuz. As the Navy of the Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps increases 
the activities of its small craft in the Gulf, all countries look to the United States to identify and 
combat potential threats. For most of a decade, European policymakers have argued that any 
international effort to deal with potential Iranian nuclear proliferation must have the United States 
at its core. The Gulf, then, represents the intersection of several forces: U.S. power, Iranian opposi-
tion to U.S. power, global vulnerability, and reliance on the United States.

Importance of U.S. Power
There is no region in the world where the perception of a rise or decline in U.S. power should be 
more consequential. Ceteris paribus, a sense of U.S. power waning should be expected to em-
bolden Iran and cause U.S. allies in the region to bandwagon with Iran; a perception of rising U.S. 
power should stiffen the resolve of U.S. allies and provoke more conflict-averse Iranian behavior. 
Yet, a series of conversations with senior leaders in the Gulf in May 2010 and subsequent research 
suggest that U.S. power is merely one of several factors that Gulf nations evaluate when shaping 

1.  M. R. Copulos, America’s Achilles Heel: The Hidden Costs of Imported Oil, A Strategy for Energy Inde-
pendence (Washington, D.C.: National Defense Council Foundation, 2003), p. 32.

2.  Roger Stern, “United States Cost of Military Projection in the Persian Gulf, 1976–2007,” Energy 
Policy (2010).
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their own behavior. Equally important (yet not wholly independent) are questions of U.S. com-
mitment, intentions, and capabilities. Although such a finding undermines any effort to fit Gulf 
 perceptions of U.S. power into a global model, it also suggests that key sets of determinants are 
firmly within U.S. control. Whereas it is difficult for the United States to manage global percep-
tions of its rise and fall, the United States can shape regional perceptions of its commitment, inten-
tions, and capabilities through a discrete set of actions and statements.

The common perception of the United States in the Gulf is that the United States is consider-
ably weaker than it was at the outset of Operation Iraqi Freedom. This impression is influenced 
partly by the difficulty that the United States has had in shaping the future of Iraq and the effec-
tiveness of regional parties in undermining the order that the United States had sought—arguably 
without much forethought—to impose there.3 Gulf leaders also evince discomfort with President 
Barack Obama’s strategy of outreach to Iran, out of fear that any U.S.-Iranian rapprochement will 
be at their expense. An open-ended war in Afghanistan contributes further to the narrative, as 
does open worry about the U.S. debt, and a concern that the U.S. president has been outmaneu-
vered by a wily right-wing Israeli prime minister. There is no shortage of reasons close at hand to 
fear a U.S. decline. Even absent a broad decline in U.S. power, ongoing difficult entanglements in 
Iraq and Afghanistan combined with the need to wind down the long-term engagements in Iraq 
and Afghanistan make increasing the level of U.S. action in the region difficult at the current time.4

3.  See Nora Bensahel et al., After Saddam: Prewar Planning and the Occupation of Iraq (Santa Monica, 
Calif.: RAND, 2008).

4.  See Bechara Nassar Charbel, “Future Scenarios of Iran Nuclear Crisis,” Emirates Center for Strategic 
Studies and Research, April 29, 2010.
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Beneath the surface, however, is an appreciation of how much of the region’s security order is 
a consequence of U.S. action and how little ability any other country or collection of countries has 
to do anything close to what the United States does. While there is fear for the future of the U.S. 
role, there is at the same time no alternative to it. No other country has the military resources or 
the will to safeguard what is, in the end, a global commons. Rather than seek to eliminate the U.S. 
role, regional countries—both friendly and unfriendly—are determined to try to shape it in order 
to advance their own interests.

It is worth pointing out two things at the outset. The first is that much of this is a speculative 
exercise. Decisions on foreign policy are closely held, with no public consultation, at the high-
est levels of the Gulf leadership. Those leaders are often mannered when talking with Americans, 
almost seeming as if they are calibrating their messages to achieve the desired response rather than 
to give insight into their own thinking. Although it is worth paying attention to words spoken in 
private, those words need to be supplemented with attention to the actions the leaders take as well 
as to the parameters of the public debate that they allow to exist.

Second, there is a tremendous range of views within the Gulf, not only between Iran, Iraq, 
and their GCC neighbors, but even within the GCC itself. The United Arab Emirates5 feels most 
vulnerable to Iran, for example, while Oman and Qatar seem intent on finding a modus vivendi 
with Iran. Kuwait feels threatened by everyone in its neighborhood, while Saudi Arabia relies on 
U.S. backing in order to seek to lead the neighborhood. For each country, the bilateral relationship 
with the United States is the most important relation, not least because it protects each country 
from the predatory actions of its neighbors. Correspondingly, there is no single “Gulf ” or “Arab” 
view of the United States, nor a single view of U.S. power or U.S. commitment to the region. Even 
within countries, there seems to be considerable diversity. Where there is unanimity, however, is 
in the expectation that the region must have some external guarantor, as it has had since the early 
sixteenth century.

Importance of Iranian Power
Despite the foregoing, the organizing principle of every Arab Gulf country’s defense posture is the 
same: Iran. As one Saudi royal put it bluntly, “Iran is everybody’s problem.”6 By far the most popu-
lous of the region’s states, Iran’s imperial past, its presumed ambitions, and its supposed ties to the 
Shi‘ite communities scattered around the Gulf make it a constant source of worry. As one senior 
Gulf royal commented in 2007 when discussing Sunni-Shi‘ite tensions, “You don’t understand. 
Iran has only been Shi‘ite for 500 years. It has been Persian for millennia.”7

It is difficult to fathom precisely how the Iranian leadership perceives U.S. power, as so much 
writing on Iranian foreign policy in Iran seems transparently written for a political, ideological, 
or diplomatic purposes. Still, the celebratory nature of much of Iranian analysis has some basis in 
fact. Iran’s regional position has grown during the last decade, partly as a consequence of U.S. acts 
of commission and omission, and sometimes despite concerted U.S. efforts to the contrary. The 

5.  Clearly, the leadership in Abu Dhabi is more alarmed than the leadership in Dubai. With Dubai’s 
relative decline in the wake of the financial crisis, Abu Dhabi has a more prominent role in the seven-emir-
ate federation, and the federal government’s views of Iran hold more sway in Dubai now than two years ago.

6.  Saudi royal no. 2, private interview, May 2010.
7.  Emirati royal no. 1, private discussion, January 2007.
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U.S. removal of governments in Iraq and Afghanistan that were hostile to Iran was a boon to the 
Islamic Republic. Iran has seized on the more open politics in today’s Iraq, and to a lesser degree 
in Afghanistan, to boost its allies and secure its interests. In addition, Iran’s asymmetrical warfare 
capabilities have helped undermine the U.S. position in Iraq, and they have done so at relatively 
little cost to Iran. Iran has also garnered significant public support throughout the region and the 
world. In recent polling, almost three times as many Arabs viewed the Iranian acquisition of a 
nuclear weapons capability as positive rather than negative, and Arabs were almost eight times as 
likely to see the United States as a threat to them than Iran.8 That support extends to Muslim-ma-
jority countries outside the Middle East such as Pakistan and Indonesia as well.9 In addition, Iran’s 
allies, such as Hezbollah leader Hassan Nasrallah, are among the most respected political figures 
in the Arab world.

Much else of Iran’s ascent has occurred despite concerted U.S. efforts to the contrary. Iran’s 
nuclear program appears to be progressing in spite of U.S. efforts to marshal an international 
coalition to blunt it, and Iran’s proxies in Lebanon and Palestine remain deeply consequential in 
their respective politics. Iran has forged friendships not only among international pariahs such as 
Venezuela but also among aspiring powers such as Turkey and Brazil.

One important think tank in Tehran, the Center for Strategic Research, published a paper 
coinciding with President Obama’s inauguration in January 2009. Although the paper purported 
to describe a policy debate in Washington, its transparent purpose was to lay out an argument for 
how the United States would benefit by engaging Iran. The author highlights the failure of prior 
U.S. efforts to shape Iranian behavior and argues that

Prolongation of the present trend would pose increasing risk of a catastrophic clash with the 
country. . . . It is reasoned that Iran would be much more responsive to U.S. concerns and 
more cooperative in reaching a compromise on its nuclear program safeguards if the U.S. 
would change or abandon its old policy of intimidation and threat toward Iran. For this pur-
pose, Iran must be recognized as an ancient and great civilization of no less status that the U.S. 
or Europe.10

Another Iranian author, Kayhan Bargezar, seizes not so much on U.S. failure as on Iranian suc-
cesses. In Bargezar’s argument, Iran’s rise in the Middle East since September 11, 2001, helps elide 
the traditional disparities between the United States and Iran and presents Iran with an “unprec-
edented opportunity to benefit from its advantageous geopolitical and cultural positions, thereby 
empowering its regional and consequently, international position.”11

8.  Shibley Telhami, principal investigator, “2010 Arab Public Opinion Poll,” conducted by the Univer-
sity of Maryland in conjunction with Zogby International, August 5, 2010, www.brookings.edu/~/media/
Files/rc/reports/2010/08_arab_opinion_poll_telhami/08_arab_opinion_poll_telhami.pdf.

9.  See Pew Global Attitudes Project, Muslim Disappointment: Obama More Popular Abroad Than at 
Home, Global Image of U.S. Continues to Benefit (Washington, D.C.: Pew Research Center, June 2010), chap. 
4, http://pewglobal.org/files/pdf/Pew-Global-Attitudes-Spring-2010-Report.pdf.

10.  Nasser Saghafi Ameri, “Obama’s Iran Policy,” Center for Strategic Research, Tehran, January 2009, 
www.csr.ir/departments.aspx?lng=en&abtid=06&&depid=74&&semid=1534. Another article by the same 
author, “America Needs Iran in Afghanistan,” in March 2009 made a case for Iranian indispensability; see 
www.csr.ir/departments.aspx?lng=en&abtid=06&&depid=74&&semid=1593. The center is headed by the 
prominent conservative cleric, Hassan Rowhani, who was secretary general of the National Security Council 
under President Mohammad Khatami.

11.  Kayhan Bargezar, “Iran, the Middle East and International Security,” Ortadoğu Etütleri 1, no. 1(July 
2009): p. 38. www.orsam.org.tr/en/enUploads/Article/Files/20091016_barzegar.pdf.
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Neither of these articles suggests an absolute decline in U.S. power, but they both—and oth-
ers like them—suggest a decline in U.S. power relative to Iranian power. From this, one might 
draw two opposite conclusions. One is the rejectionist conclusion that a relatively weaker United 
States will allow Iran to act with greater impunity. So long as Iran does not invite a direct military 
confrontation with the United States (and there is every indication that its leadership is cautious 
to avoid such a confrontation), Iran can continue to chip away at the U.S.-constructed order in the 
region by lurching forward on its nuclear program and supporting proxies who undermine the 
interests of U.S. clients in regional governments. Seen that way, the U.S. decline empowers Iran 
and harms U.S. interests in the Gulf and beyond.

The authors here posit a different argument, which is that a relative U.S. decline removes a 
persistent obstacle for U.S.-Iranian rapprochement. If decades worth of vast disparities between 
U.S. and Iranian power removed both the necessity and the urgency of the United States resolving 
its long-running tensions with Iran, a relative decline in that disparity provides an opportunity 
for the United States and Iran to advance their interests simultaneously through cooperation and 
dialogue.

Whether the latter is merely an academic argument or the true intentions of the Iranian lead-
ership is hard to fathom. At the public level, the Iranian government’s actions do not seem ori-
ented toward finding a modus vivendi with the United States. There have been a number of reports 
that private U.S. government gestures to the Iranian government have been rebuffed,12 and Tehran 
walked away from what seemed to be an agreement in October 2009 to supply enriched uranium 
from abroad for the Tehran Research Reactor in exchange for Iran shipping its low-enriched ura-
nium overseas and suspending further high-level enrichment. Further, Iranian behavior in a whole 
range of negotiations, including for energy rights, suggests an Iranian preoccupation with the 
country’s own weakness. Negotiators report a lingering Iranian fear that any party’s willingness to 
strike a deal with the Islamic Republic is in and of itself proof that the deal is more advantageous 
to that party than to the Iranians, and there is a notable Iranian predilection to seek to renegoti-
ate deals after they have been concluded in order to find terms even more favorable to Iranian 
 interests.13

In the case of Iran, behaviors and statements seem to suggest a desire to engage in the abstract, 
but an Iranian preoccupation with national weakness makes finding common terms for such en-
gagement difficult to imagine. While Iran keenly searches for signs of U.S. strength and weakness, 
that search is so intimately tied to Iran’s own search for a regional identity and regional respect 
that the peripheral concerns overwhelm the assessment. Many in Iran seem to see in the country’s 
rise and America’s descent an emerging opportunity for a better U.S. relationship, but Iran’s actions 
give little confidence that such a relationship will emerge. The conventional balance in the region 
is still deeply skewed in favor of the United States, and Iran’s apparent nuclear ambitions seem 
likely to provoke a conflict with the United States or its allies rather than a bid for rapprochement.

In its focus on the United States, Iran almost seems to take its role in the Gulf for granted, 
much to the consternation of parties in the Gulf. A German working for a Gulf think tank 
 complained,

12.  Borzou Daragahi et al., “Iran: Report of Second Letter from Obama to Tehran,” Los Angeles Times, 
September 2, 2009, http://latimesblogs.latimes.com/babylonbeyond/2009/09/iran-report-of-secret-letter-
from-obama-to-tehran.html.

13.  Jean-Francois Seznec (presentation at Woodrow Wilson Center for International Scholars, July 12, 
2010).
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Iran remains acutely oblivious to the security concerns of the GCC states, and . . . it solely 
seeks to measure up to the United States, even seeing itself in the same league as Washing-
ton. . . . The result is an Iranian approach to its neighbors that in essence borders on contempt 
and is framed within suggestions of superiority.14

Gulf States vis-à-vis Iran
The Gulf states are keenly focused on a wide array of threats they see emanating from Iran. 
Although many would argue that the direct military threat Gulf governments face from Iran is 
relatively small, the greater perceived threat is political: internal subversion and diplomatic in-
timidation.15 There is virtual unanimity among regional elites that, despite their disdain for Iran, 
the country represents their greatest security threat. As one senior Saudi prince put it memorably, 
“Iran is a paper tiger with steel claws.”16 Yet, even so, there is a split among elites over how dramat-
ic a change an Iranian nuclear capability would represent. A senior Kuwaiti official argues that a 
nuclear Iran does not change much. “If someone already has a gun pointed at your head,” he asked 
in two separate conversations, “what difference does it make if he has a cannon pointed at your 
back?”17 Others aver that an Iranian weapon would almost certainly spur a nuclear race through-
out the region. Speaking with Western researchers, a senior Saudi diplomat said in 2006 that the 
best way for the Gulf to respond to an Iranian nuclear capability would be “with another nuclear 
weapon.”18 “We are naked,” a Saudi prince recently complained. “We are surrounded by a country 
that already has a nuclear capability [Israel], and a country that is building it [Iran].”19

The threat that Gulf states feel from Iran clearly transcends the neighborhood. One senior 
Emirati official argued that Iran has established beachheads in southern Lebanon, Gaza, and Ye-
men and has sleeper cells in Bahrain, the Eastern Province of Saudi Arabia, and Kuwait. Iraq, he 
argued, “is a done deal.”20 A Lebanese writer for an Abu Dhabi–based center echoed the concerns:

From observation, it has become evident that the Islamic Republic has gained place in new 
negotiations in the region—ranging from Iraq, Palestine, Lebanon and Syria, because of its 
large presence in the Arab region, through its alliances with Hezbollah and Hamas in Damas-
cus. It has gained this influence at the expense of the role of Gulf countries—especially Saudi 
Arabia—that always played an influential role in the process of forming Middle East policies.21

14.  Christian Koch, “Implications of Iran’s Nuclear Program: A View from the Arab Gulf Region,” Gulf 
Monitor (Gulf Research Center, Dubai), March 2010, p. 20, www.grc.ae/data/contents/uploads/Gulf_Moni-
tor_15_9703.pdf.

15.  Greg Gause, for example, reporting on his conversations in Saudi Arabia in “Saudi Arabia: Domes-
tic Dynamics and Regional Politics,” Center for Strategic and International Studies, Washington, D.C., May 
2010, http://csis.org/files/attachments/100601_GRT_Summary_Gause.pdf. A discussion of the perceived 
nature of the Iranian threat also appears in “Chain Reaction: Avoiding a Nuclear Arms Race in the Middle 
East,” Report to the U.S. Senate Committee on Foreign Relations, S. Prt. 110-34, February 2008, pp. 11–12.

16.  Saudi royal no. 1, private discussion, May 2010.
17.  Kuwaiti royal no. 1, private discussions, April 2006 and January 2007.
18.  Cited in Dalia Dassa Kaye and Frederic M. Wehrey, “A Nuclear Iran: The Reactions of neighbors,” 

Survival 49, no. 2 (Summer 2007): n20.
19.  Saudi royal no. 3, private discussion, May 2010.
20.  Emirati royal no. 1, private discussion, May 2010.
21.  Bechara Nassar Charbel, “GCC-Iran Relations: Trail of Tensions,” Emirates Center for Strategic 

Studies and Research, Abu Dhabi, May 26, 2010.
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Despite the enormity of the threat—or perhaps because of it—Gulf Arab states feel they have 
relatively few tools at their disposal. “The UAE is small,” a senior prince said, “and Iran has links 
from China to Chile.”22 A basic response is to engage with Iran, which all of them do to some 
extent. Bilateral trade and senior visits increase the value of positive bilateral relations to Iran and 
create a series of incentives for positive relations going forward. A security adviser to an Emirati 
royal explained that the Emirates has “a mature relationship with Iran,” and that the UAE govern-
ment talks with Iran “more than any other country.”23 For all of the Saudi fear of Iran, King Abdul-
lah of Saudi Arabia invited President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad of Iran to come to Saudi Arabia for 
pilgrimage in 2007, making him the first Iranian president ever to make such a visit as the guest of 
the Saudi king.24

Another response is waiting out the Iranians, which some advocate. One Saudi royal sug-
gested, “Iran is a state undergoing transformation from within, undergoing a shift to a more 
military regime. If it is more military, it is governed more by security concerns than ideology. The 
only thing to do is containment. You don’t necessarily threaten the regime, but you wait for it to 
mature.”25 This, however, was clearly a minority view. Another royal complained that the die was 
already cast. “The UN Security Council won’t get Iran to abandon nuclear weapons. Iran will be a 
nuclear state. We haven’t ruled out developing a system,” he explained.26

Engagement and patience are only part of the strategy. The regional nature of the Iranian 
threat and the fear that the GCC allies would be a thin reed on which to base national defense 
have caused each country in the region to rely on the United States for protection. With little faith 
in either GCC capability or willingness to protect Emirati interests in the event of a conflict, the 
adviser to one senior royal explained that the Emirates was looking to deepen relationships with 
the United States, the United Kingdom, France, and Australia.27 Even so, this adviser’s boss said 
later, “The biggest mistake is to say someone will help.”28

The Gulf states are stymied, however, as to what kind of protection they want, or even what 
kind of protection the United States is able to give. A senior Saudi prince worried aloud, “A mili-
tary option to prevent a nuclear Iran will have catastrophic consequences. A nuclear Iran would 
have catastrophic consequences.”29 An Emirati sheikh mirrored the ambivalence, saying, “We 
don’t agree that the solution is bombing Iran, but we don’t see another. We know sanctions won’t 
work.”30 One Emirati leader argued that even if a decision is made to strike Iran militarily, the 
groundwork must be prepared. “No one can decide to hit Iran tomorrow,” he argued. “Discussion 
with Iran is important. It needs to be gradual. There needs to be a strong, careful approach.”31

22.  Emirati royal no. 1, private discussion, May 2010.
23.  Adviser no. 1 to an Emirati royal, private discussion, May 2010.
24.  “Abdullah, Ahmadinejad Hold Wide-Ranging Talks,” Arab News, December 21, 2007, http://archive.

arabnews.com/?page=1&section=0&article=104858&d=21&m=12&y=2007.
25.  Saudi royal no. 2, private discussion, May 2010.
26.  Saudi royal no. 3, private discussion, May 2010.
27.  Adviser no. 1 to an Emirati royal, private discussion, May 2010.
28.  Emirati royal no. 1, private discussion, May 2010.
29.  Saudi royal no. 1, private discussion, May 2010.
30.  Emirati royal no. 2, private discussion, May 2010. It is worth comparing this Emirati view with that 

expressed by the UAE ambassador to Washington on July 6, 2010, at the Aspen Ideas Festival. The ambas-
sador argued that any potential Iranian reprisals would be less damaging to the UAE than a nuclear Iran; see 
“In Conversation: UAE Ambassador Yousef Al Oteiba,” www.aifestival.org/audio-video-library.php?menu=3
&title=582&action=full_info.

31.  Emirati royal no. 1, private discussion, May 2010.
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Seen this way, the Obama administration’s approach is a good one, as long as it is backed up 
with seriousness and commitment. To the approval of this official, “Obama took the right deci-
sion playing things soft and working hard.” Yet, to others in the region, the U.S. approach is too 
tentative. One Saudi royal argued that the only viable platform for regional security is moving 
aggressively toward a goal of a Middle East free of weapons of mass destruction, a goal pursued 
through sanctions and incentives and backed in the interim with a nuclear guarantee from the five 
permanent members of the UN Security Council (instead of the United States). He argued against 
pursuit of a U.S.-Iranian grand bargain, positing that the Arabs could deliver more to the United 
States than Iran on regional issues related to Palestine, Syria, and Lebanon, and that any grand 
bargain would be skewed in Iran’s favor.32

There is widespread agreement in the Gulf that operations in Iraq and Afghanistan constrain 
U.S. military options with regard to Iran, and there is widespread understanding that the con-
sequences of U.S. deployments in those regions will affect U.S. forces for years. Yet, as one Saudi 
prince explained, “Being a great power means there are many options: military, financial, soft 
power, working through allies. Yet the outcomes are not guaranteed.”33

The most insightful observation came from an Emirati minister who dismissed as “noise” the 
discussions about U.S. “declinism.” Arguing that alleged signs of U.S. failure could be found all 
over the world, he contended that what truly mattered was what the outcome was when the United 
Sates really wanted to do something. In his estimation, the United States had put its full weight be-
hind only a small number of initiatives in recent years, and although they were not wholly success-
ful, the U.S. role was both consequential and constructive. Gulf security is an issue that the United 
States would be deeply serious about, and he judged that the way to measure the U.S. ability to 
influence that set of issues should not be shaped by something very different, such as the U.S. abil-
ity to shape elections in Ghana. The issues are of different levels of magnitude and importance.34

United States as Security Guarantor
Deeply reliant on the United States for their security, the GCC states’ principal concerns are three: 
U.S. commitment, U.S. intentions, and U.S. capabilities. The issue of commitment is perhaps the 
hardest to judge because one must separate actual commitments from the pro forma diplomatic 
assurances that are part of international discourse. In the Gulf, one clear issue that will need 
substantial discussion in the future is that of nuclear guarantees: those that the United States and 
its allies might provide as well as the degree to which the Gulf states receiving those guarantees 
will be reassured. Secretary of State Hillary Rodham Clinton, as a presidential candidate and as 
a secretary of state, has several times floated the idea of a “nuclear umbrella” over the Gulf.35 The 
effect of any such umbrella would depend very much on the circumstances in which it was cre-
ated—whether it was narrow or part of a broad commitment to arm countries in the region, as 
some Saudis call for. In addition, the sincerity of the commitment would not necessarily be trusted 

32.  Saudi royal no. 1, private discussion, May 2010.
33.  Saudi royal no. 2, private discussion, May 2010.
34.  Emirati minister no. 1, private discussion, May 2010.
35.  See “Transcript: Democratic Debate in Philadelphia,” April 16, 2008, www.nytimes.

com/2008/04/16/us/politics/16text-debate.html?pagewanted=print; and Jim Hoagland, “Hillary Clin-
ton’s Iran Indiscretion,” Washington Post, July 26, 2009, www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/ar-
ticle/2009/07/24/AR2009072401955. html.
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initially, leading to a high level of U.S. commitment with little reward. How the United States treats 
other allies it has brought under its nuclear umbrella, such as South Korea and Taiwan, could have 
a profound effect on how a U.S. commitment is measured and how GCC states act in response. 
Indeed, the lack of a U.S. response to North Korea’s sinking of a South Korean ship in March 2010 
drew concerned comment from the Gulf. One Gulf-based Lebanese analyst quoted an anonymous 
Arab official as saying, “What could Arab countries or even the United States do if submarines 
or gunboats of a nuclear-capable Iran attack and sink a Saudi or UAE frigate? Nothing more than 
simple words of condemnation.”36

The GCC states have not been clear about what kind of security commitment they would like 
from the United States although they are clear on the effect they would like such a commitment to 
have—to deter aggression against their interests. A leading Kuwaiti political scientist and consul-
tant to the government complained, in a typical column, that Secretary Clinton’s loose proposals to 
extend a U.S. security umbrella to the Gulf signals Israelis that the United States accepts a nuclear 
Iran and forces GCC states to choose between Iran and the United States, which they are loath to 
do. The column concludes with a complaint that the United States subordinates the Gulf ’s security 
to Israel’s security, and it essentially ends there. The desire for an effective U.S. commitment to the 
region runs through this piece, but there are no positive suggestions on what form such a commit-
ment should take or at what cost.37

Although few are willing to discuss it, the shape of U.S. deployments in the Gulf communi-
cates volumes about U.S. intentions. The United States currently maintains military facilities in 
every GCC state except for Saudi Arabia, maintains extensive stockpiles of pre-positioned equip-
ment, and keeps tens of thousands of sailors on duty in nearby waters. While decisions have not 
yet been made on the U.S. force structure in the region after the end of combat operations in Iraq 
and Afghanistan are completed, those decisions will have a profound effect on how Gulf States 
view their own importance in future U.S. planning.

The other factor that contributes to calculations about intentions is the president’s stated de-
termination to free the United States of dependence on foreign oil—an idea that is so central that 
he raised it in his inaugural address.38 Not only do the Gulf countries rely on oil exports for their 
economic well-being, but they know that it is oil that elicits U.S. interest in their security concerns. 
If Gulf Arabs saw indications of the United States moving away from seeing oil security as energy 
security, it would prompt a rebalancing of their relationships in the region and the world to ac-
count for a diminished U.S. role.

In this regard, what many in the Gulf are watching closely are signs of diminished U.S. com-
mitment to provide free passage of energy resources out of the region. U.S. economic ties to the 
Gulf have always been secondary to security concerns. The United States is not the principal oil 
export market for any country in the region, nor is any Middle Eastern country the principal 
source for U.S. imported oil. In fact, Saudi exports to the United States have flattened, and China 
is now the principal destination for Saudi oil. There is an immense hunger for Chinese manufac-
tured goods and construction in the Gulf, and a real thirst for the oil that helps drive the Chinese 

36.  See Riad Kahwaji, “North Korean Sinking of South Korean Frigate Raises Arab Fear of Nuclear 
Iran,” Eurasia Review, May 29, 2010, www.eurasiareview.com/20100529230/north-korea-sinking-of-south-
korean-frigate-raises-arab-fear-of-nuclear-iran.html.

37.  Abdullah al-Shayji, “Unfold Plans on U.S. Security Umbrella,” Gulf News, August 3, 2009.
38.  President Obama’s inaugural address noted, “The ways we use energy strengthen our adversaries 

and threaten our planet.”
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economy in Beijing. Chinese oil demand is growing strongly and is projected to continue to do so. 
Is it conceivable that U.S. politicians intent on reducing the federal deficit could begin to ask why 
the United States is paying for Gulf oil to arrive safely in China?

What this view underappreciates is the continuing vital role the United States is likely to play 
to provide security in the Gulf in order to protect the global market for oil. For more than a half 
century, U.S. interests have centered on energy security—not so much for U.S. consumers but for 
the global market on which we all rely. Securing the stable, uninterrupted flow of oil at reasonable 
prices has remained a high priority for the United States, and promoting the stability of friendly 
regimes has consistently been an important means to this end.

Of course, Gulf oil exporters may increasingly look eastward toward their economic interests, 
possibly even turning away from the United States. There certainly is widespread curiosity in the 
Gulf about what a deeper relationship with China might hold. In part, this curiosity is driven by 
dissatisfaction with U.S. policy in the region and increasing U.S. rhetoric of energy independence. 
China, however, has shown no real interest in increasing its own role in providing for the safe 
transportation of energy resources. Beijing has been a major beneficiary of the enormous U.S. ef-
forts to maintain stability and security in the greater Middle East and seems content to freeload on 
the U.S. policy of securing sea lanes for the time being.

What we have ultimately is an inescapable triangle between China, the United States, and the 
Gulf, with all three sides sharing a basic strategic interest in regional stability and the free flow 
of energy. While no immediate conflict seems on the horizon, there may be something inher-
ently unstable in a Middle Eastern order that relies on the West for its security and the East for its 
prosperity, particularly if the Gulf countries begin to doubt U.S. commitment to sustain its historic 
role.

The final element in this triad is capabilities. U.S. performance in Iraq and Afghanistan has 
tarnished Arab views about U.S. capabilities. Gulf leaders criticize not only U.S. performance but 
also Americans’ ability to understand the tasks that need to be done. One leading Saudi intellec-
tual blasted the U.S. performance in the Middle East by saying, “If you compare the U.S. political 
mentality to he British political mentality or the French political mentality you will find a great 
difference in terms of dealing with events. The U.S. attitude to developments is a short-term atti-
tude. They deal in parts and details but not in a comprehensive way.”39 Complaining about the U.S. 
performance in Afghanistan, former intelligence chief (and ambassador to Washington) Prince 
Turki al-Faisal told an audience in Riyadh in May 2010 that the United States had irretrievably 
bungled things in Afghanistan. He argued it was an illusion to think that the United States “could 
fix Afghanistan’s ills by military means.” He continued, “Hunt down the terrorists on both sides of 
the Afghan-Pakistan border, arrest or kill them, and get out, and let the Afghan people deal with 
their own problems.”40

There is widespread admiration for the United States to do very difficult things well—for ex-
ample, to integrate surveillance, signals intelligence, and armed drones to kill targeted individuals. 
Yet, when it comes to connecting the tactics and the strategy, regional players see deep failings in 
the U.S. system. The problem is, in part, because the United States has taken on massively complex 

39.  Dr. Turki al-Hamad, interview by Turki al-Dakhil, Spotlights, al-Arabia television, July 2, 2008, re-
ported and translated by BBC Monitoring Middle East.

40.  Paul Handley, “‘Inept’ U.S. Cannot Fix Afghanistan: Top Saudi Prince,” Agence France-Presse, May 
15, 2010, www.google.com/hostednews/afp/article/ALeqM5hYXFTjO20EmusORGAdXhfx-HgDbA.
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problems that do not lend themselves to clean and simple outcomes. Rightsizing goals by making 
them smaller and more discrete will help underline U.S. capacity. According to many in the Gulf, 
goals such as “fixing Afghanistan” or “making Iraq into a democratic, multiethnic state” are likely 
beyond U.S. capabilities, and a wiser United States would not seek to be evaluated on that measure.

The criticism is even more stark when it comes to domestic affairs in the Middle East. Gulf 
leaders see the United States as earnest but naive on regional political issues, and the issue came 
to a head when protests swept the Arab world in early 2011. In February 2011, Saudi sources 
leaked the details of a “testy” telephone conversation between King Abdullah of Saudi Arabia and 
President Obama, in which the king expressed his anger at the U.S. abandonment of longtime ally 
Hosni Mubarak in the wake of widespread street demonstrations in Egypt. According to newspa-
per reports, the king told the U.S. president that Saudi Arabia would replace U.S. aid if the United 
States withdrew it.41 A month later, when the United States sought to encourage negotiations be-
tween Bahraini protesters and the royal family, GCC neighbors feared the U.S. path would lead to 
an overthrown monarchy and an Iranian beachhead just a few kilometers away from the oil-rich 
Eastern Province of Saudi Arabia. In between visits of senior U.S. officials, a contingent of GCC 
forces moved into Bahrain to put down the uprising decisively. Whereas Bahraini policy had long 
been to sustain close relations with both the United States and Saudi Arabia, when the two differed 
on a key domestic issue with potential existential consequences for the royal family, the Bahraini 
leadership edged toward Saudi perspectives and away from those of the United States.

The GCC countries are unwilling to rely on U.S. judgments about their political interests. But 
where they do rely on the United States and seek to discern U.S. commitments, intentions, and 
capabilities, the ability of the U.S. government to shape GCC perceptions of them is strong. The 
broader global debate about the United States in the world relies on a complex set of variables, 
only a fraction of which are within the U.S. ability to control. For better or worse, the GCC view is 
far more parochial and self-interested.

For many in the Gulf, the rise and decline of U.S. power in absolute terms is a largely academic 
exercise. Within the neighborhood, the U.S. role is both necessary and durable. More significant is 
the question of U.S. relative power in the Gulf, especially as it helps shape Iranian action. Most im-
portant, however, is ensuring a sense among the parties in the Gulf that their region remains one 
of principal concern to the United States. An overwhelmingly powerful United States that deem-
phasized the region would provoke a profound realignment; yet, even a diminished United States 
that is committed to the region would be overwhelmingly more powerful than any other party and 
would shape political alignments for years into the future.

It is in this context that United States must conduct its discussions about the shape of its 
future forces, both in the Gulf after Operation Iraqi Freedom and Operation Enduring Freedom 
and worldwide. A sense that a cash-strapped United States was curtailing its commitment to the 
Gulf would prompt a readjustment by friends and foes alike. Similarly, the effectiveness of a U.S. 
strategy that stressed extended deterrence at the expense of an enduring presence in theater would 
depend at least as much on the perceptions of both friends and foes as it would on the actual 
obligations undertaken in the strategy. U.S. global leadership would help the United States lead an 
international consensus on Gulf security, which could help relieve the direct burden on the United 
States. Yet, given a choice between U.S. leadership and U.S. commitment, allies throughout the 
region thought leadership was largely a U.S. problem; commitment was a GCC need.

41. Hugh Tomlinson, “Saudis told Obama Not to Humiliate Mubarak,” The Times, February 10, 2011.


