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Gulf Gamble

As Ronald Reagan enters the
ultimate phase of his presi-
dency, and his successors are
aready jostling for podtion in
the 1988 presdential race, the
us Iegdgr flr?ds h|ms?l]f en-
tr the issue that so

Zgﬁmedy his predecessor,
Carter, and WhICh prowded
the opening for Reagan him-
«f, namely Iran. After en-
tering the White House on a
militantly anti-Iranian plat-
form, and then trying to
establish covert ties with the
Khomeini regime, Reagan
now faces a set of problems
relating to Iran which alow
of no easy solution or laid-
back obfuscation. Khomeini
must be amused indeed at the
way in which his Islamic re-
volution has cornered what

/&

I"

the Ayatollah has termed the
‘wounded snake' in the White
House.

The first issue relating to
Iran is that of the investiga-
tion into the Irangate scan-
dal. The Congessiona hear-
ings have not gone wdl for
Reagan, and it Is now almost
universally accepted in the
USA that the President has
been both lying and incompe-
tent. The glitter of his first
years, presented as the
'Reagan Revolution’, has
gone. At best, Reagan can
save some of his credibility
and limp on for the next few
months. It remainsto be seen
what additional revelations
North and Poindexter pro-
vide, but whatever their con-
tributions, the investigations
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as a whole have destroyed
Reagan's attempt to re-
establish the presidency as
the undisputed centre of
forelgn policy making in the
The consequences  for
Reagan's foreign poli

important. First, it will now
be much more difficult for
the USA to escalate in Cen-
tral America. The prospect
of a direct US military in-
tervention against Nicar-
agua, aventure which would,
wereit launched, have ahigh
probability of military suc-
cess, has now receded. The
contras ma?/ survive, but in
depleted form. Secondly,
Reagan is being impelled to
look for diversions, in order
to tide his presidency over

the Irangate crisis. One such
diversion is the apparently
greater interest in a summit
with the USSR, even at the
risk of alarming the Euro-
peans over an INF deal. But
at the sametime, thetaste for
the military gesture and for
assertion of power that has
so characterised this Presi-
dent - from Lebanon, to Gre-
nada and Libya - remains; it
is in this context that
Reagan's new forward policy
in the Gulf must be seen.
At first sight, the new US
force projection in the Gulf
appears perverse indeed.
Only ayear ago, US envoys
were in T ran offering
arms to Khomeini and, in
North's case, suggesting that
the USA could arrange for
the fall of President Saddam
Hussein of Iraqg, Iran's main
war goa. Moreover, theinci-
dent that led to the new US
presence in the Gulf was not
an Iranian provocation, but
the Iraqgi attack on the USS
Stark. However, the need felt
in Washington to present a
tough image after the Stark
incident, coupled with the
pressure to divert attention
from Irangate, appears to
have persuaded Reagan that
anew militancy towards Iran
is advisable. The Iranians
may well not oblige with a
direct chezjllen%e to the US
navy, and the Euro
alel‘\ilé, mindful of earlierpeL&J]g
attempts to recruit them to
Middle East policies that the
US itself undermined, have
been wary. But as a way of
focusing US attention on a
convenient foe, the Gulf is
attractive.

There is, however, another
reason for this new militancy
towards Iran, namely the US
failure to find rewarding in-
terlocutors in Tehran itself.
Some US officids, notably
Robert McFarlane, appear to
have believed that they could
pul off an anti-Soviet
strategic coupin Iran com
rabl g’?o that v[\)/hich Kissingg
achieved with his 1971 secret
visit to Peking. The reality
was very different: the Ira-
nian leadership is neither un-
ited nor committed enough to
abandon its long-standing
hodtility to the USA. As the
documents of the Tower
Commission Report indicate,
McFarlane, faced with this
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disappointment and sitting
irate in the Tehran Hilton,
resorted to graphic termsin
conveyi n? to Washington his
sense of frustration: ‘It may
be best for usto try to picture
whet it would be like If, after
nuclear attack, a surviving
Tatar became Vice Presi-
dent; a recent grad student
became Secretary of State;
and a bookie became the in-
terlocutor for all discourse
with foreign countries. The
attempt to open a channel of
strategic collaboration with
Iran was never realistic from
the beginning.

Current short-term press-
ures aside, however, con-
frontation with Iran is not a
smple option for any US
administration. Iran's posi-
tion on the southern frontier
of the USSR, its growing in-
volvement in support of the
anti-Soviet  guerrillas in
Afghanistan, and its emerg-
enceasamajor military pow-
er in the Gulf make it impor-
tant for the USA to keep open
the option of improving rela-
tions with Tehran. It is here
that the deepest policy deci-
son confronts Reagan:
whether to downplay the im-
portance of an understand-
Ing with Iran and seek grea-
ter cooperation with the
USSR in the Gulf, or to work
towards another opening to
Iran in an attempt to consoli-
date an anti-Soviet alliance
with the mullahs.

Theincreased USnaval pre-
sence in the gulf is dictated
above al by the strategic
rivary with Maoscow, and
Reagan has clearly rejected
Soviet calls for great power
collaboration in the region.
Washington wantsto prevent
a g{reater Soviet role in the
Gulf and appears, to date, to
be committed to continuing
sutp%ort. for the guerrillas in
Afghanistan. The USA may
be frustrated by Tehran's
policies and attracted by the
short-term gains of a nava
clash with Iran. But in the
longer run, if therivalry with
the USSR continues, Reagan
or his successorswill haveto
deal with Iran. TheTatar, the
grad student and the bookie
are very much in business
and the ‘wounded snake' or
his successor may havetotry
again.

Fred Halliday
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