
The End of Pax Britannica in the Persian Gulf
1968-1971: A Turbulent Period in History

The years between 1968 and 1971 marked a significant turning point in the
history of the Persian Gulf region. It was during this period that the era of Pax
Britannica in the region came to a tumultuous end. The Persian Gulf, which had
been under British influence for over a century, experienced a series of events
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that ultimately led to the reordering of power in the region. This article delves into
the factors that contributed to the end of Pax Britannica in the Persian Gulf and
examines the consequences that followed.

The Rise of Nationalism

One of the key factors that played a pivotal role in ending Pax Britannica in the
Persian Gulf was the emergence of nationalism among the Arab states in the
region. Throughout the 20th century, a wave of anti-colonial sentiment swept
across the Middle East, fueled by a desire for self-determination and
independence. The Persian Gulf nations were no exception. Countries such as
Kuwait, Bahrain, Qatar, and the United Arab Emirates sought to assert their
sovereignty and break away from British influence.
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As the Arab nationalist movements gained momentum, the British found
themselves in a precarious position. They had to navigate the delicate balance
between maintaining their political and economic interests in the region while
simultaneously addressing the demands for independence. However, these
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demands were often met with resistance from the British, who sought to retain
their dominant position in the Persian Gulf.

The Rise of Regional Powers

Another crucial factor in the demise of Pax Britannica in the Persian Gulf was the
rise of regional powers. The vacuum left by the declining British influence created
an opportunity for other countries to assert their dominance in the region. Iran,
under the rule of Mohammad Reza Shah, sought to expand its influence and
establish itself as a regional power. The Shah aimed to fill the power vacuum
created by the British retreat, further adding to the complexity of the situation.

In addition to Iran, another regional power that emerged during this period was
Iraq. Led by Saddam Hussein, Iraq sought to assert its authority in the Persian
Gulf region and challenge the British hegemony. The combination of growing
regional powers and the declining influence of Britain provided fertile ground for
power struggles and rivalries to play out.

The British Withdrawal

In 1968, the British government announced its intention to withdraw from the
Persian Gulf by 1971. This decision marked a significant shift in the regional
dynamics and set the stage for a power struggle among various actors. The
British withdrawal paved the way for the rise of nationalism and regional powers,
further destabilizing the already precarious situation in the Persian Gulf.

As the British pulled out, the Arab states in the region faced the challenge of
establishing their own governance structures and defending their borders. The
absence of a strong external power to mediate conflicts and provide security
created an environment prone to tensions and conflicts.

The Bahrain Crisis



One of the defining events of this turbulent period was the Bahrain Crisis of 1971.
Bahrain, previously under British protection, had expressed its desire for
independence. However, neighboring Iran laid a claim to the island, based on
historical and cultural ties. The situation escalated into a confrontation between
Iran and the newly independent Bahrain.

The British, despite their impending withdrawal, intervened to prevent a full-scale
conflict. Eventually, a compromise was reached, and Bahrain gained its
independence. This crisis highlighted the complexities and challenges faced by
the Arab states in asserting their sovereignty amidst rivalries and power
struggles.

The Aftermath and Legacy

The end of Pax Britannica in the Persian Gulf had far-reaching consequences for
the region. The power vacuum left by the British withdrawal fueled rivalries
among regional powers, further destabilizing the Persian Gulf. This period also
saw the emergence of the Organization of Arab Petroleum Exporting Countries
(OAPEC),which used oil as a tool to wield influence and push for geopolitical
changes.

The end of British dominance in the region also marked a turning point in the
relationship between Western powers and the Middle East. The decline of British
imperialism opened the door for other external actors, most notably the United
States, to step in and fill the void. This shift in power dynamics had long-term
implications for the region and shaped the course of future events.

The end of Pax Britannica in the Persian Gulf between 1968 and 1971 marked a
significant turning point in the history of the region. The rise of nationalism, the
emergence of regional powers, and the British withdrawal set the stage for power



struggles and rivalries that continue to shape the Persian Gulf to this day. The
legacy of this period serves as a reminder of the complex dynamics that govern
the region and the lasting impact of shifts in power on a global scale.
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This book examines how the rulers in the Persian Gulf responded to the British
announcement of military withdrawal from the Gulf in 1968, ending 150 years of
military supremacy in the region. The British system in the Gulf was accepted for
more than a century not merely because the British were the dominant military
power in the region. The balance of power mattered, but so did the framework
within which the British exercised their power. The search for a new political
framework, which began when the British announced withdrawal, was not simply
a matter of which ruler would amass enough military power to fill the void left by
the British: it was also a matter of the Gulf rulers – chiefly Iran, Saudi Arabia, and
the ruling shaykhs of the lower Gulf – coming to a shared understanding of when
and how the exercise of power would be viewed as legitimate. This book explores
what shaped the rulers’ ideas and actions in the region as the British system
came to an end, providing a much-needed political history of the region in the
lead-up to the independence of the UAE, Bahrain, and Qatar in 1971. 
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