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No matter how much Iran's positions might embarrass China or Russia, these two states won't be a party to the military action against Iran caused by its nuclear aspirations. This is due to oil, economic considerations and the geo-political interests of Moscow and Beijing. The available "collective" options are currently represented by diplomacy, which could see approval for sanctions, if Iran rejects the international demands. However, when it comes time to use force, the collective approach will fall apart and the US and the UK will be obliged to adopt "unilateralism," as they did in the war against Iraq.

The most important difference between this war and military action in Iran is the justification, and the resulting reactions toward China and Russia, and not toward the US and the UK. Another important element is that of reactions in the Islamic world, which has entered a dark phase of the bloody conflict between Sunnis and Shiites amid a return to wars for local leadership and aspirations of hegemony. Tehran is now imposing a regional agenda upon its bilateral relations with influential states, acting with the confidence of someone who has entered the "nuclear club." This puts these states, with the US at the forefront, in front of three options: recognizing Iran's entry into the club (along the lines of India, Pakistan and Israel) in one way or another; using military force to destroy Tehran's nuclear infrastructure and its aspirations to dominate and impose its system of rule on its immediate neighbors and other countries; or forging a deal.

The deal option requires US-Iranian negotiations, face to face. Currently, no such negotiation is taking place; such an effort should see all issues put on the table for discussion. There might be contacts and ideas, including limiting the dialogue to Iraq. A secret dialogue might taking place, whether directly or through channels. In any case, there is no indication that negotiations are dealing comprehensively with issues related to Iran and the region. 

This option requires the US to put Iran's rulers in front of the situation at hand and base its actions on good intentions toward Tehran, as well as informing them of the clear determination to engage in military action against Iran if a deal cannot be reached. However, at first, there should be a formula for discussions between the two parties, whether directly and bilaterally, or through a "collective" approach that includes the leading members of the official nuclear club: the five permanent members of the United Nations Security Council - along other players in the form of Iran's neighbors.

Serious talk of a deal requires a qualitative transformation in US-Iranian relations that will take it from a situation of boycott to one of alliance, such as Washington's giving "security guarantees" (such as those offered to Pakistan, or Israel) with reassurances that go beyond a commitment not to invade or strike Iran militarily, so that Tehran becomes an exceptional economic partner and giant in the region.The quid pro quo in such bargaining will be Iran's abandoning its non-civilian nuclear aspirations; a halt for support for terrorism and protecting terrorists from being held accountable for the actions; non-intervention in the states of the region; a halt to using militias to wield influence, whether in Iraq, Palestine or Lebanon.

Logically, such a deal would be tempting for Iran but there are indications pointing in the other direction, at a time of rule by clerics and revolutionaries. Likewise, there is no indicator of American rationality, as rejecting dealings with Iran is what moves US policy at this juncture, in addition to the shortsightedness in stumbling US policy toward Iran leaving Washington unable to pick up the signs that the country is ready for give-and-take on regional matters. Moreover, the Iranian deception has lost the country much trust in its intentions, after excessive "wisdom" led to a result in which Iran is the victim of this excessiveness. For all of these reasons, the deal option remains unlikely, at least at this juncture. The option of recognizing Iran's membership in the "nuclear club" has support in the Arab world, even though one of the most important objectives of Iran's possessing nuclear weapons is exercising hegemony over the Arab region. Arabs support Iran's possessing nuclear weapons because Israel has them.

Logically, if the US government were ready to act based on higher national interests alone, it would have announced its opposition to Israel's possessing nuclear weapons, just like Iran, and it would have moved immediately toward an international conference that would declare the Middle East into a weapons of mass destruction-free zone. This option appears to be unavailable or unlikely in American calculations, due to the extremely close relationship with Israel; this, in turn, increases Arab anger at the US' double standards and makes some people insist on Iran's right to have these weapons, as long as Israel does. Others in the Arab region and elsewhere believe that Iran's success in imposing its membership in the nuclear club will open the door for Arab states taking this path. They say that possessing nuclear weapons doesn't necessarily require local scientists; it requires huge amounts of money to purchase the capacity. Therefore, these individuals applaud Iran and wish it success, hoping for an Arab bomb to bestow regional leadership status on a given state, to counter Iran's similar status.

Leadership is an important part of the considerations, as is hegemony, as well as arrogance. However, religion is also an important element in the nuclear world. A fierce opponent of Iran's gaining the bomb is Pakistan, for many considerations, most importantly the Shiites in the Islamic equation. This is what's taking place in the staking out of positions on Iran's possession of a nuclear bomb - it's part of the ugly war between Sunnis and Shiites, of which the world has seen merely a sample in Iraq. This element will have a considerable impact in how to deal with Iran's insistence on having nuclear capabilities, even if Tehran claims its objectives are civilian, and not military ones. This is a new element; the Islamic world didn't split over its opposition to a war against Iraq, while it's now radically divided over military action against Iran.

Political leaders' statements indicate only one side of the fundamental dispute over Iran's Shiite status in the Islamic world, which is majority Sunni. Worse is the bloodbath in the Islamic world, from Iraq to Pakistan, in this dirty war. This will be undoubtedly reflected in how the world will deal with Iran's nuclear aspirations and positions toward the leading powers that are concerned with the issue, and options for dealing with it. The war against Iraq was preceded by mercurial justifications that ranged from inventing a relationship between Saddam Hussein and the terror of 11 September 2001, and Iraq's possessing WMD. Iran presents a clearer issue, as Tehran is presenting itself as a potential member for the nuclear club and is proud of its nuclear accomplishments, although it claims they are for peaceful purposes.

Russia and China, along with Germany and France, occupied the favored position in the minds of international and Islamic opinion opposed to a war against Iraq at the time. Then, the White House behaved unilaterally and ignored international opposition and the Security Council, going ahead with its desperate war against Iraq for which justifications were invented and repercussions were unprepared for. Iran is a different story, especially since the US administration has completely invested in the "collective" approach at this juncture, relying on European partners as well as Russia and China to find a peaceful diplomatic solution, based on negotiations. Thus, Russia and China will not reap the benefit of the popular position they took on Iraq, if they continue to protect Iran from being held accountable. Their behavior is underneath the microscope, both regionally and internationally.

As for US public opinion, the indicators and polls show that in parallel to a desire to end the US role in Iraq and bring the troops home, there is considerable support for military action that can end Iran's nuclear aspirations. This is truly an interesting sign, indicating the US public's refusal to bless Iran's possession of nuclear weapons and a readiness to pay the price of a military action against Iran, even if people are frustrated over the use of the military option against Iraq.

There is a difference of opinion over how to confront Iran militarily and the requirements involved. There is growing awareness that opposing the war against Iraq does not mean automatic opposition to military action against Iran. The two issues are completely different in the minds of most people, despite a minority that insists hitting Iran or Syria is part of an American "conspiracy" that began with the Iraq war. More importantly, the US is thinking increasingly about the requirements of military action against Iran. Any unilateral US move that goes beyond the diplomatic consensus will require an immediate withdrawal from Iraq, which is what American circles have begun chewing on and talking about openly. Electoral considerations might constrain the White House and increase its stubbornness over not seeing its army withdraws from Iraq "in retreat," since this would hurt the US' image. Thus, if it truly places the national interest over partisan and electoral considerations, the White House has no option other than immediately withdraw from Iraq and redeploy US forces in bases in the region and at sea, as a serious message to Iran that America is determined to confront Tehran militarily if diplomacy fails.

Alongside Tehran's understanding of the seriousness of America's determination, and alongside a withdrawal of US forces from a place that exposes them to Iranian vengeance, is the fact that one of the most important repercussions of an immediate US withdrawal form Iraq involves halting the US' "services" to Iran in Iraq; US forces secured cities and towns and then handed them over, safely, to Iran. This strengthened Iranian influence in Iraq, with no excessive cost. Moreover, the US military presence in Iraq at this time involves a hugely important debate. It's not clear if this is part of the disease or part of the treatment. It would be more beneficial now to pay attention and get ready for the coming danger from Iran, instead of pretending to correct the egregious errors that were made in Iraq. This is the case if the military option prevails in the Iranian issue. This decision is not a purely American one, but an Iranian one as well, and represents the huge difference between the Iraqi and Iranian cases.

The options of blessing Iran's efforts, military confrontation, or making a deal might have to do with the extent to which Iran continues under the leadership of President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad and his "wisdom," and the extent to which the clerical establishment can regain its power to exercise the country's usual wisdom. But events have exceeded these considerations. The US and Iran have entered a new phase of bilateral and regional challenges in their relationship, with an extremely important intersection with the bilateral relations of each with China and Russia.
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