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The US Administration’s declared preparedness to sit down with the Iranian government to negotiate over the nuclear issue and Iran’s regional policies serves as a precursor to either deals or confrontations. Just as US Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice has said: “This is not a major deal.” This is a major step, however, since it shows the United States backtracking from its former dismal position of refusing to publicly and officially negotiate with the Islamic Republic of Iran, even though there are many precedents for secret deals and scandals with Iran, such as the Iran-Contra deal in which Israel also played a part. However, this step has been taken with no expectations from Iran, whether regarding its nuclear or regional ambitions. Rice’s declarations simultaneously constitute both an exit and entry point. On the one hand, these declarations aim to corner Russia and China, after throwing the ball into the Iranian court; on the other, they are meant to stall for time while the situation clears up in Iraq (given that it is thanks to US policies that Iraq’s infrastructure has been devastated). In any case, this new US policy toward Iran could open the door for mini-barter deals that would lead to a major deal; alternatively, it could lead to a failure in deal-making and a victory for confrontation. Apparently, what Rice has declared constitutes a triumph for yet another round of Russian diplomacy led by Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov, and supported by China. Practically and realistically, opening a direct channel of dialogue between the Iranian government, Britain, France, Germany and the United States weakens the Russian position.

If Tehran agrees to the US pre-condition of suspending uranium enrichment activities in order to sit down at the negotiating table, this would redress the imbalance that exists among the five permanent member-states at the Security Council. Logically speaking, Tehran should agree to the US condition, since its president, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, is the one who made the initiative to start US-Iranian talks when he sent a letter in this respect to US President George W. Bush. In fact, this was the first official contact between the Islamic Republic and the United States since the Iranian Revolution, some 27 years ago. Some saw in this letter an invitation for the US to give in to Iran; while others saw it as a plea to Washington to conduct dialogue as a means to pull Iran out of isolation and bring the US into talks that are favorable to Iran, in a bid to stall for time.

Russia and China have been enjoying the US administration’s absence from direct talks with Iran. Chinese Ambassador Wang Guangya said about two months ago (in response to a question on whether the US should participate in negotiations with Iran) that there is no need for the US to participate in such negotiations, since the European trio is already doing so. Later, when Washington entered into talks with Iran, just as it did in the “Six plus Two” scenario with Afghanistan, it attracted attention on itself and all parties became focused on it.

This is what will probably happen when American and Iranian officials will sit together at the negotiating table with European officials—British, French and Germans. Iran will not sit with the five permanent member-states to negotiate over the nuclear issue, and the United States will not enter into bilateral relations with Iran. Despite this, what is happening constitutes a new chapter in American-Iranian talks regarding these countries’ roles in the region.

Iran’s initial reaction points to its desire to impose itself as a regional power in negotiations with the only superpower in the world, on the grounds that it (Iran) is a regional leader in the Middle East. In fact, US Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice had alluded in her statements the day before yesterday (May 31) that Washington too would like to discuss various regional issues, other than the nuclear issue. And this is certainly a good thing.

This is a good thing because confining talks to the nuclear issue would exempt Iran of all accountability, including scrutiny into what it is doing in Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, Palestine and the Gulf region. Moreover, confining US-Iranian dialogue to the Iraqi issue would be insulting to Iraq and the Arab region. The Iranian government did not hesitate at all about accepting to undertake such talks with the US, despite the fact that, by so doing, it would be giving legitimacy to the US occupation of Iraq. Iran’s decision to accept these talks also bypasses Iraq’s independence and allows Iran to gloat about its control over Iraq, after the US war in Iraq had permitted that to happen.

What prevented US-Iranian talks regarding Iraq to take place were Condoleezza Rice’s instructions to her ambassador in Baghdad, Zalmay Khalilzad, to give up on that idea. Perhaps Rice’s position came as a result of protests emerging from various circles, including some Arab governments. In the end, Rice did well in changing her mind about reaching a bilateral understanding with Iran over the future of Iraq, without addressing other regional issues.

By arguing for the necessity of discussing other regional issues in addition to the nuclear issue, Rice had wanted to link the regional file with the nuclear issue during negotiations. In an official communiqué, Rice had mentioned “Iran’s implication in the circle of violence in Iraq,” and she pointed to Iran’s attempts “to thwart the restoration of Lebanon’s sovereignty through UN Security Council 1559.”  In answer to journalists’ questions, Rice mentioned Iran’s role in the Palestinian issue, reiterating what she had said in her opening statement that Iran is playing a role in sponsoring terrorism.

By bringing all these issues to the negotiating table, Rice was in fact telling Tehran that there is room for deals to be done if it was really intent on avoiding confrontation. In return, Rice was offering her government’s blessings to Iran’s right to produce nuclear energy for peaceful purposes. Additionally, Rice was alluding to economic and trade rewards, should Tehran opt for the incentives being offered in the “carrot and stick” deal which the five permanent member-states of the UN Security Council had agreed upon. Neither did Rice bang the door shut in the face of security guarantees. Instead, she merely said that this issue was not proposed to the US administration.

Rice was very clear when she said that George W. Bush does not exclude the military option, not even temporarily, even though he is now sticking with diplomacy alone as a means to defuse the crisis. While she said that efforts were being exerted to "work with international partners" to end the widespread availability of banned weapons and end all support for terror, Rice deliberately expressed in her statement that “we plan to work with our friends and allies to enhance their defense potentials.” This message was meant as a reminder for Iran it that the 'stick' does not comprise only economic sanctions, but may also mean military options, whether direct or indirect.

Europeans had wanted to confine discussions on the nuclear issue to the category of 'prohibiting the proliferation of banned weapons'. But Rice widened the scope of negotiations to tackle the essence of Iran's nuclear and regional ambitions.

The limits of the bargaining process are unknown. Some see in the new US position an attempt to avoid blame, by resorting to warnings and ultimatums before opting for confrontation. That is why Rice is preparing enter into immediate negotiations on condition that Iran stop its uranium enrichment program. But others believe that Washington and Iran are equally in need of bargaining, on the grounds that a confrontation would be a very complicated and difficult option for both of them. In fact, they both seem in need of stalling for time, though in varying degrees.

With respect to UN Resolution 1559, Rice told the Iranian government that Washington would not merely propose the Iraqi file on the negotiation table, since many consider this file to be a US obsession. In fact, Rice said that Washington was serious about holding Iran responsible for its actions and policies regarding the Lebanese-Syrian file, as addressed by UN Resolution 1559. Any talk about attempts to undermine the Lebanese government's sovereignty through this resolution has two aspects: The first has to do with Hizbullah and the need to disarm it, as was done with any other Lebanese or non-Lebanese militia. The second relates to Syria and its recognition of the independence of Lebanon and the sovereignty of its government, and that it must stop interfering in its internal affairs, and should not smuggle weapons into its territories to the benefit of Palestinian factions and other militias there.

Rice's message was not only meant for Tehran. It was also meant for those who fear that any talk of understandings and bargaining would come at the expense of Lebanon, which represents the dispensable, weakest link, even though it is the only sound model for democratization in the region.

The gist of the message is that Washington was not likely to trade Lebanon for Tehran. It insinuates to Tehran that it has the opportunity to protect itself from the consequences of military action by bargaining with the protection it gives Hizbullah and Syria; moreover, Tehran could look forward to special relations with the West and the US as a result of such deals.

Iran's response will outline the blueprint of the coming stage whether of confrontation or bargaining. A firebrand Ahmadinejad and the ruling mullahs in Tehran might believe that Iran's interests lie in provoking a US military strike to justify retaliatory measures in the Gulf by launching attacks against the oil sector and installations by closing down the Strait of Hormuz and by damaging facilities.

Some might say that Iranian interests will prompt it at this stage to capitalize on America's weakness and the fact that US troops are bogged down in Iraq. According to this viewpoint, Iran now controls Iraq, and there is no need to sacrifice this treasured possession. This may be especially true, since Iraq is a vital part of the oil belt, which both the American neo-conservatives and Shiite Iran dream of dominating, and which extends from the oil fields in eastern Saudi Arabia to those in Iran.

During a meeting with a high-level Iranian official in New York, the official defied the argument that Iran has ambitions for regional leadership and hegemony, asserting "all that it takes to achieve hegemony over the region is to nod our heads in agreement with the United States." He pointed out that the only contender in this respect was Iraq, but the credit should go to the neo-conservatives who planned America's war on Iraq and, at the same time, offered a free service to Iran after eliminating its arch-enemy in the region, in reference to ousted Iraqi President Saddam Hussein. The Iranian official also said that he did not believe that the US would carry out a military strike against Iran, because the Iraqi experience would force it to be reasonable and better contemplate matters. However, he said it would be irrational for his country to pin its hopes on Washington's rationality; but that, in either case, the US should not expect to remain safe if it took military measures against Iran.

Another point the senior official was keen to highlight was the significance of Ahmadinejad's message, through which he aimed to initiate a dialogue, although this message was full of emotional phrases and bitter criticism of the US. Ahmadinejad spoke of a readiness to discuss any means for understanding, provided that Iran's right to possess nuclear energy was recognized. He also spoke extensively about Iran's unhappy experience with the US. For instance, he said that, after Iran's painstaking efforts in the issue of Afghanistan, and its face-to-face talks in the “Six Plus Two” scenario, Bush, in just 20 days, came up with what he called an "axis of evil" that comprised Iran, Iraq and North Korea.

The US-Iran confidence crisis is a genuine problem, but it is incomparable to the one between the US and the former Soviet Union during the Cold War. Despite this, the two giants had reached understandings and exchanged benefits, but most of all, their differences never ended in a military confrontation. However, this does not mean that all the criteria for bargaining have been prepared, and that Washington and Tehran have ruled out the possibility of military confrontation. Indeed, this is still a warm-up phase for either of the two options, and everything is still in the preliminary stage.
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