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The deteriorating quality of the electoral discourse of US presidential candidates has begun to take its toll on the personal image of both Republican candidate John McCain and Democratic candidate Barack Obama. The requirements and artfulness of the political game are now taking precedence, at the expense of the focus on the necessary political framework of US strategy towards the rest of the world. Such distractions give some of the players on the international scene the impression that the opportunity is ripe to impose one de facto reality after another, without fear of confrontation or accountability. Most of them are engaged in setting the foundations of their relationship with the new president from a position that would distinguish them and reinforce their assets. This is why both McCain and Obama must seriously contemplate the kind of international partnerships that they want, the map of Iraq, which they repeatedly mention in their campaigns, the real intentions of Russia, China and Europe in regard to Iran, as well as the kind of strategic relations that they want with the forces shaping regional balance of power. Many governments consider the period of the US elections to be a golden opportunity to plant the seeds of what they wish to harvest with the coming administration and to reap the last fruits possible with the current one, which has in practice begun its decline. Iran’s skillfulness in this respect is widely recognized. Perhaps the most notable example of this is when the Iranian revolution refrained from handing in American hostages to Democratic President Jimmy Carter, and chose to turn them over to Republican President Ronald Regan on the day he officially assumed office. This time, the Islamic Republic is playing the game of defiance and stalling, in a way that seems appropriate considering the size and diversity of those involved and of their opinions. None of the six states negotiating with Iran over its nuclear issue seems in a hurry to reach a confrontation or complete a bargain. This leaves a dangerous gap, not only for the Middle East but for America’s strategic partnerships with countries in the region as well. Stalling is a strategic decision for Iran and its allies. It will be least beneficial to the new American president, who will inherit an unresolved Iranian issue and will be exposed to all forms of stalling and defiance on the part of Tehran and of some of its allies. 

There are indications that the 5+1 states (the five permanent members of the Security Council plus Germany) intend to comply with Iran’s desires for stalling and evasion, each for its own reasons. China has its economic reasons, as it enjoys the benefits of partnership with Iran at a time when Iranian-European and Iranian-American relations are at their worst. It is quite aware that reconciliation will lead to increased economic partnerships with the west, at the expense of its own partnership with Iran. As for Russia, it sees in the Iranian issue an opportunity to introduce and reinforce its influence, both inside the UN Security Council and in the context of a grand deal and bilateral bargains. It thus benefits from keeping the Iranian issue hanging between the grand deal and the ghost of military intervention, which it opposes. This adds considerable weight to its efforts to hold on to a role on the international scene that would bring back some of its past grandeur. 

Europe, on the other hand, is divided on its position towards Iran and has no qualms about stalling if the other option is confrontation. Even the Bush administration does not so far seem to be in a hurry to turn to military intervention during an electoral period. Indeed the Republicans must act cautiously to avoid harming John McCain’s presidential chances. Hence, the Bush administration does not seem upset by Iran’s stalling strategy, now taking the form of a real bazaar exchange under the slogan of “mutual clarification”. Such “mutual clarification” in fact represents the package of incentives put forth by the US, China, Russia, the UK and France, in addition to Germany, through the EU’s High Representative for the Common Foreign and Security Policy, Javier Solana, added to the package of Iranian demands and of suggestions relating not only to the nuclear issue, but to the quality of regional relations and partnerships as well. In its written response to the offer of incentives in return for suspending uranium enrichment, in accordance with UN Security Council resolutions, Iran ignored the demand to suspend enrichment as well as the offer to suspend the sanctions imposed on it in return. What Iran clearly wants is to take its time in discussing the different elements of the grand deal with the US, with the participation of the other permanent members of the Security Council. What the Iranian leadership really wants is a bazaar on a completely different level. 

There are some Americans who seek to understate so-called Iranian victories in Iraq, Lebanon, Palestine and the Gulf region as a whole, to say that time, stalling, and evasion will not buy Iran stability, as its domestic situation is much worse than we know and the sanctions have had a real impact on Iran’s internal economic situation. Others believe that the rising tone of Iran’s leadership is only an indication of its weakness. Let it stall, then! According to the proponents of this opinion, Iran’s stalling will be an opportunity to reinforce the country’s internal economic weakness as well as the political weakness of the Iranian regime. We will just have to wait and see. There are also those who completely agree with Libyan leader Colonel Muammar Qaddafi, who considered that “what Iran is doing stems simply from arrogance, and in the event of a decision against Iran, this country will suffer the same outcome as Iraq”. He expects the complete collapse of Iran in case a war is waged against it. 

The defiance of Iran’s leaders is indeed reminiscent of that of former Iraqi President Saddam Hussein. Both openly challenged the US while harboring an overwhelming desire to normalize relations with it. Such a desire also dominates the minds of Syria’s leadership, as it wishes to be accepted by the United States and to reorganize its relations with Washington in a manner allowing for the exchange of ambassadors once again. That is Syria’s strategic decision. According to seasoned observers, familiar with the hidden aspects of greater regional policies, Damascus fears that Iran will beat it to a rehabilitation and partnership deal with Washington. The two sides are engaged in a race, rather than coordination, in this respect. This explains the indications of occasional divergence and unusual disagreements between Syria and Iran, which do not reflect a coming end to their strategic alliance, but rather an aspect of organizing their relationship. Iran’s leadership considers Syria to be the follower within the framework of their partnership, and it cannot accept Syria’s departure from this position in search of a bigger role. This explains why Iran was upset when, at the request of the French president, Syria’s leadership attempted to play a mediating role and to influence Iran’s policy. 

There is talk of an ongoing debate in Syria in regard to determining and defining the Syrian-Iranian relationship. Rumors link the assassination of Syrian General Mohammad Suleiman this week to disagreements over Iran as well as Hezbollah in Lebanon. There are also many rumors and theories that link the assassination of this senior officer to that of Lebanon’s former Prime Minister Rafic Hariri. What matters is that this is the second assassination of a senior Syrian official in Damascus, following the assassination of Hezbollah commander Imad Mughniyah a few months ago. There are also “suicides” that have claimed the lives of several senior military officials. 

Had the issue regarded a self-sufficient country, having nothing to do with its neighbors, there would have been no need for US presidential candidates to show so much interest in what it does or what happens within it. Syria, however, has several roles to play in the region’s hottest issues. For example, part of the inter-Palestinian conflict within Hamas is attributed to the disagreement over Syrian decisions that aim at maintaining or undermining the Palestinian truce with Israel in accordance with Syria’s needs. Syria also has an active role in Lebanon, directly through Hezbollah which is Iran’s ally above all, as well as through Palestinian and non-Palestinian factions. It is also active in Iraq, albeit not to the same extent as Iran. Hence, paying attention to what Damascus and Tehran are plotting, with the support and direct assistance of Moscow and its partners, is a matter of extreme importance which relates to strategic decisions influencing the US’s higher interests and the requirements of retaining the upper hand in the post-Cold War era of unilateralism. 

The reputation of abandoning strategic partnerships was earned by the various US administrations, and has led to undermining trust in the US and in its promises. Some governments plan their strategies today on the basis of benefiting from the US’s arbitrary behavior and its reputation for turning its back on its allies and breaking its promises. This is a serious threat to the future of necessary partnerships, especially during the stage of stalling, defiance, and whatever may follow. Iraq is still being sorted out. It is a perfect example of turbulent partnerships and the patterns of letting partners down. Saddam Hussein was America’s ally in containing Khomeini’s revolution. He was mistaken when he thought that he had become indispensable, based on the depth of his partnership with the US. Iraq today fluctuates between different formulas of loyalty and disloyalty. It needs to be aware of developments in matters regarding the formulation of its identity, its relations with its neighbors, and its international strategic partnerships. 

Considering all of this, one understands that the priority for both the Republican and the Democratic Party is reaching the White House. However, one must not underestimate the challenges which will face the new American president once the season of electoral distractions ends.
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