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THERE are three persistent flaws in American thinking on world affairs. They flow from a triumphal mood, after the end of the Cold War, which only aggravates the national belief in its exceptionalism. 

It never cares to view a problem from any perspective but its own or recognise the legitimacy of any other interest; it is unwilling to make concessions to others; and regards recourse to diplomacy as an admission of weakness. 

Incontrovertible evidence surfaced that in the last days of his regime Saddam Hussein began confronting the realities he had long denied. The terms he offered to the United States via an intermediary were surrender terms that included an Israel-Arab settlement. James Risen, a highly respected author and correspondent, published an exceptionally informed detailed report on the parleys in the InternationalHeraldTribune of Nov 7, 2003. 

David Ottaway and Joe Stephens of TheWashingtonPost reported (Oct 30, 2001) that a deal with the Taliban fell through because of the US “demand that Osama bin Laden face trial in the US”. They were prepared to give him up “to a neutral third country”. The fragile unity of two states was destroyed with lasting consequences. 

Iran is confronted with the same attitude. On May 4, 2003 Iran sent a comprehensive proposal through the Swiss ambassador Tim Guldimann which covered terrorism, wmd and Arab-Israeli accord. The US ignored the offer and censured the Swiss for the efforts. 

Iran concluded a formal agreement with the EU-3 on Nov 15, 2004 on a framework for negotiations. On March 23, 2005 Iran offered a package which covered an “open fuel cycle”. The EU’s proposal of Aug 8, 2005, prodded by the US, envisaged the end of Iran’s programme and dependence on the West’s pledges of fuel supplies. On Feb 15, 2005 the US Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice unveiled an $85m programme for the overthrow of Iran’s government. It is the same story of regime change. 

On March 1, 2010, David E. Sanger of TheNewYorkTimes reported that the United States and Israel “have at least partly penetrated the Iranian programme — snatching up scientists, obtaining photos of the inside of facilities and tapping into computer data from the nuclear programme” and arranging assassinations, he ought to have added. Yet, “they are still not certain whether Iran is seeking a nuclear bomb, or just the ability to build one, or even merely the appearance of the ability.” A senior adviser to President Obama said late last year: “We’ve got a near perfect record of being wrong about these guys for 30 years”. 

Sanger had reported last year that George W. Bush deflected Iran’s plans for a strike on Iran by assuring it that “he had authorised new covert action intended to sabotage” Iran’s nuclear programme. There is little discussion of the recent moves in diplomacy. 

On Oct 1, 2009 the US proposed at the talks between the G-5 (the US, France, the UK, Russia and China) and Iran in Geneva that Iran should send 80 per cent of its low-enriched uranium (LEU) to Russia, after which it would go to France to be turned into fuel rods for the research reactor in Tehran. It was intended to deprive Iran of most of its uranium reserves immediately, for 12 months or so, which would delay any technological breakthrough. Obama would have claimed a diplomatic victory. Iran would have been denied its right to enrich uranium, which is not negotiable. 

Ordered to avoid a breakdown, Iran’s negotiators did not reject the proposal outright. But the US falsely claimed that Iran had agreed to send 1,200kg of depleted uranium overseas. 

The second round of talks on Oct 19-21 was based on a draft agreement prepared by the International Atomic Energy Agency’s (IAEA) outgoing DG Mohamed ElBaradei. It provided for 80 per cent of Iran’s uranium stocks to be sent to Russia. A French diplomat said that it was “not far” from the West’s ideal solution. 

It was reported that on the last day of the talks Iran had accepted ElBaradei’s plan. Its representative to the IAEA Ali Asghar Soltauieh said that the draft was “on the right track” but Iran would have to study the text carefully. A fierce debate erupted in Tehran. Gareth Porter reported in LeMondeDiplomatique last December that all the factions “believe that the ElBaradei plan would deprive Iran of the leverage it has gained over the last few years”. 

Senior national security officials admit that the object of accumulating LEU was always to force the US to engage in serious and comprehensive talks on common interest. They point out that before the enrichment programme began, the US showed no interests in talks. The accumulation of LEU put Iran in a stronger position to negotiate. “How could Iran give up this trump card without getting something in return?” 

Once again the US claimed adolescently that it had split the Iranian leadership. In fact Iran prepared a counter-offer on Oct 29 — the uranium would be sent abroad in batches, the second would go out only when the first was returned. 

“To avoid breakdown in the talks, Ahmadinejad made yet another offer to leave roughly a quarter of the LEU under IAEA seals on Iranian soil until the uranium for its medical research is delivered. But Obama’s warning on Nov 15 that time for negotiations was running out suggests that a new cycle of sanctions is about to begin … an agreement that it can present as a diplomatic victory over Iran. Gary Samore (Obama’s chief adviser on Iran) believed that the administration would have done better to try a broader discussion that took account of Iran’s political and economic interests.” 

This is the heart of the matter. Iran wants a broader political accord, a Grand Bargain, with the US which also covers its security interests in the region. 

The proposals are not dead. As late as on Feb 6 President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad said “We are ready for a fuel exchange within a fair framework. We are still ready for an exchange, even with America”. But is Obama serious enough as Nixon was about China? He did not reply to Ahmadinejad’s letter of congratulations after the 2008 elections.

