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Russia and China represent a more potent threat to US foreign policy designs than Syria or North Korea. Both can upset the US apple cart on a truly global scale 

What are we to make of President George W Bush’s 2006 National Security Strategy? 

Beyond the rhetoric, we may conclude that the US defines the biggest threats to its interests coming from states directly challenging America’s foreign policy designs. But if that is true, then it is not just Iran that is in the eye of the storm, but also Russia and China. 

The biggest threat the Islamic Republic poses to the US is not its alleged nuclear weapons programme per se, but its overt endeavours to position itself as a force of regional pre-eminence. The US has lived with a belligerent Iran since 1979 — an Iran that re-energised its quest for nuclear capability following the outbreak of the Iran-Iraq war of the 1980s. Indeed, successive US administrations have persistently slammed Iran as the Persian Gulf’s biggest weapons proliferator as well as accusing it of sponsoring terrorist groups as wide-ranging as Hizbollah, Hamas, Al Qaeda, the IRA and the ETA. 

Admittedly, this was before 9/11 changed everything. Even after the terrorist attacks on the US, it was Iraq that was invaded, not the Islamic Republic. 

Today the US fears the regional leverage that nuclear capability would afford Tehran in its quest to reshape the post-Saddam Middle East in its own image. This is a role Washington wants for itself. After all, Bush did not topple the Saddam regime to have some upstart clerical regime try and scupper its plans for a democratic Middle East dominated by Israel. 

But do not Russia and China pose a more potent threat to US foreign policy designs than, say, Syria or North Korea? 

The answer is yes. Both Moscow and Beijing have the potential to upset the US apple cart on a truly global scale. It appears that Washington has already anticipated such an eventuality and taken measures necessary to safeguard against future dissent. 

Writing in the current issue of Foreign Affairs, Keir A Lieber and Daryl G Press (The Rise of US Nuclear Primacy), outline an important shift in the balance of geo-political nuclear power. America, they assert, is, for the first time in 50 years, on the verge of obtaining nuclear primacy. 

With the end of the Cold War and its sustained mutually assured destruction (MAD), not only has the US emerged as the world’s dominant nuclear force — it will soon be able, according to the writers, to destroy with a first strike the long-range nuclear arsenals of both Russia and China. 

This is not to suggest that the Bush administration is contemplating a nuclear strike against either country. What it does suggest is that the US is preparing an offensive, not defensive, posture to ensure that major world powers (as opposed to mere rogue states) toe the American line. 

Russia and China would do well to take note. 

Washington increasingly views recent Russian behaviour at the international level as signalling the beginning of the end of Moscow’s rapprochement with the West. 

Russia and China have systematically thwarted US-led efforts at the UNSC to reach a consensus on addressing the Iranian nuclear threat. Both staunchly oppose economic sanctions and especially a possible military strike against Tehran. 

It was this sustained joint opposition that led to a watering down of a (US-backed) Franco-British draft UNSC text on Iran. This is to say nothing of Russia’s flirtation with the idea of issuing its own draft text to resolve the issue.

Equally irksome for Washington was Moscow’s hosting of Hamas leaders at the beginning of March. It represented a de facto recognition of a Palestinian government led by an organisation the US called terrorist. Russia’s status as a member of the Quartet sponsoring the US-backed roadmap to Middle Eastern peace served only to rub salt in the US wound. 

Even more alarming for America has been a recent US military report accusing Moscow of having provided Saddam Hussein advanced notice of US military plans to invade Iraq in 2003. That Russia has dismissed the allegations as politically motivated further suggests that the US-Russian détente is fast coming to an end. 

While China’s siding with Russia on the Iran issue has won it no US favours, it is Beijing’s increasing political clout that the US finds more troubling. When smaller SAARC members, led by Nepal, signalled last year that they would support membership for Afghanistan only on the condition that China got the observer status it represented a robust counter-move against Indian regional hegemony. It also demonstrated Beijing’s success in making inroads into regions further afield than its immediate backyard. 

Yet it is the dragon’s economic rise that represents the biggest Chinese challenge to US authority. Estimates predict that Beijing’s economy will overtake that of the US by 2040, effectively posing a direct challenge to American superpower status and therefore to US foreign policy designs. 

Does the world have any reason to fear the inclusion of new members on the US watch list of states deemed to pose a threat to American interests? Yes. Because this is perhaps the first time since the end of the Cold War that America appears to be targeting major international nuclear powers. Now those powers are supporting Iran.

The next level of the Great Game has begun. 
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