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Washington

M 

any observers (in-
cluding myself) have 
pointed out that 
the Iranian nuclear 
agreement could 

have negative consequences for 
Russia. The reduction of interna-
tional economic sanctions against 
Iran means that more oil and gas 
will come onto the world market, 
which will lower petroleum prices 
and thus negatively affect Russia 
and other petroleum exporters.

In addition, if a broader Iranian 
rapprochement with the United 
States and the West occurs, Tehran 
will have less need for coopera-
tion with Russia — and Irani-
ans take a dim view of Rus-
sia anyway, given the two 
nations’ long contentious 
history.

Despite this, Moscow 
can expect benefits from 
the Iranian nuclear agree-
ment. These include:

Increased Russian ex-
ports of arms, nuclear 
reactors and other prod-
ucts to an Iran that will 
soon have more money 
to spend as well as more 
freedom to spend it due to 
the removal of sanctions;

Increased opportunities, 
also due to the removal of in-
ternational sanctions against 
Iran, for Russian firms to invest 
in the Iranian petroleum sector;

The possibility of increased eco-

nomic interaction with the Gulf 
Arab states that are annoyed with 
US President Barack Obama’s ad-
ministration for signing off on the 
Iranian nuclear agreement and 
show their displeasure with Wash-
ington by buying 
Russian arms, 
nuclear 
reactors 
or other 
goods 
(Russia, 
of course, 
also ap-
proved 
the Iranian 

nuclear agreement but since the 
Gulf Arabs have far lower expec-
tations of Russia, Moscow hopes 
they will overlook this);

The ability to more credibly ar-
gue, as Russian Foreign Minister 
Lavrov has, that because an Ira-
nian nuclear agreement has been 
achieved, US plans to deploy bal-
listic missile defences to Europe 
against a feared Iranian threat 
should be abandoned. Moscow 
has strenuously objected to the 
missile defence system and claims 

it really is aimed at Russia; and, 
possibly,

The hope that, because Rus-
sia supported the Iranian nuclear 
agreement despite increased ten-

sions between Moscow 
and the West over 

Ukraine, Rus-

sia will be seen by some (if not all) 
Western governments as a “respon-
sible actor” and help Moscow’s ef-
forts to undermine the Western 
sanctions regime against it.

But in addition to these benefits 
that Moscow might obtain if the 

Iranian nuclear agreement goes for-
ward, Russia is well positioned to 
benefit if it does not go forward — 
especially if it is rejected by the US 
Congress. If this happens, Iran, Rus-
sia and many other governments, 
including Western ones, will blame 
the United States — and not Iran — 
for the failure of the agreement. In 
that event, Russia stands to benefit 
in several ways, including:

Support for the international 
sanctions regime against Iran is 
likely to crumble if the United 
States is blamed for the failure of 
the agreement and American ties 

will deteriorate not just 
with Iran, but with 
many other coun-
tries;

To the extent that 
Western governments 
fall out with the United 

States over sanctions 
against Iran, this will 
undermine the West-
ern alliance — some-
thing Moscow has long 
sought;

Western governments 
that fall out with Washington are 

likely to be more willing to aban-
don US-backed sanctions against 
Russia; and

Iranian willingness to turn to 
Russia for economic and military 
support will increase.

Some may point out that in-
creased Russian support for Iran 
would tend to hurt Russia’s image 
in the Arab world. But if indeed the 
collapse of the Iranian nuclear ac-
cord would lead to improved Irani-
an-Russian ties, turmoil within the 
Western alliance and American iso-
lation, Moscow may consider poor-
er relations with the Arab world a 
cheap price to pay for all this.

Besides, Moscow may calculate 
that if the Gulf Arabs in particular 
are worried about increased Rus-
sian support for Iran, then what 
they should do is turn to Russia for 
support to provide Moscow with an 
incentive to restrain Iranian behav-
iour in the region. Moscow would 
undoubtedly be willing then to 
serve as a mediator.

Whether the Obama administra-
tion will succeed in overcoming 
congressional objections to the 
Iranian nuclear accord is not clear. 
Russia, though, will attempt to ben-
efit from either situation.

Moscow stands to gain much 
more if US Republicans block the 
agreement than if they do not. This 
ought to give Republicans pause 
to consider whether blocking the 
agreement is really in the United 
States’ interest. So far, though, they 
do not seem to be doing so.

Mark N. Katz is a professor of 
government and politics at George 
Mason University.
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A 

s US President Barack 
Obama eyes his legacy, 
he is channelling two 
Republican presidents 
whom he sees as trans-

formational: Richard Nixon and 
Ronald Reagan. Nixon, one of the 
most controversial American presi-
dents, resigned after the biggest 
political scandal in US history and 
Reagan, publicly popular, was ideo-
logically Obama’s opposite. But in 
foreign policy, Obama sees similari-
ties.

In an interview with Tom Fried-
man of the New York Times, Obama 
argued that in negotiations with 
Iran he was guided by the same 
strategic logic that Nixon and Rea-
gan used in dealing with China and 
the Soviet Union, respectively.

“You know,” Obama said, “I have 
a lot of differences with Ronald Rea-
gan but where I completely admire 
him was his recognition that if you 
were able to verify an agreement 
that [was negotiated] with the ‘evil 
empire’ that was hell bent on our 
destruction and was a far greater 
existential threat to us than Iran 
will ever be, then it would be worth 
doing.”

As for Nixon, Obama said: “He 
understood there was the prospect 

that China could take a different 
path… and as long as we are pre-
serving our security capacity, as 
long as we are not giving away our 
ability to respond forcefully, mili-
tarily, where necessary to protect 
our friends and our allies, that is a 
risk we have to take.”

Are Obama’s analogies with Nix-
on and Reagan accurate? Is Iran like 
the Soviet Union and China during 
the Cold War? Is Obama’s opening 
to Iran in the same league as Nixon’s 
trip to China or the strategic nuclear 
weapons agreements that Reagan 
reached with the Soviets? Is Iranian 
President Hassan Rohani the new 
Mikhail Gorbachev?

The main and most obvious dif-
ference is that, unlike Nixon’s trip 

to China, the Iranians will not soon 
be rolling out the red carpet in Teh-
ran for a US president.

 And unlike the Chinese, which 
welcomed the opening with the 
United States, Iranians still chant 
“Death to America” in the streets 
and the supreme leader has made 
clear that nothing will change in 
Iran’s relationship with the “arro-
gant” United States.

The Iran deal is limited to one is-
sue. In contrast, Nixon’s opening to 
China was broad-based, says Robert 
Daly, director of the Kissinger Insti-
tute on China and the United States 
at the Woodrow Wilson Center. It 
opened the door for a new relation-
ship in all fields — political, econom-
ic and cultural.

According to Daly, Nixon and his 
secretary of state, Henry Kissinger, 
“had a long list of unwritten strate-
gic understandings that emerged” 
as a result of discussions with the 
Chinese leadership. By contrast, 
Obama stressed that “we’re not 
measuring this deal by whether we 
are solving every problem that can 
be traced back to Iran, whether we 
are eliminating their nefarious ac-
tivities around the globe”. 

And US Secretary of State John 
Kerry stated on many occasions that 
the agreement is not a “grand bar-
gain” with Iran. This is why, Daly 
said, “For now, the analogy [with 
China] doesn’t hold well.”

Another difference is one of scale 
and degree of threat. While China in 
the 1970s boasted 1 billion people 
and was a nuclear weapons power, 
Iran is a comparatively small re-
gional power of 80 million people. 
Iran’s threat is regional; China’s 

threat was much broader. But the 
opening to Iran has proven more 
difficult than the one to China be-
cause the extremist nature of the 
Iranian regime made it more intran-
sigent than Chinese Communist 
Party leaders were.

The analogy with the arms-con-
trol agreements Reagan struck with 
the Soviets holds more on form but 
not on substance. Reagan believed 
in American power and that the 
Cold War was a zero-sum game. He 
doubled the defence budget and 
dramatically called on Gorbachev to 
tear down the Berlin Wall.

While Reagan was negotiating 
with the Soviets, he simultaneously 
kept Moscow’s feet to the fire in Af-
ghanistan and other global hotspots.

 Obama’s critics say that, unlike 
Reagan, Obama did not keep pres-
sure on the Iranians as the nego-
tiations proceeded. In fact, some 
argue, Tehran has intensified its in-
fluence in the region.

William Pomeranz of the Kennan 
Institute on Russia said: “I think 
President Obama with the end of 
the Cuba sanctions put the Cold 
War behind us and with the end of 
the Iran sanctions put [President 
Jimmy] Carter and the 1970s behind 
us.”

He may be right about Cuba but 
could be too optimistic on Iran be-
cause everything hinges on Tehran’s 
behaviour.

The looming debate in the US 
Congress will be tough but it is 
doubtful that Republicans will be 
able to stop the deal. The Cuban 
flag has been raised over the coun-
try’s embassy in Washington for the 
first time in more than 50 years. The 
Iranian embassy is not far away ge-
ographically; however, the distance 
that needs to be travelled before the 
Iranian flag flies again is long and ar-
duous. But Obama has opened the 
door and left it ajar.

Amal Mudallali is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab Weekly.
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