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Obama and Xi 
seeing eye to eye 
on Iran
Washington

I 

n his welcoming toast at the 
state dinner for Chinese Presi-
dent Xi Jinping, US President 
Barack Obama proposed that 
the people of China and the 

United States “work together, like 
fingers on the same hand, in friend-
ship and in peace”. The president’s 
warm words, which came in the 
face of pressure from many in 
Washington to be tougher towards 
Beijing, were reciprocated by the 
Chinese president, who described 
his visit as “an unforgettable jour-
ney”.

This might be because Xi got 
the attention and recognition for 
his country’s increasingly asser-
tive role in world affairs from the 
world’s only superpower — not bad 
for a leader who travelled to Wash-
ington at a time when the Chinese 
economic miracle is starting to lose 
lustre.

Obama not only welcomed an ex-
panded role for China, he also told 
Xi that as “powerful as the United 
States is, the nature of the biggest 
challenges we face — things like 
climate change or terrorism or pan-
demics or refugees — those are not 
issues that any one nation alone 
can solve”.

The president outlined the ar-
eas where China is a “partner to 
address global challenges”, and 
included among them promoting 
nuclear security, combating piracy 
off the horn of Africa, encouraging 
development and achieving recon-

ciliation in Afghanistan.
US-Chinese cooperation on the 

Middle East, and especially on Iran, 
has already borne results.

Obama received reaffirmation 
from Xi of China’s support for the 
nuclear deal and Iran got a mes-
sage that China stands behind the 
implementation of the deal. Xi said 
he and Obama “reaffirmed that all 
relevant parties should undertake 
to implement the agreement fully 
and work together to implement all 
relevant United Nations’ Security 
Council resolutions”.

Obama also was firm in his insist-
ence that Iran fully implement the 
nuclear deal but the difference in 
language when Obama was talking 
about Iran compared with North Ko-
rea was telling. On Iran, Obama said 
all parties, including Iran, “need to 
fully implement the nuclear deal”. 
But when talking about North Ko-
rea, the president “demanded” the 
“full implementation of all relevant 
UN resolutions”.  “We will not ac-
cept North Korea as a nuclear weap-
ons state,” Obama said.

China and Iran already have a 
good relationship. China is second 
only to Russia in supplying Iran 
with arms.

The United States and China 
agreed to cooperate more closely 
on terrorism financing, including 
exchanging information related 
to money laundering and terrorist 
financing. US officials said this co-
operation should help in the war on 
terrorism and against groups such 
as the Islamic State (ISIS). More 
broadly, Obama called on China 
to play a bigger role in addressing 
global economic challenges.

One of the major topics of discus-
sion between the two leaders was 
navigation in the South China Sea, 
an issue that, along with cyberse-
curity, has been a source of bilateral 
tension. The position of US allies 
in the region is a mirror image of 
America’s allies in the Gulf, where 
the administration is seen as being 
soft on Iran’s intransigent behav-
iour in the area. 

Obama reaffirmed that “the 

US will continue to sail, fly and 
operate anywhere that interna-
tional law allows” and he ex-
pressed concern over Chinese 
land reclamation and construc-
tion in disputed areas, a major  
concern for America’s allies in the 
region.

The Chinese president’s response 
was clear and firm. Xi said the “is-
lands in the South China Sea since 
ancient times are China’s territory. 

We have the right to uphold our 
own territorial sovereignty and law-
ful and legitimate maritime rights 
and interests.” But at the same 
time, he committed to “maintain-
ing peace and stability in the South 
China Sea” and “support freedom 
of navigation”.
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Is Obama a grand strategist?

U
S President Barack 
Obama’s adminis-
tration has been a 
source of bewilder-
ment and frustra-
tion to many in the 

Middle East and to many analysts 
and observers of US Middle East 
policy.

Obama’s policies also have been 
the target of criticism and even 
derision: US Senator John McCain, 
R-Ariz., the man Obama defeated 
in the 2008 presidential election, 
recently said, “The administra-
tion’s feckless foreign policy has 
emboldened our adversaries and 
diminished our standing in the 
world.”

“Feckless.” “Leading from be-
hind.” “Clueless.” “Weak.” These 
are among the most common 
descriptors of Obama’s leadership 
as US commander-in-chief.

But there’s another view. In a re-
cent paper, Alfred W. McCoy, pro-
fessor of history at the University 
of Wisconsin, claims that Obama 
is, in fact, a rare “grandmaster” of 
foreign policy, a president whose 
global vision is so sophisticated 
that those who live in the 24-hour 
news cycle have failed to see what 

he is doing and what he has ac-
complished.

According to McCoy, Obama en-
tered office determined to reverse 
America’s decline and his first 
priority was to “repair the damage 
caused by a plethora of Washing-
ton foreign policy debacles”, prin-
cipally those of his predecessor in 
the Middle East, which cost the 
United States upwards of $3 tril-
lion, led to the dismemberment of 
Iraq and arguably to the creation 
of the Islamic State (ISIS).

And while the United States 
was spending trillions on war in 
the Middle East — and running up 
a massive budget deficit in the pro-
cess — China was spending even 
more on infrastructure and foreign 
investments in Africa and Central 
Asia. And this gets to the crux 
of McCoy’s argument: Obama’s 
foreign policy is centred on “a 
tri-continental strategy to check 
Beijing’s rise”.

In many ways, Obama is not just 
the United States’ first African-
American president. He also is its 
first Asian-American president. 
He was born in Hawaii, spent his 
childhood years in Indonesia and 
went to college in California. So 
it should have been no surprise 
when, during his first term, his ad-
ministration announced a “pivot 
to Asia”.

Words matter: “Pivot” means 
to rotate in a different direction. 
This should have been taken as a 
warning to America’s friends (and 
enemies) in the Middle East that 
Washington was no longer going to 
intervene in a region of the world 
that has so often been a source of 

US policy failures — and expensive 
failures, at that.

According to McCoy, Obama’s 
eagerness for a nuclear agreement 
with Iran was not based on weak-
ness but rather on his desire to 
“avoid the sort of military action 
yearned for by Republicans that 
would have mired Washington in 
yet another Middle Eastern war”. 
In addition to its own inherent 
dangers, such a war would have 
distracted from Obama’s broader 
goal of halting China’s threat to US 
supremacy.

And how is Obama achieving 
that goal? McCoy says it is through 
trade deals, particularly the two 
massive deals currently under 
negotiation: The Trans-Pacific 
Partnership (TPP) and the Trans-
Atlantic Trade and Investment 
Partnership (TTIP).

While critics have lambasted 
Obama for not intervening in Syria, 
or for negotiating with the ayatol-
lahs in Tehran, the president has 
been assembling two trade deals 
that — assuming they both are 
signed before the end of his term 
in office, which seems likely — will 
succeed in putting the United 
States at the centre of a mammoth 
economic area that accounts for 
two-thirds of world gross domes-
tic product and three-quarters of 
world trade. It also leaves China on 
the outside looking in.

If this were a game of chess, 
Obama would look across the table 
at Beijing, smile smugly, and say, 
“Check.”

McCoy does acknowledge a 
ruthless side to this game: “When 
grandmasters play the great game 

of geopolitics, there is, almost 
axiomatically, an indifference to 
any resulting collateral damage at 
home or abroad.”

The suffering Syrian population 
is, in this interpretation, “collateral 
damage” from Obama’s refusal to 
involve United States in another 
Middle East quagmire. The greater 
risk that Israel and other US allies 
may face because of the agreement 
with Iran can also be seen as “col-
lateral damage”.

Domestically, many environ-
mentalists are furious that Obama 
has allowed fracking and oil 
exploration in the US Arctic. But 
to the grandmaster — who also is 
a true environmentalist — this is 
collateral damage worth paying to 
achieve energy independence.

McCoy concludes: “Obama has 
revealed himself as one of the few 
US leaders since America’s rise to 
world power in 1898 who can play 
this particular great game of impe-
rial domination with the requisite 
balance of vision and ruthlessness. 
Obama has… potentially [laid] the 
groundwork for the continued 
planetary dominion of the United 
States deep into the 21st century.”

This administration’s policies 
in the Middle East are still open 
to criticism on many fronts and 
Obama can be called many things. 
But if McCoy is right, “clueless” 
and “weak” are not among them.
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