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There is a full year before the United States presidential election of 4 November 2008 [1], but
the nomination campaigns are already being run at an intense pace. This, against the
background of a situation where the US's military forces are heavily engaged abroad, makes it
inevitable that the state's security posture is growing in importance as an issue.

The rooted unpopularity [2] of the Iraq war raises the expectation that a combination of
Democratic candidates pursuing an anti-war line and Republicans seeking to distance
themselves from President Bush might create a dynamic in favour of a more constructive,
multilateral and peace-building foreign policy. This is not the way the campaign is going; on the
contrary, its unfolding character carries ominous signs for security in the middle east in the
coming months.

A receding concern

The absence of a more vigorous political critique of the US administration's record in the "war on
terror" can partly be explained by the fact that the Iraq war has receded, at least for the moment,
from the headlines. The decline in both US casualties [3] and insurgent attacks has lent support
to claims by the war's more vehement cheerleaders that it may now effectively have been won.
More generally, the reduced media coverage of Iraq helps create the sense even among
disaffected citizens that the war is less important than it was - and among politicians that there is
little to be gained by criticising it or (an important distinction) its conduct.

That may be little comfort for Iragis, where there are many
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estimates that $27 billion investment is required (see IWPR/Irag
Crisis Report 235, 25 October 2007 [5]).

A further illustration of Irag's condition is the deteriorating security situation on the ground in
many parts of the country. The chief of police in the southern city of Basra has admitted that his
force cannot control [6] a city currently being fought over by rival armed groups, some of whom
have infiltrated the police (see Ahmed Janabi, "Iraqi city in the grip of militias [7]", al-Jazeera, 31
October 2007). The militias and their political associates in this region of Iraq particularly covet
Basra and the port of Umm Qasr [8], since whoever can wield power over them and their energy
exports can acquire considerable political leverage even as far as Baghdad.
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A campaign dynamic

From the perspective of a Washington whose political horizons seem at present to be
narrowing, such developments in a far-off land barely register. This is unfortunate enough, but
the further problem is that when attention is focused on the region it tends to be filtered through
a prism of rhetorical belligerence. The latest examples of what has become a routinely punitive
attitude is President Bush's announcement on 25 October of further sanctions [9] on Iran; this
follows the senate's non-binding resolution of 26 September to designate [10] the Iranian
Revolutionary Guards Corps as a "terrorist" organisation. These moves reflect an important shift
in the US focus [11] from Iraq to Iran as the controversy over Tehran's nuclear plans deepens
(see "Baghdad spin, Tehran war [11]", 6 September 2006). But they also have an impact on the
domestic [12] political debate, in a way that reinforces the point that US electoral discourse is
encouraging an unsettling security dynamic.

The evidence for this can be found in the current appeal of the leading rival candidates, who are
setting the pace on foreign and defence policy in their respective camps. Hillary Clinton is at this
stage the clear frontrunner for the Democrats, notwithstanding intense criticism [13] from rival
candidates of her alleged "controlling" style, inconsistency, and indulgence of the administration
(as reflected in her support for the 26 September resolution). Her fundraising abilities have been
impressive, her campaign has gained substantial momentum and her team is going to great
lengths to present her as unstoppable. That judgment may prove premature, as in their own way

Barack Obama and a presently well-received [14] John Edwards remain formidable; but what is
relevant in respect of security-centred issues is the tough line Clinton is adopting towards Iraq

and Iran.

On Iraq, she has been careful [15] to keep open the options on the likely timescale for a US
military presence in the country, and on the timetable for even a partial withdrawal. Her delicate
combination of criticism of Iran, support for sanctions and reluctance to commit herself over the
war option is designed to maximise advantage in a fluid political environment. In the case of
Iran, however, there are particular dangers in a situation where the refusal to rule out support for
military action could be used in convenient circumstances as effective endorsement by those

who advocate such an approach.

Hillary Clinton may be experiencing a familiar and deep-seated
Democratic bind [18], whereby fear of being accused of lack of
patriotism can lead to an over-compensating (and misdirected)
"surplus" of such a quality. This perceived vulnerability can also
override the need to speak to and articulate the widespread
opposition to the Iraq war (and indeed to the prospect [19] of
war with Iran) among Democratic supporters. But Clinton's
notably cagey stance on the US's overseas entanglements
partly reflects developments on the "other side" - not Tehran,
but the Republican campaign, and especially the progress of
the former mayor of New York, Rudy Giuliani.

Indeed, Giuliani's unexpected prominence [20] has been one of
the surprises of the campaign so far. A figure who holds
relatively liberal positions on gun control and abortion, and
whose interesting private life includes three marriages, is not
self-evidently appealing to a Republican Party that today
depends on conservative Christians for so much of its support;
yet Giuliani is becoming so influential in the Republican
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campaign that even some Christian leaders are starting to align [21] themselves with him.
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There is an element of crude political necessity (even
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be ignored. Giuliani has of late adopted a particularly hardline
stance on terrorism, Iraq and Iran. This reflects the recruitment
to his campaign team or circle of advisers of some of the most hawkish of the United States's
analysts and opinion-formers on the middle east; they include Norman Podhoretz [22] (a fervent
advocate [23] of military action against Iran), Michael Rubin [24] of the American Enterprise
Institute, and Daniel Pipes [25] of the Middle East Forum (see Michael Cooper & Marc Santora,
"Mideast Hawks Help to Develop Giuliani Policy [26]", International Herald Tribune, 25 October
2007).

The "internal" linkage in the Giuliani project seems to be that his strategists have responded to
the political downside for Republican voters of some of his liberal views on domestic concerns,
by seeking to sharpen his profile on international issues. Giuliani's authoritative handling of the
9/11 tragedy during his New York mayoralty may be an asset here, but there are clearly
elements of a wider repositioning towards a macho, "patriotic" stance.

The early signs are that this may be working [27]. The trouble is that what "works" for an
aspiring presidential candidate has consequences for the campaign as a whole, and ultimately
perhaps for the world. At present, Giuliani's strategy appears to be warping the entire argument
over the next presidency [28] in the direction of a hawkish foreign policy, and that the ripple-
effects include a subtle but definite impact on Hillary Clinton's campaign.

A political alignment

Nothing, yet, is set in stone. Hillary Clinton has not yet received a single vote, and a bad early
primary result could upset all calculations; Rudy Giuliani is even less secure among the
Republicans' ostensibly more open field. At the same time, there are clear indications that the
Republicans could increase their political opportunities if they can exploit the "fear factor [29]"
that is one of the most potent weapons in their armoury.

This, precisely, is where the attitude to Iran of the George W Bush administration and the
interests of the wider Republican cause may - after a period of some disassociation - yet
reconverge. If, as seems likely, the key figure of vice-president Dick Cheney [30] and his
immediate affiliates continue their present policy of focusing on Iran as the arch-enemy, then
they may indirectly be aiding the Republican presidential effort. The renewed influence of their
conservative equivalents in Iran itself may act as a reinforcement (see Omid Memarian, "Iran:
prepared for the worst [30]", 30 October 2007).

It is almost certainly still the case (as several columns in this series [30] have argued) that the
greatest risk of war with Iran comes from a provocation [31] that precipitates a crisis that in turn
tips over into armed confrontation - rather than from a sudden, unforeseen attack by the United
States or even Israel (see "America and Iran: the spark of war [31]", 20 September 2007). The
worry is that the manner in which the US presidential election campaign is developing may
come to mean that there will be no senior, authoritative voice of reason arguing coherently
against the war option. That alone serves to make a war against Iran more likely.
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