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Executive Summary

job one on the international front for the second-term Obama 
administration is undoubtedly Iran. The threat of Iran going nuclear within 
eighteen months—combined with a firm U.S. (and Israeli) policy to prevent 
such an outcome, if necessary, by force, the intensive U.S.-led international 
campaign being waged against Iran, the real risk of a bloody clash between 
U.S. and Iranian forces in the Gulf, and the corresponding threats to oil mar-
kets and the global economy—makes the problem truly exceptional. Not only 
is the standoff preeminent in U.S. discussions, it is also the most significant, 
high-visibility, and dangerous event anywhere in the world today. 

This report provides policy recommendations for consideration as the 
United States grapples with this crucial issue in the weeks ahead. In doing 
so, it examines the roots of the conflict, summarizes its history, and reviews 
key elements at play in the bilateral relationship. The report’s most important 
conclusion is that, even as the urgency for the West to act has been fueled by 
Iran’s quest for a nuclear weapons capability, the underlying problem remains 
Iran’s drive for regional hegemony and theological dominance, a drive that 
has ensnared the United States in a struggle since 1979. America’s own global 
foreign policy goals, especially nonproliferation and regional stability, are 
challenged by Iran’s hegemonic drive. Recognizing this challenge is the first 
step in developing sound policy; in this context, the nuclear issue is but one, 
albeit a uniquely dangerous, element of Iran’s threat to regional security, a 
threat that the United States must confront. The second step for U.S. leaders 
is to recognize that America’s management of this issue will have a profound 
impact on its global leadership. And America must lead. Alternative manag-
ers on the issue simply don’t make sense, given the scale of the threat posed by 
Iran, the absolute nature of Iran’s security interests, the brashness of its chal-
lenge to international norms, and the weakness of regional forces. 

Iran’s quest for nuclear weapons, or at least an acknowledged capabil-
ity to produce or deploy them, understandably dominates its confrontation 
with the international community. In response, the United States has devel-
oped impressive de facto and de jure alliances (with the Gulf states, Israel, 
NATO, the European Union, and the UN Security Council) to deploy anti-
missile defenses, pursue nuclear negotiations with Iran, condemn the pro-
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gram internationally through UN mechanisms, and punish Iran through eco-
nomic, financial, oil, and military sanctions. As of fall 2012, the impact of the 
sanctions has been significant: Iranian oil exports are down by an estimated 
40 percent, and earnings have fallen by an almost equal amount, while the 
Iranian currency plummets. Iran, of course, can deploy its own military, ter-
rorist, economic, and political levers in the region and globally, relying on its 
allies Syria and Hizballah (besieged though they are now), exercising influ-
ence on Iraq and Afghanistan, and drawing verbal sustenance from the Non-
aligned Movement. Given these Iranian counters, and the inherent limits to 
the effectiveness of the economic and diplomatic campaign being imposed by 
the West, there is no guarantee that Iran’s suffering will be great enough to 
alter its intention to pursue nuclear weapons. Nor does turning to the Ira-
nian people offer much hope. After the violent putdown of the Iranian popu-
lar uprising in 2009–2010, the role of the Iranian population in any confron-
tation with, or longer-term containment of, Iran is difficult to ascertain. A 
2011 Rand Corporation poll of Iranians noted that while almost 50 percent 
strongly oppose seeking nuclear weapons, more than 30 percent strongly sup-
port the move. Almost 90 percent of those polled backed establishing civilian 
nuclear energy. As for whether to open relations with the United States, the 
poll revealed about an even split. 

Finally, both Israel and the United States have declared their unequivocal 
willingness to use force against Iran’s nuclear program to prevent a nuclear 
weapon. Absent a negotiated deal, the best course of action for the United 
States, and for regional security, would be to wield this threat, along with 
other pressure, to delay Iran’s move to nuclear capability or a nuclear weapons 
breakout. But in the end, this set of actions may not be successful. Altogether, 
U.S. efforts, ranging from sanctions to the deterrent threat of military action, 
cannot directly produce an ideological change of heart for the Iranians or ces-
sation of their nuclear program, a reality at the center of Israeli concerns. At 
best, these actions can pressure Iran to slow down its nuclear program, pay 
an increasingly high price economically and diplomatically, or risk a military 
engagement with unknown consequences. 

In the framework of the current approach, the United States can either aim 
for better results through negotiations or ramp up the pressure. Concerning 
the first option, Dennis Ross, former advisor to four presidents, has argued 
that only a “big for big” approach, rather than “little for little” measures aimed 
at building confidence, can help move the United States toward its goals. In 
such a scenario, the five permanent members of the UN Security Council 
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and Germany (P5+1) would lay out a far-reaching compromise offer. Various 
experts, most recently former national security advisor Stephen Hadley in 
his “Option Two” framework,1 have sketched out such an offer. As detailed by 
Hadley, Iran would have to agree to

 � cease enrichment beyond 3.5 percent;

 � ship anything enriched beyond 3.5 percent out of the country, as well 
as most of its 3.5 percent stockpile;

 � curtail expansion of the Fordow enrichment plant;

 � allow intrusive inspections by the IAEA to verify compliance with all 
of the above.

In return, the United States and international community would

 � supply fuel and medical isotopes for Iran’s medical research reactor;

 � provide spare parts for civilian aircraft;

 � forgo any further sanctions and gradually lift those already in place as 
Iran’s compliance with the agreement was demonstrated.

In terms of pressuring Iran, little new can be done, apart from making more 
credible the Obama administration’s strike option to prevent a nuclear 
weapon. The desire here to avoid articulating a redline is understandable. No 
country wants to tie its hands on a life-or-death issue. But the U.S. position still 
carries a major problem: the perception that the window between actionable, 
high-probability intelligence of an impending Iranian nuclear weapon and the 
actual acquisition or deployment of such a weapon will be too brief for U.S. 
action. The administration thus should consider credibility-enhancing steps 
short of setting a redline or deadline, including a declaration that the presi-
dent’s warning could include automatic military action upon the announce-
ment of, or intelligence indicating, the existence of a nuclear weapon. A sec-
ond step for the United States would be to plan for and signal that once it is 
on the threshold of possible military action, it will deploy various military and 
diplomatic gestures to show its seriousness while also attempting to convince 
the Iranians not to proceed any further. 

But planners of any military option must consider the nature and pur-
pose of the military action and the Iranian response. First, various analysts 
believe that nothing short of a ground invasion can guarantee the end of 
the Iranian program, and that extended military strikes by the United States 
alone or in concert with Israel could, at best, set back Iran’s nuclear program 
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for up to four years. Given this reality, policymakers must calculate care-
fully the associated costs and benefits of military action, given Iran’s range 
of possible responses. Such responses likely would include various conven-
tional and unconventional or terrorist actions, along with booting IAEA 
agents from the country, extricating itself from the Nuclear Nonprolifera-
tion Treaty (NPT), and pursuing an entirely clandestine nuclear program. 
From the U.S. standpoint, a conventional military engagement is not a desir-
able course of action. The Iranians are prepared to fight “asymmetrically,” 
drawing on the lessons of the Tanker War (between Iran, Gulf States, the 
UN and the United States 1986-88), using small boats, mines, submarines, 
shore-based antishipping missiles, longer-range ballistic missile strikes, and 
terrorist actions to inflict losses, gain prestige, intimidate U.S. allies, push 
American forces onto the defensive, and demonstrate resolve, even in the 
face of its own serious losses. Some Iranians might even welcome a conflict 
in which they did not, in a traditional sense, win. With or without “win-
ning,” Iran’s possible use of terrorist operations, and missiles and other sys-
tems that threaten the infrastructure of Gulf countries by way of the Strait of 
Hormuz, is immensely worrying.

Given the costs and the less-than-stellar guaranteed results of a military 
campaign, not everyone believes that the United States should make “preven-
tion” a priority. Nevertheless, containing a nuclear-armed Iran, given the vio-
lence, volatility, and instability of the region, would be a very hard job. Fur-
thermore, while the American people are not particularly enthusiastic about 
the prospect of the United States bombing Iran, both President Obama and 
his now-vanquished opponent, Mitt Romney, locked themselves into a posi-
tion backing “prevention, if necessary by force.” 

The United States is thus at a decision point. Even as the present set of 
pressures on Iran is both “professionally” applied and punishing, it guaran-
tees nothing beyond a considerable weakening of Iran’s capabilities, if not its 
intentions. The scene would change little even if buoyed by a better negotia-
tion offer or stiffened by tougher threats. And the alternatives are not much 
more appealing. A major military campaign to occupy the country is possi-
ble but not practical, given the extraordinary cost, state of the U.S. economy, 
and public disenchantment with the Middle East war. As for Iran’s internal 
politics, no indications suggest the country is ready for fundamental regime 
change or abandonment of its basic objectionable policies. Nor is there any 
sign on the horizon, after thirty years of effort, of a U.S.-Iranian rapproche-
ment to ease the underlying bilateral conflict.
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In view of these realities, the United States must be prepared to maintain an 
indefinite confrontation against Iran, if Washington wishes to carry out in the 
Middle East its global strategy of moderating regional instability and counter-
ing regional hegemony. Such confrontation could (repeat: could) force Iran 
to modify its threatening behaviors, particularly if the price is savage enough 
that Iranian leaders perceive their regime’s existence is under threat. But the 
United States cannot count on that outcome, and thus should be prepared to 
hold fast for the long haul. Military action against Iran can be an element of 
this strategy, if carefully orchestrated to minimize—or, on the other hand, 
dominate—escalation, but it likely could not fully destroy Iran’s nuclear weap-
ons infrastructure, nor force the regime to abandon its hegemonic policies. 
While a military option has its drawbacks, the damage it inflicts could eventu-
ally produce a more moderate Iran, or at least weaken its intent and capability 
to challenge the United States and its allies.

This report concludes with the following key recommendations for U.S. 
policymakers:

 f Confront Iran’s hegemonic drive and deter or resist any Iranian efforts 
to achieve a nuclear weapons “breakout.” While this policy might have 
to be sustained over the long term, it should be sufficiently threatening to 
the Iranian regime to encourage a change in behavior. Tough sanctions, 
a credible preventive military option, a strong regional alliance and mili-
tary posture, and rollback of specific Iranian challenges, especially mili-
tary challenges, could provide the appropriate level of threat.

In applying the following elements to this confront-and-resist strategy, 
ensure that they are prioritized and fully coordinated daily by National 
Security Council staff to guarantee unity of effort.

 f Prevent Iran’s possession of nuclear weapons. In addition to other dip-
lomatic, economic, and military measures, deploy the most far-reaching 
nuclear compromise feasible, while making clear that Iran’s failure to 
accept such a deal will be interpreted as a decision by the regime to press 
for nuclear weapons.

Maintain the U.S. prevention strategy, without establishing a specific 
public redline, but think through the thresholds that would trigger a shift 
toward last-ditch diplomatic efforts and then military action. To increase 
international confidence in prevention, make clear that any incontrovert-
ible evidence that Iran has a nuclear weapon(s) would result in devastat-
ing U.S. strikes—that is, attaining a nuclear weapon would not deter, but 
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rather trigger, U.S. action. Spell out with partners the likely threshold for 
last-ditch diplomatic and operational actions before a strike.

 f Strengthen U.S. and allied conventional military capabilities to deter 
and, if necessary, defeat any Iranian military action in the region. 
Reserve the right to respond overwhelmingly and asymmetrically to Iran. 
The United States must win convincingly in any resort to force.

Thus, maintaining an American presence in the region sufficient to 
deter or win a conflict with Iran should be the number-one U.S. defense 
priority. A failure of the United States to maintain stability and support 
allies in the Middle East will have profound negative effects on parallel 
U.S. security goals in east Asia and elsewhere. Be particularly watchful for 
Iranian cyber threats.

 f Continuously strengthen formal and informal alliances, which con-
stitute one of America’s strongest cards in confronting Iran. To preserve 
these alliances, the United States should distinguish between Iranian 
actions it finds objectionable and those it will oppose to the point of 
sanctions and military action. Take risks to drive the regime of Bashar al-
Assad from power in Syria, support Iraq, and prevent a Sunni-Shiite civil 
war across the region.

 f Keep the economic pressure on Iran, targeting hydrocarbons trade, 
financial institutions, and Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps entities.

 f Reach out to the Iranian population, making clear American respect 
for both the Iranian people and Iran as a sovereign state, and advo- 
cate democracy.

notes

1. Stephen J. Hadley, “Eight Ways to Deal with Iran,” Foreign Policy, September 26, 2012, http://
www.foreignpolicy.com/articles/2012/09/26/eight_ways_to_deal_with_iran?page=0,2.

http://www.foreignpolicy.com/articles/2012/09/26/eight_ways_to_deal_with_iran?page=0,2
http://www.foreignpolicy.com/articles/2012/09/26/eight_ways_to_deal_with_iran?page=0,2
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Introduction

In regard to the world of 2013, the U.S. administration sees no prob-
lem that combines the risks, the diplomatic and economic stakes, and the 
urgency of that posed by Iran. Absent decisive American action, the possibil-
ity of tragedy looms. While various experts, most recently Henry Kissinger, 
have come to a similar conclusion,1 it is not clear whether this is fully grasped 
by the Obama administration and the American public. 

This paper begins with a summary of Iranian foreign policy views and 
examines the underlying hegemonic impulses informing those views. It then 
looks at U.S. policy, noting how its components that directly challenge Iran’s 
regional aspirations line up with international goals set by American for-
eign policy since World War II. Diametrically opposed worldviews and core 
interests, therefore, rather than any discrete misunderstanding between Iran 
and the United States, can be seen to explain the present conflict between 
the two countries. 

Chapter 2 recounts the last thirty-plus years of conflict, underlining the 
inability of either side to score a “knockout blow.” 

The scope of the third chapter is a run-through of elements affecting the 
relationship, beginning with the critical nuclear issue. Here Iran does seek a 
strategic breakthrough, and the United States understandably is putting much 
effort into blocking it. Also discussed are relevant diplomatic, economic, con-
ventional military, and domestic developments in both Iran and America.

 Chapter 4 reexamines the basic tenets of U.S. policy vis-à-vis Iran, conclud-
ing that they are valid but very difficult to carry out. It then inventories pos-
sibilities for a U.S. knockout blow and determines that neither massive military 
action, regime change, nor political engagement is likely to end Iran’s chal-
lenge; thus, one or another effort to confront Iran’s adventurism will have to be 
maintained over the long term. This need to confront Iran will entail respond-
ing to the regime’s offensive gambits and, in order to effect significant change, 
pushing Iran’s leaders to the point of fearing for their regime’s survival. 

1. Henry A. Kissinger, “Iran Must Be President Obama’s Immediate Priority,” Washington Post, 
November 16, 2012. http://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/henry-kissinger-iran-must-be-presi-
dent-obamas-immediate-priority/2012/11/16/2edf93e4-2dea-11e2-beb2-4b4cf5087636_story.html.

http://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/henry-kissinger-iran-must-be-president-obamas-immediate-priority/2012/11/16/2edf93e4-2dea-11e2-beb2-4b4cf5087636_story.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/henry-kissinger-iran-must-be-president-obamas-immediate-priority/2012/11/16/2edf93e4-2dea-11e2-beb2-4b4cf5087636_story.html
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Chapter 5 offers conclusions concerning the nature of the bilateral conflict, 
and specific recommendations on enacting a confront-and-resist approach, 
which can be seen as a strategy of containment-plus.
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Chapter 1

The Issues at Stake in the 
U.S.-Iran Conflict

u.s. government officials and Iran analysts agree to a significant extent 
over Iran’s expansive approach to the region, as reflected in its actions. The 
Pentagon’s “Annual Report on Military Power of Iran,” published in April 
2012, states boldly, “Iran’s grand strategy remains challenging U.S. influence 
while developing its domestic capabilities to become the dominant power in 
the Middle East.”1 A key U.S. military leader formerly in the region, then–
Fifth Fleet commander Adm. Kevin J. Cosgriff, notes: “Iran believes that its 
revolutionary ideology takes precedence over international norms. . . . Tehran 
cannot abide the U.S. role in the region, which it believes is its main obstacle 
to its hegemonic aspirations.”2 Other analysts have reached similar conclu-
sions, noting Iran’s goals of countering U.S. influence, dominating the region, 
and promoting the Islamic revolution. These views draw upon Iranian ideol-
ogy, actions, and statements by important Iranian figures.

basic tenets of iran’s foreign policy
Iran’s official foreign policy doctrine offers the following language for anyone 
seeking to better understand the regime’s worldview: It is based on the 

negation of exercising or accepting any form of domination whatsoever, safe-
guarding all-embracing independence and territorial integrity, defense of the 
rights of all Muslims, non-alignment with domineering powers, and peaceful 
and reciprocal relations with non-belligerent States. It shall be prohibited to 
conclude any treaty or agreement whatsoever that will result in the alien domi-
nation over the natural and economic resources…while Iran will refrain com-
pletely from any interference in the internal matters of other nations.3

While sounding fairly innocuous, this official party line reflects an underlying 
hostile approach to the current world order. As a striving regional hegemon, 
Iran holds itself in considerably high esteem, seeing itself as both a trendsetter 
and protector of the Islamic Middle East and as the leading force of opposition 
to the United States and the Western world; in essence, the Islamic Republic 
views itself as a more positive representation of a “head of the snake” analogy4 
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that many regional leaders attach to Iran. The most notable recent example 
came in response to the Arab Spring, when Iranian leaders appropriated the 
uprisings as a “second awakening” of the Islamic movement initiated during 
Iran’s 1979 revolution. The regime made such statements even after having 
violently suppressed its own peaceful demonstrators in the months after the 
June 2009 elections. 

While this worldview can be traced back to Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini 
and the revolutionary élan of 1979, the current Supreme Leader, Ali Khame-
nei, is a strong exponent of the radical clash for dominance between Iran and 
much of “the rest.” His narrative pillories the West and the United States for 
opposing the essence of the revolution and its manifestation in Iran’s Islamic 
Republic. The revolution, according to Khamenei, has curtailed the ability of 
Western powers to exploit the region’s resources and “do whatever they liked.” 
In addition, the West allegedly fears the spirit of rebellion in the Islamic world, 
which finds its source in the Islamic Republic. Western action against the 
Islamic Republic, according to Khamenei, is thus driven by the lowly motive 
of impeding a movement toward ‘liberation.’ The West, in Khamenei’s view, 
is in decline: “The economic problems and the economic crisis in Europe are 
different from the economic problems that we may encounter. Our problems 
are like the problems of a group of climbers who are moving forward on a 
particular path.… The situation of Europeans is like the situation of a bus that 
is trapped under an avalanche.”5 Events such as the 2012 Nonaligned Move-
ment Summit in Tehran and the engagement of two “ascending powers,” Tur-
key and Brazil, in negotiating an alleged nuclear compromise in spring 2010 
feed this vision of Iran as the vanguard of a new world order. The collapse of 
the “pro-American” regime of Hosni Mubarak in Egypt provides further sus-
tenance to this “decadence” theory. 

Iran’s self-image is not shared by other Muslim-majority nations, espe-
cially regional rivals, yet Iran’s actions undeniably affect the entirety of 
the Middle East. And the rhetoric emanating from leaders of the Islamic 
Republic reflects more than religious and ideological sentiments, extend-
ing to regional hegemonic ambition. Members of the Iranian political and 
military elite have often been the source of such messages. Rear Adm. Ali 
Fadavi, the IRGC naval chief, thus stated, “The only power that can pro-
vide security for the [Gulf] region is the Islamic Republic of Iran, and the 
world is slowly grasping this.… The Americans live with the delusion that 
they are powerful.”6 Maj. Gen. Hassan Firouzabadi, chief of staff of the Ira-
nian armed forces, stated, “The Persian Gulf has always, is and shall always 
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belong to Iran.”7 Meanwhile, Defense Minister Ahmad Vahidi reasserted 
Iran’s role as the Gulf ’s guardian: “We [Iran] have announced that whatever 
we have belongs to all regional nations, and we are even ready to supply 
[Iranian-made weapons] to these countries.”8

In justifying Iran’s role as guardian of the Gulf region, high-ranking offi-
cials continuously present their country as the bulwark against invasive pow-
ers as exemplified by the United States. Karim Sadjadpour of the Carnegie 
Endowment for International Peace has argued: “Given Iran’s political, cul-
tural and religious influence, [Khamenei] believes none of the critical issues 
facing the Middle East and Muslim world—Iraq, Afghanistan, Lebanon, Per-
sian Gulf security, and the Arab-Israeli conflict—can be fully addressed or 
resolved without Tehran’s input.”9 Typical of the regime’s approach is the state-
ment by Alaeddin Boroujerdi, chairman of the Majlis Committee for National 
Security and Foreign Policy, who asserted that “The Islamic Republic of Iran 
is the most influential country in the region which tightens regional security 
and has played a valuable role in defusing crisis and establishing security.”10

Decades of Western involvement in Iranian domestic affairs, as typified 
by support for the overthrow of democratically elected leader Muhammad 
Mossadeq in the 1950s and subsequent backing of the shah, have played into 
Iranian efforts to emphasize a narrative of Western meddling and corre-
sponding Iranian political resilience. After President Obama’s Nowruz mes-
sage to the Iranians in 2009—one of his first actions to reach out to Middle 
Eastern peoples—Khamenei stressed that Iranian foreign policy would be 
based on logic, not emotion, and that American rhetoric meant nothing 
unless accompanied by changed practice. The world’s hostility toward the 
United States, Iran reasons, is based on the U.S. tendency to act as an over-
seer that imposes its will on other states—ironically, the same position Iran 
takes in the Middle East. 

When it comes to resisting sanctions in response to the Iranian nuclear 
program, Khamenei insists that such a move signals Iranian unwillingness to 
be pressured by the Americans in the same way other countries have been. 
“Choose your goals appropriately and pursue these goals in a steadfast way,” 
the Supreme Leader has said. “In this way, no power will be able to stand up 
against you.”11 Even those in the elite disposed toward making a deal with 
the West echo this view; for instance, former negotiator Hossein Mousa-
vian argued, “Even if the sanctions hurt the economy, it would not change 
the position of Iran on nuclear [issues]. It is a matter of national pride and 
sovereignty.”12 In this regard, Khamenei speaks of the “economy of resistance” 
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to respond to the alleged U.S. sanctions goal of undermining Iran’s national 
growth and employment, all the while increasing its isolation. 

Recently, however, the tone in Tehran has changed with respect to sanc-
tions. On the one hand, internal disputes have emerged, with high-level 
officials—notably Speaker of the Parliament Ali Larijani—blaming Presi-
dent Mahmoud Ahmadinejad for Iran’s economic woes. Even as much of 
this blame is still labeled “economic mismanagement,” the Supreme Leader 
himself has tellingly stepped away from his previous, seemingly impen-
etrable, stance denying the impact of sanctions. In July 2012 in a speech to 
government officials, Khamenei stated, “We acknowledge the pressures and 
the sanctions, and these pressures and sanctions are backed up with their 
economic capabilities, political capabilities, security capabilities and other 
such capabilities, particularly their media capabilities. This is a reality.” He 
also admitted, “Its intensity has not decreased, rather it has increased. And 
they have joined hands to magnify this reality.”13 In October 2012, in a speech 
to the people of the Bojnourd (in the North Khorasan province of Iran), 
Khamenei referred to the implementation of the sanctions against Iran as 
“irrational and brutal.”14

President Ahmadinejad’s stance is another impediment to Western 
engagement with the Iranians. The main difference separating Ahmadine-
jad from former presidents Muhammad Khatami and Akbar Hashemi Raf-
sanjani is his pool of constituents. While Khatami and Rafsanjani differed 
individually, they shared similar clerical backgrounds. Ahmadinejad’s lower-
class upbringing and his ties to the military mean that he must appease a 
different audience, a more hardline, less educated, and militia-like multitude. 
As a result, his language is more blunt, his confidence in Iran’s revolutionary 
approach is greater, and his knowledge of the outside world is less. One inter-
esting twist with Ahmadinejad is the apparent split between his adamant 
opposition to the U.S. government and his seeming receptivity to the Ameri-
can public, which he regards as opposed to U.S. policy and well disposed 
toward the Islamic Republic’s stance. In an interview in 2007, Ahmadinejad 
said he believes the American people are well intentioned and was quick to 
remind Iranians that a conflict should not arise between them; instead, the 
focus should be on the U.S. government.15 

The problem is that the Iranian leaders’ view of the Islamic Republic as a 
regional hegemon collides with America’s global security roles. As long as the 
United States holds to its principles, and its role as a global leader, Iran will see 
itself assuming the main role of opposition. Even a moderate formerly from 
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the upper rungs of the Iranian government such as Mousavian, placed under 
house arrest and essentially in exile in Princeton, New Jersey, describes the 
“price” for an Iranian deal with the West in terms of an Iranian security agenda 
clearly unacceptable to the United States and to most of the region. A start-
ing point for negotiations would thus include: nuclear, chemical, and biological 
self-sufficiency “consistent” with the appropriate international nonprolifera-
tion agreements, an end to the U.S. military presence in the region, including 
Afghanistan and the Gulf, Iran as the key regional ally of Afghanistan and Iraq, 
a regional cooperation system for “security, stability, and peace” in the Gulf 
(with Iran as the assumed leader and the United States out), “Israel weakened,” 
the end of threats from the United States and Israel, prevention of the (U.S.) 
militarization of the region, and the end of U.S. “regime change efforts,” which 
are seen to include rhetorical support for democratic movements.

While experts can argue about fine points in the Iranian position, policy-
makers in the United States and around the world must take at face value the 
oft-repeated Iranian claims for what amounts to regional hegemony, and the 
implications of Iranian security demands on perceived security elsewhere in 
the region. As Henry Kissinger once noted, in a reference to revolutionary 
France that applies equally to revolutionary Iran, “The desire of one power 
for absolute security means absolute insecurity for all the others.”16 In review-
ing the U.S. policy goals that follow, both universally and in the Middle East, 
Americans will thus see a deep divergence of U.S. and Iranian interests.

u.s. policy
U.S. global policy since World War II has been remarkably consistent, as 
summed up in the Obama administration’s May 2010 National Security Strat-
egy (notable not only because of its consistency with earlier administrations’ 
statements but also because it largely reflects Obama administration practice): 
“enduring” American interests begin with “an international order advanced by 
U.S. leadership that promotes peace, security, and oppor tunity through stron-
ger cooperation to meet global challenges.”17 Each element of this statement 
is critical to understanding U.S. actions: the goal—an international order; the 
actor—U.S. leadership; and the means—peace, security, and stronger cooper-
ation to meet global challenges. While the specific language differs from case 
to case, the themes in this statement would have resembled the global policy 
statements of any number of postwar U.S. administrations. To carry out the 
policy, the National Security Strategy lays out specific goals:
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 � The security of the United States, its citizens, and U.S. allies and partners 

 � A strong, innovative, and growing U.S. economy in an open interna-
tional economic system that promotes opportunity and prosperity 

 � Respect for universal values at home and around the world

This is nothing less than a Wilsonian appeal for the United States to preserve and 
advance a broad international security agenda, encompassing not just America 
but also its “allies and partners,” which include scores of countries, through the 
promotion “around the world” of values that Americans take as universal. 

As regards the Middle East, the National Security Strategy advocates car-
rying out the broad goals just outlined through relations with America’s allies 
and partners, as well as commitment to social, political, and economic develop-
ment throughout the region. Supplementing the National Security Strategy is a 
January 2012 Defense Strategy Guidance paper published by the Department of 
Defense, “Sustaining U.S. Global Leadership: Priorities for Twenty-first Century 
Defense.” The top objectives offered in this paper include countering terror and 
irregular warfare, as well as weapons of mass destruction (WMD) programs by 
adversaries, deterring and defeating aggression, and projecting power in the 
face of asymmetrical threats in “anti-access and area-denial” environments.18 
These priorities are all of immediate relevance to the security situation in the 
Middle East, despite the paper’s supposed bias toward the Asian “pivot.” 

Longstanding U.S. policy toward Iran has been consistent with both U.S. 
global and regional objectives, and is thoroughly presented in the Obama 
administration’s 2010 National Security Strategy. To “promote a responsible 
Iran,” the strategy proposes the following: 

For decades, the Islamic Republic of Iran has endangered the security of the 
region and the United States and failed to live up to its international responsi-
bilities. In addition to its illicit nuclear program, it continues to support terror-
ism, undermine peace between Israelis and Palestinians, and deny its people their 
universal rights…. Engagement is some thing we pursue without illusion. It can 
offer Iran a pathway to a better future, provided Iran’s leaders…change course, act 
to restore the confidence of the international community, and fulfill their obliga-
tions.… Yet if the Iranian Government continues to refuse to live up to its inter-
national obligations, it will face greater isolation.19

On the nuclear question, the strategy declares,

The United States will work to prevent Iran from developing a nuclear weapon…. 
[Iran] face[s] a clear choice…if Iran meets its international obligations on its 
nuclear program, [it] will be able to proceed on a path to greater political and 
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economic integration with the international community. If [it] ignore[s] [its] 
international obligations, we will pursue multiple means to increase [its] isola-
tion and bring [it] into compliance with international norms.20 

The 2012 Defense Strategy Guidance paper singled out Iran by name in both its 
WMD and “projecting power” priorities.

But Iran, as this section has demonstrated, holds differing views on U.S. 
motives, on the underlying “universality” of American values, and on the 
resulting international political, security, and economic order. While the 
United States must keep in mind its policies’ specific impact on Iran, it must 
simultaneously, as a worldwide security provider, remain cognizant of the 
impact of its Iran policies on friends, and potential foes, around the world. 
Failure to deal effectively with a threat to the international order as blatant 
as Iran would have an extremely negative effect on U.S. influence and pres-
tige worldwide, and make the American security mission all the harder to 
achieve.
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Chapter 2

The Enduring Conflict

given the underlying conflict in worldviews between Iran and the 
United States, diplomatic and military collision has been inevitable since 1979, 
in what author David Crist calls the “Twilight War.”1 As Crist details, that “war” 
has involved direct military confrontations, including the 1980 attempt to res-
cue U.S. embassy hostages and the Tanker War, proxy conflicts in Lebanon 
in the 1980s and Iraq in the last decade, terrorist and covert gambits includ-
ing the Khobar Towers bombing and repeated press reports of U.S. sabotage 
of Iranian nuclear facilities, as well as military threats and demonstrations, 
primarily in the Gulf. Iran has used its ideological claim for Islamic leader-
ship to challenge the West, while championing political causes that resound in 
the region such as opposition to Israel. The United States, in turn, has mobi-
lized regional military and diplomatic support behind an informal defensive 
alliance, tasked NATO with defense against long-range Iranian weapons, and 
used the UN Security Council successfully to condemn, and levy sanctions 
against, Iran’s nuclear program. Iran has built a competing regional “arc” with 
Syria, Lebanese Hizballah, Hamas (until recently), and various Iraqi Shi-
ite groups, while supporting the “Shiite cause” regionally. Most recently, the 
United States and other members of the informal alliance have backed Syrian 
rebels, in part to strike a strategic blow against Iran.

Despite extraordinary efforts by both sides, with the issue sometimes 
dominating both countries’ foreign policy agendas, neither side has scored 
a “knockout blow.” Iran’s twin defeats at the end of the 1980s—first by Iraq 
and then by the United States in the Tanker War—weakened the country’s 
international challenge, leading to a decade-plus of temporary moderation 
and more rational leadership, but they did not permanently alter Iran’s ori-
entation or goals. Likewise, the U.S. military triumphs in Iraq and Afghani-
stan in 2001–2003 had only a temporary tactical impact on Iran (cessation of 
the nuclear weapons research program; greater willingness to talk to Wash-
ington). Similarly, the alleged strategic “gift” to Iran of eliminating Saddam 
Hussein and empowering Iraq’s Shiite majority has not been a game changer 
to Iran’s benefit. This is demonstrated by Iran’s generally parlous economic 
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and diplomatic state today, abetted by Iraq’s growing oil exports that facilitate 
U.S. energy sanctions against Iran. The sanctions’ purpose is not to “punish” 
anyone, but to extract a price, and to serve as a lesson to others around the 
world—always an American preoccupation—that challenging international 
norms comes with a price.

But both sides still hope for a knockout blow. The Iranians thus put their 
eggs in the nuclear basket, apparently believing that a nuclear weapons capa-
bility will neutralize superior American military capabilities and push regional 
competitors to vassal status. The United States and various regional states have 
also sought game changers. One perennially floated idea is “regime change,” 
most explicitly proclaimed in President Bush’s 2005 inaugural address but 
really never seriously followed up on—though it is not clear how much Wash-
ington could have done to promote peaceful change in Iran even with much 
effort. Given the regime’s unpopularity, its inability to meet the desires of the 
Iranian people, and the repeated mass demonstrations against it, the Islamic 
Republic may well disappear one day. That would be a game changer, since 
the main driver for Iran’s activities to which the United States objects is its 
revolutionary ideology. But it would be unrealistic to base U.S. policy on such 
a regime change happening any time soon.

Absent change from within the Islamic Republic, there is no conceivable 
knockout blow that would end Iran’s challenge to U.S. interests. Particularly 
after the Iraq War, virtually no one advocates a military solution to the full 
range of challenges Iran poses to U.S. interests. Some appear to believe that 
a strike against Iranian nuclear facilities, at least by the United States, would 
bring Iran to its senses. But there is no empirical or historical evidence to but-
tress such a claim; rather, considerable precedent from the late 1980s suggests 
Iran’s willingness to escalate rather than yield until its very military fabric is 
threatened by a massive U.S. military operation—a type the United States will 
not likely undertake. Likewise, even as a strike or air campaign by the United 
States might slow the Iranian nuclear program, and perhaps change Iran’s 
“risk evaluation” related to nuclear decisions, it likely would not produce a 
fundamental shift in regime attitudes, goals, and, ultimately, ideology.

The hopes for change in U.S.-Iran relations thus have hinged repeatedly on 
U.S. or international efforts to persuade Iran to modify its regional objectives 
and to some degree its worldview, in return for one or another set of con-
cessions. David Crist notes the extraordinary lengths to which various U.S. 
administrations have gone to attempt such a “flip.”2 The Reagan administra-
tion’s effort was the most far reaching and led to nothing but serious domes-
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tic trouble. Other administrations, including that of President George H. W. 
Bush, tried one or another approach. In the face of failure, the Bush admin-
istration eventually abandoned its outreach policy, ensuring that Iran was 
not invited to the Madrid Peace Conference, held after the Gulf War. Presi-
dent Obama initially followed a rapprochement model with his two letters to 
Khamenei, but they generated unsatisfactory responses.

notes
1. David Crist, The Twilight War: The Secret History of America’s Thirty-Year Conflict with Iran 

(New York: Penguin Press, 2012).
2. Ibid., pp. 571–572.
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Chapter 3

Aspects of the Current Impasse

before reviewing policy options, it is important to inventory vari-
ous issues at play between Iran, on one side, and much of the international 
community, led by the United States, on the other. These issues include: the 
nuclear issue, conventional military confrontation, Iranian unconventional/
terrorist activity, the U.S. public mood, economic vulnerabilities, diplomatic 
efforts, and the Iranian domestic situation. The volume of material produced 
in the English-language academic, policy institute, media, and government 
realms alone on these subjects is immense. The following write-up draws 
upon but does not attempt to summarize this literature; rather, it seeks to 
spotlight certain elements that are especially relevant to policy.

background
Iran’s quest for nuclear weapons, or at least an acknowledged capability to 
produce or deploy them, understandably dominates the international con-
frontation with the Islamic Republic. As noted earlier, an Iranian success 
here could help it substantially to break out of the thirty-year confrontation 
with the West, foreclosing U.S. military deterrence, enhancing leverage with 
the Gulf states, and promoting Iran as the region’s unquestioned first power. 
Aside from this serious threat, an Iranian nuclear weapon or nuclear capabil-
ity could blow the nonproliferation regime apart, encouraging other Middle 
Eastern states to develop nuclear weapons. Furthermore, Israel sees such a 
capability as an existential threat that absolutely must be eliminated.1 Finally, 
an Iranian nuclear weapon serving as a deterrent could be a multiplier of 
Iran’s terrorist and other unconventional tactics, just as the Soviets’ nuclear 
arsenal complemented their offensive ground capability.2

In response to Iran’s nuclear program, the United States has developed an 
impressive, multifaceted system based on overarching de facto and de jure 
alliances (with the Gulf states, Israel, NATO, the European Union, and the 
UN Security Council) to develop antimissile defenses, pursue negotiations to 
halt the program while condemning it internationally through the Interna-
tional Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) and UN Security Council, and punish 
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Iran ever more severely through economic, financial, oil, and military sanc-
tions. Reported strikes against the nuclear program through covert actions 
add to the initiative’s impact. Finally, both Israel and, in 2012, the United States 
have unequivocally declared their willingness to use force against the nuclear 
program,3 although the point at which each nation would act appears to dif-
fer. (Israel consistently refers to preventing nuclear weapons capability while 
the Obama administration generally speaks of preventing nuclear weapons, 
occasionally moving closer to the Israeli stance.)4 Taken together, this stand-
off between Iran and the international community is undoubtedly the most 
significant, high-visibility, intensive, and dangerous clash on diplomatic, mili-
tary, and economic fronts alike anywhere in the world today.

Operationally, this U.S. strategy has been professional and efficient. After 
the September 11 attacks, international attention by the IAEA, along with the 
comparatively moderate Iranian leadership and an America on the march, 
led to Iran’s temporarily suspending enrichment, signing the Additional Pro-
tocol to the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty (NPT), and, according to the 
U.S. 2007 National Intelligence Estimate, shutting down most of its specific 
nuclear weapons work in 2003.5 While the Iranians in the Ahmadinejad era 
have returned to a more confrontational policy, events such as the aborted 
2010 deal with the Turks and Brazilians show some willingness by the regime 
to consider alternatives to confrontation.6

The United States has had considerable success mobilizing the interna-
tional community against the Iranian nuclear effort, and increasing dramati-
cally the costs for the regime of continuing its present course of action. This 
has been the case especially since the United States joined the Europeans to 
form the P5 + 1 (five permanent members of the Security Council plus Ger-
many) negotiating team in 2006, paving the way to a series of ever more bit-
ing Chapter VII Security Council resolutions through 2010. Furthermore, the 
Security Council position provided diplomatic cover for much more aggres-
sive U.S. and now EU economic, financial, and oil sanctions. Another effect of 
the UN and bilateral sanctions and other measures has been the portrayal of 
Iran as an international outcast, at least among non–Third World audiences, 
while reducing its economic and military capabilities. 

 But all these efforts have not stopped the Iranian march toward nuclear 
capability. Nevertheless, the extraordinary costs to Iran generated by this U.S.-
led strategy, the resolve displayed in implementing it, and the international 
commitment are all ends in themselves in any long-term confrontation with 
Iran, at least as long as Iran doesn’t ultimately possess nuclear weapons. In the 
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psychological battle for regional support, the weaker Iran is, the less threat-
ening its various gambits and programs will be. Furthermore, as this mix of 
tools has caused Iran to reconsider at times elements of its nuclear program, it 
could eventually suffice to deter Iran from taking the final steps to develop an 
unquestioned nuclear capability, or actually deploy nuclear weapons.

In the end, it remains uncertain whether the United States will be success-
ful in preventing Iran from attaining a nuclear weapon or capability through 
its present set of actions. That goal can be obtained only by one of the follow-
ing “resolution” situations: a negotiated agreement incorporating far-reaching 
commitments and transparency; a unilateral Iranian decision to stop or post-
pone indefinitely its effort in the face of international opprobrium and sanc-
tions; or decisive military action. Most analysts believe that the last option 
is beyond the capability of Israel,7 and some believe that to achieve absolute 
certainty in hobbling the program even the United States would have to fol-
low up on an air campaign with a ground invasion.8 Given limits to American 
intelligence capabilities, the Iranians’ proven ability to disperse and hide cen-
trifuges, enriched uranium, and weaponization work, and the extreme unlike-
lihood of a U.S. ground operation, a prudent policymaker should assume that 
military action could delay Iran’s nuclear progress but would not decisively 
resolve the issue.

What this all means—and here is one basis for Israeli discomfort—is 
that the package of U.S. actions just described, from sanctions to the deter-
rent threat of military action, cannot directly produce one of the three reso-
lution situations to guarantee prevention. Rather, this package can pressure 
Iran to move toward one or another of the three situations by slowing down 
Iran’s nuclear program, forcing the regime to pay an increasingly high price 
economically, diplomatically, and presumably politically for continuing its 
program, and raising the risk of a military engagement with unknown but 
possibly disastrous consequences. In the end, the U.S.-led international cam-
paign against Iran resembles the Allied strategic bombing campaign in Ger-
many during World War II, not the atomic strikes on Japan.

Until one of the three decisive resolution situations is achieved, the most 
the United States can do is review the components of the current pressure-
plus-negotiations effort to make it more effective. Can Washington give Teh-
ran a more plausible positive reason to reach a negotiated agreement? Can it 
work to increase the pressures imposed by international and bilateral sanc-
tions? Can the United States make the threat of eventual military strikes more 
plausible? On all three counts, seeking improvements would be worth the 
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effort, although even “better” components to American strategy would not 
guarantee success. Napoleon had his entire army destroyed in 1812, again in 
1813, then in 1814, but almost won at Waterloo a year later. The Iranians them-
selves continued their “two-front war” against the United States and Iraq in 
1987–1988 well after the outcome was clear. In short, totalitarian regimes don’t 
easily throw in the towel.

additional steps
Looking first at the P5+1’s negotiating strategy, Dennis Ross, the former advi-
sor to four presidents, has argued that only a “big for big” approach can help 
move the United States toward its goals. By contrast, “little for little” measures 
aimed at building confidence offer neither side a sufficiently attractive result 
to counterbalance the perceived costs. In taking the “big” approach, the P5+1 
would lay out a far-reaching compromise offer but demand a response forth-
with, without interminable shopping for a better deal.9 Various experts, most 
recently former national security advisor Stephen Hadley in his “Option Two” 
framework,10 have sketched out such an offer. As detailed by Hadley, Iran 
would have to agree to

 � cease enrichment beyond 3.5 percent;

 � ship anything enriched beyond 3.5 percent out of the country, as well 
as most of its 3.5 percent stockpile;

 � curtail expansion of the Fordow enrichment plant;

 � allow intrusive inspections by the IAEA to verify compliance with all 
of the above.

In return, the United States and international community would

 � supply fuel and medical isotopes for Iran’s medical research reactor;

 � provide spare parts for civilian aircraft;

 � not impose any further sanctions and gradually lift those already in 
place as Iran’s compliance with the agreement was demonstrated.

In terms of increasing pressure on Iran, little new can be done. The pressure, 
particularly targeting the financial sector and oil exports, is already immense, 
ameliorated only temporarily by strong Iranian foreign currency reserves (dis-
cussed later). Persuading Russia, China, and perhaps other Security Council 
states to adopt additional UN sanctions will be difficult absent dramatic new 
Iranian provocations, or an imminent U.S. strike to be deterred. Direct, covert 
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actions have reportedly been quite successful, but their lead time is long, and 
certain tactics eventually could provoke Iranian retaliation or international 
discomfort. The same rule applies for unilateral U.S. or EU sanctions. The 
impact additional sanctions will have on a suffering population creates con-
cerns, and further oil sanctions without careful diplomatic engagement with 
other suppliers could drive up oil prices.

Beyond a more comprehensive negotiating offer, the remaining tool is to 
make more credible the strike option. The current U.S.-Israeli dispute hinges 
on what action-based or temporal redline the Obama administration may 
identify as the trigger for its “prevent nuclear weapons” military action, and 
whether to communicate this redline to the Iranians to enhance the threat’s 
credibility. The Israelis have adopted their own redline, as expressed dramati-
cally during Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu’s September 2012 speech 
to the UN General Assembly: the point at which Iran would have sufficient 
20-percent-enriched uranium to start a rapid process of creating enough 
highly enriched uranium to make a weapon.11 The Israelis are advocating pub-
licizing a prospective U.S. redline as well, while the Obama administration 
is resisting. American hesitations are understandable, as no country wants 
to tie its hands on a life-or-death issue; indeed, any redline could produce 
objectionable Iranian activity just short of the line, possibly forcing the United 
States (e.g., in Korea in 1950) to intervene even when an announced U.S. red-
line is not crossed. The approach to any temporal deadline, apart from ques-
tions of logic (why, after decades, one month rather than another?), would 
undoubtedly produce debilitating second thoughts on the part of various allies 
and possibly Americans, easily exploitable by Tehran through feigned last- 
ditch flexibility. 

But the U.S. position still carries a major problem: the perception that the 
window between actionable, high-probability intelligence of an impending 
Iranian weapon—thus triggering President Obama’s commitment to act—and 
the actual acquisition or deployment of a nuclear weapon might be too brief 
for U.S. action. This reasoning, of course, is based on the assumption that 
the United States could or would not strike once Iran had a weapon. But the 
U.S. experience with deterrence provides examples of how to make credible 
a general warning without providing a fixed redline or deadline. U.S. policy 
on when to initiate nuclear strikes in Europe against a Soviet conventional 
advance was never spelled out, but the United States ensured “facts on the 
ground”—short-range, politically more-usable nuclear systems deployed in a 
“use or lose” posture—that would make going nuclear a high-probability risk 
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in the face of a successful Soviet ground offensive. Likewise, before launching 
airstrikes during the first Gulf War, the United States undertook strenuous 
diplomatic activity to signal the approach of a deadline and justify eventual 
action on the basis of having done everything possible in advance.

With Iran, credibility-enhancing steps could include one redline of sorts—a 
declaration by the president that immediate, automatic military action would 
follow the announcement of, or intelligence indicating, the existence of Iranian 
nuclear weapons. Such action would be aimed at destroying either the weap-
ons or else the delivery systems, command-and-control apparatus, and entire 
industrial and scientific infrastructure supporting both the nuclear and the 
rocket programs. This decision would obviously be very serious. All the same, 
it is well worth considering, given the difficulties in defining a trigger point 
for military prevention before Iran reaches this threshold and the extraordi-
nary impact on regional stability and U.S. credibility if America were stuck 
with a policy of containing a nuclear Iran. In this strike scenario, the assump-
tion would be that Iran had not yet produced a significant number of devices 
or sufficient uranium enriched at more than 90 percent to weaponize systems 
capable of threatening even its neighbors, let alone the United States.

A second step for the United States would be to plan for and signal to the 
Israelis, U.S. allies and P5+1 partners, and the American public that once it 
is on the threshold of possible military action, it will deploy various military 
and diplomatic steps to show its seriousness while also attempting to convince 
the Iranians not to proceed any further with its nuclear activities. Such a cam-
paign would mirror the diplomatic, public information, and congressional 
campaign before the first Gulf War. A third step would be to escalate covert 
actions against Iran, which have the great advantage over declaratory state-
ments—no matter how tough—of demonstrating U.S. preparedness to act. 
Covert actions have the further advantage, because the public seldom is aware 
of them, of sparing Tehran the difficult position of having to appear to bend 
to U.S. pressure.

While the “when” or “upon what” can be kept vague (e.g., moving to enrich 
beyond 20 percent, restarting weaponization, making progress on a plutonium 
reactor, or ceasing cooperation with the IAEA), sketching out the “what” of 
these measures (e.g., dramatic military moves, presidential messages to Teh-
ran, deployment of “final” compromises, breaking off of the P5+1 talks, prepa-
ration to release oil reserves, going to the UN Security Council, briefings of 
the U.S. Congress) would enhance confidence that the United States is seri-
ous, and has, as Henry Kissinger recently noted, little choice having tried the 
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negotiation route.12 It would also increase the international and domestic U.S. 
legal argument for using force, a problem raised recently by John Bellinger 
and Jeffrey Smith.13 The United States, moreover, could authoritatively com-
municate this position, as laid out by President Obama and modified by the 
legal experts just mentioned, to the Iranians and make public the communi-
cation. (The administration so far has yet to inform the public clearly whether 
it has passed the life-or-death U.S. position clarified at AIPAC and the UN 
General Assembly directly to Tehran.) 

A further consideration involves the nature and specific purpose of the 
military action and prospective Iranian response. The type of strike employed 
will depend on the particular goals—ranging from signaling to actual system 
destruction—as well as on the diplomatic situation and the need to either 
forestall (by limiting strikes) or destroy (by expanding strikes) an Iranian 
military riposte. On the limited side, a strike could entail long-range bombers 
directing cruise missiles at one or two key targets essentially to send a mes-
sage or take out a capability, possibly unattributed. On the expansive side, a 
massive campaign could take aim not only at the entire nuclear infrastructure 
but also at Iran’s air-defense assets and offensive capabilities, especially bal-
listic missiles, mines and minelaying craft, submarines and antishipping mis-
siles.14 Still, in the view of many analysts, even while extended military strikes 
by the United States alone or in concert with Israel could destroy or severely 
damage the most important known nuclear facilities in Iran, such an effort 
would only set back Iran’s nuclear program by perhaps four years.15 In other 
words, not even a U.S. strike could definitively “resolve” either the overall Ira-
nian problem or its nuclear component. 

Policymakers have to calculate carefully Iran’s likely response to various lev-
els of a potential strike. A prudent assumption, as discussed later, would include 
both conventional and unconventional or terrorist actions. The impact of such 
actions will vary based on Iranian intentions and capabilities, and the effective-
ness in offsetting U.S. or Israeli action. Another prudent assumption would be 
that Iranian retaliation would include a toll in U.S. lives, hit U.S. facilities, and 
affect American interests throughout the region, including in Iraq and Afghani-
stan. Even in an optimistic case, in which an Iranian military response would 
be measured and essentially proportional with the intention of avoiding further 
escalation, the regime might well take the opportunity to throw the IAEA out of 
Iran, leave the NPT, and pursue an entirely clandestine nuclear program.16

Finally, the United States must carefully think through how to benefit from 
a post-strike scenario, given the likelihood that neither Iran’s nuclear weap-
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ons capabilities nor its intentions will have been permanently changed, that a 
conventional clash could have severe costs for both the United States and the 
Iranians, and that a U.S. strike could undercut international support for tough 
UN Security Council resolutions.

Given these various possibilities, it is not surprising that some in the pol-
icy community are unconvinced that prevention makes sense. Analysts such 
as James Joyner of the Atlantic Council argue that it would be better to con-
tain a nuclear Iran, as the United States has done with a variety of distasteful 
nuclear regimes since World War II.17 MIT’s Barry Posen has taken a similar 
position.18 And Nobel Peace Prize winner Shirin Ebadi, an Iranian exiled in 
London, points to another problem. War with Israel (and presumably a lim-
ited exchange with the United States), she has argued, may rescue the Iranian 
regime at a time when it is extremely unpopular at home and clinging to 
power. “It is the only thing that can save the regime,” she said. “A war will stir 
nationalistic feelings and rally the people behind the government to defend 
the country. It will be catastrophic for the [Iranian] people, the country, and 
the region, but it will save Iran’s rulers.”19 Nevertheless, one need not fully 
accept Charles Krauthammer’s recent slashing attack on the logic of contain-
ment20 applied to a state in his view characterized by messianic religion and 
suicide bombers to understand that containing a nuclear-armed Iran, given 
the violence, volatility, and instability of the region, would be a “very hard 
job.”21 In addition, Israel publicly and Arab states privately have signaled that 
they would not live with such an Iran. 

Whatever one thinks about President Obama’s prevention policy, his 
repeated and voluble backing of such a policy—and the policy’s enthusiastic 
endorsement by his Republican opponents and by Congress—commits the 
United States to the approach. Were the United States not to follow through 
on its firm declaratory stance, the implications for the credibility of U.S. secu-
rity commitments elsewhere, such as its extended deterrence in northeast 
Asia and Eastern Europe, would be serious.

conventional military confrontation
From the U.S. standpoint, a conventional military exchange with Iran in 
the Gulf or wider region is not a desirable course of action, given the risks, 
though Washington for good reason avoids saying so publicly. Such an 
unwanted scenario could emerge following an Iranian response—includ-
ing a possible miscalculation—to U.S. policies pressuring Iran or to a U.S. 
or Israeli strike on nuclear facilities. The U.S. interest is in maximizing the 
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threat and credibility of other pressure tactics short of a strike and deterring 
an Iranian military response to such tactics; but if deterrence fails, the U.S. 
interest will be winning the exchange. The Iranian interest is, first, to exploit 
the risks involved in a conventional exchange to deter U.S. and Israeli action. 
Second, if such an exchange occurs, Tehran’s interest will be to claim vic-
tory or otherwise exploit the violence to advance Iran’s internal and regional 
goals, regardless of the “body count” at the cessation of hostilities.22 

Beyond the differing strategic attitudes involved, evaluating the potential 
impact of a military clash is complicated by the difficulty in judging the mili-
tary balance between Iran and the United States and its friends. On the one 
hand, a military strike by either the United States or Israel might generate no 
Iranian response at all, or only a very limited one (e.g., ballistic missile strikes 
on limited targets associated with the perceived attacker). On the other hand, 
a strike, or an accidental confrontation, could touch off a full-blown con-
flict. But even such a wider conflict—unlike the U.S. campaign against Iraq 
in the first Gulf War—is unlikely to last long enough to lead to the mobiliza-
tion of the vast majority of the U.S. order of battle, nor the majority of its 
Iranian counterpart. 

Furthermore, in any short conflict, the two sides may measure success dif-
ferently. The Iranians, as many analysts argue, are prepared to fight asymmet-
rically, drawing on the lessons of the Tanker War, using small boats, mines, 
submarines, shore-based antishipping missiles, longer-range ballistic missile 
strikes on bases and U.S. allies’ infrastructure and possibly population centers, 
and terrorist actions to inflict losses, gain prestige, intimidate U.S. allies, push 
American forces onto the defensive, and demonstrate resolve, even in the face 
of their own serious losses.23 “Asymmetrical” does not refer only to weapons 
systems and personnel but rather to the nature of the conflict itself and mea-
surements of its success. Some Iranian hardliners, it has been asserted, might 
regard a strike as a blessing in disguise,24 as it could kindle revolutionary fer-
vor, or be considered a moral victory.25 Such thinking always assumes that the 
Iranians are right in calculating that a U.S. military action would not threaten 
the regime’s survival.

Iran certainly has sufficient military potential to threaten key U.S. inter-
ests. Anthony Cordesman states that Iran’s improved ability to “deter U.S. 
naval and air operations against Iran (as well as those of Israel and other 
states)…provide[s] Iran with improved military options against targets in 
the Gulf region. The end result is a constant and growing challenge to the 
U.S. in the Gulf region, particularly in terms of air, missile, and naval war-
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fare, as well as a challenge to the U.S. in providing military support and 
transfer to the GCC [Gulf Cooperation Council] states, Israel, and Iraq.”26 
Cordesman then cites advanced Iranian mines purchased from the Russians 
and Chinese, which complement the huge fleet of small but heavily armed 
boats. Further, he notes, Iran can deliver mines and fire long-range wake-
homing torpedoes using its easily concealed submarines, thereby complicat-
ing a potential counterattack.

Given these military capabilities, it is no surprise that Chairman of the 
Joint Chiefs of Staff Martin Dempsey acknowledged in January 2012 that Iran 
could temporarily close the Strait of Hormuz, although he argued that the 
United States could swiftly reopen it.27 Such closure, or even the threat of it, 
or threats or action against oil tankers in the region, could send oil prices spi-
raling upward, pressuring U.S. allies and possibly the U.S. public to press for 
a ceasefire. The U.S. Central Command’s 2012 “Internal Look”28 and various 
Naval War College studies and exercises29 have underlined the risky nature of 
a conventional exchange in the Gulf in sobering terms. Iran’s missiles present 
another sort of threat. The Pentagon’s “Annual Report on Military Power of 
Iran,” published in April 2012, inventories Iran’s short-range missiles to target 
Gulf region allies, and medium-range missiles to target Israel, as well as Ira-
nian work on a multistage space launch test bed that could well be a precursor 
to an intercontinental ballistic missile. Its first test flight will likely be by 2015. 
Iran can also rely on both the extended-range variant of the Shahab-3 and the 
Ashura 2,000-kilometer medium-range ballistic missile.30 

While such missiles presumably do not have the accuracy and conven-
tional warheads to threaten hardened U.S. or allied bases, such capabilities 
would not be necessary in an asymmetrical campaign. Rather, the missiles 
threaten soft targets in allied countries, particularly in the Gulf, where states 
“lack the same strategic depth that Iran possesses…[and] are vulnerable 
to…selective attacks that aim to cripple their critical infrastructure [e.g., 
desalination facilities].”31 Cordesman’s strategic conclusion: 

Much now depends on the extent Gulf states would cooperate effectively with 
the U.S. The U.S. cannot fight a modern air war using carriers and ship-based 
cruise missiles alone...It would take a full range of U.S.-enablers including...
land-based air defense and strike fighters, refuelers and support/arming/recov-
ery bases to fight such a conflict.32

The Gulf states, while increasingly tied to the United States, and increas-
ingly integrated into a regional air-defense and antiballistic-missile system, 
thus are also a vulnerability. 
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So, could the United States win such a conflict? The answer is almost certainly 
yes, as the West defines “victory,” especially given the “escalation dominance” 
the United States could exert in deploying forces from around the world.33 But 
in view of Iran’s different definition of victory, it too could see advantages to a 
struggle—deterring or punishing America’s regional allies, striking a symbolic 
blow against Israel, bloodying the United States (which almost lost two major 
surface combatants to serious damage in the Gulf in 1987–1988),34 demonstrat-
ing at least temporary control of the Strait, thereby driving up oil prices, and 
launching terrorist attacks at U.S. or Israeli interests. Would these small victo-
ries counterbalance what would likely be an eventual major U.S. conventional 
triumph along the lines of 1988? No—if the United States waged asymmetrical 
combat that threatened Iran’s key military assets. But another question emerges 
along with this scenario: would an Iranian assessment of the costs and benefits 
of such military engagement—again, a different calculus from America’s—deter 
its involvement? Little indication suggests this would be the case, particularly 
given the decentralized, initiative-hungry nature of the Islamic Revolutionary 
Guard Corps (IRGC) military forces in the Gulf.

If Iran is not deterred from such action, then the question is whether the 
United States can prevail decisively in a conflict so as to leave no doubt in any-
one’s mind. In this regard, various authors and analysts have suggested that the 
United States prepare to respond asymmetrically and ensure Iran is aware of 
these preparations, to be aimed at threatening regime military or infrastruc-
ture targets and changing the strategic picture to Iran’s detriment.35 As Michael 
Eisenstadt and David Crist argue: 

The United States should respond to this heightened potential for conflict by 
putting Tehran on notice that it is prepared for these eventualities, by quietly 
sending unambiguous signals to Iran through diplomatic and military channels 
and the media. This should give Tehran reason for pause, because a covert attack 
against an alert enemy is less likely to succeed and more likely to be traced to its 
source…. Given the current mindset of key leaders in Tehran, restraint is likely 
to be interpreted as weakness—and will only embolden and strengthen hard-
liners…. Washington should also inform Tehran that it will not necessarily 
respond in a symmetrical or proportionate manner to Iranian provocations.36

If, however, the United States is not certain to prevail unmistakably in an 
exchange, then any U.S. or Israeli strike, or even a more aggressive U.S. mili-
tary presence in the Gulf, risking Iranian deliberate or inadvertent military 
response and escalation, exposes the United States to very significant risk. 
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unconventional/terrorist activity
Iran’s ability to respond to a strike, or an inadvertent incident, is not limited 
to engagements in the Gulf and ballistic missile launches. The regime has a 
whole repertoire of lethal measures available through its IRGC elements 
and proxy forces. These begin with possible conventional missile barrages 
or insurgent attacks on U.S. diplomatic or military installations in Iraq and 
Afghanistan. Particularly troubling on the unconventional side, also known as 
the “twilight struggle,” is Iran’s active involvement in such activities. In mid-
2011, for instance, Iranians worked through Iraqi proxies to attack U.S. posi-
tions and generate casualties in southern Iraq and Baghdad.37 

Iran has shown itself to be engaged in tit-for-tat operations elsewhere as 
well. With accusations flying over Iranian involvement in the assassination 
plot against the Saudi ambassador to the United States, the Islamic Repub-
lic seems to have responded with a wave of attacks from Bulgaria to Cambo-
dia, along with purported cyberattacks on U.S. networks and, until recently, 
harassment of U.S. military assets in the Gulf. Credible reports also suggest 
foreign or foreign-backed assassinations of Iranian officials and scientists, 
attacks on infrastructure, and cyber operations inside Iran. While dangerous 
under any circumstances, such activities, particularly cyber, signal an espe-
cially high risk for accidental escalation given the lack of two-way commu-
nication, lack of clear knowledge of each other’s redlines, and a likely Iranian 
perception developed over the years that the United States will not respond 
effectively to Iranian provocations. Crist asserts, for example, that “When Iran 
killed U.S. soldiers and marines in Lebanon and Iraq, successive administra-
tions showed timidity when hard liners demanded action.”38 

Iran could decide to step up the unconventional war, for instance, in the 
aftermath of a strike against its nuclear facilities. With Hizballah estimated to 
have up to 50,000 rockets able to reach Israel,39 its leadership presumably could 
be persuaded to unleash at least part of its arsenal against Israel following an 
Israeli strike. Iran also has Hizballah’s and its own covert and terrorist cells, 
which are well capable of striking U.S., Israeli, and other Western targets, along 
with other possibly less well-defended government targets worldwide. Two 
of Iran’s allies are at least temporarily out of the picture, however: Syria and 
Hamas. Syria’s ability to tie down significant Israeli forces is limited as long as 
the civil war there continues. And that same civil war has forced Hamas to flee 
Syria, calling into question its willingness to launch missile strikes out of Gaza 
on Iranian orders despite its November 2012 rocket barrages against Israel. 
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the u.s. public mood
Any consideration of the conventional military balance must consider a war-
weary American population, and the possibility that U.S. political leaders will 
be unwilling to demand of it more sacrifices. The relative absence of references 
to American military action, or even the Americans fighting in Afghanistan, 
in the recent presidential campaign foretells institutional military inertia 
even after the second Obama administration comes together. This argument 
is buttressed by polling. According to a recent Chicago Council survey, while 
64 percent of Americans see the Iranian nuclear program as a critical threat 
to the United States, second only to international terrorism, they stop short 
of supporting military strikes against the Islamic Republic. The preferred 
approach, endorsed by 80 percent of respondents, is the one now being pur-
sued: imposition of tighter economic sanctions. Essentially the same propor-
tion (79 percent) approves of continuing diplomatic efforts to get Iran to stop 
enriching uranium. In response to a separate question, 67 percent say the 
United States should be willing to meet and talk with Iranian leaders. A slim 
majority (51 percent) opposes UN authorization of a military strike against 
Iran’s nuclear energy facilities, with a substantial minority (45 percent) sup-
porting such action. But, most important, a far broader majority (70 percent) 
opposes a unilateral U.S. strike, unauthorized by the Security Council, if Iran 
continues to enrich uranium.40 On the other hand, a Pew survey out in Octo-
ber 2012 found, in comparison to January 2012, that the percentage of respon-
dents favoring a hard line on Iran’s nuclear program over avoiding a military 
conflict had risen from 50 to 56 percent, while those favoring avoiding a mili-
tary conflict had dropped from 41 to 35 percent. (The question was less explicit 
on favoring military force “on our own” than the Chicago survey, however.)41

In the end, however, U.S. policy may be at least as much influenced by what 
happens in Congress as by public opinion polls. Congress voted overwhelm-
ingly to make prevention U.S. policy. Some have debated whether Congress 
should authorize the use of force against Iran in the event Tehran gets close to 
a bomb. Such an authorization would be a powerful indicator of U.S. serious-
ness, and for that reason, any such decision should be weighed very carefully.

economic conflict
One major effect of the U.S.-crafted international alliance is strong and grow-
ing economic pressure on Iran. The effectiveness of this campaign in damag-
ing Iran’s economy cannot be denied, but, as with other “attrition” actions, 
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the pain inflicted cannot be guaranteed to change Iran’s intention to pursue 
nuclear weapons.42 The sanctions themselves are of three sorts. First are the 
UN Security Council sanctions under legally-binding Chapter VII. These are 
more political than practical, although they do limit Iran’s access to nuclear 
and missile technology very significantly, ban exports of Iranian weapons (a 
provision often violated with Syria and Hizballah), and limit the international 
engagements (travel, financial dealings) of entities and individuals linked to 
the illicit nuclear program. The second type of sanctions are on trade in Ira-
nian oil and other products, as imposed by the United States, and now the 
EU, and these are far more damaging economically. Unlike the UN Chapter 
VII sanctions, these are not legally binding on states and institutions, but they 
cleverly target banks and other financial institutions, thus leveraging the dol-
lar’s commanding international position to essentially compel states to com-
ply at the risk of having their key financial and monetary institutions excluded 
from the international economy. The third type of sanctions consists of infor-
mal pressure by the U.S. Treasury Department on business and financial insti-
tutions to cut off trade with targeted Iranian entities. While the latter two sets 
of sanctions have been by far the most successful in inflicting pain, the UN 
sanctions and the IAEA condemnation of Iranian activities form a necessary 
international political justification for the broad acceptance of U.S., and now 
EU, sanctions.

As of fall 2012, the impact of the sanctions on the Iranian economy has 
been significant: Iranian oil exports are down by an estimated 40 percent, 
and earnings have fallen by an almost equal amount.43 Thanks to increases in 
crude oil exports from Saudi Arabia, Iraq, and Libya, among other sources, 
and decreased global demand, the drop in Iranian exports has been largely 
balanced, with no significant hike in oil prices.44 With prices stagnant and 
export volumes down, Iran’s oil export earnings have fallen dramatically, 
leading to an ever greater Iranian account deficit, driving up consumer prices 
enormously in Iran, and collapsing the Iranian currency by 40 percent.45 
Absent export or storage capacity, wells are being shut down, with potentially 
serious longer-term effects on the Iranian oil industry.46 Nevertheless, Iran 
has significant hard currency reserves, estimated at more than $100 billion 
at the end of 2011 and ranked twenty-second in the world (although current 
available reserves appear to be considerably less).47 Iran thus could cover 
the 40 percent drop in oil revenues by drawing down its currency reserves 
for up to several years. But such a policy beyond a certain point would be 
extremely foolhardy. 
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These sanctions are thus the most powerful current tool in the arsenal 
against Iran. But, as with diplomatic isolation, covert actions, the threat of 
military strikes, or even strikes themselves short of an apocalyptic outcome, 
they can only increase the pain and raise the cost of Iran pursuing nuclear 
weapons. They cannot force Iran to stop. 

Furthermore, Iran has its own repertoire of political-economic tools with 
which to respond to sanctions. If, for example, the Tehran regime could 
force Iraq, already subject to Iranian pressure, to reduce or slow the increase 
of its crude exports, and if simultaneously oil demand grew based on better 
global economic news, then the sanctions could lead to significantly higher 
consumer energy prices worldwide. More dramatically, Iran, particularly if 
its oil exports were cut by even more, could impede the 20 percent of global 
oil trade using the Strait of Hormuz. While the United States and its friends 
could respond quickly to such actions, the impact on oil prices could be so 
severe as to pressure the U.S. to back off on sanctions, as foreseen in the rel-
evant legislation. Finally, oil sanctions indirectly require considerable interna-
tional consensus to maintain their legitimacy. A U.S. or an Israeli policy vis-à-
vis Iran seen as risky to markets, or a harsh impact of sanctions on the Iranian 
population, could split the international community and weaken many states’ 
willingness to implement sanctions.

diplomatic balance
The United States has put together an impressive set of regional and global 
alliances not only to pressure Iran on the nuclear issue but also to contain its 
military reach and resist its political ambitions. Even as fissures within the 
alliances limit their effectiveness somewhat, collective pressure overall rep-
resents a major plus for the United States and helps counterbalance interna-
tional trump cards played by Iran. Within the region, the United States has 
built up what amounts to a GCC-centric military alliance, based on the GCC’s 
own efforts, to culminate in the December 2012 GCC Summit.48 This alliance 
has been supplemented recently by U.S. engagement with the GCC as a whole, 
and ever greater military integration, both within the GCC and collectively 
and individually with the United States. 

The specific hardware includes an air-defense and antimissile capability, 
in the Patriot (and, eventually in the United Arab Emirates, the more capa-
ble Terminal High-Altitude Area Defense, or THAAD) batteries, and other 
shorter-range systems, which each GCC country deploys, increasingly aug-
mented by and linked with U.S. Patriot batteries, Navy systems, and a high-
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performance U.S. TPY-2 radar in Qatar.49 The GCC states also provide air 
bases available to the United States, from Oman to Kuwait, U.S. naval facilities 
in Bahrain and Dubai, and facilities for U.S. ground troops in Kuwait. These 
facilities allow the United States to sustain its naval presence and provide bas-
ing for offensive airstrike operations, complementing naval and long-range-
bomber offensive capabilities. The air-defense and antiballistic-missile net-
work defends the region against Iranian missile and air attacks. The air, naval, 
and ground forces of the Gulf states further enhance the GCC’s defensive 
capability. Britain and France also sometimes station significant naval and air 
assets in the Gulf. Farther away from Iran itself, Egypt, Turkey, and Iraq all 
provide air and, in the case of Egypt, naval access and transit in support of 
U.S. or other allied options.50

Politically, the GCC, Turkey, Jordan, and to some degree various other 
Arab states can be mobilized to support the U.S. position vis-à-vis Iran. Tur-
key is the only nearby regional state with ground forces and air power capable 
of challenging Iran, and the country’s Incirlik Air Base could support U.S. 
Gulf operations. While Iraq, led by a Shiite coalition with ties to Iran, is the 
weakest link in this picture, its rapidly growing oil exports objectively are 
one of the major assets in constraining Iran, as they have helped balance the 
sanctions-generated drop in Iranian exports.51 In Israel, the United States has 
a special partner in the Iran game, capable on its own of striking hard at Teh-
ran, but nonetheless with vulnerabilities.

The strong regional alliance assembled to deal with Iran is complemented 
by various global U.S. partners. NATO has agreed to deploy a theaterwide 
antimissile system with the primary purpose of defending against an Iranian 
missile attack, with a TPY-2 radar in Turkey.52 The IAEA Board of Governors 
and the IAEA executive leadership under Director-General Yukiya Amano 
have significantly toughened the investigative effort aimed at Iran. Further-
more, the board since 2006 has repeatedly, and by overwhelming majorities, 
referred the Iran file to the UN Security Council. The Council itself has passed 
five substantive resolutions against Iran, with ever tougher sanctions, since 
2006.53 The EU has become an effective sanctions partner, banning in 2012 
any import of Iranian oil, and the EU’s foreign policy high representative, 
Lady Ashton, takes the lead in the P5+1 negotiations with Iran. These actions, 
especially the Security Council’s legally binding Chapter VII decisions, help 
legitimize U.S. and other actions that go beyond the Council’s sanctions. 
What unites these otherwise disparate countries and organizations is a deep 
international commitment to nonproliferation and a consensus that no one 
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state, particularly one with an agenda like Iran’s, should dominate the volatile 
Middle East. Various countries are likewise concerned about the stability of 
oil markets, and many, including Russia and China, worry about the global 
threat of radical, politicized Islam, including the Iranian variety. While Russia 
and China have at times dragged their heels, both are concerned about the 
credibility of the Security Council once it undertakes Chapter VII decisions 
with Iran.54 Finally, Russia traditionally has had concerns about the hollowing 
out of the nonproliferation regime.55

This informal alliance is a potent multiplier in the service of U.S. Iran policy, 
but as noted before, Iran has means to counter it. Hizballah, with its ability to 
dominate Lebanon and deluge Israel with rockets, is by far Iran’s most potent 
ally. Although previously a second major asset to Iran, with its Arab leadership 
claims and strong conventional forces with “tie down” potential against Israel, 
Syria—given the challenge to Bashar al-Assad’s rule—has now become a major 
threat to Tehran, as evidenced by Iran’s extraordinary and publicly admitted 
efforts to keep Assad in power.56 Still, Iran’s efforts, even if supported to some 
degree by China and Russia, may not be enough. One reason for the limited 
direct involvement of the United States and others in the Syrian conflict is 
fear of day-after scenarios, referring most particularly to Iraq post-2003 and 
Afghanistan post-1989. All the same, it must not be forgotten that the fall of 
Saddam Hussein and the retreat of the Soviets from Afghanistan were regional 
game changers. The aftermath was bad, and could have been managed better, 
but the end of Saddam and the Red Army in Afghanistan were strategically 
worthwhile accomplishments. The same would apply to Assad’s demise.

Iran also can deploy various military, terrorist, economic, and political 
levers in both Iraq and Afghanistan, although U.S. clout in both countries 
remains considerable. Iran’s off-and-on success in securing overflights across 
Iraq to deliver arms to Syria is a good example of Iran’s influence.57 The limits 
of Iranian influence, meanwhile, are demonstrated by Iraq’s exporting ever 
more crude oil, thus helping keep prices down, cooperating with the UN on 
the Mujahedin-e Khalq (MEK)—an Iranian opposition group—and purchas-
ing vast quantities of U.S. weapons. Iraq, given its oil wealth, therefore offers 
no less of an opportunity than Syria for the United States to exploit to counter 
Iran. But, more generally, the Middle East remains a volatile, violence-prone, 
religion-driven region where sudden outbursts against the United States and 
the West can occur at any time, as seen in September 2012, and Iran objec-
tively benefits from this possibility. Iran also seeks to mobilize the region’s 
considerable Shiite minorities, from the Gulf and Iraq through Yemen, as 
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allies in a possible struggle against Sunni regimes that could vastly complicate 
U.S. policy, as seen with Bahrain.

Other U.S. friends and allies, while generally pluses, also present vulner-
abilities. As noted before, Anthony Cordesman and others have pointed out 
the vulnerability the Gulf states all would share in the face of an onslaught 
of Iranian missiles, despite their efforts to increase antimissile capabili-
ties. Again, as Cordesman notes, were these states, fearing strikes on their 
infrastructure, to deny the United States the use of Gulf air bases and other 
facilities for offensive operations, the Americans would be hard-pressed in 
any conventional exchange with Iran. Israel provides Iran with a convenient 
regional bête noire to mobilize the Muslim “street,” and Israel’s policies and 
much of the region’s rejection of Israel’s right even to exist contribute potently 
to regional popular dislike of the United States, as Israel’s protector. Further-
more, Israel’s understandably different calculus of the Iranian nuclear threat 
sets a very high standard in Tel Aviv’s eyes for what passes as success in deal-
ing with the Iranian threat.

Finally, Iran views the emerging nations of the twenty-first century, and 
organizations such as the Nonaligned Movement, as ever more effective coun-
terweights to the United States, the West, and even the UN Security Council 
and the IAEA. Its accommodation to Brazilian president Luiz Inacio Lula da 
Silva and Turkish prime minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan in the 2010 Tehran 
Research Reactor deal58 and the hoopla with which it greeted the Nonaligned 
Movement’s 2012 summit in Tehran—as well as the movement’s resulting 
unanimous support for a pro-Iranian nuclear resolution59—underscore this 
tendency, which is reinforced by many Iranian leaders’ belief that the United 
States and the West are declining powers. 

role of the iranian population
After the violent putdown of the Iranian popular uprising in 2009–2010, the 
role of the Iranian population in any confrontation with Iran is difficult to 
ascertain. A 2011 Rand Corporation poll noted that while almost 50 percent 
of Iranians strongly oppose seeking nuclear weapons, more than 30 per-
cent strongly support the move. Almost 90 percent of those polled backed 
establishing civilian nuclear energy. As for whether or not to open relations 
with the United States, the poll revealed an almost even split.60 These find-
ings are discouraging enough. But a sober assessment by expert Ray Takeyh 
of the inability of popular action or alternative political visions to challenge 
the ever more totalitarian hold of Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei documents 



32 n james jeffrey 

further the difficulty of relying on a popularly driven challenge to the current 
regime. Since 2009, he writes, an alienated population has faced an increas-
ingly autocratic ruling elite. Further complicating the situation is the regime’s 
inability to sustain its legitimacy based on oil-fueled economic success. While 
this suggestion could point to a possible uprising, his conclusion is that the 
Islamic Republic “will hang on” as a theocracy or populist democracy, as long 
as Ayatollah Khamenei remains in power. Afterward, however, his system 
“will not easily endure.”61 This appraisal, given other data and the polls already 
cited, suggests that popular pressure is unlikely to change core policies, some 
of which (e.g., opposition to dealing with America, nuclear energy programs 
despite sanctions, even to some degree nuclear weapons) appear supported by 
significant slices of the population. 

To be sure, the alienation of the Iranian population from the current regime 
and its policies will grow as oil-fueled economic success continues to turn 
into hardship. The regime will face great difficulties enduring after Khame-
nei passes from the scene.62 But it would be inappropriate to base U.S. policy 
on such an event or any “people power” alternative to the current regime, 
because those prospects are too uncertain in the short term.
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Chapter 4

Policy Options

the united states, in accordance with both its traditional global and 
regional policy objectives, has made containing and deterring Iran, at times 
to the point of combat, a major regional priority. The most important oper-
ational goal is to block Iran’s acquisition of nuclear weapons, but the U.S. 
agenda also includes confronting Iranian support for terror and counterbal-
ancing Iran’s influence in the Gulf, Afghanistan, Iraq, and the Levant. Vari-
ous U.S. global goals—preventing proliferation, combating terror, promoting 
regional alliances, preventing the rise of regional hegemons, and supporting 
democratic, liberal polities—are of course in play in the U.S. confrontation 
with Iran. U.S. policy in this regard has almost unanimous regional support, 
and broad although not complete international acceptance as well. 

Given the relevance of U.S. Iran policy to overall U.S. global goals, and the 
reality of the Iranian threat to regional stability, core U.S. policy objectives, 
as noted earlier, are highly unlikely to change. Alternative scenarios, such as 
largely ignoring the “Iranian problem,” allowing regional powers to take the 
lead in dealing with it, or working out a condominium with Iran to jointly 
secure regional peace, offer little hope of improving security in the region or 
buttressing U.S. global conflict management. Iran is simply too strong and 
threatening, its security interests too much at odds with American interests or 
those of most of the region, its challenge to international norms too blatant, 
especially on WMD and terrorism, and regional forces too weak and divided, 
for any alternative to strong American leadership to work. So the question is 
not whether the United States deals with the Iran problem, but how.

regime change
The inventory of possible ways to deal with this problem starts with a major 
military operation designed to overthrow the regime and build a new nation 
compatible with U.S. and international norms. This is in contrast to defensive 
military moves, or limited armed retaliation. Rather, such a military operation 
would resemble, at a minimum, that in Iraq in 2003, with potentially far greater 
costs and risks. For all intents and purposes, therefore, this option is ruled out.
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The alternative nation-building option is regime change through tools 
ranging from (1) covert operations, military and nonmilitary support to insur-
gents, and international or unilateral sanctions to (2) democracy programs, 
international governmental, media, and public opinion mobilization, propa-
ganda operations, and various sorts of political support for opposition circles. 
The goal here would be to effect a profound change in the orientation of the 
state. Underlying this objective is an assumption that the people of country X 
(in this case, Iran), if they could only be freed from dictatorship and decide 
their country’s policies themselves, would opt for policies compatible with 
those of the United States. Much can be debated about this option, but cer-
tain realities should inform any discussion. In particular, regime change has 
occurred but rarely, at least rarely with outcomes favorable to the West, with 
the fall of communism in Eastern Europe being one of the few examples. That 
regime change, however, occurred largely for reasons internal to that system, 
not outside pressure alone.

The first question when applying this policy is how ripe a given regime is 
to dramatic change. While the Iranian government and state system are not 
particularly popular, as noted in the previous section, few signs indicate it will 
fall to an uprising, whether violent or peaceful. The Iranian state’s strong, vio-
lent, and ultimately successful response to the 2009–2010 “Green revolution,” 
and its previous endurance during the Iran-Iraq War, demonstrates its resil-
ience. Iran experts Flynt Leverett and Hillary Mann Leverett recently made 
this point quite convincingly.1

A second question, assuming a regime is vulnerable to change, involves 
what an outside state can do to enhance that possibility. In the case of Iran, 
however, most of the tools in the usual regime change quiver are unavailable. 
The United States does not have the entrée into senior political or security 
circles to carry out a regime change by coup, as it did with Prime Minister 
Muhammad Mossadeq in the early 1950s. Nor does it have the sort of well-
organized, popularly supported opposition forces that were available with the 
Iraqi National Congress in the 1990s (but which in the end were insufficient to 
overthrow Saddam absent an American invasion). 

A final context for considering a policy of regime change is the interplay of 
that policy with other policies related to the state in question, or even with cer-
tain global norms. The UN Charter, implicitly, and the UN General Assembly 
and the International Court, explicitly, have endorsed the prohibition of one 
sovereign state interfering in the domestic affairs of any other sovereign state.2 
Moreover, the United States pledged in the 1981 Algiers Accords, to gain the 
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release of U.S. hostages from the Iranian embassy, “that it is and from now on 
will be the policy of the United States not to intervene, directly or indirectly, 
politically or militarily, in Iran’s internal affairs.”3 Given these statutes, pur-
suing regime change actively would require Washington to forswear policies 
and tactics related to Iran that rely on international support, and accept some 
measure of international opprobrium. Given the success and importance of 
the current anti-Iranian international coalition, this would be a major cost. 
To conclude, absent incontrovertible evidence that Iran is ripe for a new inter-
national orientation, and that the United States can materially affect such a 
change, the downsides of such a policy argue that regime change be left aside.

A policy of regime change differs from one in which the United States 
deliberately generates a serious threat to the regime’s stability. Many analysts 
believe that the current Iranian leadership will not blink on the nuclear issue,4 
or curb its expansionistic drive in other ways, unless it feels that continuing 
its aggressive nuclear and external policies will put its survival at risk. Seri-
ous economic sanctions, of the sort the United States is just getting into with 
Iran, and a credible threat of major military action against the nuclear and 
other power-projection elements of the Iranian state, could induce that con-
viction. But attempting to modulate U.S. policies to generate a sense of threat, 
while encouraging Iran to believe that a change in its own policies will allay 
the outside pressure, is not easy. For example, stated U.S. policy “for a respon-
sible Iran,” such as in the 2010 U.S. National Security Strategy, pillories Iran 
not only for its hegemonic nuclear, regional, and terrorist policies but also 
for “denying its citizens universal rights.”5 Such language is likely to feed the 
regime’s belief that the United States is out to overthrow the regime because of 
what it is, not what it does, and thus block tactical compromises.

rapprochement
Another game-changing approach, considered, as noted, by all U.S. admin-
istrations to varying degrees since 1979, is rapprochement through outreach, 
bilateral exchanges, talks, and ties. This strategic approach should not be 
confused with tactical exchanges with Tehran, be they on military deconflic-
tion, the nuclear issue, or specific issues involving U.S. or Iranian citizens, 
economic or cultural interests, natural catastrophes, and the like. The latter 
are intended to help us—or both sides—manage one or another aspect of 
the bilateral struggle. Rapprochement, meanwhile, aims at transcending the 
struggle itself. Daniel Brumberg and Barry Blechman, for example, writing in 
Foreign Policy in December 2010, urged that détente with the Islamic Republic 
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be made a top priority. That, they argue, would undercut the threat that ultra-
hardline Iranian officials regularly invoke to legitimate their efforts to pum-
mel or isolate their internal critics.6

The most influential recent thinkers and practitioners of Track II diplo-
macy, former undersecretary of state Thomas Pickering and former ambassa-
dor Bill Luers, offer a comprehensive approach that encapsulates many of the 
principles of this school of thought.7 Drawing on the Nixonian approach to 
China, they posit that Iran’s wants include recognition of its revolution; accep-
tance of its nuclear program; the departure of the United States from the Mid-
dle East; and the lifting of sanctions. U.S. wants include opposition to Iranian 
ownership of nuclear weapons and threats to Israel, the boosting of democ-
racy, and support for access to the region’s oil and gas. In Pickering and Luers’s 
view, both Iran and the United States want stability in the region, the rein-
corporation of Iran into the international community, and no war. While the 
two thinkers do not recommend adoption of the entire Iranian agenda, and 
draw up a reasonable nuclear compromise, their advocacy of a U.S. regional 
condominium with Iran is akin to almost granting Iran a droit de regard over 
regional issues. 

The problem with this approach is that Iran is not China; it is more aggres-
sive internationally, and sometimes behaves irrationally, as in the 2011 plan to 
kill Saudi Arabia’s ambassador to the United States. Furthermore, Iran is not 
needed to balance a much greater threat, as China did the Soviet Union, and it 
is not the undisputed emerging Goliath of its region, as China was even back 
in the 1970s. Taken together, Egypt, Pakistan, Turkey, Iraq, and the Gulf States 
have populations well over four times that of Iran, and these states have much 
greater riches in gross domestic product and hydrocarbons, and in most cases 
seriously divergent geostrategic and religious interests. 

And of course there remains the problem of negotiating with the Irani-
ans on any agenda. Pickering and Luers recognize the problem, but their 
solution is for the United States to keep trying harder. The Supreme Leader, 
they argue accurately, is not ready for talks: “Instead, he is convinced that 
the United States will not work with Iran until his regime is gone.” Rather 
than attribute this stance to a wildly divergent worldview, they argue that 
it owes at least in part to the “malign influence” of past American mistakes 
that must be dealt with. Khamenei is suspicious, so it will take American 
“actions, not just messages” to persuade him of Washington’s desire for bet-
ter relations. The actions should include curbing international pressure and 
covert operations. But even if the United States followed Pickering and Luers’ 
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advice, there is no guarantee that talks would even get to first base. Some-
how, somewhere, the United States, in the eyes of the Iranians, always gets it 
wrong, despite American success over decades in dealing with other difficult 
states. Often it never becomes apparent exactly how things go wrong, but 
occasionally there is feedback. For example, Hossein Mousavian asserts that 
the Supreme Leader rejected President Obama’s letters because the latter was 
“supporting” the Green Movement.8 

At bottom, the approach embraced by Pickering and Luers rests on the 
assumption that any conflict is largely either the result of misunderstanding; 
poor or nonexistent communication; an absence of trust; or, otherwise, the 
United States pursuing the wrong policies. To be sure, the first three factors 
exist and exacerbate the U.S.-Iran conflict, but those factors are not its genesis; 
rather, they are the result of clashing worldviews. Add to that the practical 
difficulties both the United States and Iran have in speaking with one authori-
tative voice given domestic considerations, and the overwhelming problems 
with this approach become apparent—as the priority to communication and 
attempting to establish trust entails attention to words and feelings at the 
expense of tough decisions.

To conclude, communications for tactical clarity, resolution of solvable 
secondary issues, and confidence building are all fine pursuits. An overall pol-
icy posited on rapprochement through communications (and often one-sided 
concessions) is not fine. It undercuts necessary tougher actions, confuses the 
other side, and eventually could sacrifice a more promising strategy for the 
chimera of change through talk. The United States should be ready to talk if 
the Iranians show a real interest in doing so, but it should not sacrifice any-
thing significant to pursue rapprochement absent a change of Iranian heart.

confronting iran 
If forcing a deep shift in Iran’s worldview is unlikely through measures ranging 
from regime change to rapprochement, and short of invasion and occupation, 
then the United States is left with a policy of managing an ambitious and dan-
gerous state by confronting its aggressive and objectionable actions. Despite 
rhetorical gestures in other directions, this has been the underlying policy of 
the United States and international community for the past thirty years. The 
policy has not succeeded in changing Iran’s innate hostility to international 
norms, nor in halting Iran’s efforts to expand its power, most notably through 
attaining a nuclear weapons capability. However, it has stymied Iranian gam-
bits (in particular, through the Tanker War in the late 1980s), inflicted very 
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heavy costs on the Iranian economy (especially with the most recent sanc-
tions), forged an ever better-coordinated alliance among the United States, 
regional states, and the larger global community, and challenged the Iranian 
regional position in the Syrian civil war. Even though Iran is surviving, and 
doing so without seemingly shifting its worldview and ambitions inimical to 
regional stability, it certainly is not winning any race for regional hegemony, 
as the recent shift in Turkey’s position, from relatively benign neighbor to 
regional competitor, demonstrates.9

So far, so good. But this policy of management has its own shortcomings. It 
does not guarantee that the problem goes away, treating it instead, in medical 
terms, like high blood pressure or diabetes rather than a tumor to be excised. 
As with those former conditions, the Iranian “condition” can grow worse, 
threatening the regional body, and Israel in particular. Israel’s willingness to 
live with a threatening Iran is thus a major issue in any confrontation strategy, 
given the influence Israel has on U.S. policy and given Israel’s considerable 
unilateral military and other abilities to confront Iran. While Israel itself can-
not “excise” the Iranian tumor, it can take offensive action that may be reason-
ably assumed to draw in the United States, which can do the surgery. 

A second challenge involves the tolerance of regional states, particularly 
Saudi Arabia and Turkey, for a policy that does not “crush the head of the 
snake.”10 At some point, the United States would face the risk that those 
countries would either attempt action on their own or work out some sort of 
regional condominium almost certainly disadvantageous to the U.S. position 
on Iran. A more muscular approach aimed at threatening regime survival, as 
sketched out earlier, could help here. Finally, as always with any long-term 
effort to control a threat, the danger exists either of a miscalculation that could 
throw the region into chaos—for example, a Turkish-Iranian clash over the 
latter’s support for the Kurdistan Workers Party (PKK)—or a Saudi-Iranian 
military exchange off Bahrain. Other possibilities include Iran’s development 
of closer ties with Iraq or the reconstitution of the Iran-Syria-Hizballah alli-
ance now in disarray.

Those advocating a confrontation policy must thus spell out specifically 
how they would deal with these inherent risks associated with their strat-
egy. The United States, for example, has such a long list of complaints against 
Iran—ranging from nuclear weapons to the regime’s clamping down on free-
dom of expression—that Iranian leaders understandably may fear that Ameri-
cans are out to transform their entire society. U.S. operational policy itself suf-
fers from a lack of priorities. In a world of limited resources, managing Iran’s 
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threats with maximum clarity will help everyone, in America, in Iran, and 
around the world, understand what the United States really will not counte-
nance and help Washington allocate resources.

Furthermore, as with the containment strategy applied to the Soviet Union, 
confronting Iran does not mean using a passive containment tactic for every 
gambit by the other side. “Rollback of Communism,” while never the over-
arching U.S. Cold War strategy, was the response to specific actions such as 
the invasion of South Korea and the placement of Soviet nuclear missiles in 
Cuba. Such a policy aimed at resisting adventures and thereby restoring a bal-
ance is appropriate for Iran, on both the nuclear account and some of Iran’s 
unconventional and terrorist activities. 

Finally, a strong, stable alliance system, the threat to prevent a nuclear weap-
ons breakout, and ever tougher sanctions could challenge the regime in a way 
that forces it to change course. This tracks with the thinking of analysts such as 
Ray Takeyh and Ken Pollack, as noted earlier. But, again, this approach would 
have to be linked with extraordinary efforts to signal that the Iranian regime’s 
actions, not its existence, were the target of U.S. efforts toward change.
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Chapter 5

Conclusion

the iranian regime’s deeply held worldview, and the hegemony-seeking 
policies that flow from it, contradicts the values and interests of the United 
States, the international community, and most of the other states in the region. 
The nuclear issue, albeit uniquely dangerous, is but one manifestation of this 
fundamental challenge to regional stability and U.S. interests.

As such, political and potentially armed conflict with the United States, 
as Iran carries out its global foreign policy in the Middle East, is inevitable. 
In fact, the United States has been engaged in a “twilight war” against Iran, 
to cite author David Crist, for the past thirty-plus years. This is unlikely 
to change.

The stakes involved in the U.S. confrontation with Iran, given the volatil-
ity and importance of the region, Iran’s innate strength, and the intertwining 
of numerous key U.S. concerns—from nuclear nonproliferation and possible 
conventional conflict to oil markets to the integrity of U.S. financial leader-
ship to UN Security Council authority and politics to Israel—make this issue 
the most pressing and dangerous now on the U.S. and international agenda. 
Considering the stakes, the manner and success of America’s management 
of this issue will have a profound impact on international relations and U.S. 
global leadership.

A major military campaign to destroy Iran’s forces and occupy the coun-
try is possible for the United States, but the extraordinary costs, burdens, and 
risks of such a campaign, even compared to the Iraq war of 2003, rule it out 
practically, absent some startling and dangerous direct Iranian threat to the 
United States that could not be dealt with otherwise.

No reliable indicators suggest that Iran is ready for a dramatic regime 
change that would result in a significant modification of its worldview, nor does 
the United States have obvious tools to effectively advance a regime-change 
agenda. Given these realities, and the significant costs of other policy options 
associated with a regime-change campaign, this option is not promising.

Likewise, nothing indicates, after thirty years of trying, that U.S. communi-
cations with, outreach to, or concessions concerning Iran will produce a rap-
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prochement eliminating or easing dramatically the underlying bilateral con-
flict. This conclusion, and the costs of other options associated with pursuing 
a major rapprochement effort, argues against a rapprochement-centric Iran 
policy, absent a new confirmation of serious Iranian intent both to talk and to 
modify its strategic goals.

Barring an across-the-board change based on one or another contin-
gency described in the preceding paragraphs, the most reasonable, “least 
bad” strategy for the United States and the international community con-
sists of deterring or, if necessary, resisting Iran’s most destabilizing activi-
ties. Such a strategy also has the benefit of being consistent with U.S. global 
and regional goals.

confront-and-resist strategy
A confront-and-resist strategy should maximize the set of U.S. formal and 
informal alliances and weaken Iran diplomatically, politically, militarily, and 
economically. The informal alliance system put together in recent years by the 
United States and the corresponding effectiveness of international sanctions 
are new and extraordinarily important tools to threaten Iran. That system 
should not be lightly placed at risk for unilateral U.S. actions. 

The strategy must be carried out with enough vigor and thus risk to 
both sides to convince Iran’s leaders that the set of measures adopted—
from sanctions to diplomatic and military pressure to a credible prevention 
threat against nuclear weapons—will place its regime at eventual mortal 
risk absent a change of Iranian behavior. Conversely, a change in behav-
ior for the better will result in relaxed U.S. pressure rather than increased 
efforts to overthrow the clerical regime. Maintaining this balance will 
be tricky.

Weakening Iran is an end in itself—not as a punishment, but as a response 
to Iran’s violations of international norms and as a means to reduce Iran’s 
ability to exploit its strengths, as well as to demonstrate resolve, isolate Iran 
from significant international players whom it could exploit, and deter Ira-
nian adventures.

Military encounters and strikes involving Iran as an element in this con-
front-and-resist strategy can be justified under certain conditions in order 
to respond to Iranian gambits, set back nuclear capabilities, signal serious-
ness, and maintain regional support. Such actions would have to be care-
fully orchestrated to minimize the inherent, significant risk of escalation with 
uncertain results, along with regional and oil market chaos. But in any case, 
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military action aimed at Iran’s nuclear capabilities (or at rolling back other 
Iranian initiatives) is highly unlikely to eliminate fully either Iran’s capabil-
ity or intent to pursue nuclear weapons. Nor is it likely to force the regime to 
abandon its hegemonic regional policies. Thus, military action is a comple-
ment to, not a competitor of, a confront-and-resist strategy.

The proposed confront-and-resist strategy requires prioritization, even 
given the immense strength of the United States, which cannot do everything, 
at least not intensively. And some activities (sanctions) by necessity may have 
an impact on others (outreach to the Iranian population).

The various strategy elements must not only be prioritized but also coor-
dinated for unity of effort under a central U.S. government authority with 
daily oversight of all aspects—intelligence, diplomacy, nonproliferation, 
military, sanctions, energy, congressional relations. Several models for such 
coordination at the senior subcabinet level are available, such as the 2006 
Iraq-Afghanistan czar concept; one or another should be implemented.

prevent possession of nuclear weapons
At the appropriate time, in consultation with other P5+1 members, deploy the 
most far-reaching nuclear compromise feasible, while making clear to Iran 
that failure to accept this deal will be taken as a decision to reject diplomacy 
and press for nuclear weapons, thus risking even more serious international 
sanctions and U.S. action.

Such a compromise could allow Iranian enrichment at up to 3.5–5.0 
percent, as long as essentially all such enriched uranium, while remaining the 
property of Iran, would be stored outside Iran under international observa-
tion, to be provided specifically for verified peaceful nuclear energy, research, 
and medical purposes. Any such compromise would require Iran’s acceptance 
of intrusive IAEA inspections, abandoning intent to pursue weapons pro-
grams, and ratification of the Additional Protocols.

In return, the international community would have to commit to step-
by-step lifting of sanctions as Iran meets the stated provisions, and eventual 
formal acknowledgment of its NPT rights, including enrichment and techni- 
cal assistance.

Significant new sanctions beyond those in place by mid-2012 should be 
held in reserve rather than imposed immediately, as an incentive to pro-
mote Iranian compromise and to avoid premature rejection by some inter-
national actors.



46 n james jeffrey 

maintain u.s. prevention strategy 
Be prepared to take military action against nuclear facilities, suspected weap-
ons, delivery systems, and command-and-control infrastructure if necessary, 
if all other measures fail to prevent Iranian possession of nuclear weapons.

The United States should not spell out diplomatically or publicly a redline 
or time line for such military action, but the U.S. government needs to think 
through what thresholds would need to be reached to trigger a crisis situation; 
such a situation would generate last-ditch diplomatic and other efforts short 
of military action, and likely lead the United States to military action if Iran 
does not back down. These thresholds need to be better aired publicly.

U.S. strike options should be considered with a range of desired results 
in mind, from warning strikes through various levels of destruction of Iran’s 
nuclear and missile infrastructure and supporting command-and-control and 
defense systems. 

The United States must think through carefully how to benefit from a 
post-strike scenario, given the likelihood that neither Iran’s nuclear weapons 
capabilities nor its intentions will have been permanently changed, that a con-
ventional clash could cost the Americans as well as the Iranians dearly, and 
that a U.S. strike could undercut international support for tough UN Security 
Council resolutions.

To increase confidence in the prevention strategy and help convince Iran (and 
Israel) that the United States is serious, Washington could do the following:

 f Consider striking Iran with conventional forces, upon any incontrovertible 
evidence that Iran has a nuclear weapon(s), to destroy as much of Iran’s 
nuclear and long-range missile capabilities as possible. That is, attaining a 
nuclear weapon would not deter, but rather trigger, U.S. military action.

 f With P5+1 partners and Israel, spell out in advance what diplomatic, 
inspection, sanctions, and operational actions would likely be at the 
threshold of a strike.

 f Maintain and strengthen the U.S. and allied conventional military capa-
bilities to deter and, if necessary, defeat any Iranian military action in 
the region.

 f Give stronger security guarantees in U.S.-Gulf and U.S.-Israeli mili- 
tary arrangements.
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 f Plan for the possibility, and signal to Iran and regional states, that the 
United States would respond overwhelmingly and, if required, dispropor-
tionately to Iranian military acts or provocations, including cyber. The 
United States must win convincingly in any resort to conventional or 
unconventional force.

 f Set as the number-one U.S. defense priority maintaining a naval and air 
presence sufficient to deter or win a conflict with Iran, despite the broader 
“pivot” to a focus on Asia. An armed challenge to the U.S. international 
security role, at least in the near future, is far more likely to arise in the 
Middle East than in East Asia. A U.S. failure to maintain stability and 
support allies in the critical region will have profoundly negative effects 
on the parallel U.S. security goals in East Asia and elsewhere. 

 f Redouble efforts to establish tactical military-to-military communica-
tions in the Gulf area to reduce the risk of inadvertent escalation.

 f Continuously strengthen the set of U.S. formal and informal alliances 
with the GCC and other regional states, Israel, NATO, the UN General 
Assembly and UN Security Council, and the IAEA to support other com-
ponents of the U.S. strategy and demonstrate the depth of the U.S. effort 
to achieve results peacefully. Weaken Iran’s alliance system.

 f Distinguish between those Iranian actions the United States finds objec-
tionable (human rights violations, support for Syria and Hizballah, and 
generally anti-Western diplomatic policies) and those that the United 
States and presumably its international allies will oppose to the point 
of legally binding sanctions and military action (the quest for nuclear 
weapons, military intimidation of neighbors and Israel, and use of ter-
ror). These latter actions are all pursued by Iran toward its goal of 
achieving regional hegemony, which is the ultimate target of U.S. and 
international pressure.

 f Take risks to drive the Assad regime from power.

 f Keep Iraq at least neutral in the confrontation with Iran; maintaining 
Iraq’s internal unity and continuing its oil-export expansion are major 
pressure points against Iran.
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 f While strengthening overall regional solidarity against Iran, make clear 
to the region’s Sunni states that the United States will not countenance the 
co-optation of U.S. policy to justify a degenerating Sunni-Shiite conflict. 
The foe is not Shia Islam but rather the expansionist leadership of Iran.

 f Apply a rigorous cost-benefit analysis to any unilateral U.S. actions that 
could place at risk the cohesion of its present set of alliances.

 f Continuously increase the economic pressure on Iran, targeting hydro-
carbons trade, financial institutions, and IRGC entities.

 f Enhance outreach to the Iranian population, clearly articulate American 
respect for both the Iranian people and Iran as a sovereign state, and con-
stantly advocate democracy, individual freedoms, and rule of law. Make 
equally clear, however, that embracing these values is not a prerequisite 
for compromises with Iran on nuclear, regional, or military matters.
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the stakes involved in the u.s. 
confrontation with iran, given 
the volatility and importance 
of the region, iran’s innate 
strength, and the intertwining 
of numerous key u.s. concerns—
from nuclear nonproliferation 
and possible conventional con-
flict to oil markets to the integ-
rity of u.s. financial leadership 
to un security council author-
ity and politics to israel—make 
this issue the most pressing and 
dangerous now on the u.s. and 

international agenda.” 
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