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Due to its geopolitical promi-
nence, Iran has been the focus 
of great-power policies during 
the entire course of modern 

history. The Russian-British rivalry over 
Iran that began in the mid-1800’s lasted 
a century. With the end of World War II, 
Britain’s role in the region diminished, and 
the vacuum was fi lled by the United States. 
 Iran gained full sovereignty over 
its territory by 1947. Two major factors 
shaped U.S. policy on Iran in the post-war 
period. First, Iran’s geopolitical signifi -
cance made it even more important for the 
United States to contain the USSR on its 
southern fl ank.1  Second, Iran possessed 
rich oil and gas resources.2 In order to con-
trol the fl ow of this strategic commodity 
to Western economies and military forces, 
the United States determined to maintain 
“friendly” regimes in Iran. Prime Minister 
Mohammad Mossaddeq, who nationalized 
the country’s petroleum reserves in 1951, 
was allegedly toppled by the CIA.3 With 
Shah Reza Pahlavi’s return in 1953, Iran 
regained its status as the United States’ 
number one ally in the Middle East. Un-

der American protection, Iran became a 
regional power in the period leading up to 
the Islamic revolution in 1979. 
With the Islamic revolution, the United 
States lost its closest ally in the region. 
What made this even more dramatic was 
the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in the 
same year. Suddenly, the United States lost 
its two most important intelligence areas 
against the USSR, faced the signifi cant risk 
of disruption of the oil supply from the re-
gion, and faced the serious strategic threat 
of a destabilization in the region. Iraq per-
ceived the situation as a great opportunity 
to regain the territories ceded to Iran in 
1974. With U.S. support, Iraq attacked Iran 
in September 1980. The Iran-Iraq War end-
ed in 1988, after ruining both countries.4 In 
the following period, two important events 
shaped the course of regional politics: fi rst, 
Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait in 1990, and the 
gulf war that followed, and, two, the fall of 
the USSR the next year. 
 The new situation offered both risks 
and opportunities for Iran. On the one 
hand, Iran aimed to increase its control of 
the newly independent republics in Central 
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Asia by using religion as a tool of infl u-
ence. On the other hand, Washington sup-
ported Turkey’s greater role in the region 
and excluded Iran from oil and gas proj-
ects. In return, Iran approached Russia and 
Armenia for support on regional matters 
in the post-Cold War period. Iran’s support 
for radical groups in the Middle East, its 
sabotage of the Middle East peace process, 
its establishment of a partnership with 
Syria, and its demonization of Israel were 
other factors that contributed to tense rela-
tions with United States.5 In this context, 
Washington continued to formulate poli-
cies, such as “dual containment” to contain 
Iran and thwart the military and political 
infl uence of both Iran and Iraq.6
 The September 11, 2001, attacks and 
subsequent shifts in American foreign 
policy brought another dimension to U.S.-
Iranian relations. Although the overthrow 
of the Taliban regime in 2002 and Saddam 
Hussein in 2003 eliminated the Iranian 
regime’s two major regional rivals — 
Afghanistan and Iraq, respectively — it 
also caused the country to be encircled by 
U.S. forces on the east, west and north. In 
addition, energy and military agreements 
between the United States and the Central 
Asian republics made Iran feel even more 
contained. With the exposure of Iran’s 
secret nuclear program in 2002, relations 
between the two countries deteriorated 
greatly. Some experts believe the threat 
posed by the United States caused Tehran 
to secretly accelerate its nuclear program. 

EARLY HISTORY
 Iran’s pursuit of a nuclear capability 
goes as far back as the 1960s. Ironically, 
the United States was the fi rst country 
to help Iran gain nuclear technology. It 
supplied a fi ve-megawatt research reac-

tor to Iran that began operation in 1967. 
Iran signed the Nuclear Non-Proliferation 
Treaty (NPT) in 1968 and ratifi ed it in 
1970.7  
 The Iranian nuclear program was 
ambitious from the beginning. Oil prices 
soared, especially after the 1973 Arab-
Israeli war, allowing the Iranian govern-
ment to invest more in nuclear-energy 
development. Under Shah Muhammed 
Pahlavi’s administration, the Iranian 
government made deals with German and 
French contractors. Germany’s Kraftwerk 
Union (a subsidiary of Siemens) agreed to 
build two 1,200-megawatt nuclear reactors 
at Bushehr, and a French company agreed 
to supply two 900-megawatt reactors. 
The Massachusetts Institute of Technol-
ogy (MIT) also signed a contract with 
the Atomic Energy Organization of Iran 
(AEOI) to train the fi rst cadre of Iranian 
nuclear scientists in 1975. Iran’s domestic 
nuclear cycle included an advanced nucle-
ar research center and the development of 
uranium mining and ore processing.8 
 The United States also supported 
Iran’s plans to build a nuclear-energy 
capacity. According to declassifi ed confi -
dential U.S. government documents,9 the 
shah’s government planned to purchase 
eight nuclear reactors from the United 
States for electricity generation purposes. 
In July 1978, only seven months before 
the Islamic revolution, the fi nal draft of the 
U.S.-Iranian Nuclear Energy Agreement 
was signed. This agreement was designed 
to facilitate Iranian-American nuclear 
cooperation, including the purchase of 
equipment and material from the United 
States and help in the search for uranium 
deposits. The political upheaval preced-
ing and following the revolution halted 
the Iranian nuclear program. By 1979, one 
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 Russian completion of the Bushehr re-
actors is an immensely complex task. Back 
in the 1970s, the Kraftwerk Union did not 
provide any technical documents for the 
installation of the reactors. In addition, 
Russian and German reactors are signifi -
cantly different technologically. The Irani-
an nuclear program is highly dependent on 
foreign technology transfer, and it seems 
that it will continue to be.13 Another point 
that raised concern about Iranian inten-
tions has been the rapid developments in 
Iranian missile delivery capabilities. Iran’s 
middle-range ballistic-missile capabilities 
can reach all the Middle East and Eastern 
Europe. Israeli and American analysts, in 
particular, suggest that the development of 
these capabilities poses a security threat to 
the region. Iran’s efforts to develop mis-
sile capabilities in parallel with its nuclear 
program have led many analysts to believe 
the latter is intended for military purposes 
rather than energy production. 

THE CURRENT CRISIS 
 The current crisis began in August 
2002, when an Iranian exile opposition 
group, the National Council of Resistance 
(Mujahedin-e Khalq), accused Tehran of 
hiding a uranium-enrichment facility at 
Natanz and a heavy-water plant at Arak. 
The existence of the sites was confi rmed 
by satellite photographs. This was fol-
lowed by Iran’s announcement that its 
nuclear program had peaceful aims and 
that it would allow IAEA inspections.14 

In November 2003, Iran suspended its 
nuclear program and announced it would 
allow stricter IAEA inspections. The IAEA 
concluded that there was no evidence 
of the program, but the United States 
insists that Iran ultimately aims to pro-
duce nuclear weapons, particuarily as the 

nuclear reactor, Bushehr 1, was 90 percent 
complete, with 60 percent of its equip-
ment installed; Bushehr 2 was 50 percent 
complete. The fi rst prime minister after the 
revolution, Mehdi Bazargan, concluded 
that Iran did not need nuclear energy and 
discontinued the project.10 
 The second factor that prevented 
Iran from developing a nuclear capacity 
earlier was the Iran-Iraq War of 1980-88. 
Iraq bombed Iran’s nuclear reactors and 
research centers, hitting the two reactors 
under construction in Bushehr six times. 
With the end of the war, Iran’s need for 
electricity signifi cantly expanded. Ac-
cording to the offi cial Iranian line, this led 
President Hashemi Rafsanjani’s govern-
ment to review its policy and decide to 
continue with the quest for nuclear-energy 
projects. The Iranian government sought 
international technical assistance and 
collaboration to complete the nuclear 
facilities from Germany, Argentina, Spain, 
the Czech Republic, Italy and Poland.11 
However, these attempts were prevented 
by the United States as a part of the dual-
containment policy. 
 In 1995, after long negotiations, an 
Iranian-Russian agreement over Iran’s 
nuclear program was signed. It called for 
fi nishing the reactors at Bushehr, which, 
under the supervision of the International 
Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), would have 
been capable of producing a maximum of 
180 kg of plutonium per year. According to 
the agreement, Bushehr 1 was supposed to 
be completed by 1999, but it is still only par-
tially fi nished. Russia annonced it will fi nish 
the Bushehr power plant in 2009, accord-
ing to reuters (November 27, 2008). The 
agreement also stipulated that Russia would 
provide further technical assistance and the 
training of Iranian nuclear scientists.12
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achieved. As a response, on December 
23, 2006, the UNSC unanimously ad-
opted Resolution 1737, imposing sanc-
tions specifi cally on the Iranian nuclear 
program, calling for Iran to suspend all 
enrichment-related and reprocessing 
activities, and to take all steps required 
by the IAEA to ensure that its program is 
for peaceful energy production only. Iran 
did not comply and has continued with its 
enrichment activities. On March 24, 2007, 
the UNSC unanimously accepted Resolu-
tion 1747 tightening sanctions against Iran 
and giving Tehran 60 days to suspend its 
uranium enrichment program. Iran did not 
comply, declaring that it had begun “indus-
trial scale” enrichment.16 As of early 2009, 
the IAEA estimates that industrial-scale 
enrichment involving about 4,000 fuel rods 
is ongoing.17

 To summarize, Iran is still a member 
of the NPT and, under the terms of this 
agreement, member states have the right 
to develop a nuclear program for peace-
ful purposes, including enrichment. This 
is why Iranians repeatedly emphasize 
that they are simply doing what they are 
allowed to do: enrichment. However, the 
fears of the United States, the EU and 
regional actors are not all groundless. As 
the IAEA has confi rmed, Iran maintained 
a secret enrichment program for 18 years, 
until it was discovered in 2002. Even 
though Iran has categorically denied al-
legations that its program is for producing 
nuclear weapons, Iranian offi cials have not 
convinced others, most of all the United 
States. 

U.S. INTERESTS AND POLICIES 
 Although the current crisis between the 
United States and Iran seems to be about 
the latter’s nuclear program, we argue that 

country possesses enormous fossil-fuel 
reserves and does not need nuclear energy 
in the short and medium term. In addition, 
three other factors discredit the “peaceful 
nuclear energy” argument: (1) Iran kept its 
nuclear program secret until it was discov-
ered in 2002; (2) there are alleged military 
connections and weaponization studies 
connected to the nuclear program as well 
as missile development; (3) and from an 
economic perspective, indigenous enrich-
ment is not logical.15      
 To mediate between Washington and 
Tehran, the foreign ministers of France, 
Germany and Britain (the EU3) visited 
Iran in October 2003. They asked Iran 
to stop enriching uranium and suggested 
that it sign an additional protocol to the 
NPT and provide full cooperation with the 
IAEA. The EU3 offered economic conces-
sions, if these conditions were met. The 
rest of the world, including the United 
States, supported the EU3 initiative and a 
diplomatic solution to the problem. In Au-
gust 2005, Iran rejected the proposal, and 
the talks were stopped. In fall 2005, Iran 
resumed uranium conversion at its Isfahan 
plant, and an IAEA resolution declared it 
in violation of the NPT. During fall 2005, 
Iran was encouraged to resume talks with 
the EU-3, to refrain from enrichment at 
other nuclear facilities and to halt enrich-
ment at the Isfahan plant. 
  In January 2006, Iran broke the IAEA 
seals at its Natanz facility, and the IAEA 
referred the matter to the UN Security 
Council (UNSC). Iran also declared that 
it had resumed its uranium conversion at 
Natanz. On March 30, 2006, the UNSC 
demanded that Iran suspend uranium 
enrichment within 30 days. In April 2006, 
President Ahmedinejad announced that 
uranium enrichment had been successfully 
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Israel also goes against the American de-
sire to protect Israel’s security. Lastly, the 
possibility that Iran could produce nuclear 
weapons is a nightmare for the United 
States. It would give Iran an enormous 
strategic tool, secure the Islamic regime’s 
survival, threaten Israel, and fuel a nuclear 
arms race in the region while holding 
the potential to be transferred to terrorist 
groups. As a result, Iran’s infl uence in the 
region would increase immensely, shifting 
the precarious balance of power. 

IRAN’S INTERESTS AND POLICIES 
 The Iranian state has two primary 
interests: to protect its territorial integrity 
and the Islamic regime, and to become the 
leading power in the region. We argue that 
Iran perceives American infl uence as the 
greatest threat to the survival of its regime 
and uses its nuclear program to gain lever-
age in its relations with the world. 
 Iran has some geopolitical advantages. 
It has access to the world’s two energy-rich 
regions, the Middle East and the Caspian 
Basin. North-south and east-west con-
trol of energy transit lines and the ability 
to control the Strait of Hormuz increase 
Iran’s leverage over other actors. Its great 
land mass and inhospitable terrain are 
enormous advantages against foreign mili-
tary penetration. 
 In addition, Iran holds the world’s 
second-largest oil reserves (11.4 per-
cent of the total reserves), as well as gas 
reserves (15.5 percent). In 2006, Iran 
was the fourth-largest producer of oil and 
natural gas in the world, while current oil 
production is estimated to be 4.3 mil-
lion barrels per day (about 5.4 percent 
of global output).  Its reserves of oil and 
gas have not yet been revealed.19 Despite 
an underdeveloped technological capac-

the actual problem stems from the confl ict-
ing interests in the Middle East. According 
to the National Security Strategy of the 
United States of America, 2006, the major 
interests of United States are (1) provid-
ing security for the oil and gas supply, (2) 
eliminating threats from terrorist organiza-
tions, (3) preventing the spread of WMDs, 
and (4) maintaining Israel’s existence and 
qualitative military advantage. 
 Successive American administrations 
have claimed that a major U.S. goal is to 
promote democracy and economic liber-
alization in the region. However, even if 
this is the case, it can only be as a means to 
achieve these four genuine security-orient-
ed goals above. They are truly intertwined; 
losing out in one of them can induce 
serious costs in others. For example, the 
spread of WMDs would make terrorist 
threats more critical. Similarly, terrorism is 
a threat to both energy security and Israel.  
Therefore, interests must be considered 
together. 
 A striking fact about U.S.-Iranian 
relations is that these four U.S. interests 
all confl ict with Iran’s goals. First and 
foremost, Iran is not under U.S. infl uence 
when it comes to oil and gas production 
and transportation. In fact, Iran is capable 
of interrupting the transport of oil from the 
Hormuz Strait and making its own ener-
gy-export deals with Russia, China and 
Turkey (and perhaps also the EU in the fu-
ture). Second, Iran is the greatest supporter 
of Hamas and Hezbollah in the region. 
Third, the United States claims that Iran 
is meddling with Iraqi Shia groups and 
preventing the stabilization of Iraq,18 and 
represents the biggest obstacle to thwarting 
radical Islamic groups in the region. Mean-
while, the harsh rhetoric used by these 
groups and the Iranian regime against 
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POLICY OPTIONS 
 We will present four scenarios for 
U.S.-Iran relations, all of which share 
some common phases and thresholds.  The 
most critical is the “time that Iran requires 
for its nuclear capabilities to produce a 
weapon.”  We assume a military-strike 
option depends on the “nuclear threshold.” 
As the four scenarios suggest, if the United 
States decides to use military power 
against Iran, it will happen right before 
Iran acquires a nuclear-weapons capability. 
In all scenarios, we assume the fi rst mover 
is the United States rather than Iran, which 
will respond to the superpower. Consider-
ing the vast gap in military capabilities, we 
assume Iran’s response will be asymmetri-
cal. Note that in all scenarios, time phases 
are defi ned contextually. We cannot make 
an accurate prediction about when one 
phase will end and the other begin. 

DIPLOMACY/POLITICS 
 The United States has been using 
diplomacy and politics to isolate Iran since 
the crisis began in 2002 and will continue 
to do so. We hypothesize that these ef-
forts will focus on organizations such as 
the UN, the IAEA, the EU and possibly 
NATO. Specifi cally, the Obama adminis-
tration might attempt to push for tighter 
sanctions by the UN Security Council and 
continue cooperating with the other fi ve 
countries involved in the debate (Rus-
sia, China, France, Great Britain and 
Germany). The United States has been 
concentrating on Russia and China due to 
their veto power in the UNSC. Iran’s dip-
lomatic response will be limited to trying 
to prevent an international consensus on 
its nuclear program. If Iran cannot achieve 
this, it will try to delay such a consensus 
until it actually acquires nuclear weapons 

ity in production and a lack of adequate 
investment, Iran has the ability to infl u-
ence world energy markets. The third 
factor that gives Iran an advantage is its 
young and comparatively well-educated 
population: two-thirds of its 72 million 
inhabitants are under the age of 30. 20 The 
weakness of the Iranian population is its 
multiethnic character. For example, about 
a quarter of it is ethnic Azeri, mostly in 
the north.21 Foreign infl uences can use 
ethnic groups to interfere with the Islamic 
regime. Finally, Iran’s long history as a 
nation and its bureaucratic competence 
make the regime stronger. It is opportu-
nistic and fl exible. The economy is the 
regime’s weak point. 22

 The United States regards Iran as the 
greatest threat to its regional interests.23 
According to the Bush administration, 
Iran supports terrorism, denies its people 
human rights, seeks to acquire WMDs, de-
stabilizes the region and is a serious threat 
to Israel.24 To eliminate this “threat,” Iran 
must be saved from the current authori-
tarian regime, and a democracy must be 
established that would be integrated politi-
cally and economically with the rest of 
the world.  If Iran were to produce nuclear 
weapons, its military capabilities would 
insure the Islamic regime from attack.  Iran 
perceives acquiring a nuclear-weapons 
capability as the only way to eliminate the 
American threat. 
 The problems between the United 
States and Iran are all intertwined with 
the nuclear issue.  For the United States, 
the real aim is regime change; however, 
to achieve that, Iran must fi rst be pre-
vented from producing nuclear weapons. 
Iran is trying to acquire a nuclear capa-
bility to thwart U.S. aims, just as North 
Korea did.25
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ECONOMICS
 The United States has used and will 
continue to use economic and fi nancial 
sanctions against Iran. Its aim is not only 
to damage Iran’s international transactions, 
but also to increase pressure on its domes-
tic economy. Extended sanctions that target 
the whole Iranian economy might put the 
Islamic regime in a diffi cult position with 
its citizens. Social unrest can trigger politi-
cal demands, especially from the young 
reformist students. The 2007 gas shortage 
in Tehran is illustrative. When economic 
and fi nancial sanctions are combined 
with other political-psychological means, 
the regime might have to crack hard on 
the protesters, which would diminish its 
legitimacy. Such a series of events might 
be “useful” to U.S. strategies of regime 
change. Iran’s economic responses would 
be limited. First and foremost, it could at-
tempt to disrupt the supply to international 
energy markets. However, considering how 
much Iran depends on oil revenues, this is 
not a realistic option. Second, Iran could 
threaten to change its dollar reserves to 
euros to hurt the American economy; how-
ever, Iranian currency reserves are limited.  

PSY-OPS
 The use of psychological tools to 
mobilize the public for political change 
requires minimal resources. Media and 
internet discussions questioning the le-
gitimacy of the regime can be promoted. 
The regime’s opponents already broadcast 
such opinions.26 Moreover, opposition 
civil society groups can be supported, as 
they were in the Ukraine and Georgia. For 
example, in 2003, the U.S. Congress au-
thorized $1.5 million for Iranian domestic 
NGOs that work for democracy and human 
rights.27 Second, both clandestine and 

capabilities. Therefore, we expect Iran to 
cultivate closer relations with Russia and 
China. Prolonged hostilities between the 
United States and Iran carry benefi ts for 
Russia. The longer the crisis, the more 
conventional weapons and nuclear technol-
ogy Russia can sell to Iran. Russia can also 
use this crisis against the United States on 
other issues, such as NATO expansion to 
the Caucasus or American plans to de-
ploy embryonic missile-defense systems 
to Eastern Europe. Chinese offi cials have 
repeated many times that, although they do 
not want Iran to be punished for its civil-
ian nuclear program, they insist that Iran’s 
program not aim to develop weapons. We 
estimate that China will try to balance 
American pressure on Iran; yet, due to its 
economic interdependence with the United 
States, China may shift to a more pro-West-
ern position. Iran may offer special energy 
supply deals to China in order to gain its 
support. Finally, Iran might use anti-Israeli 
propaganda in its support of Islamic nations. 

INTERNATIONAL LAW
 The international legal regime and 
the role of the United Nations have been 
criticized in the post-9/11 era by much of 
the world —  and ignored by the United 
States. The decision to intervene in Iraq 
without international legitimacy has made 
America’s work there much more diffi cult. 
Therefore, Washington will probably try to 
achieve international support next time it 
intervenes in the region and has been using 
legal arguments against Iran from the begin-
ning. According to this point of view, Iran 
is developing a nuclear-weapons capability 
that is in breach of the NPT signed by Iran 
in 1968. Iran’s response is that its nuclear 
program is only for peaceful purposes and 
that it is simply doing what it is allowed to.
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of force may rise to the top of the U.S. 
agenda. The political aims, geographical 
constraints and military capabilities of the 
two countries will shape the characteristics 
of the use of force. The United States will 
rely on advanced military technologies, 
while Iran will respond with asymmetrical 
warfare. Also, U.S. strategic goals will 
shape the type of military confl ict. Will the 
United States aim only to stop the nuclear 
program or try to push for regime change?  
 The United States will probably use 
strategic air forces and long range mis-
siles.29 A conventional ground attack seems 
a remote possibility because of the strained 
capacity of U.S. forces, the experience of 
Iraq, negative U.S. public opinion on the 
use of force, and the Obama administra-
tion’s reluctance. 
 We assume there are three different 
targets in Iran: fi rst, Iran’s nuclear capabil-
ity, the target that will provide the justifi -
cation for use of force. The second would 
include strategically important economic 
institutions and the country’s infrastruc-
ture in order to damage the economy 
and increase public discontent. The third 
target would be the Iranian armed forces 
and Revolutionary Guard, the two institu-
tions that provide the regime with control 
over the people. For the United States, the 
military option would be necessary to in-
duce regime change as well as prevent the 
development of nuclear weapons. How-
ever, the Iranian nuclear program is not 
concentrated in one location, and, accord-
ing to some Western intelligence reports, 
the facilities are so deep underground that 
high-technology bunker-busters would 
be needed.30 Therefore, the United States 
might only be able to slow down the devel-
opment of the program.  Other strategically 
important economic targets might include 

overt operations might be supported by 
U.S. intelligence services, with the aim of 
destabilizing the domestic order and ques-
tioning the Islamic regime’s legitimacy. 
 There are three fault lines that the 
United States could use against the Iranian 
regime: religious/sectarian, ethnic and so-
cioeconomic. About 90 percent of Iranian 
population is Shia; the rest are the Sunnis, 
who have been denied equality by the Shia 
regime. The Sunnis are also Turkmens 
and Kurds, which brings ethnicity into 
the equation. Iran is also multiethnically 
diverse. Persians and Azeri Baluchis are 
the largest and most infl uential groups, 
and they are also located in the capital. 
The Kurds are in the west, the Arabs in the 
south, the Turkmens in the northeast and 
the Baluchis in the east. The Persian elite 
is particuarliy concerned about their Azeri 
minority, since the former Soviet Republic 
of Azerbaijan is now independent. Finally, 
economic hardships and inequality can 
cause unrest. Public fi nances can only be 
maintained by higher energy prices, and 
high unemployment in the country has 
been persistent.28

 As a response, Iran can attempt to 
mobilize Shia and terrorist groups in the 
Middle East. Iran is capable of affecting the 
Shia minorities living within the borders of 
American allies in the Gulf. This infl uence 
might spread across the region to Lebanon 
(Hezbollah), Jordan, Israel, the Palestinian 
Territories and Turkey, not to mention Iraq, 
where the Shia population is dominant. 

MILITARY FORCE
 Military force is the last resort for both 
the United States and Iran. However, if all 
other policy tools prove ineffective and 
the likelihood of Iran’s acquiring nuclear-
weapons technology increases, the use 
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and Iranian concerns through diplomacy. 
According to this model, the United 
States, the EU, Russia and China pledge to 
decrease political pressure and diplomatic 
attacks on Iran and establish the necessary 
mechanisms to make this policy work. 
In return, Iran would be expected to give 
all necessary assurances that its program 
is only for peaceful purposes, ensure full 
cooperation with the IAEA inspections, 
soften the tone of its rhetoric on Israel, end 
support for terrorist groups, and promise 
not to intervene in Iraq’s domestic affairs.
 Two fundamental dynamics are neces-
sary for such a scenario to happen. First, 
the parties would need to create the ap-
propriate political climate using economic, 
diplomatic, legal and psychological tools 
to keep tensions manageable. Second, this 
scenario is only possible if the bargaining 
is fi nished before Iran acquires a nuclear-
weapons capability. After this stage, 
providing such guarantees to the Iranian 
regime would be almost impossible. There-
fore, this scenario’s success depends on its 
timing, in that all parties have to believe in 
the others’ good intentions. 
 An important aspect of this scenario is 
that it provides an opportunity for major 
policy shifts for both Iran and the United 
States. At different stages, it might look as 
if the negotiations (overt and covert) are 
advancing. However, Iran or the United 
States might use this as an opportunity to 
buy time. For example, Iran might behave 
cooperatively during negotiations but use 
the time frame to advance its nuclear pro-
gram. Although this scenario seems to be the 
most peaceful, least costly and most desir-
able in the eyes of many, there are doubts 
about its feasibility. If we are correct in as-
suming that regime change is the major U.S. 
goal, this scenario will only delay the crisis. 

petrochemical plants, energy and energy-
transit structures, and communication and 
transportation facilities such as ports and 
airports. Israel’s targets in Lebanon in 2006 
are an example of how the use of force may 
be directed to non-military targets in order 
to achieve political aims. Although it was 
not completely successful, the idea was to 
hurt the infrastructure to limit Hezbollah’s 
ability to rule in southern Lebanon. 
 Considering the vast technological 
and military disparities between the two 
countries, we project that Iran’s response 
to a U.S. attack would be asymmetrical. 
Although both geographical distance and 
technological problems limit its options, 
Iran can threaten American forces in the 
Gulf and across the Middle East. Iran can 
also aim its long-range missiles at Israel. 
However, the limitations on Iran will push 
policy makers to use Iran’s political and 
religious infl uence in the region and sup-
port non-state groups for this aim. Iran’s 
possible support for terrorist groups and 
covert-operation capabilities may hurt 
American interests in the region. In par-
ticular, Iran might try to play the Shia card 
in Iraq to further destabilize Iraqi society. 

POSSIBLE SCENARIOS
 Four scenarios are likely: (1) a regime 
guarantee, in which Iran is provided with 
assurances by major powers; (2) a nuclear 
Iran, in which the country reaches the 
nuclear threshold before the United States 
or others prevent it; (3) unforeseen re-
gime change from within, and (4) induced 
regime change, in which the United States 
uses force to destroy the nuclear program. 

Regime Guarantee 
 The regime-guarantee scenario is 
based on eliminating the primary U.S. 
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Unforeseen Regime Change 
 A domestic opposition group could 
overthrow the Islamic regime and con-
solidate its power. Such a change would 
probably include guarantees from the new 
Iranian administration that the nuclear pro-
gram would be halted and that Iran would 
establish closer ties with the international 
community and the United States. This 
would decrease the tension between Iran 
and the Western powers. Although such an 
option is the least costly and most desir-
able from the perspective of the United 
States, its probability is slim. The Iranian 
regime is quite effective in controlling 
domestic challenges. Although revolution-
ary enthusiasm is long gone and there are 
criticisms about how the regime handles 
domestic issues, we can foresee neither the 
necessary political climate nor a domestic 
group that has the potential to take over. 

Forcible Regime Change 
 In all discussions of the future of 
U.S.-Iranian relations, the use of force by 
the United States has been a central part. 
Both the Bush and Obama administrations 
have suggested it is “one of the options on 
the table.”31 In this scenario, Washington 
decides that the use of force is essential 
to its ultimate political aims in Iran. U.S. 
decision makers conclude that negotiations 
and other policy tools only give Iran more 
time to develop their nuclear capabilities. 
If decision makers are convinced that the 
critical threshold is very near, a military 
intervention might become possible, lead-
ing to the ultimate goal of regime change.  
It seems unlikely that the desired regime 
change would occur right after the military 
intervention. The United States is not like-
ly to conduct a full-scale ground invasion, 
as discussed earlier. Therefore, the Islamic 

Such a scenario can therefore only be a 
temporary solution. However, if the Obama 
administration convinces Iran that its aim is 
not regime change, such a diplomatic solu-
tion to the problem might be possible. Yet, 
due to the nature of relations between the 
two countries, it would be very diffi cult to 
convince Iranians that such a policy would 
be pursued by future administrations. 

A Nuclear Iran 
 In this scenario, Iran makes use of the 
disagreements and lack of policy cohesion 
between the United States and the EU, 
draws more Russian and Chinese sup-
port, lies about its nuclear program and 
carries out a nuclear experiment (such as 
a detonation) at an unexpected moment. 
Such an experiment, of course, would have 
to take place earlier than anticipated to 
avoid a possible American military strike 
on its nuclear plants.  Such a situation 
would change the balance in the region. 
All domestic and foreign actors would have 
to review their strategies and change their 
foreign-policy tools accordingly. For Iran, 
the greatest challenge would be to prove its 
nuclear test was successful, as nuclear ex-
periments can be analyzed by other nations’ 
intelligence communities using technical 
means, such as atmospheric tests. If Iran 
accomplished such a task, the United States 
and other regional powers would have 
to devise new policies to co-exist with a 
nuclear Iran. The international community 
observed a similar reaction by major and 
regional powers when India and Pakistan 
proved their nuclear capabilities. On the 
other hand, Israel, Saudi Arabia, Egypt 
and Turkey would be threatened by such a 
development and face a security dilemma. 
This would begin a nuclear arms race in the 
Middle East. 
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we conclude that for the time being, Iran’s 
major aim is to develop its nuclear capac-
ity as soon as possible. Whether Iran will 
use technological advancements as a base 
for nuclear weapons is a decision for the 
future. The following analysis about Iran’s 
short term goals is illustrative: 

… Iran’s leaders do not yet need to 
make a decision about whether to pro-
duce nuclear weapons. They can wait 
until the fi ssile material is produced 
to decide if and when to develop the 
physics package needed for a weapon. 
… What Iran has certainly decided is 
to acquire the technical capability to 
produce fi ssile material. Its nuclear 
hedging strategy is designed to bring 
the country right up to the threshold of 
a break-out capability while remaining 
within the legal limits of the NPT.32    

 Developments in late 2008 seem to 
confi rm the view that Iran has advanced its 
nuclear program to a great degree. In Sep-
tember 2008, an IAEA report confi rmed 
that Iran had signifi cantly developed its 
nuclear capacity and did not allow required 
IAEA inspections. As to the nuclear-
weapons experimentation plan allegedly 
found in an Iranian diplomat’s computer, 
the report indicated that the IAEA “has 
obtained information indicating that the 
experimentation described in this docu-
ment may have involved the assistance of 
foreign expertise.”33 For the fi rst time in its 
report, the IAEA mentioned possible “for-
eign” technical assistance for weapons-
technology development in Iran.   
 As early as 2009, the crisis over Iran’s 
nuclear program seems to have reached 
an equilibrium that favors Iran. Except 
for the least likely scenarios — regime 
change from within and a military strike 

regime would have a period to consolidate 
its power once again, attempting to retali-
ate while trying to control the domestic 
damage. The regime’s legitimacy in the 
eyes of the Iranian people and its ability to 
control the domestic opposition that would 
try to exploit the situation would determine 
its viability. The duration and characteris-
tics of this period are diffi cult to foresee, 
for it will involve many variables. 
  
CONCLUSION 
 Iran’s nuclear program and the pro-
longed international debate over what to 
do about it are a function of the irreconcil-
able interests of the United States and Iran 
in the Middle East. The characteristics 
of U.S.-Iranian relations in the last three 
decades do not seem very promising for a 
resolution of the issue. Since the Islamic 
revolution, the United States has chosen 
to isolate and contain Iran. It is diffi cult to 
argue that this policy has worked effective-
ly towards the U.S. security goals in the 
Middle East: energy security, prevention 
of terrorism and the spread of WMDs, and 
Israel’s security. On the contrary, an iso-
lated Iran has defi ed the United States on 
each of these four issues. In fact, the effort 
to develop a nuclear-weapons capability is 
the result of Iran’s own need for security, 
its desire for legitimacy at home, and its 
increasing infl uence in the region. 
 No analyst can accurately know what 
Iran aims to achieve with its nuclear pro-
gram. Given the limitations on information 
channels and the regime’s lack of transpar-
ency, most researchers try to infer Iran’s 
specifi c goals. Is Iran’s ultimate aim to de-
velop nuclear weapons at all costs or is it 
using the nuclear issue as a bargaining chip 
to end its international isolation? From our 
research and interviews with area experts, 
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— all other options favor Iran. Acquir-
ing the technical capability to make the 
bomb, making the bomb or getting as-
surances from the West and breaking its 
international isolation are all good results 
for Iran. On the other hand, except for the 
regime-change scenario, all other scenarios 
challenge U.S. interests in the Middle East. 
Therefore, the best option for the United 
States might be to engage Iran diplomati-
cally to try to prevent the development of a 
weapons program. The Obama administra-
tion may be able to give assurances to Iran 
about regime survival, which would enable 
the more pragmatic Iranian position to pre-
vail. This could lead Iran to cooperate with 
the international community on the issue. 
 If the Obama administration cannot 
achieve what the Clinton administration 
did with North Korea in 1994, time will 

favor Iran. Regardless of whether or not 
it is developing a nuclear weapon, this 
protracted crisis increases the popular-
ity of the Islamic regime in the eyes of 
people and nongovernmental groups in the 
Middle East, may spill over into a confl ict 
with Israel, can create a security dilemma 
for other regional powers like Egypt or 
Turkey, and would damage the four major 
American interests in the region. In No-
vember 2008, an IAEA report confi rmed 
that Iran had made 630 kilograms of 
low-grade uranium, which many experts 
consider adequate to make an atomic 
bomb.34 Whether to convert this material 
and technology into the world’s deadliest 
weapon and begin a new era in the Middle 
East is a decision in the hands of the Islamic 
regime’s elite.    
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