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In thewake of the 11 September 2001 terrorist attacks onthe United States, President George W.
Bush designated Iran, along with Irag and North Korea, asapoint on atripartite“axisof evil” and a
threat to U.S. national security. By including Iraninthegroup, the President signaled asignificant shift
inU.S. policy toward that country, with important implicationsfor the U.S. military intheyears
ahead. This paper briefly examinesthe pertinent history of Iran, focusing on factorsinfluencingits
relationswith the United States, American policy toward Iran, and relevant U.S. security optionsfor
thefuture. The purpose hereisto assess theimpact of these devel opments on the Department of
Defenseasawholeand theU.S. Army in particular.

Iran in Historical Perspective

Historians have a penchant for seizing upon dramatic eventsin acountry’shistory toillustrate
traitsor tendenciesin the population under study for dealing with its problems. Such observationsare
often used to predict the likely behavior of the leaders under various sets of circumstance. The point
hereisnot to debate the validity of the technique, but to note that Iran affords an unusually rich past
for the selection of analogies and the forecast of almost any outcome that one may imagine. By and
large, the message one getsfrom Iranian history isone of continuing internal competition between a
secular imperium and deep religiousfaith.

Theroots of today’s Iran stretch back through ancient empires, several extending beyond the
current international bordersof the country. Agriculture and theformation of villagesare believed to
have begunintheareaasearly asthe 8th millennium BC. The Median and Persian peoplesthemselves
can betraced back asmuch asathousand yearsearlier. But it was not until 550 BC that Cyrusl| (the
Great) established thefirst Persian Empire and conquered ancient Babylonia—now Irag. Cyrus's
successors extended the bordersto Indiain the east and to Anatolia(Turkey) inthewest. It waslittle
wonder that the Shah of the mid-20" century, who would be overthrown by Islamic fundamentalists
in 1979, fancied that he wasin charge of something ancient, something grand.

During the Cold War the“ Peacock Throne” of Tehran wasthe center of acountry that mattered.
Therewas oil; there was a sophisticated elite; and these existed in astrategic region between the
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Once the Shah was deposed, President Jimmy Carter would set the processin motion to create
anew East-West frontier, depicting a“Rapid Deployment Joint Task Force,” or RDJTF (later to
becomethe U.S. Central Command, or USCENTCOM) responding to the Soviet threat. Any assault
push by the Sovietswas deemed likely to reach acrossthe central plateau to the Zagros Mountains,
with probable objectives on the coast. With or without the Shah, the U.S. initiative appeared somewhat
fanciful, asthe Stars and Stripes flew from no more than asmall flotilla of four ships based in
Bahrain. Among the other Gulf powers, only Iraq (yes, Irag!) harbored much sympathy for the
American problem.

Fortunately, the RDJTF was never tested. By 1990 USCENTCOM capabilities for managing
combat forces had grown to the point whereit could (and did) handlethelargest U.S. combined arms
campaign since Vietnam. The collapse of the Soviet Union and the performance of U.S. forces
in the Gulf War rebalanced perceptions of power in the region. But Iran continued to harbor
grievances. Not only had the United States supported the Shah in the face of the Islamic
Revolution, but it had “tilted” toward Iraq during the eight-year Iran-1raq War of the 1980s. Further,
in 1988 the USS Vincennes mistook an Iranian airliner for ahostilefighter and shot it down with the
lossof amost 300 lives. But beyond these matters, Iran’sbiggest hang-up hasbeen America sunstinting
support for Israel.

Israel, in the words of one canny author, is seen through Iranian | slamic eyes asthe * Western-
armed and -supported Zionist statethat . . . usurped Jerusalem from the Mudlims.”2 While historically
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moderate toward its own small Jewish minority, Iran haslittle patience with the story of the 20th
century Holocaust or the need for a Jewish homeland. Deeply imbedded in | ranian consciousnessis
the older and morefrightful record of Mongol massacres of the Iranian people 800 years ago, from
which the country did not recover its population until modern times. Today, with the Islamic side of
thefaith-vs.-secular competition in the ascendancy, and the weight of their history upon them, the
Iraniansfind littleroom for sympathy with Israel’sclaimsfor specia status.

Itiswithin thiscontext that Tehran supportsfellow Mudimsin Lebanon intent upon the destruction
of the Jewish state. Barely aweek after Isragl’ sinvasion of Lebanon in June 1982, Tehran dispatched
agroup of Revolutionary Guardsto begin preaching theideology of Islamic revival and the evils of
the pact between Israel and its patron, the “ Great Satan” of the United States of America. The
following year L ebanese guerrillas, well trained and indoctrinated, were ready. Their targetsincluded
both the U.S. Embassy and the U.S. Marine barracksin Beirut. Using trucksloaded with explosives,
they demolished their targets, killing amost 300 Americans.?

From that dreadful sequence of eventsit became clear that the rise of apowerful, nuclear-armed
Israel inthe Middle East region, with the obvious backing of the sole surviving global superpower,
was sufficient to turn Iran in sharp opposition. The relationships among Hezbollah, Islamic
Jihad and other shadowy guerrillagroupsin Lebanon, on the one hand, and Iran on the other,
have since matured to permit closely coordinated actions against I srael and against the United
States when circumstances permit.

The Iranian Regime and U.S. Security Policy Today

Sinceitsfounding in 1979, the Iranian | slamic regime has evolved with different groups and
individualsvying for power. The current situation islargely aproduct of the 1997 elections, inwhich
President Mohammed K hatami, running primarily on domestic reformissues, won aclear victory.
Khatami, anIdamic cleric, hasemerged astheleader of theso-called “reformists’ insdethe government
who have sought greater democracy in domestic policy and amore moderate approach abroad.*
Thisgroup competeswith the“conservatives,” led by Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, also acleric, who
support the application of Islamic law and the dominance of religious|eadersin the government—
especially inthe areas of defense and foreign policy. Whileit isdifficult to generalize the views of the
conservativesregarding national security, their outlook toward external relationstendsto be more
pessimistic and suspiciousthan that of thereformers.®

In 2001, despite some counterpressure from Supreme Leader Khamenel against hisrunning again,
thereformer, Khatami, was reel ected to the presidency by alandslide (77 percent of the popular
vote).® Thisvictory was even greater than hisfirst onein 1997, but there was no practical expansion
of hispowers. In August 2002 he sought to improve Iranian relations with the new government in
Afghanistan by paying avisit to Kabul—thefirstin 40 yearsby asenior Iranian official. However, he
could not avoid dealing with theidentification of hiscountry aspart of the*axisof evil,” by theU.S.
President. He strongly criticized the U.S. government for widening the war against terrorism and
risking the spread of the conflict to countries other than those clearly harboring terrorists.” In effect,
hewasobligedtofall back onthe political line of the conservatives as soon as heleft his country.

Nevertheless, Khatami represents the best and most promising side of the Islamic leadership
from the points of view of both the majority of the Iranian people and the Western community of
nations. Heiscurrently fighting an uphill battleto restore the powers of hisofficeto those held by his
predecessor, Ayatollah Khamenel, now the Supreme L eader. Khamenel haseffectively blocked virtualy
all progressivelegidation with hisappointment of reactionary mullahsto the Guardian Council. Under

3



the Iranian constitution, the Guardian Council has oversight of the parliament to ensurethat thelaws
passed arenot in conflict with 1lamic law. President Khatami isnow showing aremarkablewillingness
to face his opponents head-on.®

If and when an equitabl e and acceptabl e settlement of the Pal estinian question can be devel oped
on the greater stage of the Middle East, the chances for the emergence in Iran of arational and
genuinely popular leadership of the Khatami stripewill be maximized. We should not lose sight of the
latent good will felt by many Iraniansfor the West, and for the United Statesin particular. They were
among thefew Muslim peoplesto hold spontaneous candlelight vigilsin sympathy with Americans
after the 11 September 2001 attacks.®

U.S. relationswith Iran have been atroublesome source of concern for morethan 20 years. In
1980, in thewake of the Islamic Revolution and the subsequent hostage crisis, the United States
broke diplomatic relations. Since then American policy toward Iran has varied widely between open
hostility and cautious optimism. Thisrange of relations between the two countriesisnot surprising
given the complex and enigmatic nature of the Iranian Islamic regime and the multifaceted web of
interests, aliesand national security issuesenveloping U.S. policy toward theentire Middle East.

Despite this complexity, the United States has had little choice but to remain engaged with
Iran. Security matters, economics and the unquenchabl e facts of geography combine to demand
continuing U.S. attention. The United States has not been ableto turnits back onthreatsinvolving
energy resources, terrorism, nuclear or long-range missile technology proliferation or, selectively,
theinterestsof U.S. allies. These matters, coupled with Iran’s strategic |ocation—on the eastern
littoral of the Persian Gulf, and bordering on the sensitive Caucasus region and on both Central
and South Asia—ensurethat relationswith Iran will remain animportant focal point of American
interest for the foreseeable future. Thereisno way that one of the largest, most populous, oil-
rich states of the Middle East can be stashed away in cold storage.

Despitethe clear differences between the reformersand the conservativesin Iran, it would be an
oversimplification to describe them astwo totally separate groups opposing one another at every
turn. Instead, the viewpoints of individualsin each group tend to vary greatly depending upon the
specificissuesin question, and thereis significant overlap between the two groups on some matters,
especially domestic. With respect to foreign and defense policy, the two groupstend to agree on
most matters of fact.’® However, they are known to differ sharply on occasion, particularly with
respect to what to do about particular issues. Areas of disagreement include whether Iran should
seek constructive engagement with foreign powersor remain in aquasi-hostile defensive stance with
many of its neighbors. President Khatami’s recent (and successful) outreach efforts toward the
European Union and toward the small Arab emirates of the Persian Gulf represent the more moderate
approach of thereformersin foreign policy. In contrast, many conservative |eaders oppose such
initiativesasnaive and misguided.™

Whilethe reformers have gained notoriety in recent years, the actual leversof control and action
inforeign and defense policy areinthe handsof the conservatives. Theregular military, the Revolutionary
Guardsand the defenseindustry all remain under the aegis of thereligious conservative leadership.*?
Thislack of tangible control over major organizational components of political power, combined with
thefocus of many reformers on domestic issues, appearsto have greatly limited President Khatami’s
influencein key policy areas. Asaresult, despite the moderating influence of some of the newly
elected leaders, Iran’sforeign and defense policies have not shifted significantly in recent years, but
remain under the domination of the conservative elementswho have aggressively pursued missileand
nuclear technol ogy in addition to continuing support for terrorist organizations.
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Iranian Strategic Interests and Concerns

Most Iranian leaders seetheir country surrounded by instability and potential threats. To thewest
they view Irag asasignificant challengeto their security. Inrecent years, Iraq’'s pursuit of weapons of
mass destruction (WMD) has heightened their sense of anxiety.* To the north, continuing problems
with arestive Kurdish population, theArmenian-Azeri conflict, and thegrowing U.S./Turkishinfluence
inthe Caucasusregion area so areas of concern.** Finally, in the east, Iran has been on the receiving
end of thousands of refugeesfrom Afghanistan, and hasfound itself struggling with drug- and arms-
smuggling problems. Further to the east, Iran has growing misgivingsover Pakistan’s nuclear weapons
program.®> While aneighboring state with strong Mudlim faith, Pakistan hasasharply different history
fromthat of Iran, different interests, and adifferent Islamic tradition (Sunni vs. Shia). Iran has been
obliged to dispatch large numbers of soldiersto guard its porous borders with Pakistan and
Afghanistan. Inareport to the United Nations Security Council, the I ranians claimed to have depl oyed
15 additional battalionsto seal their borders. They also claimed to have arrested 160 suspected al
Qaedaor Taliban sympathizers.’6

Aswe have noted, the United States and Israel are high on the Iranian list of potential foes.
Iranian perceptions of Israel asan intrusive, anti-1slamic western state with expansive proclivities
providethefundamenta justification for Tehran’ssupport for terrorist organi zations, particularly Hamas
and Hezbollah. In addition, I srael’ seffortsto prevent Arab statesfrom developing WMD (notably
the 1982 Isragli air raid on the lragi nuclear facility at Osirak) and continuing warlikerhetoricinthe
United Statesunderpin Iranian concerns, especially about future I sragli or U.S. military strikesagainst
Iranian missile and nuclear programs. The U.S. military presence and prepositioned stocks of
equipment in theregion, along with continued American trade sanctions, areviewed asfurther challenges
to Iranian security and its economic interests.*’

U.S. Interests and Concerns

Four key interdependent issuesdominate U.S. relationswith Iran. Thefirst two are of long standing:
the security of Israel and the maintenance of the flow of oil from the Persian Gulf. The other two,
which impact thefirst two either directly or indirectly, are the proliferation of missile and nuclear
technol ogy and thewar on terrorism.

Thesecurity of Israel isawell-recognized and virtually nonnegotiableinterest of the United States.
The United States wasinstrumental in the creation of Israel and has been the country’s strongest
supporter ever since, both politically and economically. Each year the United States provides|srael
some $3 billion in credits, predominantly for military purposes. In addition, the United States has
provided large quantities of military equipment excessto American requirements, such asF-16 fighter
aircraft, on anonreimbursable basis. The 35 years of Israeli occupation of Gaza and the West Bank
of Palestine, to which the United States has expressed itsopposition in the United Nations, il lustrates
the patience with which thelatter isinclined to deal with thelsraeli government.

The dependence of Western economieson Middle Eastern oil wasfirst highlighted by the Arab
petroleum boycott of 1973 inresponseto U.S. support of Israel in the October “Yom Kippur” War.
Oil prices skyrocketed, and virtually all global markets were deeply impacted. The shock of the
embargo was also significant in a Cold War context, and in 1980 President Carter declared, “An
attempt by an outsideforceto gain control of the Persian Gulf region will beregarded asan assault on
the vital interests of the United States of America.”*® The doctrine has since been extended to
encompassvirtually all powersthat might attempt to interdict theflow of oil, including those of the
Gulf regionthemselves.



Thethird concern, that of the proliferation of nuclear and missiletechnology, isbroadly recognized
asaglobal problem and is covered by the Missile Technology Control Regime (MTCR) of 1987.
Originally aimed exclusively at missile technology, the agreement was expanded in 1993 toincorporate
all forms of weapon systemsfor ddlivering chemical, biological and radiological warheads.”® Redlity,
however, standsin some contrast to theintent of the document. Much equipment pertinent to weapons
technology isalso used for other purposes, hencethe regimeisinherently difficult to control. Also,
therearethe very real problems of concealment of equipment and facilitiesby rogue statesand false
denial of intent. That isthe very problem outstanding between the United Statesand itsallieson one
side, and Iran and Irag on the other. Particularly, the United States believesthat Iran’s 1,000-megawatt
pressurized water reactor under construction at Bushehr, with Russian assistance, could be employed
inthe devel opment of nuclear weapons.® For its part, Isragl has demonstrated its capabilitiesfor the
manufacture of missiles of advanced design, but, to the consternation of itsneighbors, it neither
confirmsnor deniesits possession of WMD.

Finally, aswe have noted above, Iran makes little effort to conceal its support for extremist
| slamic groups dedicated to the destruction of Israel, including those known to employ terrorist
techniques. On 21 May 2002, the U.S. State Department identified Iran as*the world’s most active
sponsor of terrorism,” ahead of Sudan, Libya, Irag, North Korea, Cubaand Syria.?* In the wake of
the aircraft highjackings and destruction of the World Trade Center buildingsin September 2001,
President Bush declared war on the worldwide problem of attacks on innocent civilian targets by
criminal organizations seeking objectivesforeign to modern civilization. Hisidentification of Iranasa
member of the*axisof evil” stemsdirectly from that country’s support of such groups, reinforced by
itsinclination to acquire additional weapons, especially WMD.?

However, it should not go unsaid that not all of Iran’sattitudes on theinternational scene are at
oddswith American interests. Iran was strongly opposed to the Taliban regime in Afghanistan, and
almost went to war against it in 1999. When U.S. troops arrived in Afghanistan, Iran offered to
rescue any American troops or pilots who might come to distress within its borders. Later Iran
became atransshipment point for American wheat destined for Afghanistan, and U.S. Secretary of
State Colin Powell declared that Iran had been helpful during thewar.?® More recently, Iran has
demonstrated an interest in playing a part in the war against terrorism. In June 2002 the Iranians
announced the turning over of 16 al Qaeda suspectsto Saudi Arabiaand the deportation of Jordanian
and Egyptian suspectsto their home countries. But gestures of thissort may becomelessfrequent as
theramifications of beingamember of the* axisof evil” sink in. Already suspicionsof Iran’sproviding
safe haven to al Qaedaleadersare coming to light.?

In recent monthsthe United States hasindicated that it may have afifth interest, onefocused on
the democratization of the Middle East. Whether thiswill gain equivalency with the other four isyet to
be determined. “1n poverty [the people of the |slamic nations] struggle,” the President said in June
2002 in agraduation address at the U.S. Military Academy. “[ They] want and deserve the same
freedoms and opportunities as peoplein every nation, and their governments should listen to their
hopes.”? An optimigtic analyst at the Royal Institute of International Affairsin London surmised, “1f
theU.S. played it right, [the Iranians] could actually be helpful [in the democratization of Iraq].” %

A senior U.S. State Department official elaborated: “ Too often acrossthisregion, the groupsthat
arewell-organized areradical 1slamist groups, in part because thereligious outlet has been the only
acceptable outlet for dissent. What the United States can effectively do isopen up the public space
for debate and help moderate voicesbe heard.” But Edward S. Walker, former assistant Secretary of
State, cautioned that too much pressure on the Muslim statesfor liberalization could backfire. “By all



indications,” he said with respect to Iran, “[the President’ s speech] has strengthened the conservatives
and weakened the forces of democracy.” %’

The Armed Forces of Iran

Reformist President Khatami of Iran has control over most organs of government with the notable
exception of thearmed forces. Supreme L eader Ayatollah Khamenei isthe commander in chief of the
armed forces, including the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps, plusthe Bassij, or “ Guardians of
the Revolution”—a 300,000-member group of young religious militants charged with enforcing the
waysof Isam.? (Seefigure below.)
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Source: Nikola B. Schahgaldian, The Iranian Military Under the Islamic Republic
(Santa Monica, Calif.: The RAND Corp., 1987), p. 11




Thelranian armed forces have undergone substantial expansion and modernization sincethewar
with Irag. While personnel increases have not been great (about 15 percent), the inventory of key
weapon systems has grown by several multiples. In the army, the number of main battle tanks and
artillery pieces hastripled, and the number of armored infantry fighting vehicles hasincreased over
sevenfold. Combat aircraft intheair force have more than doubled, including somethat wereflown to
Iran from Irag to avoid destruction by the coalition during the Gulf War.?® Further, as noted below,
Iran hasrecently acquired submarinesfor itsfleet for thefirst time.

The army, with about 325,000 active members, isorganized into four corpswith four armored
divisions, six infantry divisionsand an airborne brigade. The Revolutionary Guard Corps of about
125,000 has another 16 to 20 divisions, including two armored and five mechanized. It dso has15to
20independent specidized brigades. M ost notably, the Guard Corps has six artillery groups, including
surface-to-surface missile (SSM) units. Iranian SSM unitsinclude both the Soviet-designed SCUD
(280km-range) and the CSS-8, an air defense missile (also of Soviet design) converted to the SSM
role, witharange of about 150km. Virtually al Iranian missile devel opment programs have benefited
from aid from both Chinaand North Korea. Newer, longer-range weapons, of foreign design but
indigenous manufacture, are now believed to be avail able in moderate numbers.*

Most important within Iran’sgrowing missile arsenal isthe 800-1,300km-range Shihab (M eteor)
3, which probably entered production in early 2001.3! At the expected rate of assembly, the inventory
could have reached 25 missiles by now. The principal significance of the weapon, from both
military and political pointsof view, isitsrange, whichincludes potential targetsinIsragl. Itisalsoa
good indication of the increasing level of sophistication of the Iranian armsindustry.®? Whether
these weapons have nuclear warheads or not isproblematical. Thelsragli intelligence agency, Mossad,
is reported to estimate that Iran will become a nuclear power by 2005, with afully operational
arsenal.*® Last June Mossad director Ephraim Halevy told aNATO group that Iran “ represented
the most serious threat to stability in the Middle East and [was] a danger to the West as well.”
However, U.S. intelligence agenciesare reported to beless alarmed, estimating that an | ranian nuclear
weapon isunlikely beforethe end of the decade.®*

Notable within the Revolutionary Guard Corps structure isanaval force of some 20,000 men.
Unitsof thisforceare equipped with small, fast attack boatswith missile systems, including 10 Hudong-
class boats equipped with Chinese C-802 antiship missiles. It also has aland-based coastal defense
force with both conventional artillery and missiles.®® Reportedly, Iran is developing a new ground-
launched antiship cruise missile based on aChinese model. The new weapon, powered by aturbojet
engine, isexpected to have arange of up to 310 miles.®®

The air force has ninefighter-interceptor squadrons, with F-4s and -5s and Su-24s and -25s,
plus anumber of former Iragi aircraft, including some Mirage F-1s. Most of these aircraft carry
missilesof U.S. design. It also has seven surface attack squadronswith F-14s, F-7Msand M1 G-
29s. Thelatter carry air-to-surface weapons of both U.S. and Soviet design. Thetotal personnel
strength of theair forceis about 45,000.%

Thenavy hasaforce of six submarines, threefrigates and some 53 patrol and coastal combatants.
It also has six mine/countermine vessels (plus onein the Caspian Seafor training purposes) and a
small number of fighter aircraft and helicopters. Thetotal naval strength isabout 18,000.%

A key element of Iranian military strategy is presumed to bethe closure of the Strait of Hormuzin
time of emergency. In this connection, Iran occupies three disputed islands between its southern
shore and the United Arab Emirates, and isreported to have heavily fortified them. Since 1995 the



Iranians have held a number of exercises described as “tactical operations, sea war games,
communi cationstechniques and enemy evaluation actions’ there.* They appear to have developed a
serviceable doctrinefor combined forces operationsto underpin these activities.

U.S. Policy Options

Current U.S. policy toward Iran consistsof amix of military, political and economic* containment”
mechanisms designed to limit Iranian influencein theregion, reduceits capabilities for support of
terrorist groups and slow its programsfor the development of long-range missilesand WMD. While
both Irag and Iran have been designated as potential targetsfor American military action, it isapparent
that the United Statesisdisposed to focusing itsattention against Irag first, if matters must be decided
by force. Inthe meanwhile, the presence of U.S. troopsin the Gulf region, together with significant air
and naval forcesand logisticsinfrastructure, servesto deter Iran from actionsinhibiting theflow of oil
or theintimidation of neighborsfriendly to the United States. Similarly, U.S. force deploymentsto
states of Central Asia, particularly Uzbekistan and Afghanistan, servetoinhibit Iranian adventuresto
the north or to the east.

The United States has not had diplomatic relationswith Iran since 1979. Instead, it has funded
both overt and covert programsfostering the toppling of thelslamic regime. America sequally long-
running embargo on Iran—expanded to include penalties agai nst foreign companies doing business
with Iran by the 1996 Iran—Libya Sanctions A ct—and the maintenance of a“freeze” on millions of
dollars of Iranian assetsin the United States are the primary tools of economic containment.* In
addition, the United States has sought to slow Iran’s pursuit of WM D and missile technology by
bringing pressureto bear on third parties, particularly Russia, Chinaand North Korea, which have
long supported Iran’sambitionsin these areas.

How effective have these policies been? Depending upon how this can be measured, the answer
would seemto lie somewhere between “limited” and “afailure.” Clearly themullahsare till incharge
in Tehran and, for all the evidence of popular internal dissatisfaction, the leadership does not appear
seriously threatened. However, if at any time Iran has been tempted to play therole of aregional
hegemon, it has been obliged to think better of it, except for itscontinuing support of terrorist elements
operating inthe Levant. Neither hasit sought to challenge the United Statesin any field in which the
United States has chosen to play an active part.

However, Iran has managed to avoid political isolation from most other countries, including
America’sclosest aly, the United Kingdom. Also, its programsfor outreach to the Persian Gulf
states, to the European Union and to Russia have met with considerable success. U.S. economic
sanctions have had minimal effect since many nations are proneto exploit the absence of American
competitionin Iran, thereby solidifying profitable businessdeals, especially inthe energy area. Most
nationsview the extraterritorial provisions of the U.S. Iran—Libya SanctionsAct asaviolation of
international law, and they largely ignorethem.

Finally, in addition to continuing its support for terrorist groups, Iran has evidenced noinclination
to slow itsprogramsfor development of long-range missilesor WMD. Thus, the success of U.S.
policy toward Iran has been confined to anarrow sector in the military field, specifically to the
businessof U.S. deterrence of aggressive actsby Iran within theregion. Considering thisvery modest
level of success, what policy optionsremain open for exploitation by the United States?

Option One: Containment. Clearly, the United States can continue with its current policy of
containment in the hopethat if Iran cannot be pressured into taking actions more favorableto U.S.



interests, the potential negativeimpact of itsactions can at |east be minimized. Continued containment
of thissort will probably require continued presence of U.S. forcesin theregion, renewed American
effortsto reduceforeign assistanceto Iran in the fields of nuclear technology and missiles, and a
parallel effort to encourage further development among Iran’sdemocratic el ements. This approach
could allow the United Statesto minimizethe dangersof |ranian advancesin military technology while
“waiting out” aninternal regime change.

The advantages of thispath includethefact that it isan established practice and awell-recognized
oneof relatively low cost. Further, thereisevery indication that it enjoys consensusin Congress,
especially inthewake of the 11 September 2001 attacks and recent terrorist activity in northern
Israel. Whileitismodestly reactive in somerespectsregarding aregime changein Tehran, it hasa
strong element of deterrence built in with respect to possible I ranian military adventures beyond its
borders. It isalso attractivein that it avoids many of the pitfalls of optionsrequiring greater U.S.
military activity. Finally, such await-and-see approach, focused on continued efforts on containment,
may yield better resultsover thelonger term, considering the burgeoning youthful populationin Iran.
Many in the younger generation favor some degree of rapprochement with the United States. They
will intimeriseto positions of influence and power in the public and private sectors, and may well
prove moretractable than their seniors.** Under this option thereisaminimal level of punishment
inflicted upon the I ranian peopleto give cause for long-term estrangement.

However, there are many disadvantages to this approach. Continued American avoidance of
engagement of Iran may lead to further erosion of the anti-WMD and missilerestraint regimes, which
are already of questionable efficacy. If more nations chooseto ignore U.S. economic sanctions, the
United States could find itself imposing greater penalties on increasing numbers of foreign firms, a
process that muddiesthe waters of trade relationships and is counterproductive at its core. Within
Iran, conservatives may succeed in further marginalizing thereformerswhilethe United Statesremains
aloof, outside the theater of diplomatic and social interaction.

Option Two: Active Containment. A second option for the United Statesinvolves acombination of
actionsdesigned to reduce thethreat that Iran posesto U.S. interests and simultaneously to promote
the overthrow of the Islamic regime. This more active form of containment would blend
psychological, political and diplomatic offensives with selective military strikes and covert
operations against high-value targets (long-range missile sites, WMD facilities and terrorist
support structure). The United States could work with democratic elementsin Iran politically and
psychologically to discredit and undermine the legitimacy of the conservative |eadership.
Diplomatically, the United States would seek to isolate the regime from its current supporters,
especially Russia. On the economic front, the United Stateswould pursue more aggressive penalties
on foreign firmsand governmentsdoing businessin Iran.

Whilethisoption would mark adramatic shiftin U.S. policy, therewardsof theeffort, if successful,
could be significant. Ideally, these would include the reduction of the military and terrorist threats
posed by current Iranian weapons programs and the raising of the prospectsfor the formation of a
friendlier, more democratic regimein Tehran. On the other hand, thisisahigh-risk scheme. Thereis
no guarantee that any phase of the operation would accomplishitsintended purpose, anditisdifficult
to assessthe prospectsfor an overall favorable outcome. The Iranians might choose to movetheir
advanced weaponry into hardened shelters or into populated areas to confound attempts to
target them. If the WMD or their delivery meanswere not destroyed early on, depending upon their
level of development at the time of the onset of operations, theintensity of the conflict could escalate
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exponentialy. LikeIrag, Iran has employed poison chemicalsin military operationsin the past,
and might not be inhibited from doing so again.

Another troublesome aspect of Iranian capabilitiesis Tehran's ability to destabilize the newly
established Karzai government in Afghanistan. Iranian leaders haverel ationshipswith variousAfghan
warlords, particularly those who were active with the Northern Alliance in opposition to the Taliban.
Conceivably, some disaffected Afghans might be tempted to cooperate with Tehran in an effort to
oust “the American puppet,” Hamid Karzai.

Thereare, of course, tactical aspects of the problem which may be no lessvexing. Iran does not
have an army with acapability for fighting effectively against amodern Western force. It does, however,
have capabilitiesfor blocking the Strait of Hormuz and interdicting theflow of ail, if only intermittently.
Thereisplentiful evidencethat Iran has arespectable mining ability and acombination of submarine,
surface and air unitswhich could substantially raise the costs of maintaining the sealanesfree of
danger, even in the face of modern naval and air forces. As noted above, Iran has made a point to
develop and drill itsforcesfor this specific type of operation.

Military aspects of the matter aside, Iran poses another threat that could greatly complicate the
accomplishment of the U.S. mission. Thereis considerable danger that in time of emergency the
Supreme Leader and hisstaff would crack down on all reformists, perhapsincarcerating or executing
leadersand activists. Considering the temperament of the Bassij, the“ Guardians of the Revolution,”
the Iranian facility for such reaction may be high. If thiswereto occur, amajor justification for
mounting the attack in thefirst place could belost. Instead of a surviving popul ace happy to be
“liberated” by asuccessful campaign led by the United States, Iran could be converted to aremnant
of adefeated nation with aresidual hatred for theinvading “infidels.”

At aminimum, under the active containment option, the reformistswould likely be discredited,
and the possibility of the emergence of afriendly state at the close of the conflict might be greatly
reduced. Further, U.S. relationswith other important countrieswith interestsin theregion, particularly
Russia, would likely suffer serious setbacks. Many other issues, such asthe expansion of NATO and
the cooperation of other statesin avariety of actions, could be affected, complicating world affairsin
unpredictableways.

Option Three: Contain and Engage. A third option for U.S. policy toward Iran entailsamix of
containment and engagement strategies. Under thisoption, in those areaswhere the United States
and Iran are at odds—including thetopicsof WMD, missile proliferation and terrorism—the United
Stateswould continueits containment programs. However, in areaswhere U.S. and Iranian interests
intersect or overlap, effortswould be made to devel op channelsfor dialogue aimed at achieving
agreements where such might be possible. Failing that, the two parties would seek to gain mutual
recognition and definitions of interests. Areas of potential cooperation stemming from such dialogue
includethe stability of oil transport from the Persian Gulf, the stability of the Karzai government in
Afghanistan, and reduction of regional threats posed by Iraq.#> AsDr. Ray Takeyh of the Washington
Institute for Near East Policy has pointed out, such an approach would be similar to the Sino—
American relationship in which dial ogue and engagement continuein areas of policy agreement and
disagreement smultaneoudy.® This strategy would require a“ decoupling” of areas of concern where
agreement isunlikely from those where agreement and cooperation appear possible. Thelong-term
goal would beto achieve shiftsin Iranian behavior from unfavorableto favorable with respect to U.S.
interests. However, the path to this objective would rely on sustained diplomatic and political
engagement in lieu of military containment and intimidation.
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The potential advantages of a contain-engage regime could be significant. It would allow the
United Statesto contain Iran’s|east favorable practiceswhile steadily working to encourage Tehran
to select more moderate paths toward its neighbors and toward the United States. It could also
reducestrainsin U.S. relationswith friendly nationsthat have chosen to engage Iran on their own
behalf. Finally, asincereeffort to achieve political dialogue with Iran could produce benefitsto both
nationsin areaswhere agreementsare possible. Progressin these areas could |ead to the devel opment
of confidencefor dealing with tougher issues asthe occasions might arise. And intimeit could also
lead to serious discussions of issues presently quite beyond the reach of either party, considering the
current political climate. Thiswasthe general strategy the United States employed successfully with
the Soviet Union during the Cold War. It led to sharp reductionsin global tensions and may have
contributed to the collapse of the Soviet Union.

Implications for the U.S. Military

U.S. forceswill be affected whatever policy choicesare maderegarding U.S.—Iranian relations.
Even themaintenance of the current containment regimewould require continued presence of substantia
U.S. forcesinthe Gulf region, and probably in Central Asiaaswell, for the foreseeablefuture. In
addition tothedirect costsinvolved, the services may experienceincreasingly highlevelsof personnel
turnover asthey striveto maintain strength in the face of troop fatigue stemming from repetitive
unaccompanied assignmentsto an increasing number of unsettled areas of deployment. Only the
participation of other interested friendly nationswith well-trained forceswould seemto offer relief to
the pressures of an undertaking of this scope.

Second, amore active containment policy would raise the possibility that theinteractive process
of friendly—enemy initiatives would lead to a creeping escal ation, possibly bringing the issueto
undesirablelevelsof warfare. In any event, the force requirementswould likely increase over time,
with no clear limit to the effort. If recent force structure patternsare aguide, air and sealong-range
strike forces, together with Special Forces ground units, would likely be the elementsin greatest
demandintheinitial stages. Thismight giveway over timeto requirementsfor larger conventional
ground forces asevents might unfold. Thiswould be particularly trueif Iran wereto counter American
pressureswith preemptive strikes at high-valuetargets, particularly those beyond the bounds of tactical
operations(e.g., srael, Afghanistan or apost-Saddam Irag). The U.S. Army could find itself heavily
committed to abroad range of operational missions, ranging from peace enforcement to intensive
combat. Thedesirability of participation by allied and friendly countriesalongside U.S. unitswould
appear to be an even higher priority than in the previous case considered.

In any event, well before U.S. forcesfocus on the challenges of Iran, they arelikely to have
already faced battle with Irag. They could find that just asthey complete operationsin Iraq they
would be obliged to disengage, refit and turn east to deal with the new and more powerful Iranian
opponent. Few campaignsin history have placed abroader range of more complex requirementson
the units stemming from some of the scenarios suggested here. Further, seldom do military operations
terminate quite as quickly asthey begin. Hence, it should be recognized that force requirementsfor
thecritical period of redirection of theeffort from Irag to Iran may be substantially higher than otherwise
might be the case.

In consideration of these matters, we may conclude:

» Thefirst priority for dealing with hostile forces of Iran (the second component of the “axis of
evil™) should be the building and assembly of an appropriate coalition of highly capableforces
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with alliesand friendly powers concerned with the issues of terrorism, WMD and long-range
missile proliferation, and the protection of Western accessto the oil of the Persian Gulf.

The contemplated military operationsin the Middle East may stressU.S. forcesto thefullest.
Whileitisnot envisioned that actionsagainst Iran (under Option Two) would necessarily occur
before the compl etion of similar actionsagainst Irag, occupation and follow-on force requirements
inthelatter country arelikely to complicate early reorientation of availableforcesfrom oneobjective
to the other. Accordingly, some requirementsfor Iran may be necessary in addition to those for
Iraq, thusincreasing overall requirementsfor trained personnel and unitsof all types.

U.S. forcesshould givefirst operational priority to the elimination of the Iranian missilethreat to
neighboring states. Thisshouldinclude both offensive and defensive planning.

Second priority should be given to ensuring the security of the Strait of Hormuz. Unimpeded
passage through that areais essential both for commercial vesselsinvolved intheoil tradeand for
the movement of troops and war materiel.

Operational planning should also give consideration to the security of other states of the Middle
East and Central and South Asia. Any attempt by Iran to extend the conflict beyond itsborders
should be met with vigorous opposition. In this connection, planning should include requirements
for strengthening defensive capabilities of indigenousforces of the countriesat risk

Finally, all operations should be drawn with arecognition of the existence of potentially friendly,
democratically inclined elements of the Iranian population. If and when they are encountered in
liberated areas, consideration should be given to the selection of individuals and groups for
participation in the administrative authority to be established by occupying forces.
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