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Summary 

 

Iran’s current efforts to build a nuclear weapon appear increasingly likely to succeed. When 

Iran crosses the nuclear threshold the U.S. will be faced with dealing with a nuclear-armed adversary 

in a critical and volatile region. This paper analyzes U.S. policy options to counter and contain a 

nuclear-armed Iran. Taking Iran’s nuclear proliferation as an assumption, this contingency analysis 

seeks to evaluate U.S. policy options to counter the increased threat from a nuclear-armed Iranian 

regime.  

Iran and the U.S. have had a deeply adversarial relationship since the 1979 Iranian 

Revolution. A nuclear-armed Iran would present an increased threat to U.S. interests in the region 

that must be countered. Along with the ongoing wars in Iraq and Afghanistan a newly nuclear-

armed Iran is a top-tier U.S. foreign policy priority in the region. Beginning to implement the 

groundwork to contain and deter a nuclear-armed Iran now will allow for more effective policies to 

be implemented. A proactive response will increase the U.S.’s ability to dictate the terms of the 

conflict in a way that a wait and see approach would not. It is imperative that as the U.S. prepares to 

face a nuclear-armed Iran it does so in a way that increases U.S. policy flexibility and allows for 

options besides military force.  

The paper examines three policy packages against four criteria. These criteria focus on the 

policy packages’ focus against the specific threat, its sustainability, its flexibility and its feasibility. 

The first package focuses on maximum military and economic force paired with minimum political 

engagement. The second option is a hybrid of increased economic and political engagement while 

developing an enhanced military contingency strategy. The third option is to maintain the status quo 

U.S.’s policy position until Iran takes more significant action that necessitates a U.S. response. 
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The analysis recommends the second package that focuses on increasing Iran’s engagement 

with the international economy while simultaneously preparing to deal with military contingencies. 

This package presents the greatest flexibility and sustainability in the face of what will be a long-term 

international problem. Maintaining or increasing Iran’s integration into the world oil markets will 

actually increase potential leverage by making tampering with oil markets injurious to Iran as well as 

U.S. interests and allies. It will also increase the likelihood that Iran will self-regulate its behavior. 

This package also includes a push towards increasing communications with the regime both 

through back channels and formal paths. Better communications channels could reduce the risks in 

a high stakes confrontation, but feasibility demands building these links before Iran goes nuclear. 

Opening these channels prior to Iran going nuclear could limit the perception that the U.S. is 

rewarding Iran’s provocative behavior. The major downside of this package involves challenges of 

political feasibility. 

Containing and deterring a nuclear-armed Iran presents a significant, but manageable, policy 

challenge. Assuming there is no regime change in Iran and that the current regime responds 

rationally to incentives the U.S. has realistic policy choices that can protect U.S. interests at 

acceptable costs. Beginning to implement these policies now, before Iran crosses the nuclear 

threshold, will place the U.S. in a better position to deploy effective policies that may become less 

available after Iran goes nuclear. 



	   4	  

Introduction 

 

Iran is currently well on its way to developing a nuclear weapons capability. There is a strong 

possibility that Iran will cross the nuclear threshold in the next decade, significantly altering the 

balance of power in the Middle East and necessitating a U.S. policy response.  Iran’s adversarial 

relationship with its neighbors and the U.S. combined with its conventional military weakness, 

internal perceptions of insecurity and a fundamentally non-democratic regime mean that a nuclear-

armed Iran would present a challenge for U.S. policy makers. This analysis examines the nature of 

the threat a nuclear-armed Iran poses, what Iran would gain from nuclear weapons and what U.S. 

interests are threatened. It then presents and analyzes U.S. policy responses to counter a nuclear-

armed Iranian regime. 

In facing a nuclear-armed Iran the general policy route to counter the threat will be 

containment and deterrence. This analysis seeks to develop and recommend a policy package that 

can be implemented to counter the advantages nuclear weapons would provide the Iranian regime. 

Along with U.S. involvement in Iraq and Afghanistan, Iran’s proliferation efforts have been a top 

tier U.S. policy problem. Current interventions have failed to stop the regime’s progress on 

enrichment and other nuclear capacity building efforts. This continued progress by Iran towards 

proliferation makes facing a nuclear Iran a likely policy problem. 

A nuclear-armed Iran does not suddenly mean the regime will become an uncontainable 

existential threat to the U.S. or allies that must be countered with maximum military force. An 

Iranian regime with nuclear weapons would gain subtler advantages requiring more effort, skill and 

focus on the part of the U.S. then is the case currently. The added threat to U.S interests is both real 

and limited. The nature of the threat means that the U.S. has genuine choices about which policy 

route to take in confronting the regime.  
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Iran has reasons for wanting nuclear weapons for defensive purposes given its weak military 

and regional position. It could also try to leverage these weapons for offensive uses as a shield for 

new activities. A far less likely outcome is that Iran would use nuclear weapons in an offensive first 

strike. Such an action would be suicidal for the regime under the doctrine of assured destruction. 

Understanding why Iran desires nuclear weapons is key to countering its gains, it is also key to not 

taking action that will produce a cycle of escalation that may be difficult to contain.  

 

Why contingency planning matters 

 

 Iran deploying nuclear weapons, or even developing the latent capability to do so, will 

require a U.S. policy response to counter the consequences of this action. The U.S. has major 

economic, strategic and political interests in the Middle East. Iran has been a consistent regional 

rival since the 1979 Revolution. This history of animosity sets the stage for potentially volatile and 

dangerous confrontations with a newly emboldened and strengthened Iranian regime. Attempting to 

deal with Iran’s nuclear acquisition reactively would cede the initiative to the Iranian regime, 

allowing Iranian actions to frame U.S. options to a greater degree then if the U.S. develops a 

proactive strategy. 

Proactive contingency planning limits the likelihood of missteps and ineffective action in the 

initial stages of dealing with a newly nuclear-armed Iran. How the conflict is initially framed and 

what policies are put in place could have major long-term consequences for the U.S. and the region. 

Impulsive policy actions can be greatly reduced by the development of a viable and vetted set of 

policy options before Iran crosses the nuclear threshold. Managing the relationship with a nuclear 

Iran will ultimately require responsiveness to the specifics of the situation, but options and 

contingencies can be assembled and vetted beforehand.  Patience and critical thinking need to trump 
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a potential crises mentality that could place an excessive premium on immediate action. With 

suddenly higher stakes, and an Iranian regime emboldened by and inexperienced with nuclear 

weapons the U.S. will need to craft its policies carefully to avoid risking miscalculations on either 

side.  

 

Assumptions 

 

 In seeking to address what U.S. policy options are to deal with a nuclear Iran this analysis 

makes several assumptions that present a reasonably likely scenario for a situation that policy makers 

will face. Explicitly stating these assumptions provides an opportunity to frame the basis of this 

analysis and to position it in the context of the literature on the subject.  

 

Assumption #1: Iran will develop and deploy operational nuclear weapons. 

 

 The first assumption is that Iran will develop and deploy nuclear weapons.1 Based on the 

behavior of the regime in continuing to expand its nuclear program in the face of IAEA monitoring 

and progressively increasing UN and U.S. sanctions it seems likely that the regime will persist in 

developing nuclear weapons. A nuclear-armed Iran is a sufficiently likely and serious scenario to 

make this a reasonable assumption for contingency planning.  

Iran may stop just short of producing a weapon, but with all the knowledge and materials to 

quickly build one. Japan represents a prime example of this “nuclear hedging” strategy of gaining all 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  A note about language, ‘deploy’ in this case means to have operational weapons capable of being 
delivered. ‘Deploy’ does not mean exploding nuclear weapons. ‘Use’ of nuclear weapons also 
generally does not refer to exploding them; in this analysis use is generally part of a strategy of 
leveraging nuclear weapons. A first strike or retaliatory use of nuclear weapons is stated as such.	  
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the technology and materials to quickly build a weapon, but stopping just sort of doing so (Brown, 

2010, p. 309). Iran reaching the stage of having all of the materials and technology to quickly build a 

nuclear weapon would present a similar problem to Iran actually crossing the nuclear threshold. Iran 

already has mid-range, nuclear capable missiles. The Shahab-3 can carry a 1000 kg payload over 900 

miles; the Ghadr-1 variant qualifies as a mid-range missile and has a range of 1000 miles with a 750 

kg payload (Wright, 2010, p. 87). These missiles could be armed with nuclear warheads in a matter 

of weeks in such an “everything but” nuclear scenario. 

Embedded in this assumption is that Iran’s nuclear ambitions will not be stopped or 

permanently stymied by covert action or military intervention. Given Iran’s core desire for weapons, 

its large-scale covert program and western military estimates about the effectiveness of a strike make 

the chance of a military assault ending Iran’s program unlikely.  Iran’s reasons for seeking nuclear 

weapons are durable, based on protracted conflict and will be explored later in this analysis (Khan, 

2010). 

A limited strike on Iran’s nuclear program would likely result in a short delay in weapons 

production, but would not stop Iran’s nuclear program. Such an attack would likely strengthen Iran’s 

desire to build and deploy nuclear weapons by highlighting its conventional insecurity. A U.S. or 

Israeli strike on Iran seems increasingly unlikely to occur, and even less likely to stop Iran’s program. 

Even a relatively optimistic analysis of Israel’s ability to carry out a raid against Iran’s nuclear sites 

concludes that Iran has a significant ability to strike back against the U.S. or Israel, both 

economically and via its proxy Hezbollah (Brown, 2010, p. 472). Secretary of Defense Robert Gates 

has commented that a U.S. strike on Iran’s weapons program would only produce a 3-5 year set 

back. Gates also stated that an attack would “send the programme deeper and more covert” making 

such action even more undesirable (David, 2009).	  That sort of limited gain in time while driving 

Tehran’s deeply held perceptions of systemic insecurity seems like a poor trade. The fact that a 
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limited strike likely produces a delay rather then a renouncement of the nuclear program means that 

this analysis would still likely be relevant even in the case of a limited military intervention delaying 

Iran’s eventual proliferation. 

 

Assumption #2: The Iranian regime is rational and deterrable. 

 

The second assumption is that the Iranian regime is at least partially rational, and can be 

deterred if it becomes armed with nuclear weapons. Assuming rationality does not mean that Iran’s 

regime is reasonable by American standards of political behavior. What it means is that Iran’s regime 

responds to incentives, has durable preferences and seeks to maximize its utility based on its 

preferences. If those in power in Iran have at least somewhat stable preferences then influencing 

these preferences can shape Iranian actions. This is the core of deterrence. Determining the regime’s 

preferences will be critical to influencing their decision-making calculus. Without any level of 

rationality in the behavior of the regime there is no ability to consistently provide a response to 

counter the actions by Iran’s government. 

If the regime was entirely irrational, apocalyptic or otherwise going to use nuclear weapons 

regardless of the consequences then containment and deterrence is no longer a viable policy. This 

violation of this assumption would be an entirely novel behavior in the history of nuclear-armed 

states.  Despite worries by some individuals about an immediate first strike use of nuclear weapons 

against Israel or another target this sort of behavior would be entirely without precedent. The U.S.’s 

bombing of Japan remains the sole use of nuclear weapons in a conflict. 

 

Assumption #3: No regime change in Iran.  
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This assumption is that Iran’s nuclear program will not be stopped by near term internal 

regime change. Given the levels of repression the state is willing to use and capable of implementing, 

as shown dramatically after the 2009 election when the Green movement was crushed, it seems 

unlikely that Iran’s ruling system will collapse in the near term. The Green Movement current is in 

“political purgatory. The regime has been willing to use unprecedented brutality to maintain power” 

(Wright, 2010, p. 44). This formerly viable opposition is compromised for the near future. This 

analysis assumes that the regime will remain largely constant in its outlook and objectives 

throughout the time that it acquires nuclear weapons.  

Future governments in Iran might be more or less objectionable then the current regime. 

Predicting these changes in nuclear or foreign policy by Iran is beyond the scope of this analysis. 

Regardless of the specific government in power, many of the core conflicts between the U.S. and 

Iran have been surprisingly durable since the 1979 Revolution (Khan, 2010). 

 

What if the assumptions are wrong? 

 

While these assumptions could be wrong, they provide a workable point of departure for 

this type of contingency policy study. If Iran does cross the nuclear threshold and turns out to not 

be deterrable from a first strike use of nuclear weapons, the consequences would likely be 

catastrophic for Iran, its initial targets, and the entire region. Such a scenario is exceedingly grim, but 

also highly unlikely. Other volatile and antagonistic states, including North Korea, have gained 

nuclear weapons before and none have promptly used them in a suicidal first strike.  

Even a non-nuclear Iran is a rival to counter. Thinking about nuclear containment and 

deterrence could provide policy solutions that might be useful in a non-nuclear scenario as well.  

Nuclear weapons might provide Iran with new leverage and options, but they are not the only 
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means by which the power dynamics in the situation could evolve. A critical examination of U.S. 

interests, Iranian interests and senses of threat can form the basis to analyze other advantages the 

regime in Tehran might seek in the future.   

 

U.S. Interests in Iran 

 

The U.S. has major economic, military and strategic interests in Iran primarily due to its 

location and its status as a major oil-producing nation. Iran is strategically positioned in the oil rich 

Persian Gulf. For the purpose of this analysis it is assumed that the U.S. will attempt to protect 

current interests in the region even if it is seeking to alter these interests over the longer term. For 

example, the U.S. may seek to rely less heavily on oil in the future, but for the near future the U.S. is 

reliant on this resource and the Persian Gulf states are a major U.S. supplier. Assessing U.S. interests 

in Iran is not the primary focus of this analysis so this section is meant to primarily raise a few key 

interests that come into play later. 

 For the near future the U.S. will remain dependent on oil from the Persian Gulf. Although 

the U.S. does not purchase oil directly from Iran, Iran’s involvement in the world oil market still 

impacts U.S. interests. Oil is a fungible commodity, so Iranian levels of production and exports have 

an impact on the total world supply and price. A disruption of these exports would shrink supplies 

worldwide, at least temporarily. Even if additional production capacity could be brought online there 

would still likely be a rapid rise in prices and an increase in volatility that would damage the U.S. 

economy. The U.S. has a major interest in the stability of oil production in the region and transit 

routes through the Persian Gulf as part of a larger interest in international oil market functioning. 

 U.S. military involvement in Iraq and Afghanistan has also heightened U.S. military and 

political interest in the region. This increased involvement is likely to continue in the near future. 
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This heightened commitment also ties up U.S. resources and freedom of action in dealing with Iran, 

increasing the need to counter and contain Iran while balancing complex top tier foreign policy 

priorities. Besides involvement in Iraq and Afghanistan the U.S. has maintained major security 

commitments towards regional allies including Israel and Saudi Arabia. These U.S. allies in the 

region have had generally hostile relations with Tehran; a nuclear-armed Iran would increase their 

perceived and real sense of threat. Oil and security are the two major U.S. interests in Iran and in 

Iran’s role in the region. 

 

Iran’s Involvement in the Oil Markets 

 

 Iran is a major oil-producing nation exporting 2.4 million barrels per day, making Iran the 4th 

largest oil exporter in the world (“CIA - The World Factbook: Iran,” n.d.). Even with unilateral U.S. 

sanctions and UN sanctions for nuclear program violations Iran is still a major player in the 

international oil market. China, Japan, India, South Korea and Turkey are all major export partners 

with Iran (“CIA - The World Factbook: Iran,” n.d.). Iran is also a major producer of natural gas with 

increasing production, but most of this gas is used for domestic consumption.  

 Iran’s economy and by extension governmental revenues are heavily dependent on oil 

production and export. Iran is under major economic pressure with an official unemployment rate 

of 14.6% for 2010 (“CIA - The World Factbook: Iran,” n.d.). It also has significant inflation at 

11.8% in 2010 and 13.5% in 2009 according to official Iranian government estimates (“CIA - The 

World Factbook: Iran,” n.d.). Iran is substantially involved in the world oil economy, but desires to 

be far more so to deal with pressing internal economic problems. Iran’s oil production plunged after 

the 1979 Revolution and has never fully recovered. Production remains approximately two thirds of 

peak pre-1979 levels (Crane, Lal, & Martini, 2008, p. 69). Iran’s oil is desired by its trade partners 
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who have rising demand they cannot meet with internal supplies and their desire for access to Iran’s 

oil will continue to grow in the future. Iran’s economy and government are both extremely 

dependent on oil exports for continued stability. The U.S. cannot unilaterally lock Iran out of the 

world’s oil markets, even if this was a desirable outcome. 

 

Iran’s Desire for Nuclear Weapons 

 

 Why the Iranian regime wants nuclear weapons is critical in considering how they will 

attempt to leverage operational weapons. How Iran seeks to use their nuclear weapons determines 

what counter measures the U.S. will need to take.  Nuclear weapons could provide Tehran with a 

number of advantages both defensive and offensive oriented towards the U.S. and other countries in 

the region. 

Defensive advantages from nuclear weapons are focused on a state’s ability to defend its 

sovereignty and territorial integrity. Most directly, this takes the form of being able to exert an 

unacceptable heavy price on any invading country. By providing a high level of territorial and regime 

security nuclear weapons can allow a country to focus or rely less heavily on conventional forces to 

preserve control in the case of a potential territorial war. Some of the advantages conferred by an 

enhanced defensive capacity can allow for greater offensive options depending on how the 

government seeks to use the leverage that nuclear weapons can provide. 

 Offensive advantages from nuclear weapons mainly center on a broadened freedom of 

action in using non-nuclear forces, thought this advantage is limited.  A nuclear-armed nation can 

get away with more activities and accept greater risks with its conventional forces. This ability to use 

nuclear forces to leverage power projection abilities is a major reason for the attractiveness of 

nuclear weapons for Iran. Nuclear weapons buy more then security from threats, they may help buy 
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an increased ability to shape the policy and actions of other states. Nuclear weapons themselves 

could be used offensively, but given their non-use since WWII and the major risks that a first strike 

could carry it is not the primary offensive gain from proliferation.  

 

Defensive Advantages 

 

Territorial Defense and Regime Survival 

 

 Having a nuclear arsenal would make an invasion of Iran by the U.S. or a regional foe 

extremely unlikely and potentially very costly. Iran and the U.S. have existed in a hostile state since 

the Iranian revolution of 1979. Although the countries have not squared off directly in a major 

military confrontation there could be a reasonable expectation of a war on the part of the Iranian 

leadership. This in turn could drive a desire for nuclear weapons, as Saira Khan notes, “in a conflict 

where war probability is high, proliferation tendency is high.” (Khan, 2010, p. 34) She goes on to 

state: 

“The U.S. may take a nuclear Iran more seriously than a non-nuclear Iran. With nuclear weapons in 

possession, Iran could possibly get a firm commitment from the U.S. to forgo regime change in Tehran – 

which has been a recurrent theme in US foreign policy – provide security guarantees, end sanctions – which 

were imposed systematically since 1979 – and enable Iran’s integration into the world economy.” (Khan, 

2010, p. 21) 

 

Extending Khan’s argument, Iran could see a nuclear weapon as a way of turning the tables 

on a decades long conflict with the United States. A nuclear weapon could provide regime security 

and a way of moving forward from sanctions and international restrictions that currently hamper 



	   14	  

Iran’s economy and international participation. Nuclear weapons could provide the Iranian regime 

with an added method to try to force the U.S. and other governments to acknowledge its legitimacy, 

at least by default. Currently kept largely on the outside of the international political system the 

regime lacks incentives to improve behavior without some assurance this will lead to better 

conditions and a removal of international diplomatic and economic pressure. 

 Nuclear weapons are very good at making a country highly invasion resistant, if not invasion 

proof. No nuclear weapons state has ever been successfully invaded and occupied. There are 

certainly other causal factors that contribute to this, but this lesson of apparently invasion proof 

nuclear-armed countries has likely not been lost on the Iranian government. As part of a defensive 

strategy a nuclear deterrent is a very powerful element.  

 

Less Reliance on Conventional Military Forces. 

 

 Defensively, Iran would also have less of a need to count on its conventional military forces 

that are tied to aging equipment of generally inferior quality. Even fighting against Iraq, a regional 

competitor, Iran was unable to win a clear victory with its conventional forces in a brutal 8-year war. 

Faced with the U.S. military Iran’s conventional forces would be massively overwhelmed. Even if 

Iran’s regime could maintain an insurgency in response to an invasion it could not ensure regime 

survival or continued control of its territory. Preventing a successful occupation is a second best 

option when compared with preventing an invasion in the first place. 

 Iran’s air force is in the worst condition of all its military branches, still mainly fielding 

aircraft from the 1970’s purchased by the Shah from Western allies including the U.S. (Cordesman, 

2005, p. 68). Iran has a few more up-to-date aircraft from Russia or other sources including Russian 

MiG 29’s (Cordesman, 2005, p. 68). Under the Shah the Iranian air force was the largest in the 
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region, but it collapsed after 1979 due to a lack of spare parts, training and armaments from western 

suppliers (Wright, 2010, p. 86). Continued arms sanctions make it unlikely that Iran will have access 

to quality military aircraft anytime soon. Even access to spare parts would not make Iran’s air force 

anywhere close to a first class force. 

 Iran has been trying to develop combat aircraft, but in practice production is limited to 

“making light turboprop aircraft and a light utility helicopter.”(Cordesman, 2005, p. 71) Indigenous 

production of sophisticated aircraft is far enough in the future that it does not present a viable way 

for the regime to enhance its security with air power. For Iran, “readiness and force quality remain 

major issues. The Iranian air force still has many qualitative weaknesses, and it is far from clear that 

its current rate of modernization can offset the aging of its Western-supplied aircraft and the 

qualitative improvements in U.S. and Southern Gulf forces”(Cordesman, 2005, p. 73). These serious 

qualitative deficiencies would be mitigated with nuclear weapons. Assuming Iranian forces were 

capable of defending nuclear launch sites they would play a sufficient role in supporting Iran’s 

nuclear deterrent.  

 Iran’s domestic weapons industry is primarily limited to producing light weapons and 

relatively unsophisticated heavier weapons. Given the lack of a large-scale manufacturing base, 

production experience and other issues it is highly unlikely that Iran will be able to build up a truly 

modern conventional military from domestic suppliers. International arms embargos have also kept 

it from acquiring advanced weapons. Even Russia has stopped selling weapons to Iran as evidenced 

by the relatively recent cancelation of a sale of state-of-the-art S-300 anti-aircraft missile systems 

(Wright, 2010, p. 72). 

 Iran’s government is under major economic pressure and reducing the immediate need to 

engage in heavy expenditures on conventional weapons would be useful for the government. Having 

additional time to develop and deploy better indigenously produced systems would be helpful for 
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the regime. Improving Iran’s conventional forces does not present a viable means of ensuring 

regime survival and protection of Iran’s territorial integrity. Reducing immediate pressure for 

homeland defense on inadequate conventional forces would be helpful for the Iranian regime. 

 

Defensive Capabilities: A threat to U.S. interests? 

 

 Assuming that the U.S. does not wish to invade Iran, the added defensive capability 

provided by nuclear weapons does not present a major policy problem. If the U.S. had seriously 

sought to overthrow the current Iranian regime it would have done so by now, having had decades 

to act. This added defensive capability would significantly limit U.S. policy options if policy makers 

decided that a military overthrow of the regime was required. For Iran’s nuclear defensive 

capabilities to become truly problematic for the U.S., Iran would need to leverage its nuclear 

capabilities towards offensive ends. 

 

Offensive Advantages  

 

 “For Iran a nuclear weapon provides a deterrence function as well as an ability to project 

power.” (Khan, 2010, p. 74) For Iran, having nuclear weapons would expand the regime’s freedom 

of action using conventional forces, through negotiations or via proxies now protected with nuclear 

weapons. Expanded Iranian power projection capabilities throughout the Middle East is where the 

U.S. and Iran are likely to clash most acutely.  

 The primary offensive utility of nuclear weapons for Iran has nothing to do with actually 

using nuclear weapons in an attack. The offensive utility of nuclear weapons for Iran is that having 

these weapons raises the amount of conventional or proxy action other states can be forced to 



	   17	  

tolerate. Nuclear weapons can serve to free forces from defensive to offensive duties and provide 

strategic shelter for forces deployed for offensive purposes. 

Iranian nuclear weapons introduce a potentially grave consequence to another country that 

seeks to counter Iran’s action. Even the potential use of nuclear weapons is enough to allow Iran to 

broaden its ability to project power throughout the region and beyond.  Given Iran’s past use of 

proxy forces in the form of Hezbollah it is possible that it would attempt to expand its power 

projection capabilities with proxies as well. 

The offensive advantages a nuclear Iran will attempt to use are more uncertain then the 

defensive posture Iran will likely deploy. Iran may be unable or decide to not aggressively leverage its 

nuclear weapons for offensive purpose, at least initially. It could also attempt to use its nuclear 

weapons to greatly expand its offensive activities in ways that would place Iranian actions and U.S. 

interests on a direct collision course. No matter what course the Iranian regime takes, offensive 

gains will be limited and less tangible then defensive ones. 

 

Leverage with Conventional Forces 

 

 Having nuclear weapons would allow Iran to further extend its non-nuclear forces against 

rivals with access to superior weaponry, training and alliances.  With nuclear weapons to serve as a 

defensive backstop, the regime could potentially lash out against rivals with less risk and greater 

capacity to inflict damage. The Iran-Iraq War has left an enduring impression on the leadership in 

Iran. Nuclear weapons in that conflict would have provided a defensive advantage, saving Iran from 

having to deploy desperate tactics with staggering losses of life. Nuclear weapons in such a conflict 

could have also served offensive purposes by bolstering forces, complicating enemy attacks or even 
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being used strategically. A regional competitor like Iraq was does not currently threaten Iran, but this 

does not mean that such an adversary will not develop in the future.  

 Short of a full-scale war, Iran’s conventional forces now backed with nuclear weapons could 

potentially engage in a wider range of mischief against neighbors and the U.S. with a lower risk of 

unacceptably costly retaliation. Iran’s navel or air force could meddle in Persian Gulf shipping or oil 

production activities. Nuclear threats could possibly help Iran escape massive conventional 

retaliation. Such a scenario could play out in numerous ways, and it is likely that to get to the point 

of Iran using conventional forces in this way there would have to be other precipitating elements of 

the conflict. 

 Even a relatively minor disruption in Persian Gulf shipping or oil production could produce 

major problems for the U.S., the global economy and regional allies. If Iran perceived the balance 

being in favor of such meddling it might feel sufficiently secure with a nuclear deterrent to carry out 

attacks it currently might refrain from due to its currently limited defensive capabilities. Gaining 

nuclear weapons would likely not change Iran’s desire to engage in offensive actions with 

conventional forces, it would change the cost benefit calculation of a decision to engage in 

conventional offensive action if other events pressed the regime’s interests. Iran’s desires may be 

currently constrained by limited defensive options and nuclear weapons would greatly improve 

Iran’s defensive position.  

  

Nuclear backed Asymmetrical and Proxy Forces 

 

 Iran has been pragmatic in its attempts to project power throughout the region and has 

made use of proxy forces, in particular with backing Hezbollah against Israel. Iran has invested 

billions of dollars and furnished sophisticated weaponry to Hezbollah as part of its foreign policy 
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strategy against Israel and the U.S. (Wright, 2010, p. 178). Most of Iran’s proxy force actions have 

been directed against Israel, but Iran has targeted U.S. assets in the past and could potentially be 

emboldened to go after U.S. targets directly in the future. Supporting non-conventional proxies with 

nuclear weapons would be a novel innovation in the use of nuclear weapons for leveraging offensive 

assets. It is worth noting that even Hezbollah, with heavy long-term Iranian backing is not “just an 

obedient proxy of Iran” (Wright, 2010, p. 178). Asymmetrical warfare is already extremely 

complicated; adding nuclear weapons into the mix would make a response even more challenging.  

 A nuclear-armed Iran would likely continue to support the same proxies that it currently 

backs. Even without an explicit linkage between its new nuclear posture and backing of these groups 

there would be an implicit connection. Figuring out the level of additional support Iran would be 

willing to provide these forces will likely require experiential testing. This is particularly likely given 

that Iran will probably maintain some ambiguity about the posture of its nuclear forces. 

 Trying to contain proxy forces would present a particular policy challenge given uncertainty 

about backing and operational control. Proxy forces in this form would be a novel policy challenge 

and one without much direct past experience to apply in developing a policy response. Given the 

difficulty in countering non-conventional, guerrilla and insurgent type forces in general the added 

threat of nuclear retaliation in fighting them would increase the range and leverage of such forces. It 

would also greatly complicate calculations about potential responses from Iran making successful 

and continued attacks more likely. Fighting forces that blend in with populations or are not clearly 

combatants is messy and difficult under the best circumstances. It often requires restraint, but states 

often do not act in ways that optimize long-term objectives. Adding nuclear weapons into the mix 

would be complicating and destabilizing allowing such asymmetrical forces could carry about their 

work more effectively.  
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Nuclear Shielded Terrorism 

 

 The potential for Iran to pass off a nuclear weapon to a terrorist group for use against the 

U.S. or an ally is in many ways a nightmare scenario. Such an attack, or even the credible threat, 

could be debilitating and produce a massive number of causalities and displacement. The 

humanitarian, social, political and economic cost of such an attack would be huge. 

 Iran would have a significant amount to lose from facilitating such an attack. The U.S. 

response would almost certainly be devastating if Iran willfully provided a weapon used against a 

U.S. target or ally. Successfully leveraging nuclear terrorism for offensive advantages would be a very 

tricky enterprise for Iran. The severity of a likely U.S. response would almost certainly place the 

Iranian regime in danger of being immediately overthrown and destroyed. 

 A more likely possibility of nuclear terrorism stemming from Iran’s nuclear arsenal is that a 

rogue operator or inadequate command and control structures would allow for the unauthorized 

transfer of a weapon to a terrorist group. Once Iran gains nuclear weapons it would be in the U.S. 

interest for Iran to have strong command structures and excellent security against theft or tampering 

with its weapons. In Iran’s initial deployment of weapons there will certainly be a learning curve 

about the operation and management of such weapons. In this process it is imperative from the 

perspective of terrorism that Iran maintains centralized control of such weapons. Responding to a 

weapon used in a terrorist attack that Iran’s government did not intend to transfer would present 

major problems about accountability and the targeting of a response.  

 

Strategic Ambiguity and Offensive Power 
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Iran may purposefully leave the posture of its nuclear force ambiguous, further introducing 

complications for countries countering Iran’s conventional or proxy forces. This could lead other 

militaries to give Iran more latitude in their actions to reduce the risk that Tehran would engage in 

nuclear retaliation. This added latitude could allow Iran to create more space to conduct provocative 

actions while sending mixed signals about its boundaries for using nuclear weapons. This potential 

for ambiguous communication could increase the fear produced by a limited nuclear arsenal with 

only regional delivery capabilities (Wright, 2010, pp. 86-88). If the U.S. or other countries cannot 

confidently gauge an Iranian response to an action they might be forced to act assuming a worst-

case scenario for Iranian nuclear weapons use.  

 These various scenarios highlight that Iran could use nuclear weapons for offensive 

advantages without actually using a nuclear device for a nuclear first strike. Iran could use nuclear 

weapons to shield and leverage offensive forces deployed against U.S. interests. This increased 

power projection would almost certainly place the U.S. and Iran at odds over their respective 

regional policies and objectives. This conflict could necessitate a reassessment of U.S. interest and 

commitments in the region, and policy responses to counter Iran’s gains. Iran’s offensive gains are 

limited and uncertain though compared to specific defensive gains nuclear weapons offer. 

 

Other Iranian Gains from Nuclear Weapons 

 

Prestige 

 

 The club of states with nuclear weapons is an exclusive one. All of the nuclear weapons 

states, with the exception of North Korea, are major regional or international powers. The five 

permanent members of the UN Security Council possess nuclear weapons. India, Pakistan and Israel 
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have all leveraged their status as nuclear weapons states to expand their power and influence. Even 

North Korea has arguably gained in its ability to negotiate, or prevent an invasion, because of its 

nuclear weapons. 

 For many aspiring powers including China, India and Pakistan nuclear weapons acquisition 

was a major source of national pride. To many states nuclear weapons represent being a first-tier 

military and technological power. Nuclear weapons make a nation one that must be bargained with 

or ignored at greater risk. For a state like Iran with ambitions that exceed its ability to implement 

them, such a boost in prestige could be major.  

 Given Iran’s economic difficulties including inflation and high unemployment, and 

conventional military deficiencies those routes to developing further international prestige are 

limited for the time being (“CIA - The World Factbook: Iran,” n.d.). Nuclear weapons offer an 

option to gain international stature that Iran has few other ways to gain. U.S. and UN sanctions have 

placed pressure on the regime from abroad and currently the regime lacks many powerful allies. 

Even Russia, which has historically been willing to deal with the regime has backed off somewhat 

with their involvement recently, mostly notably with the cancelation of sale of advanced anti-aircraft 

missiles (Wright, 2010, p. 72). China continues to maintain an interest in Iran’s oil to feed its own 

growing economy, but Chinese backing has not taken the form of major international political 

support or military aid.  

 

Domestic Power 

 

 Related to prestige, a nuclear weapon could provide enhanced domestic power for the 

regime. Increased international strength, weaker external threats and a major international victory in 

the face of international pressure could be translated into greater domestic power for the regime. 
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The government in Iran is not a simple autocracy and maintaining domestic support matters both to 

individual politicians as well as on a system level. Power is divided between clerical bodies, the 

Supreme Leader, the President and parliament. Iran holds regular elections even if the field of 

candidates is seriously limited and vote counts may be influences by nonelected bodies. There is 

enough internal competition within Iran’s current system of government that it is less of a classic 

dictatorship and more a hybrid system of theocratic federalism.2 Power is divided between various 

elected and unelected officials and bodies that have oversight for the others. It is a complex system 

with “parallel structures for bureaucratic and religious authority” (Crane et al., 2008, p. 34). 

Iran faces significant economic, social and political internal pressures. These pressures 

include high inflation of 11.8% in 2010 and an official unemployment rate of 14.6% for 2010 (“CIA 

- The World Factbook: Iran,” n.d.). A nuclear weapon would not solve these problems for the 

regime, but it could provide a victory that could be leveraged. Building a nuclear weapon could be a 

major national rallying point. How Iran will play its nuclear status internally is yet to be seen, but it 

could be particularly useful if the external security climate further deteriorates.  

The focus on the need for nuclear weapons and the West’s resistance to this also helps 

maintain the perception that Iran exists in a state of existential threat. This threat can be used to 

justify repressive measures as being required for the survival of the state. It could also make the 

government’s failure to provide more basic human services and prosperity for the population 

something that is less an internal failing and more a product of external forces. The nuclear weapons 

program can serve as both a domestic rallying point and distraction, which will aid the regime as it 

faces internal pressures.  

 In framing Iran’s desire for nuclear weapons it is important to consider that the regime has 

rational reasons for wanting nuclear weapons. The advantages to be gained, both offensively and 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2	  See Appendix 1 for chart of Iran’s Power Structure.	  
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defensively, are real and would help Iran shore up tangible weaknesses in its present position. This 

suggests that altering the costs and benefits associated with the attempted leveraging their nuclear 

weapons could influence Iran’s actions. Put another way, an Iranian regime that responds to 

incentives and costs can be influenced through policies to alter those incentives and costs.  

 

Policy Options, Scope & Timeline 

 

 Faced with significant offensive and defensive gains by Iran from acquiring nuclear weapons, 

the U.S. must develop a policy response to protect and advance American interests in the region. 

These policy options need to specifically address novel advantages Iran gains from nuclear weapons 

acquisition and seek to limit Iran’s ability to leverage these weapons in ways that counter U.S. policy 

interests. The following options contain actions that the U.S. can begin to take now to start 

containing and deterring a nuclear-armed Iran once they cross the nuclear threshold.  

The focus of this policy analysis is to examine and recommend specific policies to contain 

Iran’s nuclear advantages once Iran crosses the nuclear threshold.  Some containment and 

deterrence policies can be implemented once Iran attains a nuclear weapons capability, others will 

need to be implemented before Iran actually possesses nuclear weapons to lay the groundwork for 

maximum efficacy later. These policy packages contain a mix of options that can be implemented 

starting now and continued going forward. 

In the Middle East, there are a large number of interconnected international conflicts and 

issues. Solutions to some of these ongoing problems would undoubtedly change the situation 

involving a nuclear-armed Iran. A durable and mutually accepted peace in Israel/Palestine is just one 

example of such an issue. Solving the Israel/Palestine conflict would likely be helpful for limiting 

Iran’s power, but it is something that is not likely to happen and certainly not going to happen solely 
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to make it easier to contain Iran. It is not an actionable policy area. These sorts of large-scale foreign 

policy objectives are also beyond the scope of this analysis even if they could play positively into 

containing a nuclear Iran. 

A coherent and focused U.S. grand strategy in the region would be helpful in containing and 

deterring Iran, but such a grand strategy design is clearly beyond the scope of the paper. One 

example of such a grand strategy book is A Path out of the Desert by Kenneth Pollack (Pollack, 2008). 

Other entire books have been written on the subject as well. For this analysis is it sufficient to note 

that the success of U.S. containment policy against a nuclear-armed Iran must be integrated into a 

well-conceived and coherent strategy for U.S. involvement in the region. Any of the policy options 

being considered could be undermined by U.S. actions elsewhere that run counter to their goals or 

undermine required alliances. In presenting and evaluating the options in this paper it is assumed 

that other U.S. policies in the region will not undermine the policies presented in this analysis.  

 For the sake of clarity and coherence the policy options are presented as three packages with 

economic, diplomatic and military components. These packages are comprised of an interconnected 

set of interventions that could be used to counter a nuclear Iran. Considering policies as packages 

makes the analysis more grounded in the reality that any policy deployed to counter Iran will need to 

be part of a unified strategy. It also prevents the recommendation of individual policies that could be 

in opposition or even mutually exclusive. 

 

Policy Package 1: Maximum economic and military force with minimum political and 

diplomatic engagement.  

 

 This package advocates for meeting Iran’s new nuclear-armed posture with maximum force, 

both militarily and economically. This policy course would seek to diplomatically and economically 
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isolate the regime as much as possible while placing maximum military pressure on Iran. Bromund 

and Phillips from The Heritage Foundation frame the issue as, “A serious containment policy will 

require the U.S. to maintain a credible threat of force against Iran. This will be even more difficult if 

Iran goes nuclear because the U.S. will have lost credibility”(Bromund & Phillips, n.d., p. 1) the 

conservative position espoused by Heritage and others are focused primarily on being able to deploy 

maximum force against the Iranian regime. Further, these authors build off the premise that Iran 

crossing the nuclear threshold will be damaging to U.S. credibility in a way that only military force 

can reclaim.  

 This position of maximum pressure would be meant to limit the regime’s economic capacity 

and deny it room to maneuver internationally. Pressuring the regime in this way is believed by some 

to offer a potential route to undermining the regime by preventing it from governing effectively 

internally.  Militarily, this policy package would seek to maximize America’s ability to use force to 

counter or even overthrow the Iranian regime if it were to engage in unacceptably aggressive 

conduct. This package is slightly unnatural in that many conservatives are more focused on 

advocating for a preemptive attack on Iran’s nuclear program, but given the assumptions is a 

position they may face in the future. Key policy package elements: 

 

• Push for regime change and back opposition groups when it will advance their cause. 

• Base more U.S. troops in the region to provide a rapid response capability against increased 

Iranian military actions. 

• Expand conventional arms sales and military support to regional allies including Saudi 

Arabia, Israel, Egypt and others.  

• Publicly lay out specific consequences and targets if Iran engages in a first strike use of 

nuclear weapons, or transfers nuclear weapons to a proxy that uses those weapons. 
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• Deploy a missile defense system to protect the U.S., and allies, from Iran nuclear-armed 

missiles.(Bromund & Phillips, n.d., pp. 13-14) 

• Place U.S. regional allies (Israel, Saudi Arabia, other Gulf States) under the U.S. nuclear 

umbrella to discourage an Iranian first strike and to discourage a regional nuclear arms race 

in response to insecurity.  

• Maintain a freeze on diplomatic relations with Tehran. Encourage all allies to diplomatically 

isolate Iran’s government. 

• Continue American sanctions on Iranian oil exports and other activities. Encourage the UN 

and key allies, including Russia and China, to implement total sanctions on Iran with the goal 

of cutting Iran’s access off to the world’s oil market and international trade. 

 

Policy Package 2: Limited economic engagement, communication, military contingency 

planning. 

 

 This package focuses on increasing economic and diplomatic engagement with Iran while 

planning to deal with regional contingencies. It would focus on maintaining and possibly expanding 

Iran’s connection to the oil markets with the goal of increasing Iran’s investment in areas of U.S. 

economic and political interest. It also calls for developing back channel or possibly formal relations 

with the Iranian regime before nuclear acquisition as a way of mitigating potentially dangerous 

situations after Iran crosses that threshold. Militarily this package would attempt to strengthen the 

ability of American forces and regional allies to combat specific potential Iranian actions. This 

military planning would not target planning for regime change and fit in with a broader focus on 

ratcheting down rhetoric towards Iran regarding regime change.  
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 This package focuses on trying to develop shared priorities between U.S. and Iranian 

interests. If Iran has an investment in oil market stability, shipping in the Persian Gulf or other 

common areas then the Iranian regime would be hurting itself as well as others to cause trouble in 

those particular areas of U.S. interest. Military this package focuses on the fact that an aggressive 

postures reinforces the Iranian regime’s belief in its own insecurity and is likely to drive undesirable 

and provocative behavior. Key policy package elements: 

 

• Develop back channel, and possibly formal, lines of communication with Iran’s government.  

• Ratchet down U.S. rhetoric and actions towards the regime that heighten the sense of threat 

from the U.S. Reducing this perceived threat could help lower the level of volatility in the 

relationship. 

• Increase the level of population-based cultural and educational exchange to increase informal 

connections, and hence provide relationships that can help to stabilize the state level 

relationship. Track II diplomacy efforts are part of this policy element (Wright, 2010, pp. 

206-208). 

• Offer Iran’s government a promise to not invade in exchange for a no first use pledge 

regarding nuclear weapons and other possible concessions about monitoring.  

• Deliberately avoid talk of regime change and do not back specific internal opposition 

groups. These types of actions have in the past been used as excuses on the part of the 

regime to use the external threat to crack down on internal dissent. 

• Improve defense contacts with neighboring countries that might be worried about Iranian 

aggressiveness. Use collaboration to improve the perception of security by neighboring 

states. This could also signal U.S. commitment to backing neighbors against Iranian 
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aggression. Focus on developing the capacity of allies and fostering relationships between 

U.S. allies.  

• Place U.S. regional allies (Israel, Saudi Arabia, other Gulf States) under the U.S. nuclear 

umbrella to discourage an Iranian first strike and to discourage a regional nuclear arms race 

in response to insecurity.  

• Expand tanker protection capabilities and practice shipping in convoys though the Gulf. 

Such an action has some precedent given U.S. actions during the “Tanker Wars” in 1987-88. 

• Increase the amount of oil reserves outside of the Gulf to help insulate against Iranian 

military mischief causing localized supply and shipping disruptions 

• Continue to allow Iran limited, but significant access to world oil markets. Make sure access 

is sufficient to ensure that the government is dependent on oil revenues to maintain 

government functioning and social services for the population. 

• Plan and train for naval activities in the Gulf to engage in demining and shipping protection 

under hostile conditions. Focus on the defensive nature of such operations. 

• Increase U.S. spending on intelligence gathering about Iran’s government and military forces 

with a focus on potential rogue actors in a nuclear chain of command.  

 

Policy Package 3: Minimum Engagement, present level of pressure, wait and see military 

posture. Status quo position until major Iranian action.  

 

 This policy package would maintain the U.S.’s current posture towards Iran, militarily, 

economically and diplomatically.  It assumes that the U.S. would maintain present security 

relationships in the Persian Gulf with the continued and anticipated draw downs from Iraq and 

Afghanistan. Diplomatically the U.S. would maintain its current policy of non-engagement with the 
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regime. The U.S. would maintain current unilateral sanctions and advocate for the maintenance of 

UN sanctions as well. 

 This policy package is focused on the fact that the U.S. currently lacks specific information 

about future Iranian actions. Iran can try to leverage its nuclear acquisition in numerous ways as 

shown in prior sections. This policy package would take a wait and see approach on the assumption 

that the U.S.’s current posture provides an acceptable point of departure for countering Iran once 

the regime acts. Key policy package elements: 

 

• Continue policy of no official diplomatic relations with Iran. Make no enhanced effort to 

expand back channel communications. 

• Focus on monitoring the situation militarily, but take no major actions beyond current 

U.S. commitments in the Persian Gulf region. 

• Continue unilateral sanctions at current levels; encourage other nations to do the same.  

• Continue present intelligence gathering efforts about Iran’s nuclear and non-nuclear 

activities. 

• Assume present levels of international economic engagement. 

 

This package is applying the pre-proliferation status quo policy position to the situation until 

there is a major action taken by the newly nuclear Iranian regime.  This waiting position is based on 

the fact that until Iran actually starts to deploy and leverage weapons it will be difficult to know 

exactly what the regime will attempt to gain.  This policy package is not permanently static and it is 

assumed that the U.S. would respond to future Iranian actions.  

 

A Caveat about All Intelligence Options: 
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 Covert action and intelligence will likely play a significant role in any U.S. policy to counter 

Iran. Certain assumptions must be made about covert and intelligence activities that may already be 

being planned for or even being carried out. Intelligence options are by their nature resistant to 

analysis given that by their nature they are secret. Additionally, the agencies charged with carrying 

out these activities are not subject to full public disclosure. 

 Placing these options in a rough form in the discussion about policy choices is necessary as a 

placeholder for these activities in this analysis. Also, there do need to be public and political 

decisions made about what ought to be done in this policy area. Some of the intelligence options 

likely parallel discussions already being had in the intelligence and defense community. Replicating 

these conversations in a public forum is critical for keeping formulation of U.S. policy on containing 

a nuclear Iran in the public arena. Even if any academic discussion is inherently limited by available 

information it is critical for public policy making that these analyses exist in the public realm.  

 

Criteria for Evaluation  

 

 In proposing and examining a policy response to a nuclear-armed Iran, the key 

considerations need to be what specific advantages do nuclear weapons provide Iran and how do 

these new advantages threaten U.S. interests? Focusing on what Iran gains from such weapons, and 

how they may attempt to leverage them is critical to maintaining focus on the actual threat posed.  

The following criteria are focused on framing U.S. interests in a way that can be applied to the policy 

proposals to be examined.  

 

Criteria 
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1) Does the policy deter Iran’s use of a nuclear weapon? Does it help contain the leverage a 

nuclear weapon would provide Iran to engage in wider conventional or proxy action? 

2) Does this policy protect specific U.S. interests regarding Iran and the region? 

o In analyzing policy interventions this criterion helps to maintain a focus on specific 

U.S. interests being protected. Seeking to counter all changes in Iran’s status would 

constitute a failure to specifically focus on the highest priority U.S. interests in the 

region that are being threatened. 

3) Is the policy sustainable and flexible over time? 

o Iran’s acquisition of nuclear weapons is likely to be a permanent, or at least long-

term, policy challenge. Barring major regime change or renouncement of their 

nuclear arsenal the U.S. will be dealing with a hostile and nuclear-armed Iran for the 

long-term. This timeline means that it is imperative that policies can be maintained at 

an acceptable cost. Iran’s regime may change how it uses its nuclear arsenal over time 

requiring changes in U.S. policy; this need for future recalibration places a premium 

on flexibility.  

4) Is the policy something that can be realistically implemented given political, military, 

economic and other constraints? 

o Any policy intervention needs to be feasible given real world limitations of economic 

resources, political capital and military capacity.  

 

Evaluation of Options 

 

Evaluation of Option 1: Maximum military, economic and political pressure. 
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• Option 1, Criterion 1: Does the policy deter Iran’s use of a nuclear weapon? Does it help contain the leverage 

a nuclear weapon would provide Iran to engage in wider conventional or proxy action? 

 

This policy does present strong consequences for Iran if it were to actually use nuclear 

weapons or engage in a truly major conventional provocation. If Iran were to engage in a first strike 

use of weapons this policy option would almost certainly result in massive retaliation under the 

doctrine of Assured Destruction. If Iran were to start a conventional war, emboldened by nuclear 

weapons, this policy package would push for massive conventional retaliation with the threat of 

nuclear attack if Iran were to actually use its nuclear weapons.  

This option does not have elements conducive to countering Iran for more minor 

provocations. In practice, some aggression by Iran would almost certainly be tolerated because of 

the costs of using military force to counter it would be higher then the benefits. This lack of options 

for intermediate levels of response limit this policy’s deterrent effects for all but the most extreme 

acts the Iranian regime may engage in. Without options to readily counter the most likely, and more 

minor, provocations Iran is likely to engage in this package is of limited effectiveness on this 

criterion.  

This policy option fares poorly on this criterion for situations short of Iran actually using a 

weapon in a first strike context or engaging in a major conventional confrontation. As discussed 

earlier, Iran is far more likely to try to leverage its nuclear capability to extend the reach of 

convention or proxy forces. This option does not provide a range of responses that could be 

appropriate to varying levels of provocation by Iran. Short of deploying high levels of military force 

in response to any Iranian attempts to leverage its nuclear weapons this policy package presents few 

options. This policy package does not provide a route to developing additional political or economic 

leverage to use in trying to persuade the Iranian regime to engage in behavior less in conflict with 
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U.S. interests in the region. This lack of political or economic pressure leaves only military pressure 

in the region, which is a serious weakness for this option.  

 

• Option 1, Criterion 2: Does this policy protect specific U.S. interests regarding Iran and the region? 

 

This policy package is fairly specifically targeted towards Iran, but the posture it offers does 

little to place the U.S. in a better situation in the region in the long run. Maintaining a position of 

maximum military pressure on a major Middle Eastern state is a very blunt instrument for trying to 

produce a less conflict-based American role in the region. Iranian gains from its nuclear arsenal are 

likely to be relatively subtle and this option fails to deal with these challenges. 

This policy option fails to protect U.S. interests in the region by being excessively focused on 

security concerns and by responding to these concerns with a posture of maximum military force. 

Even a winnable conflict with Iran would carry major costs and be potentially damaging to the U.S.’s 

standing in the Middle East. Maintain an excessive reliance on military superiority misses the fact 

that military power may be an inappropriate tool for maintaining U.S. economic, political and social 

standing in the region. Deploying force against Iran for anything less then extreme provocation 

could be publically damaging to U.S. alliances with Gulf States that the U.S. is reliant on for oil.  

This package protects U.S. interests in Iran only by setting the two nations on a military 

collision course. Based on these criteria, this option has some positive elements, but is generally 

negative due to its failure to protect long-term interests and due to difficulties in envisioning how 

this policy will not lead to a potentially extremely volatile military encounter down the road.  

 

• Option 1, Criterion 3: Is the policy sustainable and flexible over time? 
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This policy package is potentially problematic in terms of sustainability. Maintaining 

maximum military and political pressure on the regime will take U.S. resources and support from 

allies, both commodities likely to be in short supply. China, Japan and other nations have shown an 

interest in Iranian oil and gas reserves. Engagement by other nations could make an aggressive U.S. 

posture less effective, this lack of efficacy would make it harder to sustain.  

Seeking to deploy the maximum credible threat against the Iranian regime immediately 

would greatly hinder future space for policy adjustment and does not provide a flexible starting 

position for U.S. policy. If Iran engages in provocative behavior the U.S. would really only have 

offensive military options left to place additional pressure on Tehran or to punish the regime. This 

lack of leverage could create acute problems for the U.S. if Iran engages in behavior that is 

provocative but not worthy of a major military response. This position of maximum force would 

also leave little flexibility for the negotiation required with allies and other states to maintain an 

effective multinational policy position against Iran. On this criterion this option fares poorly.   

 

• Option 1, Criterion 4: Is the policy something that can be realistically implemented given political, military, 

economic and other constraints? 

 

Militarily, the U.S. greatly outclasses Iran. This will not change anytime soon even if Iran is 

nuclear-armed. Even though the U.S. military is far stronger in conventional and nuclear forces then 

Iran this does not mean that American capacity is limitless. Long running wars in Afghanistan and 

Iraq limit freedom of action and stress resources. Certain specific points of this package, like the 

implementation of comprehensive missile defense, may not be technically feasible given the state of 

current technology and testing. 
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The wars in Iraq and Afghanistan also have eroded public political will in the U.S. and 

abroad making another potential war far less attractive. Without political support domestically and 

some international backing it is unlikely that this policy package could be implemented even if it is 

military feasible. Given the state of the federal budget the cost of such an aggressive posture would 

almost certainly come into play as well. This policy could meet this criterion, but it would require 

substantial investments of economic resources and political capital.  

 

Evaluation of Option 2: Expanded engagement and contingency preparation. 

 

• Option 2, Criterion 1: Does the policy deter Iran’s use of a nuclear weapon? Does it help contain the leverage 

a nuclear weapon would provide Iran to engage in wider conventional or proxy action? 

 

The military contingency planning component of this option provides a military backstop in 

the event that economic and political pressure fails.  Under this option the U.S. would prepare for 

Iranian military activities that must be countered, but it would not present military pressure as the 

first line of response to most provocative U.S. behaviors. Short of a first-strike use of nuclear 

weapons or an invasion of another country the U.S.’s first response would probably not be to deploy 

military force. Having more options for a response would let the U.S. respond with greater focus on 

the specific offending behavior, with appropriate proportionality. 

Engaging Iran in the world’s oil economy would give the U.S. and international community 

added leverage. It would also mean that Iran would have something more to lose if it were to engage 

in provocative behavior. Developing Iran’s investment in the oil economy would be a way of giving 

the regime a reason to self-regulate its behavior. Without the motivation for the regime to self-
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regulate, negative economic, diplomatic or military force is the only option to influence the behavior 

by the regime.  

Option 2 fares well measured against this criterion. The package contains the military force 

to deter extremely aggressive behavior on the part of the Iranian regime. More useful, and novel, is 

the fact that this policy package allows for a variety of options to encourage Iran to self-regulate its 

behavior and provide additional points of leverage for the U.S. besides military force.  

 

• Option 2, Criterion 2: Does this policy protect specific U.S. interests regarding Iran and the region? 

 

This package has components to protect U.S. economic, military and diplomatic interests in 

the region. This combination of elements differs significantly from Option 1 that is heavily focused 

on U.S. military interests. The U.S. has a strong economic interest in oil from the Persian Gulf. 

Attempting to encourage Iranian involvement in and dependence on oil markets could partially align 

Iranian interest with U.S. interests in the region.  

The enhanced pressure that this option will provide would do a better job of allowing the 

U.S. to protect economic interests in the region. America’s economic interests in Iran itself are low 

due to ongoing sanctions, but the U.S. has major economic interests in Iran’s regional neighbors and 

aggressive behavior by Iran could be seriously disruptive to those interests. This policy package 

seeks to protect those interests both through economic and military force, but it also seeks to create 

economic inducements for better behavior by Iran’s government.  

Providing additional military backing to regional allies as part of a military contingency 

strategy will help to protect U.S. military interests and the interests of America’s regional allies. The 

U.S. has made significant military commitments in the region beyond the wars in Iraq and 

Afghanistan. Examples of this include the basing of the U.S. Navy’s 5th Fleet in Bahrain. The U.S. 
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has also provided extensive support to regional allies in the form of arms sales, including a $60 

billion package to Saudi Arabia in late 2010 (Hedgpeth, 2010). 

Having a wider toolbox of options to pressure and encourage Iranian behavior is an 

excellent way to protect U.S. interests in the region. This option is not perfectly focused given the 

interconnected nature of U.S. interests and commitments in the region. Keeping these additional 

sources of leverage focused on U.S. interests will require active management of U.S. policy.  

 

• Option 2, Criterion 3: Is the policy sustainable and flexible over time? 

 

This policy will require a significant ongoing effort to sustain, particularly in terms of 

maintaining alliances with allies. This level of effort should be sustainable given the priority of the 

issue, but it will require ongoing domestic political focus to prevent slippage on policy actions that 

require long-term maintenance for maximum effectiveness. A less confrontational and more flexible 

policy stance will allow the U.S. to create a truly sustainable policy to face a nuclear-armed Iran. A 

force-based posture would be difficult for the U.S. to keep up for the long run. Compared to more 

aggressive alternatives this policy is both more sustainable and more flexible. Compared to less 

involved alternatives it actually enhances the range of U.S. policy options and points of leverage 

against the regime.  

This policy package presents a very flexible position for the U.S. by enhancing the range and 

scope of options the U.S. can employ to counter Tehran. Having a great range of options to 

persuade and punish Iran with then at the moment builds long-term flexibility into this strategy. As 

opposed to Option 1 this proposal does not bring sanctions and diplomatic pressure to maximum 

levels immediately, it leaves room to ratchet up pressure further if Iran engages in specific 
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provocative behavior. Keep sanctions as an available option for future pressure increases flexibility 

considerably. Option 2 meets this criterion to a high level.  

 

• Option 2, Criterion 4: Is the policy something that can be realistically implemented given political, military, 

economic and other constraints? 

 

This policy has a high degree of military practicality and could be very feasible economically. 

Politically, this option will require major domestic and international effort to implement and 

maintain. Political constraints are the primary challenge for implementing this option. Focusing on 

longer-term gains over short-term costs will be critical to make this policy package workable under 

this criterion. This policy option will require a reorientation of U.S. policy towards a more open 

stance just as the U.S. was being faced with a significant provocation in the form of Iran’s 

proliferation. 

One of the greatest political challenges of this option will be to alter how the U.S. postures 

itself towards Iran’s government. Increases in the regime’s perception of external threat has driven 

behavior counter to U.S. interests in the region. Given the 30+ years of hostility between the U.S. 

and Iran it is the political default to adopt a publicly aggressive posture. Under this option policies to 

implement military contingency planning must be conducted in a way that gains maximum readiness 

with minimum provocation. Additional provocation against Tehran makes the regime more likely, 

not less, to engage in behaviors counter to U.S. interests for domestic political reasons. Unilaterally 

stepping back from this game of political brinksmanship will take political capital and a willingness 

to absorb domestic political charges of being “soft on Iran.”  

Economically this policy does not seek to fight the interests of countries like China and 

Japan who want access to Iranian oil markets. In fact, it would help to turn this current economic 
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engagement with Iran into added leverage on the regime to encourage it to self-police its behavior in 

order to not lose access to oil markets and the accompanying revenue for the state. Getting to this 

position will require a recalibration of the current U.S. policy position of isolating Iran. This will 

have costs, but maintaining the status quo has significant costs as well. The policy alternatives in this 

case are not politically, economically or militarily cost free and must be evaluated against a baseline 

that has some major costs.   

Implementing greater communications with Iran’s regime could prove challenging both for 

U.S. domestic political reasons as well as well as because of a potential lack of interest by the Iranian 

regime. For both governments “engagement comes at a heavy domestic political cost” (Wright, 

2010, p. 205). This option calls for attempts to increase communications and diplomatic relations 

with Tehran before the regime crosses the nuclear threshold. This improves the politics of expanded 

relations by not as clearly rewarding majorly bad behavior, but it will still be costly. Despite these 

costs the potential gains in terms of managing the relationship with a nuclear-armed Iran call for 

efforts to be made. 

“Track II” diplomacy efforts hold some promise, but these efforts have been complicated by 

Iranian intelligence labeling some American and European groups who have been part of Track II 

efforts as being against the Islamic Republic (Wright, 2010, p. 207). Even with difficulties with Track 

II efforts these exchanges “continue to be one of the few bridges that bring together Americans and 

Iranians for dialogue” (Wright, 2010, p. 208). In addition to Track II efforts other back channel 

efforts could be made to open communication between Tehran and Washington. By keeping these 

back channels out of the public eye domestic political risks could be limited for both governments. 

In terms of domestic politics it may be difficult to maintain support for policies that seem to 

reward Iran in the short run, even if those same policies enhance U.S. leverage for the long-term. 

On the flip side, public discontent with military commitments in Iraq and Afghanistan might create 
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more potential support for this policy package that relies less heavily on potentially invading another 

Middle Eastern country. With the right U.S. domestic political leadership to make the sale on this 

policy it presents a feasibly package politically, economically and military. This package makes a 

greater effort to incorporate economic interests in a proactive way. Seeking to avoid conflict versus 

pressing for escalation could be good for oil markets and U.S. economic stability. Militarily this 

policy would require some additional commitments, but these commitments would be less 

significant or open ended then those called for by Option 1. Overall this package fares fairly well 

under this criterion. 

 

Evaluation of Option 3: Maintain the Status Quo U.S. policy, react to major Iranian actions. 

 

• Option 3, Criterion 1: Does the policy deter Iran’s use of a nuclear weapon? Does it help contain the leverage 

a nuclear weapon would provide Iran to engage in wider conventional or proxy action? 

 

This policy provides some deterrence against an Iranian use of nuclear weapons. The current 

U.S. nuclear posture leaves open the possibility of a nuclear response to any nuclear attack on the 

U.S. or allies. Iran surely is aware of this, so this policy provides some coarse deterrence against a 

first strike use of nuclear weapons.  

This policy of the status quo does far less in containing the leverage Iran could gain and 

exploit from having nuclear weapons. The U.S.’s present posture and entanglements in the region 

leave some capacity to counter Iranian attacks, but this policy option would not seek to increase 

points of U.S. leverage on Iran’s behavior. The effectiveness or feasibility of limited military 

interventions to counter smaller Iranian provocations is limited. A military response to relatively 

minor Iranian attacks on U.S. interests would be too likely to escalate into a situation out of 
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proportion to the original issue. This issue of proportionality and lack of alternative strategies would 

leave the U.S. having to not respond to a whole spectrum of potential Iranian actions. 

Maintaining the status quo situation provides no additional deterrence over the present 

situation. This is likely sufficient to prevent the most provocative behavior, but potentially 

insufficient to counter the offensives advantages of having a nuclear arsenal Iran is likely to attempt 

to exploit. This policy does not present a plan to start to counter these offensive advantages. 

Without provisions to do so this policy package is insufficient to meet this criterion.  

 

• Option 3, Criterion 2: Does this policy protect specific U.S. interests regarding Iran and the region? 

 

This option continues to protect U.S. interests regarding Iran using the present American 

tools, but countered with greater Iranian leverage. Currently, American policy efforts regarding Iran 

have had limited success in improving the regions situation. The present situation is basically stable 

and oil is flowing from key Gulf allies to world markets. 

 This option fairs poorly under this criterion because it does not provide additional action 

over the present U.S. policy position. Maintaining the present position advocated by this option is 

simply too weak to protect U.S. regional interests. U.S. interests in the region are too critical and too 

easily damaged to adopt a posture that involves waiting for Iran to engage in more provocative 

behavior before developing and implementing a response.  

 

• Option 3, Criterion 3: Is the policy sustainable and flexible over time? 

 

This policy is flexible and this is one of the main positive attributes of this policy package. 

Playing a waiting game with Iran to develop a policy toward a nuclear Iran after the regime crosses 
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the nuclear threshold will allow for the development of a policy based on more specific information 

about Iranian actions. This flexibility has the cost of ceding the initiative to Iran on policy and 

playing a reactive role, at least in the early stages of Iran’s new weapons status. Depending on how 

Iran seeks to exploit its nuclear capabilities this could be relatively unproblematic up to disastrous.  

In terms of sustainability this policy is mixed. The status quo provides a limited set of tools 

for the U.S. to advance American interests in the region. Without additional tools beyond unilateral 

sanctions and threats of military force it will be difficult to protect and advance American interests 

in the region. It would force the U.S. into a reactive posture that could ultimately be more costly and 

less sustainable then a more proactive stance.  

 

• Option 3, Criterion 4: Is the policy something that can be realistically implemented given political, military, 

economic and other constraints? 

 

The immediate political feasibility of this option is high. Maintaining the status quo is 

deferring to current policy by default. It requires no action beyond whatever reauthorizations are 

needed to continue current U.S. policies on Iran. For an issue that presents no simple political 

solutions overcoming resistance to initial action could be a real problem. Just accepting the status 

quo is feasible, but ultimately not desirable.  

In the longer run the advantage of immediate political feasibility is lost. Iran going nuclear 

will be a serious change in the situation and the power balance in the region. Any U.S. government 

that allowed Iran to cross with nuclear threshold with no action beyond present action would 

certainly be charged with being weak, paralyzed and failing to protect U.S. interests. At this point the 

U.S. would be forced to play catch up and formulate policy to respond to a newly nuclear Iran 

without the advantage of developing policies ahead of time. This failure to take proactive action 
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might be politically attractive in the short run, but it would likely be damaging to those held 

responsible in the longer-term. The political feasibility of this option is clearly mixed. 

Economically the status quo is generally sustainable, but not particularly advantageous to 

U.S. interests. With unilateral sanctions already implemented they have lost most of their bite 

because they no longer represent a novel threat. Iran will have little reason to believe they can get 

out from under U.S. or UN sanctions and will probably have even less desire to try. Iran also 

continues to sell significant amounts of oil on the world market even with these sanctions in place. 

The military feasibility of this policy is high in terms of required materials and commitments 

of resources in the near term. There will still eventually be a point of reckoning where the U.S. will 

have to develop and implement a military component of a strategy to contain Iran. Making military 

planning more reactive then it needs to be would ultimately be damaging militarily and politically.  

 Ultimately this package scores well on politically feasibility in the near term, but maintaining 

the status quo will likely not be political, economically or militarily tenable in the long run. This 

situation presents a high risk of negative political costs from a failure to act and the associated 

negative consequences. Unfortunately, for feasibility it lacks the positive opportunities for political 

gains from taking leadership on the issue. Politically the issue is too charged and factionalized to 

present many positive opportunities, but the risk of not taking action on the issue is even higher. 

Taking no action is an attractive default as well as the likely outcome of political paralysis. 

 

Recommendations 

 

 Containing a nuclear-armed Iran is a top-tier U.S. policy issue. Other issues, including the 

wars in Iraq and Afghanistan and the ongoing uprisings in other Middle Eastern countries clearly 

compete for attention and resources. This scarcity of resources and focus underscores how critical it 
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is to concentrate U.S. efforts on the most effective policy for dealing with a nuclear-armed Iranian 

regime.  

 Policy Package 2 is the recommended course of action for U.S. policy. It is the option that 

best fulfills the four criteria for the widest range of situations. Options 1 and 3 both offer some 

positive attributes, but they both ultimately fail to provide the specificity to the threat, flexibility of 

action or sustainability. The recommended policy package provides the U.S. with additional leverage 

on Iran and an expansion of options. It also increases the likelihood that the Iranian regime will self 

regulate away from its most potentially provocative behavior. The major downside to Package 2 is 

issues of political feasibility. 

 

Logic of Recommendation 

 

In the U.S./Iranian relationship increased application of force is likely to be met with 

corresponding levels of force from the opposing side. Escalation will breed escalation, unless one 

side, most likely Iran, is completely overwhelmed in a situation where force is used. Overthrowing 

the regime is an option that is exceedingly costly with uncertain effectiveness. 

The Iranian regime has defined existence, at least in part, in terms of its opposition to the 

U.S. and the Shah’s U.S. backed regime. An assumed and practiced opposition is the defining feature 

of the relationship on both sides. Even efforts at rapprochement have come from an understanding 

that the present position is one of hostility. This standoff has not resulted in any real moves toward 

a solution in three decades. To a certain degree both sides have used the continued threat as 

justification for policies that further vilify the other and deepen the conflict. 

Unilaterally stepping back from the constant increases in pressure will allow a realignment of 

the present position. The U.S. and Iran won’t be constantly ratcheting up pressure resulting in 
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increased tension even if power remains balanced. Iran, if more invested in the world economy and 

regional stability would be more susceptible to economic and diplomatic pressure.  

Once Iran begins to realize the gains of the new position in terms of governmental revenue 

and economic growth it will be more difficult for it to disrupt its current position. Slowing growth 

or limiting governmental services would play to the hand of domestic political opposition. This 

would either result in a course correction by the regime or the regime would have to engage in 

increased coercion and violence against the population to maintain its position in power.  

Instead of pressing constantly harder against Iran, with the knowledge that in a worse case 

the U.S. can apply enough force to topple the regime, the U.S. should try to make Iran increasingly 

dependent on involvement in the international economy and hence more likely to self regulate its 

behavior. This takes advantage of internal economic and demographic pressures on the Iranian 

regime. Short-term economic and political pressures will almost certainly cause the regime to seek 

out any additional involvement in the oil markets it can sustain. Iran needs economic growth to 

reduce unemployment, limit inflation and continue to fund its social safety net. 

This strategy limits the need for force in the short run and gives the regime an internal 

reason to behave in less provocative ways. It would increase the vulnerability of the regime over 

time by raising the expectations of the population and making the government more dependent on 

greater oil revenue to maintain increased standards of living. An Iranian regime increasingly 

dependant on oil market access and the transit routes that go along with it could be compelled to 

action by the threat of severe and swift economic sanctions if it engaged in provocative behavior. 

Iran’s limited conventional military and economic power leaves the regime with few options 

in ratcheting up force in a mutually opposed and higher-pressure relationship.  If mutual force is 

being applied to the relationship there is a possibility that Iran will make leaps toward unacceptable 

levels of force because of a lack of intermediate options. This could lead to a vicious cycle of 
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escalation with negative outcomes for both nations. Even if the U.S. can be fairly certain of being 

military victorious against Iran it does not mean that the U.S. can be sure of winning in a way that 

wins the peace or really protects U.S. interests in the region. 

Stepping back and giving Iran an opportunity to become increasingly involved in the 

international economic and political system will have the regime further invested in an economic and 

political order the U.S. has an advantage in. If a situation occurs in the future when the U.S. needs to 

use force against extreme Iranian provocation Iran will be in a less stable position to respond. 

Economic gains will be difficult to translate into conventional military power given arms sanctions 

and a lack of domestic industrial capacity. An Iranian public who has begun to gain from a less 

confrontational international posture will be less supportive of any government that jeopardizes that. 

The Iranian regime would potentially have to fight domestic opposition as well as outside forces in 

such a situation.  

 

Policy Elements 

 

Communications 

 

 Focus on developing lines of communication, both formal and informal, between the U.S. 

and Iran is a critical action to better manage this conflict. Having these open lines of communication 

will help to prevent miscommunications leading to needless and dangerous confrontation. Ongoing 

communication can help the U.S. to highlight to the Iranian regime ‘red lines’ that if crossed would 

lead to American action. In a developing crisis, lines of communication would limit the need to take 

immediate action with a compromised ability to know Iranian intentions. 
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 The U.S. should concentrate first on developing reliable back channel methods of 

communicating with Iran’s leadership. Contacts though nongovernmental sources with access to 

their respective governments and through informal contacts between government actors would 

likely form the frame of these connections. This type of communication is relationship-based and, 

because of this, it is imperative that these relationships are built and maintained. These contacts need 

to be capable of transmitting sensitive information quickly given the possibility of the need for rapid 

communication in a crisis. 

 Track II diplomacy efforts also hold some promise if the U.S. and Iran can get pass mutual 

suspicion. Iran’s regime has at times looked upon these efforts with suspicion. Continuing to work 

to establish these Track II relationships over time presents one of the few options for bringing the 

U.S. and Iran together for dialog (Wright, 2010, p. 208). This type of low stakes, but public 

discussions could help to serve as a bridge between covert backchannel contacts and a potential 

establishing of formal or semi-formal diplomatic relations. Track II efforts also hold promise for 

developing the types of relationships that could help to build understanding and trust.  

 Reestablishing some sort of formal relationship with Iran’s government would be desirable, 

if it is politically feasible.  This could be short of full diplomatic relations, but having direct lines of 

communication could be very helpful in being able to communicate rapidly and reliably in a crisis. 

Iran’s regime may not be receptive to attempts to establish such communications; this highlights the 

need to develop these links over time.  

Timing will be critical in establishing any formal relations with the Iranian regime. Relations 

must be established in advance of Iran crossing or nearing the nuclear threshold to mitigate the 

perception that the U.S. is rewarding the Iranian regime’s bad behavior. These perceptions will 

undoubtedly exist, but the utility of direct government-to-government communications would 

outweigh the downsides in terms of U.S. international interests.  
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 Another part of the communication recommendation is that the U.S. should refrain from 

taking publically inflammatory positions against the Iranian government. Inflammatory statements 

by the U.S. highlight Iran’s perceptions of insecurity driving repression of internal opposition and 

makes Iran more likely to engage in military brinksmanship. Armed with nuclear weapons and 

greater freedom of action there is more potential for Iran to engage in actions that fundamentally 

conflict with U.S. interests in the region. Raising the stakes by heightening public confrontation with 

Iran does little to promote U.S. interests in the region.  

 

Economic Involvement 

 

 Keeping Iran involved in the world oil economy is critical for reining in potential Iranian 

excesses in leveraging its nuclear weapons. Iran’s government is highly dependant on oil revenue for 

its continuing function and economic stability. Petroleum currently makes up 80% of Iran’s exports 

meaning that oil is already the largest piece of Iran’s foreign trade by far (“CIA - The World 

Factbook: Iran,” n.d.). Keeping Iran involved in the world oil market would give the regime an 

incentive not to engage in erratic behavior that would have bad economic consequences for itself as 

well as the U.S. and others. If Iran is frozen out of the world oil economy the regime will have far 

less to lose if it engages in bad behavior in the region and beyond.  

If the regime has nothing to lose from tampering with the oil markets or Persian Gulf 

shipping it has far less incentive to temper its behavior. Allowing Iran to maintain a reliance on 

keeping oil flowing creates a point of leverage that encourages Iran to self contain its worse excesses. 

Lacking other readily available economic drivers, oil is critical for Iran’s government and economy, 

keeping it that way means that the regime has something to lose.  
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 Maintaining a total international oil embargo has never been possible. It seems unlikely that 

future events would make it more plausible. Instead of fighting a constant battle to keep Iran 

partially locked out of the oil market a more sustainable and higher leverage position would be for 

the U.S. to accept some Iranian connection to the world oil market. Connection to these markets 

creates reasons for Iran to want to keep these markets operating smoothly. 80% of Iran’s exports are 

already from petroleum exports illustrating both Iran’s economic dependency on oil and the 

presence of willing international buyers (“CIA - The World Factbook: Iran,” n.d.). 

 Specifically, the U.S. should not press for greater general oil sanctions against Iran. Targeting 

sanctions towards key regime players and organizations might make sense as an act of 

communication to the regime, but such specific targeting will have a relatively small effect on 

aggregate production and sales. Not objecting to Chinese, Japanese, Russian or European 

involvement in Iran’s oil exploration and sale could present an option to keep Iran connected to 

world markets without the U.S. being perceived as giving major concessions to Iran by withdrawing 

unilateral U.S. sanctions.  

 The final element of keeping Iran involved with and dependant on oil sales is that it leaves a 

major point of leverage for the future. The U.S. will likely need to be able to pressure the regime in 

the future, going all in on a total oil embargo now would negate this policy option. Ratcheting up to 

maximum severity immediately leaves no options left to use for pressure in the future. Containing 

Iran will be a long-term project, it is dangerous to lock up a valuable policy tool so early.  

 

Military Contingencies 

 

 In developing capacity to deal with military contingencies it is imperative the U.S. refrain 

from behavior that could cause Iran’s government to believe that the U.S. is preparing to attack Iran. 
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Given Tehran’s perception of systemic insecurity and major conventional forces deficiencies the 

regime is acutely aware of threats both real and imagined. Focusing U.S. military efforts on preparing 

for defensive scenarios will be more helpful for securing U.S. regional interests.  

 Iranian mining of the Persian Gulf or harassment of ships with missiles or aircraft could 

potentially create major issues for oil shipping, even if it is unlikely. The U.S. must have plans in 

place to do major and rapid demining activities to further decrease the likelihood Iran might attempt 

such an action. Coordinating with regional allies to have the ability to deploy a rapid response to 

Iranian mischief could help to calm markets and prevent an objectively minor disruption from being 

magnified into a major worldwide economic problem due to fear and uncertainty. Controlling 

perception about the ability to meet such a threat is critical even if the likelihood of such an Iranian 

action is low. 

 The U.S. nuclear force presumably already has, but if not should develop, retaliatory targets 

in Iran to attack in case of Iran engaging in a first strike use of nuclear weapons. Although extremely 

unlikely, the U.S. should have a plan in place to provide assured destruction in the case of an Iranian 

first strike use against the U.S. or a regional ally. Developing the ability to strike unclenched Iranian 

nuclear weapons should be a priority in targeting once Iran deploys nuclear weapons.  

 

Extending the Nuclear Umbrella 

 

 The U.S. should publicly change its nuclear posture to explicitly place regional allies under 

U.S. nuclear protection in case of an Iranian or proxy first use of nuclear weapons. This position 

would clearly highlight to the Iranian regime that any direct use of nuclear weapons would lead to 

assured destruction. It is unlikely that this backstop position would ever be used, but making this a 
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publicly clear set of consequences would allow the U.S. to articulate a ‘red line’ to the Iranian regime 

as well as bolster the confidence of regional allies. 

 Extending explicit U.S. nuclear protection to allies could also help reduce the attractiveness 

of proliferation to Iran’s regional adversaries. Iranian proliferation could threaten to spark a round 

of regional proliferation by Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Turkey or others feeling heightened insecurity 

which would create a compounding problem in an unstable and conflict prone region. Limiting the 

likelihood of such an arms race would reduce the potential for more leakage of nuclear technology 

and an additional set of blows to the Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT).  

 

Conclusion 

 

 This package of policy recommendations constitutes a starting point for the actions the U.S. 

will need to take to deal with a nuclear-armed Iran. More importantly, these are steps that can be 

taken now. Other actions will likely become viable policy options in the time between now and 

when Iran crosses the nuclear threshold. These should be explored on an ongoing basis. After Iran 

is a nuclear-armed state the U.S. will need to innovative containment policies targeting Iran on an 

ongoing basis. These recommendations form a first step in countering a nuclear Iran and a basis to 

develop options to protect U.S. interests in the Middle East and beyond from the threat posed by a 

nuclear-armed Iran. 

 The U.S. has reasonable policy choices to counter a nuclear-armed Iran. To maximize the 

effectiveness and minimize the risks of these policies it is imperative that the U.S. begins to 

implement a policy of containment and deterrence targeting Iran’s nuclear advantages before it 

crosses the nuclear threshold. Creating and implementing policy responses that precede Iran’s 

nuclear acquisition will give the U.S. wider latitude in constructing policies and allow for the U.S. to 
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have a greater ability to frame the situation. Facing a nuclear Iran will present novel challenges and it 

is imperative that U.S. policy be guided by a clear assessment of risks and trade-offs without falling 

into paranoia about Iran’s potential actions. 

 Other than current U.S. wars’ in Iraq and Afghanistan, America’s relationship with Iran and 

its nuclear weapons program is the top-tier foreign policy issue in the region. With Iran’s strategic 

location and ability to disrupt oil markets the U.S. will need to work to maintain U.S. interests in the 

region for the foreseeable future. Regional disengagement is not an option for the U.S. and this issue 

will continue to be ever more pressing. A wait and see attitude toward nuclear containment and 

deterrence against Iran is ill advised and limiting to U.S. leverage and dangerous to U.S. interests.  

Given the likelihood that the U.S. will face a nuclear-armed Iran in the coming 

years it is imperative that the U.S. begins to think critically about Iran’s gains and then implement 

policies to counter Iran’s added leverage. Taking steps to contain and deter Iran before it crosses the 

nuclear threshold will afford the U.S. better policy options and greater flexibility. It makes sense to 

diversify the U.S. strategy away from simply opposing acquisition of nuclear weapons technology 

and hoping that efforts to prevent proliferation are successful. Forging a new path now to dealing 

with a nuclear-armed Iran will allow the U.S. greater freedom of action in implementing a proactive 

policy response, and keep Tehran from dictating the terms. 
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Appendix 1: Iran’s Power Structure 

 

Source: (Wright, 2010, p. 219)
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