
Number 110 • Nov / Dec 2010

The contents of The National Interest are copyrighted. ©2010 The National Interest, Inc.
All rights reserved. Reproduction and distribution of this material is permitted only  

with the express written consent of The National Interest. 

The National Interest • 1615 L Street, N.W. • Suite 1230 • Washington, D.C. 20036
Phone (202) 467-4884 •  Fax (202) 467-0006 • editor@nationalinterest.org

Editor  Justine A. Rosenthal 



42 The National Interest Pariahs in Tehran

T....he most interesting thing about 
the Obama administration’s Iran 
policy is that it is working, but it 

probably isn’t going to work.
The United States has achieved some 

truly remarkable feats in pursuit of the 
White House’s Iran policy over the course 
of the past twelve months, achievements 
many critics from left, right and center all 
thought impossible. With perseverance and 
perspicacity, and some help from the stu-
pidity of the Islamic Republic’s leadership, 
Washington has secured widespread back-
ing in Europe, East Asia and the Middle 
East for imposing various new sanctions on 
the country. 

Of greatest importance, in June 2010 the 
administration secured the passage of a new 
un Security Council resolution (number 
1929) that imposed a fourth round of sanc-
tions on Tehran for its failure to comply 
with its obligations to the International 
Atomic Energy Agency (iaea) and its failure 
to cease its nuclear-enrichment activities. In 
concert with France, Britain and Germany 
(and some quiet help from Israel, Saudi 
Arabia and the uae), the United States con-
vinced both Russia and China to agree to 
the new resolution as well. Resolution 1929 

bans arms sales to Tehran, something most 
thought unthinkable given the Russian and 
Chinese ardor to continue profiting from 
that market. It also included language that 
enabled member states to impose harsh new 
financial controls and limits on investment 
in the Iranian energy sector. 

The Russians have even gone so far as 
to privately convince their own oil giant, 
Lukoil, to stop selling gasoline to Iran. The 
Europeans have likewise pushed Shell and 
a variety of other major firms on the Con-
tinent to reduce their purchases of Iranian 
oil, and major European banks and busi-
nesses are shutting down their operations 
in the Islamic Republic. The new sanctions, 
both those contained in the resolution itself 
and those enacted by member states (par-
ticularly the eu, Japan and South Korea) in 
conformity with the provisions of the reso-
lution, go far beyond what most believed 
possible. They truly are harsh measures, 
something U.S. officials had hoped for and 
threatened, but in private had doubted 
would be diplomatically feasible. And they 
have gotten Tehran’s attention, with no less 
a figure than former-President Ayatollah 
Ali Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani warning his 
countrymen that the sanctions are no joke 
and that the country’s situation is dire. 

Indeed, since the passage of the unscr, 
the Iranian regime has been broadcasting 
on all frequencies, overt and covert, that it 
is ready to talk seriously with Washington 
about its nuclear program. For this reason, 
it seems likely that the United States, along 
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with Britain, France, Russia, China and 
Germany (the P5+1), will sit down with 
Iranian representatives before the end of 
this year for formal negotiations. It is also 
likely that Iran will offer to discuss repro-
cessing its low-enriched uranium (leu) to 
refuel the Tehran Research Reactor, some-
thing it already agreed to in a deal brokered 
by Brazil and Turkey in an eleventh-hour ef-
fort to stave off the un sanctions vote. The 
Iranians are reportedly hinting that such an 
agreement with the P5+1 could lead to fur-
ther deal making over its nuclear program 
more generally.

All of this constitutes a tremendous turn-
around from Bush 43. It’s not surprising 
that the White House would want to be-
lieve that its successes will pay off, compel-
ling Tehran to bow to international pressure 
and agree to a deal on its nuclear program 
in toto.

But just because the administration’s crit-
ics have been wrong, does not mean that 
they will be wrong. 

The problem with Washington’s current 
approach is that it is intended to put 

intense-enough pressure on Tehran that the 
government will negotiate a halt (or even 
a rollback) of its current nuclear program. 
It is a reasonable position—one I proposed 
back in 2004 and staunchly supported up 
until Iran’s disputed presidential election on 
June 12, 2009. But it is no longer enough.

June 12, 2009, and the weeks that fol-
lowed were a watershed for the Islamic 
Republic. The regime confronted its most 
dangerous internal threat ever as millions 
of Iranians took to the streets and to their 

rooftops to protest what they believed was 
a stolen election. For the first time, they de-
manded the resignation of Iranian Supreme 
Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei. In effect, 
they demanded an end to the Islamic Re-
public itself. 

At that moment, the more moderate 
voices within the Iranian establishment 
counseled making concessions to the oppo-
sition. These were the leaders of the Iranian 
reform movement and, not coincidentally, 
the same people who had shown a willing-
ness to negotiate with the West in the hope 
of alleviating Iran’s crippling economic and 
diplomatic problems—from unemployment 
to declining oil revenues to rampant cor-
ruption. However, Tehran’s hard-liners, par-
ticularly the leadership of the Islamic Revo-
lutionary Guard Corps, insisted on cracking 
down on the opposition instead. So too did 
the supreme leader, who apparently believes 
that the shah fell because he was weak, hav-
ing compromised with the revolutionar-
ies (including himself ). The ayatollah sees 
those very concessions as the beginning of 
the end of the shah’s rule. Neither Khame-
nei nor the Revolutionary Guard, nor any 
of Iran’s other hard-line leadership, plans 
to be ousted the way that the shah was, and 
they have made clear that they will employ 
whatever levels of violence are necessary to 
retain power. 

In the weeks and months that followed, 
the regime embarked on a massive, sys-
tematic and brutal, but also highly sophis-
ticated, crackdown that for all intents and 
purposes crushed the street protests of the 
opposition Green movement. Simultane-
ously, the regime’s hard-liners effectively 
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“purged” the government’s more moderate 
elements. Some were imprisoned; most 
were simply left in place but deprived of 
power—which in Iran’s Byzantine system 
of personal politics derives largely from 
informal influence ultimately bestowed by 
the supreme leader himself. 

Thus, today, Tehran’s hard-liners domi-
nate Iranian decision making in ways that 
they have not since the early 1980s. Of 
course, there are still fissures even within 
these innermost circles—it is Iran after all. 
However, the problem for the Obama ad-
ministration is that Iran’s hard-liners have 
shown absolute consensus in consistently 
maintaining that Iran needs, and is entitled 
to, its nuclear program. Some have gone so 
far as to question the utility of Iran remain-
ing part of the Nuclear Non-Proliferation 
Treaty (npt); some have openly supported 
the acquisition of nuclear weapons. Aya-
tollah Muhammad Taqi Mesbah-Yazdi, a 
member of the Assembly of Experts and an 
important adviser to President Mahmoud 
Ahmadinejad, wrote that Tehran “must” 
produce nuclear weapons even if Iran’s “en-
emies” don’t like it. 

What’s more, the hard-liners overwhelm-
ingly neither want nor care about having a 
better relationship with the United States. 
President Ahmadinejad is the exception 
that proves the rule: alone among the hard-
liners, he has called for negotiations with 
the Americans, but only to demonstrate 
that Iran is so powerful and important that 
it must be seen as an equal by the United 
States. Ahmadinejad has been fiercely op-
posed by the rest of the Islamic Republic’s 
hard-line establishment, including (as best 
we can tell) by Khamenei himself. 

Ultimately, Tehran’s hard-liners insist 
that Iran is strong enough to withstand 
and outlast any sanctions that might be 
imposed upon it, and they are certain that 
everyone else will realize that the world 
needs Iran more than Iran needs the rest 

of the world. Certainly, they might ul-
timately change their minds. Muammar 
el-Qaddafi once believed much the same 
about Libya. He eventually figured out 
that he was mistaken, and he was forced to 
give up his own nuclear program and make 
amends with the United States and the in-
ternational community. But even that took 
ten years, and Iran is a lot bigger and a lot 
richer than Libya—a point that Tehran’s 
hard-liners regularly recite.

As Iran scholar Ray Takeyh nicely sum-
marized the problem: 

The essence of Washington’s approach is that 
confronted with a choice of debilitating isola-
tion or rejoining the community of nations, 
Iran will eventually make the “right” decision. 
The Islamic Republic, however, is too wedded 
to its ideological verities and too subsumed by 
its rivalries to engage in such judicious deter-
minations.

So even if the Obama administration is 
able to build a sanctions regime as harsh 
as that imposed on Libya, we should not 
assume that it is going to succeed—be it 
in months or in years. Given Iran’s size, 
oil wealth, internal paralysis, and ideologi-
cal and nationalist stubbornness, history 
suggests it is going to take a long time to 
work—if it ever will. 

O f course, the catch is that unless and 
until the sanctions succeed, Iran’s nu-

clear program will keep plugging along. 
Within a few years, Iran is likely to have the 
capability to produce nuclear weapons and, 
should the regime so desire, could deploy a 
full-blown arsenal soon after. 

This is why a growing number of Ameri-
cans want to give up on pressure and per-
suasion altogether and instead just bomb 
Iran’s nuclear program. It’s easy to empa-
thize with the fear and frustration that 
drives smart, patriotic people to embrace 
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air strikes as a means of 
eradicating the potential 
threat from Iran’s nuclear 
program. It is not an op-
tion I would rule out un-
equivocally, but it is an 
option with a great many 
flaws.

It is worth starting any 
discussion of the mili-
tary option by recogniz-
ing that, unless Tehran 
does something stupidly 
belligerent, the United 
States will not have any 
standing in terms of in-
ternational law (or inter-
national opinion) to mount such an at-
tack. All of the unsc resolutions against the 
Iranian nuclear program have very clearly 
stipulated that they do NOT authorize the 
use of force. This reflects the Russian, Chi-
nese and scores of other countries’ deep 
and widespread animosity toward a military 
solution. Any unprovoked American attack 
on Iran is likely to be harshly condemned 
across the globe.

Perhaps even more importantly, it is like-
ly to be condemned by ordinary Iranians. 
Many advocates of air strikes argue that 
they would help turn the people against the 
regime, as the population would blame the 
leadership for bringing this calamity down 
upon them. This is obviously possible, but 
there really isn’t much evidence to support 
the idea. In fact, the vast majority of the 
evidence, both from Iran and from other 
historical cases, points in the opposite direc-
tion. Iranians are highly nationalistic, and 
past aggression—from the Iraqi invasion of 
1980 to the Taliban’s killing of eight Iranian 
diplomats in 1998—has typically engen-
dered a powerful “rally ’round the flag” ef-
fect, regardless of who is in power. Likewise, 
in most cases of strategic bombardment, or 
even just more limited air strikes, the people 

getting bombed have tended to blame their 
attackers, not their leaders.

This means that an American air cam-
paign would probably strengthen popular 
support for the current leadership—exactly 
the effect we should hope to avoid. It will 
also provide those in power with the op-
portunity to crack down even more on the 
opposition, pushing any change in regime 
even further into the future. 

Moreover, a different group of leaders 
might decide that having once been attacked 
for pursuing nuclear enrichment, the smart 
thing would be to give up this effort. But 
Iran’s hard-liners are not the kind to reach 
that conclusion. They are mostly motivated 
by fear and hatred of the United States, con-
sistently favoring belligerence over acquies-
cence. What’s more, many of the hard-liners 
seem to want nuclear weapons to deter just 
such a strike. Consequently, the best bet is 
that in the wake of a bombing, the regime 
will redouble its efforts to acquire a nuclear 
deterrent to prevent Washington from being 
able to bully Tehran again. 

As well, an unprovoked American attack 
will likely mean the end of the interna-
tional effort to contain the Iranian nuclear 
program altogether. Tehran will probably 
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withdraw from the npt, arguing (rightly) 
that the vast majority of the information 
that the United States relied on to mount 
the air strikes came from the iaea inspec-
tors—and since the npt was a vehicle for 
American aggression against Iran, there 
is no reason for Tehran to remain a party 
to it. As for the international community, 
they will doubtless blame Washington for 
having driven the Iranians out of the treaty. 
Gone too will be the international consen-
sus to compel Iran to end its nuclear ac-
tivities through sanctions. America would 
have violated a critical provision of the 

resolutions, not to mention the un Char-
ter, and will have to expect that China will 
lead a stampede of countries away from 
that effort and back into the arms of the 
Islamic Republic. 

A repeat attempt by the United States 
(or anyone else) to destroy Iran’s facilities 
by force will then be impossible. Once the 
iaea inspectors are gone, so too will be our 
best and most comprehensive sources of 
information on the Iranian program. Wash-
ington won’t have the option of bombing 

Iran again if the regime begins to rebuild its 
nuclear capabilities after the first round of 
strikes. And serious international pressure 
on Tehran will come to an end. 

Thus, air strikes have to be seen as a “bet 
everything on one throw of the dice” kind 
of policy: either they succeed in ending the 
Iranian program now and forever (which 
seems extremely implausible), or else they 
thoroughly undermine all of America’s op-
tions to do so—additional military strikes, 
sanctions, international isolation and ev-
erything else. Under current conditions, 
attacking Iran is more likely to guarantee an 

Iranian nuclear arsenal than to preclude it. 
Nor does the other side of the ledger have 

much to recommend it. Most American 
(and Israeli) nuclear experts now think that 
Tehran is so far along that it could rebuild 
the entire program and be back to where it 
is at present in just a year or two. And many 
already fear that Iran has secret facilities, 
or is hiding key machinery and material 
for its nuclear program—then the program 
wouldn’t be set back much at all by a mili-
tary campaign.
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It is also worth keeping in mind that 
Iran probably will retaliate against the Unit-
ed States. Again, this isn’t certain, but the 
evidence indicates that Iran does retaliate 
whenever it is (or believes it is) attacked. 
The Islamic Republic has a formidable ca-
pacity to employ terrorism and a lot of al-
lies, like Hezbollah and Palestinian Islamic 
Jihad, who could also cause a great deal of 
damage on Tehran’s behalf. If there is any-
one out there who might be able to repli-
cate a terrorist attack as terrible as 9/11, it is 
Iran. Tehran can also ramp up its support of 
Taliban fighters battling U.S. troops in Af-
ghanistan, and it could turn up the heat on 
American allies in the region, particularly 
Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Bahrain and Iraq. 
Now, all of this might be a worthwhile price 
to pay if the United States could eliminate 
the threat of an Iranian nuclear program 
altogether, but given the fairly modest de-
lays that air strikes seem likely to impose—
and the damage to U.S. policy in the after-
math—these risks further suggest that the 
costs of an attack outweigh the benefits. 

Once the United States starts a war with 
Iran—and launching air strikes will be 
war—it is impossible to know how it will 
end, and what would be required of Wash-
ington to end it. America may well feel 
compelled to respond to any Iranian retali-
ation, setting off a tit-for-tat cycle, raising 
the risk of escalation on both sides. The 
incredible paranoia and intractability of the 
Iranian regime has led to repeated instances 
in which Tehran refused to abandon courses 
of action even though it was suffering hor-
rific damage—remember the hostage crisis? 
The Iran-Iraq war? In other words, the same 
behavior patterns that make it hard for the 
United States to coerce Iran by sanctions 
also make it unlikely that Washington can 
coerce the Islamic Republic by war. As we 
should have learned in Iraq, wars always en-
tail very significant unforeseen consequenc-
es, and we need to recognize that bombing 

Iran could lead us down unexpected paths 
to even-worse outcomes (like invading and 
occupying Iran) to end what we started.

With a country as difficult as Iran, the 
United States should only launch air strikes 
if it is ready to pay all of the potential 
costs—and there are few Americans ready 
to bear the price of another major U.S. war 
in the Middle East.

S ince the cost-benefit analysis of a mili-
tary campaign against Iran still does not 

add up the right way for the United States, 
a number of Americans have begun to argue 
that Washington should fall back on deter-
rence instead. While there is considerable 
evidence that deterring Tehran could work, 
many find it an unpalatable option: simply 
acquiescing to an Iranian nuclear capabil-
ity—and possibly to an Iranian nuclear ar-
senal. And the problem with nuclear deter-
rence is that as robust as it has proven to 
be, there are no guarantees of success, and 
failure is invariably catastrophic. For that 
reason, it would still be far more preferable 
to convince Iran not to acquire a nuclear-
weapons capability in the first place, rather 
than to allow it to do so and then try to 
protect American interests without trigger-
ing a nuclear exchange. 

So what is the right answer? For those 
concerned that the current approach won’t 
succeed, but are fearful that air strikes will 
create more problems than they solve (and 
are not yet ready to simply accept an Ira-
nian nuclear capability), the best course of 
action is to go back to the administration’s 
basic strategy—and put it on steroids. 

Pressure is our only recourse. Even in-
tense pressure may not be enough, but it is 
better than doing nothing, and better than 
war—and it might even work. Intense pres-
sure on the regime could slow the program 
further. It could create new stresses and 
strains in the system. It could create new 
opportunities for Iran’s moderates, those 
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most interested in reaching an accommoda-
tion with the international community. It 
could even empower the Green movement. 

The key is to defeat Tehran’s strategy. 
Since Iran’s hard-liners believe that they 
can withstand any pressure from the in-
ternational community and that eventu-
ally that pressure will slacken, America’s 
best chance is to design a strategy that 
will ensure that the pressure never lets up, 
and instead increases steadily over time. 
If Iran’s situation gets worse and worse, 
rather than better and better, the United 
States and its allies may just be able to 
alter Tehran’s path. It could happen from 
above: the more pragmatic Iranian power 
wielders may change course, discrediting 
the hard-liners along with the rest of the 
Iranian elite. It could happen from below: 
the opposition could be strengthened by 
deepening disaffection, creating bottom-up 
pressures on the leaders that would fright-
en them into reversing course. Either way, 
Iran might finally back down. The ques-
tion is whether we have the time to enact 
such a python-like strategy.

There is reason to believe we do. The iaea 
has reported that Tehran is having trouble 
with its centrifuge cascades and has not 
been rapidly adding new ones to its main 
enrichment facility at Natanz. Unless there 
are covert enrichment facilities like the one 
discovered near Qom last fall up and run-
ning without our knowledge, this means 
that the rate at which the regime is manu-
facturing leu has not risen. In addition, at 
some point in 2009 or early 2010, Iran had 
enriched enough leu so that if it wanted 
to break out of the npt and build a bomb 
it could do so. This was something the Is-
raelis feared intensely, calculating that Iran 
might be able to have a deliverable weapon 
in as little as a year. Yet once the Irani-
ans crossed that dangerous threshold, they 
did not mount a crash program to build a 
bomb. Now, Tehran may ultimately want 

an arsenal, but this shows that the regime is 
not simply looking to get its hands on one 
as quickly as it can. 

Indeed, the American intelligence com-
munity and most of its foreign counter-
parts believe that Iran probably won’t field 
a nuclear arsenal until the middle of the 
decade. Even Israeli officials have privately 
indicated that they think the program has 
slowed. In 2009, Israeli Mossad chief Meir 
Dagan said that it would probably take Iran 
until 2014 before it could produce a func-
tional nuclear weapon. 

What this adds up to is the sense that the 
United States and its allies have some time, 
probably several years—but not forever. 
Which is why we can afford to try a policy 
of pressure. But we need to make sure that 
we apply it with real determination, ratch-
eting up the heat on Iran more than the 
administration has done thus far. The key is 
to take on a range of new activities that the 
White House has mostly resisted.

An effective strategy will need to be 
harsher, more varied and more sus-

tainable than our current course of ac-
tion. The United States needs to make 
Iran a true pariah state, and one squeezed 
enough from both outside and inside that 
it eventually recognizes it would be better 
to make some concessions than continue 
under the strain.

First, we must expand the focus of the 
pressure: from ire at the nuclear program 
to ire at Iran’s abuse of human rights. There 
are lots of countries that abuse human 
rights, and the Iranians will doubtless claim 
a double standard. But the past thirty years 
have demonstrated that the world is actually 
quite comfortable with double standards, 
harshly punishing some human-rights abus-
ers while ignoring others. This is not to 
condone such hypocrisy, only to point out 
that it should not be seen as a practical 
obstacle to pressing the Iranian regime for 
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its increasingly authoritarian behavior. The 
United States need not wait until every na-
tion with a worse human-rights record has 
reformed itself to point out that Iran’s has 
become egregious, and to mobilize interna-
tional opinion to hold the regime account-
able. The existence of a worse crime should 
not excuse a very bad one.

Since Iran’s recent disputed presidential 
election, I have had the opportunity to 
speak to a range of Iranians in permissive 
environments. On every one of those oc-
casions, I have asked them how the United 
States could help the Iranian opposition, 
and what I have consistently heard from 
them is that Washington needs to sanction 
Tehran, not for its pursuit of a nuclear-
enrichment capability, but because of its 
abuse of human rights. They argue that 
the current leaders are very sensitive to 
any criticism of their record because they 
believe that it delegitimizes them in the 
eyes of many of the people—as it actually 
has done. The administration’s September 
decision to impose sanctions on eight se-
nior Iranian officials for their role in Iran’s 
internal crackdown was a terrific start, but 
it falls far short of what is needed. Calling 
Iran to account for its deplorable abuses 
in this arena is likely to strike a much-
more-responsive note with a number of 
other states around the world—even those 
whose own histories are far from spotless. 
Many other third-world countries resent 
the great-power monopoly over nuclear 
weapons (and so sympathize with Iran’s nu-
clear ambitions), but very few will condone 
gross, systematic human-rights violations. 
Indeed, the European Left, which was once 

made up of avid Iran apologists, has now 
largely turned against the regime, incensed 
by its brutal crackdowns. 

Although Iran and apartheid South Africa 
have little in common, the human-rights 
campaign that eventually succeeded in forc-
ing the white South African government 
to dismantle its odious system could serve 
as a useful model. Various nations and hu-
man-rights organizations kept up a steady 
drumbeat, exposing abuses with concomi-
tant condemnation. Over time, it became 
impossible for businesses and even countries 
(including governments that could not have 
cared less about human rights) to have nor-
mal relations with Pretoria. The stigma sim-
ply became too great. And just as in South 
Africa, human rights could become an im-
portant vehicle to galvanize international 
support to choke off investment in Iran and 
perhaps provide some much-needed relief 
to the Iranian opposition by making it more 
painful for the regime to suppress them 
with violence. 

This expanded effort needs to be cou-
pled with a more tenable sanctions regime 
than the one now in effect. Sanctions 
cannot be the only means by which the 
United States and its allies pressure Iran to 
change its behavior, but as one necessary 
part of the strategy, they need to work bet-
ter—and for longer. 

We need to remember the lessons of our 
unsuccessful effort to do the same to Sad-
dam Hussein’s Iraq. In 1991, the United 
Nations imposed strict sanctions on the 
country, expecting that this would force 
Saddam to comply with its demands in a 
matter of months (145 days, to be precise). 

The United States needs to make Iran a true pariah state, 
and one squeezed enough from both outside and inside.
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The problem was that Saddam refused to 
back down, and the United States and its 
allies were then forced to attempt to hold to 
those draconian measures for a dozen years 
in a vain attempt at compellence. By 2003, 
the sanctions were in shambles. Saddam 
and his trading partners were flouting the 
few remaining prohibitions that the un had 
not yet repealed. This is because the sanc-
tions were unsustainable: the Iraqis found 
ways around the financial controls, and 
the trade restrictions allowed the regime to 
starve large segments of its population and 
then claim that it was the sanctions that 
were responsible for hundreds of thousands 
of deaths. Trade sanctions inevitably inflict 
hardship on average people—which the in-
ternational community will find impossible 
to stomach for long. Washington should 
beware this type of coercion.

The kinds of sanctions that tend to work 
best over time instead focus on cutting off 
foreign investment in the targeted country. 
No one dies from such a loss, so it is much 
easier to sustain. Here as well, South Af-
rica provides a useful analogy. The human-
rights-based campaign against apartheid 
focused on slowly choking off direct foreign 
investment in South Africa. The “divest-
ment” campaigns, coupled with state and 
business actions, squeezed South Africa’s 
gdp, but not in a way that caused severe, 
direct harm to the vast majority of South 
Africans. Instead, what the efforts did was 
paint an unmistakable picture for the South 
African leadership that if they did not 
change, their country would be reduced to 
a poor, isolated pariah state—North Korea 
with elephants—and that was simply intol-
erable. Given Iranian pretensions to world-
power status, a similar perspective might 
have equally palliative effects. 

If the systematic choking off of invest-
ment to Iran’s economy is coupled with 
clandestine efforts to destabilize the regime 
and its nuclear ambitions, we may just 

have a workable strategy. First, the obvi-
ous. Washington ought to be mounting a 
full-court press to try to sabotage the Ira-
nian nuclear program. Israel seems to have 
been hard at work on this for decades, and 
there is talk that the United States has as 
well. One can only hope that, in this case, 
the rumors are true. Successful sabotage 
operations, both physical and cyber, will 
slow down the program, giving all the other 
aspects of the pressure campaign a greater 
chance of having an impact. 

But more important is the ultimate goal 
of putting at risk the current leadership’s 
hold on power. For many Americans, “co-
vert action” is nothing but a four-letter 
word. It is certainly the case that covert-
action campaigns can backfire badly, as 
the United States has learned to its chagrin 
at a wide variety of times and in a wide 
variety of places—including in Iran more 
than once. But this history should serve as 
a warning, not a prohibition. Turning up 
the pressure on Iran’s hard-liners is going to 
be very difficult as it is; the United States 
should not unilaterally eschew an option 
that could be helpful just because it too will 
be hard to get right. The question is wheth-
er specific operations have a high-enough 
probability of success, a low-enough prob-
ability that failure would cause serious harm, 
and a reasonable expectation that even par-
tial success would be significantly useful. 

It seems highly unlikely that the cia 
could help usher in the sort of regime 
change in Iran that it did in 1953. But the 
United States can and should do more to 
help the opposition. It would be irrespon-
sible for Washington to bet its Iran policy 
on engineering a second revolution; still, 
support ought to be an element of a new 
American strategy—even if it is not the pri-
mary focus. Indeed, instead of wasting our 
time on far-fetched notions of toppling the 
regime altogether, the United States and its 
allies ought to be working overtime to try 
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to discover what they could do to help the 
Green movement, rather than discrediting 
it with the Iranian people and encouraging 
even-harsher crackdowns from the regime. 

America’s covert 
actions against Iran 
need not stop there. 
The Green move-
ment is the biggest 
and most liberal 
opposition move-
ment, but it is not 
the only one. There 
are Kurdish, Bal-
uch, Arab and other 
g roups  f i ght ing 
those in power, and 
Washington should 
consider supporting 
any and all of them. 
If nothing else, they 
can certainly help 
turn up the heat by 
attacking the gov-
ernment’s security 
forces and dimin-
ishing the regime’s fearful reputation and 
control over the countryside. Moreover, 
since Tehran is convinced that the United 
States is doing this already, there would 
appear to be little further downside to ful-
filling Iran’s paranoid suspicions, at least in 
terms of the leadership’s response.

But while we isolate, constrict and un-
dermine the regime, we must ever allow for 
the possibility of a peaceful reconciliation. 
Obama administration officials like to say 
that they will always “leave the door open” 
for Iran to indicate that it wants a better 
relationship. They say they are ready to sit 
down and negotiate an end to all the ani-
mosity. It’s a good line—and a good policy. 

The whole point of a policy of pressure is 
to convince Iran to give up its nuclear am-
bitions and its efforts to overturn the Mid-
dle Eastern status quo by supporting terror-

ists and other violent groups. That requires 
being willing to take “yes” for an answer 
from Tehran, and always giving the Ira-
nian regime the chance to cry, “Enough!” 

There’s nothing to 
be lost from regu-
lar ly  re i terat ing 
that the United 
States would prefer 
a cooperative reso-
lution of our dif-
ferences. In fact, 
there is a lot to be 
gained. The rest of 
the world will be 
far more willing to 
support the United 
States against Iran 
if Washington’s ef-
forts at pressure 
are taken with a 
measure of sorrow, 
rather than anger. 
Then, perhaps the 
rest of the world 
won’t fear that the 

United States is looking for any excuse to 
invade another Middle Eastern country 
whose government it doesn’t particularly 
like. To this end, it would also be helpful 
for the administration to more loudly and 
fully enumerate what it is prepared to do 
to benefit Iran if the leadership was will-
ing to halt its nuclear program, its support 
for terrorists and its efforts to destabilize 
Southwest Asia.

In the end, all this may fail. With its 
hard-liners firmly in charge, Tehran 

may choose further suffering, isolation and 
weakness rather than give up its nuclear 
program. If so, the United States will then 
face a choice between military operations 
and a containment strategy meant to limit 
or prevent a nuclear Iran from making mis-
chief beyond its borders until the regime 
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finally collapses from its own dysfunctions. 
Containment always gets a bad rap in 

American policy debates, but it is an ap-
proach that has served us well in the past. 
The United States successfully contained 
the Soviet Union as well as a host of lesser 
countries—Cuba, North Korea, Nicaragua, 
Libya, Iraq (less successfully) and Iran itself 
since the revolution. Part of the reason that 
Americans dislike containment is that it 
is always the last-ditch approach: when a 
country does not want to have good rela-
tions with us, but we aren’t willing to in-
vade and can’t find a way to overthrow the 
regime, we contain it until the government 
falls, changes its ways or some other oppor-
tunity comes along. 

Yet this doesn’t have to be a passive strat-
egy in which the United States does little 
more than play defense and wait. Contain-
ment can be very confrontational or very 
cooperative, very aggressive or very passive. 
Our policy toward the ussr ranged from 
rollback to flexible response to détente. Our 
containment of Iraq featured draconian 
sanctions backed up by a blockade, frequent 
air strikes, sabotage, and support to a wide 
range of attempted coups, insurgents and 
opposition groups. 

If a policy approach that combines an 
expanded mandate of isolation, pressure 
and support to opposition groups does fail 
to persuade Iran to halt its nuclear program, 

it will still create the foundation for an 
extremely robust, if not highly aggressive, 
containment strategy. That may prove criti-
cally important over the long term, as it will 
help us avoid our bad habit of refusing to 
consider containment until our other, pre-
ferred policies all fail catastrophically and 
we are forced to quickly cobble together a 
containment regime from whatever is left 
at hand. Let us still hope, however, that it 
proves extremely useful long before that. 

Ironically, because the current Iranian re-
gime is betting that it can outlast the sanc-
tions, one thing that might make Tehran re-
consider its current course when all else fails 
would be a concerted effort by the United 
States and the international community to 
build an aggressive new containment re-
gime that Iran cannot possibly outlast. Like 
North Korea, Iran would not be allowed 
to enjoy any benefit from its acquisition 
of a nuclear capability or even a nuclear 
arsenal. It would face a situation where it 
was left weaker, poorer, more isolated and 
more diminished by its pursuit of nuclear 
weapons. Perhaps that might be a sobering-
enough thought to convince the ruling elite 
to change course. It would be only fitting 
that the puzzling Iranian regime would ulti-
mately be persuaded to cease its pursuit of a 
nuclear capability by an international policy 
built around the premise that Iran could 
not be persuaded to do so. n


