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And you will hear of wars and rumors of wars;
See that you are not alarmed; for this must take
place, but the end is not yet
—Matthew 24:7 (RSV)
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Introduction

T

he inauguration of president barack obama,
witnessed under a cold, clear sky by the largest crowd
ever to converge on Washington, was an event of profound historical fulﬁllment. Yet the new president marked
the occasion with a speech that was sober, prosaic, and
grim. His peroration featured words that the most stolid
of American heroes, George Washington, ordered to be
read out in 1776 on the brink of defeat: “Let it be told
to the future world . . . that in the depth of winter, when
nothing but hope and virtue could survive . . . that the city
and the country, alarmed at one common danger, came
forth to meet [it].” Obama made his comparison to “this
winter of our hardship,” 232 years later, explicit.
The “gathering clouds” of which the president also
spoke included ﬁnancial and economic meltdown, endless
war in Afghanistan, and potentially catastrophic climate
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change. “You never want a serious crisis to go to waste,”
said Rahm Emanuel, the designated White House chief
of staff, a few weeks after Obama’s election. He went on
to explain: “things that we had postponed for too long,
that were long-term, are now immediate and must be
dealt with.”1 Emanuel was talking mainly about domestic troubles, regarding which Obama in his ﬁrst year and
a half as president has had some successes—notably on
health-care reform—and other disappointments. Foreign
policy, where the Obama agenda is equally ambitious,
may prove even more difﬁcult. In particular, the United
States remains mired in the Greater Middle East, with much
responsibility but less in the way of solutions to the region’s
stubborn conﬂicts.

Since World War II, Washington has confronted ﬁve
distinct crises, each drawing America progressively deeper
into the Middle East. Some have been handled skillfully,
while at least one was mishandled catastrophically, but in
no case were the underlying problems resolved. Each crisis has had lasting deleterious effects and has reshaped the
Middle East and America’s role in it, while compounding
the difﬁculty of the next crisis.2
In 1956, the bizarre plot by Britain, France, and Israel
to retake the Suez Canal, and perhaps topple Nasser in
the process, convinced U.S. president Dwight D. Eisenhower that he had to protect America’s reputation from
the blowback of Arab anticolonial anger. His decision had
the effect of aborting the plot and humiliating America’s
allies, without, however, achieving any notable success
in stemming Arab radicalism. In the extended crisis of
1967–1973—seven years that were bracketed by two
Arab-Israeli wars—the United States in effect took ownership of the conﬂict, sided more overtly and more or less
permanently with Israel, weathered a brief oil embargo
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that intensiﬁed an ongoing energy price shock, and confronted the Soviet Union with a nuclear alert. Emerging
from the crisis some months after the second of those
wars, Washington had established, not least through
Henry Kissinger’s bravura diplomacy, its strategic and diplomatic preeminence in the region, but it had also become
fatefully associated with Israel’s occupation of Palestinian territories. In 1979, an Islamic revolution convulsed
Iran and toppled a key American ally, sent tremors of fear
through Arab regimes, precipitated an almost decadelong
war with Iraq, and helped ruin an American presidency.
America’s unsteady adjustment to the new political force
of radical Islam unfolded over the next several years of
hostage taking, the assassination of Anwar Sadat, and the
suicide bombings that killed hundreds of American and
French military personnel in their barracks in Beirut as
well as destroying the U.S. embassy and killing 63 people
six months earlier. In 1990, Iraqi forces under Saddam
Hussein invaded Kuwait. The United States led successful diplomacy and a triumphant land war to eject them,
but then found itself in an exhausting 20-year strategic embrace of Iraq—ﬁrst containment, then invasion
and occupation—with bitter consequences that continue
today. On September 11, 2001, the United States suffered
the worst attack on its homeland since the War of 1812,
with nearly 3,000 horriﬁc deaths. This crowning act of
Sunni terrorist extremism pulled the United States into a
lengthy war in Afghanistan, an ill-conceived invasion of
Iraq, and an assault on its own constitutional principles
at home.
When Obama took the oath of ofﬁce on January 20,
2009, he inherited these accumulated traumas. And
the United States was now confronting a sixth Middle
East crisis, with perhaps the greatest potential to undo
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Obama’s ambitions abroad, wreck his domestic plans
at home, and destroy his presidency. Iran is developing
a nuclear weapons capability. There is every reason to
worry that, in the coming years or even months, a fearful
Israel will conclude that it is cornered, with no choice but
to launch a preventive war aimed at crippling Tehran’s
nuclear infrastructure and thereby removing—or at least
forestalling—what most Israelis consider a threat to the
Jewish state’s very existence.
The Israeli calculations are not crazy. Iran’s regime is
once again pufﬁng itself up as the avatar of Islamic radicalism, drawing on the Muslim world’s anger and hatred
of Israel. The state coup that attended the disputed elections of June 12, 2009, has had the effect of consolidating
power around a Supreme Leader who has described Israel
as a “cancerous tumor” that must be “removed from the
region,” and a president who has called Israel a “dried up
and rotten tree which will be annihilated with one storm.”3
This is the same leadership that funnels money and weapons to Hamas and Hezbollah terrorists for the purpose of
killing Israeli Jews. Israelis thus see weapons of nuclear
annihilation serving an annihilationist agenda, and in the
long shadow of the Shoah they have little patience for
those who parse the Iranian statements in terms of political rather than physical destruction. The chasm under inaction is death—such is not an unreasonable way for Jews
to read their own history. Conversely, when Israel acted
in the past, it was usually happy with the results. In 1981,
Israeli planes destroyed the Iraqi reactor at Osirak—to
loud international condemnation, and quiet international
relief. In 2007, the Israelis destroyed a nuclear facility in
Syria; this time even the Syrians kept quiet. To do what
needs to be done, and then ride out the reaction, can seem
a reasonable approach in a hostile world.
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But it can also breed hubris. For the Israeli panic, which
runs along the well-worn grooves of Israelis’ mentality of
siege, is straining the one thing that Israel’s governments
for a more than a generation have relied on: a special
relationship with the United States based on American
empathy for Israel as a like-minded democracy. Obama’s
America is not, of course, completely transformed, but it
is moving in a different direction. Chastened by its misadventure in Iraq, it is looking for another way beyond
shock and awe to cope with the problem of Muslim rage
on a global scale. With the liberal ascendancy in Washington, the new administration wants to recast relations. It
has shifted policy toward the Israel—Palestine impasse in
subtle but signiﬁcant ways, with a much clearer determination that Israel’s occupation of Palestinian territory and
expansion of settlements is a threat both to Israeli democracy’s long-term viability and to America’s broader interests in the region, including a gradual cutoff in the supply
of recruits to terrorism. And the Obama administration is
concerned, with good reason, that air strikes against Iran’s
nuclear facilities might not be a limited affair: in the worst
case, they could ignite a general war between Israel and
Iran that would suck in the United States; drive millions of
Arabs, Sunnis, as well as Shi’a, to side with Iran; reinvigorate the terrorist jihad; destroy the Israel-Palestine peace
process; and decisively end America’s attempt to restore
its moral footing and reestablish its leadership role in the
world. And the painful irony is that they would probably
not stop Iran from developing nuclear weapons anyway.
The program might be set back by a couple of years, but
Iran could redouble its efforts and very likely succeed in
circumstances far more fragile than we already face.
This discussion, of course, continued against the
backdrop of the moving and terrible scenes of protest
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and repression on the streets of Tehran and other cities
after Iran’s apparently fraudulent June 12 elections. This
drama has deepened the crisis in two ways. First, it compounds the paralysis of Iranian decision making and at
the same time turns American engagement with Tehran
into a more complicated moral enterprise. Second, the
elections drama reminds many thoughtful Israelis that
an Israeli attack would—in the words of one Tel Aviv
professor—open up “an historical account” between the
Jewish state and the Iranian people that might be difﬁcult
ever to close.4
This spiral of disaster could feed back into American
domestic politics as well. After his ﬁrst year in ofﬁce,
Obama was still reasonably popular but also potentially
vulnerable to familiar right-wing accusations of appeasement. Israel does not want a rupture with the United
States, but Obama can probably not afford a rupture
with Israel. The Israel-Iran war would not only bring us
into renewed conﬂict with Muslims, it would reignite the
domestic battle over the war on terror, which has been
further poisoned in the debate over torture. Although
it may seem improbable, foreign policy disaster could
make Obama a one-term president. His replacement by a
right-wing Republican would end this moment of liberal
optimism, just as it would overturn hopes for a rapprochement with the Muslim world.
In the eight months from November 2008, America,
Israel, and Iran each held elections. The most dramatic
expectations of change were invested in the United States.
For America’s position in the world this carries a certain
irony, since the Obama approach to foreign affairs is, in
many respects, a fundamentally conservative one. His
advisers took charge of U.S. foreign policy as self-declared
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“realists.” For Democratic foreign policy elites in general,
this explicit new branding followed naturally from the
general repudiation of the Bush administration’s neoconservative idealism. During the election campaign, Senator Obama had frequently cited the foreign policies of the
ﬁrst Bush administration as a model worthy of emulation, pointing speciﬁcally to the axis of realists among the
elder Bush’s advisers, including Brent Scowcroft, James
Baker, and Colin Powell.
The word realism can be no more than a slogan, of
course, and an implicit claim that one’s views are realistic
and one’s opponent’s are not. It refers to a speciﬁc school
and theory of international relations, but that theory
transfers only partially and imperfectly to the realm of
real politics and strategy. The word’s fuzziness is demonstrated by the fact that it can be used to support a greater
emphasis on hard military power or a greater emphasis
on diplomatic accommodation. Obama’s emphasis was
the latter, and the approach opened him up to two general allegations: ﬁrst, that his administration was ready to
sacriﬁce basic values, as when Secretary of State Hillary
Clinton traveled to China and subordinated the problem
of human rights to necessary strategic cooperation with
Beijing; and second, that his overtures to antagonists
such as Iran were naive because they were unlikely to be
reciprocated.
But Obama in his campaign rhetoric and the ﬁrst 16
months of his presidency demonstrated a somewhat different aspect of foreign policy realism that might best be
described as psychological realism, an intuitive understanding that the United States was unable to impose
its own moral and historical narrative on the rest of the
world. This may seem obvious enough, yet it has been
surprisingly difﬁcult for American leaders to address the
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rest of the world or their own citizens in a way that does
not convey an assumption of moral superiority or hubristic “exceptionalism.” On one of his ﬁrst trips abroad,
speaking in a press conference following the April 2008
NATO summit in Strasbourg, Obama was asked whether
he actually believed in the concept of American exceptionalism. The president replied:
I believe in American exceptionalism, just as I suspect that the
Brits believe in British exceptionalism and the Greeks believe
in Greek exceptionalism. I’m enormously proud of my country and its role and history in the world. If you think about the
site of this summit and what it means, I don’t think America
should be embarrassed to see evidence of the sacriﬁces of our
troops, the enormous amount of resources that were put into
Europe postwar, and our leadership in crafting an Alliance that
ultimately led to the uniﬁcation of Europe. We should take
great pride in that. And if you think of our current situation,
the United States remains the largest economy in the world.
We have unmatched military capability. And I think that we
have a core set of values that are enshrined in our Constitution, in our body of law, in our democratic practices, in our
belief in free speech and equality, that, though imperfect, are
exceptional. Now, the fact that I am very proud of my country
and I think that we’ve got a whole lot to offer the world does
not lessen my interest in recognizing the value and wonderful qualities of other countries, or recognizing that we’re not
always going to be right, or that other people may have good
ideas, or that in order for us to work collectively, all parties
have to compromise and that includes us.5

Such commonsensical remarks were enough to ignite
a scandal among neoconservative and other right-wing
commentators, who accused him of using almost every
foreign trip as occasion for an extended “apology tour.”6
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This was a ridiculous charge. Any fair reading of Barack
Obama’s writings and statements show him to be an
authentic American nationalist who is unabashedly proud
of the American narrative. He is simply not so deluded
as to imagine the United States can make understanding
and cooperation with the rest of the world dependent on
the whole world sharing that distinct American understanding of its own historical signiﬁcance.
The president’s psychological realism came through
most clearly in his June 4, 2009, speech, delivered in Cairo
and addressed to the Muslim communities of the world.
The speech was striking for the president’s obvious determination to speak to his audience like adults. It was time,
said Obama, to “say in public what we say in private” and
to “act on what everyone knows to be true.”7 The Obama
administration had started on that plan by demanding,
without loopholes or equivocation or codicils, that Israel
ﬁnally stop its expansion of settlements in the occupied
territories.
This demand set up a surprisingly early confrontation with Israel’s new coalition government under Benjamin Netanyahu, who had become prime minister for
the second time after his Likud party came in a close second to the governing Kadima bloc in the February 2009
elections, but was able to form a right-wing coalition
after Kadima failed to form a government. The Israelis
claimed that the U.S. administration was reneging on
an oral agreement that had been reached with the Bush
White House, under which U.S. opposition to settlement
construction would allow for the exception of “natural
growth” to existing settlements. Obama ofﬁcials said
they knew nothing of such an unwritten understanding
and, in any event, the recurring spectacle of new Israeli
buildings was understandably corrosive to Palestinian
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conﬁdence that the Israelis would ever contemplate giving the territories back in a negotiated settlement.
The Israelis seemed genuinely puzzled that the new
administration was taking the settlements issue so seriously. On May 18, during his ﬁrst visit to Washington
after becoming prime minister, Netanyahu pressed his
case that the far more urgent problem was dealing with
Iran’s nuclear program. Only after the existential threat
was removed could Israel contemplate serious further
concessions to the Palestinians for the purpose of a ﬁnal
peace agreement. At a joint press conference following
their White House meeting, Obama contradicted his
Israeli guest rather sharply: if there was a linkage between
the two issues, the president argued, it went in the other
direction; progress on the Israel—Palestine front was
needed in order to enlist Arab support for a strategy of
containing and pressuring Iran.
On the face of it, Obama, the supposed pragmatist, was
taking a rather bold gamble by staking so much of his
prestige on a settlement of both the Israel-Palestine conﬂict and the Iranian nuclear crisis. In particular, Obama
had laid down a huge marker to his Arab audience, that
he would be able to press Israel to stop building settlements in the occupied territories. It was not entirely clear
how he would accomplish this. Moreover, the last two
presidents waited until late in their terms before investing their dwindling political capital in pursuit of a peace
settlement. They calculated, presumably, that the status
quo, however uneasy, was preferable to a costly failure to
achieve what many observers thought was unachievable
anyway. Obama, in contrast, appeared to have calculated
that the status quo is on an incline to catastrophe.
Events, meanwhile, appeared to have wrong-footed the
administration’s diplomatic strategy for countering Iran’s

Introduction

nuclear ambitions. On March 20, 2009, the president had
delivered videotaped New Year’s greetings to the Iranian
people and, conspicuously, to the clerical regime, which
he addressed as the “Islamic Republic of Iran.” This was
seen as conﬁrmation that he was not going to contest the
legitimacy of a regime with which he hoped to negotiate a
settlement of the nuclear dispute. The problem with this
strategy, however, became obvious a few days after the
June 4 Cairo speech. It was precisely the regime’s legitimacy that millions of Iranians themselves questioned in
the weeks of stirring, and brutally repressed, street demonstrations after President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad’s
preposterous reelection margin was announced.
In the initial days of protests and repression, the U.S.
administration’s response was decidedly low key. This
posture was attacked by Republicans, including notably
John McCain, for positioning the United States on the
wrong side of history. The United States was certainly
more cautious in its statements than many of its European allies, including France and the United Kingdom.
But Obama clearly believed, as he stated repeatedly, that
although America’s ostentatious association with the
protestors might make Americans feel better, it could discredit and undermine the protestors themselves, who had
taken great care to adorn their rebellion with the symbols and rhetoric of Islamic piety and Iranian nationalism. As compelling as his logic might have been, however,
Obama’s difﬁdence was probably unsustainable, and as
the repression became more brutal, he spoke out against
it more forcefully. The administration still maintained
that it was ready for engagement with the Iranian regime.
Yet, aside from the moral costs of such engagement, there
was real doubt whether the turmoil in Iran left its leaders in any position, or mood, to reciprocate. Netanyahu
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had returned to Israel from his White House meeting in
May 2009 claiming that Obama had conceded an endof-year deadline for engaging Iran, beyond which the
United States would have to try something else. In reality, Obama had offered no hard deadline, but it was nonetheless true that many administration ofﬁcials defended
the policy of engagement as laying the groundwork, if
engagement were to be shown to have failed, for organizing a stronger international coalition to impose tougher
sanctions.
This volume is a book of explanation and a book of warning. Among its purposes is to explain in concise terms
the complex connections between Iran’s nuclear threats,
the Israel—Palestine tragedy, and the Obama administration’s strategies for rebuilding America’s position in the
Middle East. We, the authors, are broadly sympathetic
to those strategies, but we are also realistic about their
chances for success. We have tried to avoid the cant and
vitriol that characterizes so much discussion of Middle
East policy: from the neoconservatives for whom reality
devolves to a war against “Islamo-fascism,” to the antiZionists who see Israel at the root of all Middle East evil.
Our book comes out in the second year of the Obama
administration, under the shadow of two real wars and
one impending one. Iraq simmers at a lower level of conﬂict, which offers hope but no assurance that most U.S.
troops can be withdrawn, as promised, by December
2011 without precipitating renewed carnage. Afghanistan, meanwhile, remains unstable, and the administration’s December 2009 decision to commit more troops
there makes the whole problem look eerily—pitfalls of
historical analogy notwithstanding—like Obama’s Vietnam. It is easy to see, under these circumstances, why the
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administration is loath to contemplate a third front in the
Islamic world that could be opened by Israeli air strikes
against Iran. If that war comes, we hope our readers will
be better positioned to understand why. If the war can be
avoided, they should appreciate how much more work is
needed to establish a stable peace.
We offer no simple solutions, either to the Iranian
nuclear challenge or to the Israel—Palestine tragedy,
because there are none. But there are bad options and
disastrous ones, and the historical syndromes and security dilemmas of the major players are boxing us into the
territory of disaster. The rumors of war are growing more
insistent—and this war, we are convinced, will be different from past wars in the Middle East. It will be different because it is a thread in a tangle of crises, and when
the thread is tugged, the hopes that Obama has embodied
may unravel.
This short book proceeds from setting out the problems and dangers in their Iranian, Israeli, and Arab dimensions, to describing the complexities and failures, so far, of
diplomatic efforts to solve these problems, to explaining
Obama administration’s hopes for a game-changing shift
in U.S. policy toward the Middle East. It concludes with
a second-year assessment of the Obama policies, and recommendations for rescuing their failures and consolidating their successes. Chapter 1, “Iran’s Uranium,” lays out
the technical and political aspects of the nuclear threat,
with due attention to the deadly misperceptions engendered by the last 30 tortuous years of U.S.—Iranian relations. Chapter 2, “Israel’s Panic,” explains how the Israeli
reaction to this threat is clouding its strategic vision, complicating its ability to grapple with the corrosive consequences of a four-decades-long occupation of Palestinian
territory, threatening to strain relations with the United
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States, and moving it in the direction of a potentially
destabilizing military attack. Chapter 3, “The Arabs’ Cold
War,” describes the acute tension between Arab regimes’
fear of a nuclear Iran, and Arab publics’ anger at Israel’s
occupation and the perceived double standard by which
Israel is accorded a nuclear monopoly in the region. The
chapter also assesses the possible regional ramiﬁcations
of military action, a wider war engulﬁng Arab states and
the United States. Chapter 4, “Diplomacy’s Struggle,”
sketches the history of diplomatic efforts to rein in Iran’s
nuclear ambitions, involving the major European powers plus Russia and China. It also draws the broader connections to global strategic hopes and fears: hopes that
the world might actually start moving toward complete
nuclear disarmament; fears (currently more plausible)
that we are on the verge of a world of 15 or 20 nuclear
states, in which a nuclear war, somewhere and sometime,
would seem almost inevitable. Chapter 5, “Obama’s Gamble,” explains the new administration’s strategy toward
the Middle East, Israel, and Iran, and assesses the likelihood of success. And it lays out the stakes. Failure could
bring disaster not only in the Middle East and Israel in
particular, but a chain reaction that would create a failed
presidency and sabotage the great hopes for a commonsense, liberal restoration in American politics and foreign
policy.

Chapter 1

Iran’s Uranium
“Iran is really only an honorary member of the Axis of
Evil.”
—Walter Slocombe, conference remarks, January 2003, Brussels

T

he three decades of antagonism between the
United States and the Islamic Republic of Iran have
been mixed with a few moments of seeming missed
opportunity. One of the most recent followed 9/11. Iran’s
reformist president Mohammad Khatami expressed “deep
sympathy to the American nation” for their horriﬁc losses
in New York and Washington, while thousands of Iranians joined candlelight vigils of solidarity. The emotional
convergence was followed by real strategic cooperation.
Iran and the United States had a common enemy in the
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Taliban, and Tehran assisted U.S. operations in Afghanistan by opening its airspace to American planes, agreeing
to rescue downed U.S. pilots, and providing port facilities
for the ﬂow of aid to Afghan refugees. In December 2001,
at the Bonn Conference to form a post-Taliban government, Iran’s diplomats played an important role in persuading Northern Alliance leader Burhanuddin Rabbani
to step aside for Washington’s preferred candidate for
president, Hamid Karzai.1
About a month after the Bonn Conference, President
George W. Bush’s “Axis of Evil” speech—a charter document of Bush’s foreign policy doctrine—appeared to
close the window on this rapprochement. The president
warned against being fooled by the tactical quiet of hostile regimes after September 11, because “we know their
true nature.” He bracketed Iran between North Korea,
“arming with missiles and weapons of mass destruction, while starving its citizens,” and an Iraq “that has
already used poison gas to murder thousands of its own
citizens—leaving the bodies of mothers huddled over
their dead children.” Iran got one sentence. It “aggressively pursues these weapons [of mass destruction],”
said Bush, “and exports terror, while an unelected few
repress the Iranian people’s hope for freedom.” Bush
continued:
States like these, and their terrorist allies, constitute an axis
of evil, arming to threaten the peace of the world. By seeking weapons of mass destruction, these regimes pose a grave
and growing danger. They could provide these arms to terrorists, giving them the means to match their hatred. They could
attack our allies or attempt to blackmail the United States. In
any of these cases, the price of indifference would be catastrophic.2

Iran’s Uranium

The “Axis of Evil” address marked out a disastrous
course for American foreign policy—abandoning the
fundamental strategic principle that it is better to divide
one’s enemies than to combine them. Bush followed that
course ﬁrst into Iraq, where the only signiﬁcant link
between Saddam Hussein and Osama bin Laden was that
they were both bad. This fallacy of strategic conﬂation—a
characteristic Bush administration error—seemed equally
perverse in the case of Iran. Recent wars of Iran and the
United States had revealed overlapping interests against
common enemies: the Taliban with their al-Qaeda guests,
and Saddam Hussein himself.3 This was part of the meaning of the joke, supplying the epigraph above, from Walter Slocombe (a former high-level Pentagon ofﬁcial in the
Clinton administration who was about to be appointed
as a key occupation ofﬁcial in Iraq). Indeed, even after
President Bush’s speech there was some readiness in both
Washington and Tehran to cooperate in taking down
Saddam’s regime.4
In fairness to Bush, however, he knew something in
January 2002 that most did not. The U.S. intelligence
community was certainly aware by this time of information that was to be revealed publicly in August 2002 by
an exile Iranian terrorist group, and then conﬁrmed the
following year by the UN’s International Atomic Energy
Agency in Vienna. Iran was secretly building a nuclear
fuel enrichment facility at Natanz and a heavy water
production plant at Arak. Evidence that was later made
public indicated that the Iranians were also working on a
nuclear warhead design.5
The nuclearization of Iran—a vague term, to be sure,
but parsed below—constitutes a reckless and frightening escalation of the shadow conﬂicts and real wars in
the Middle East. Whatever else we will argue in this
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book, and however misguided some American and Israeli
choices may have been, Iran’s culpability for a fundamental threat “to international peace and security” (the
repeated judgment of the UN Security Council)6 cannot
be ignored and should not be obscured. Tehran has been
offered several ways out of this confrontation. It has been
unwilling—or perhaps unable—to follow the exit signs.

Intelligence Test
The ﬁasco of Iraq undoubtedly shadows the problem of
Iran. Intelligence failure does not begin to capture the
many blunders of strategy, diplomacy, military planning
and postconﬂict preparation, domestic politics, and common sense that contributed to America’s misadventure.7
Many or most of these fundamental errors would have
been mistakes even if widespread assumptions about
Iraq’s chemical and biological weapons stores, and nuclear
weapons program, had proven to be true.
That these assumptions were utterly false, however,
discredited not only the Iraq war but also tends to discredit
the methods of intelligence inference that are unavoidable regarding Iran. Unsound inferences can pose traps
regardless of any political or strategic agendas on the part
of policy makers. One such trap concerns the problem of
faulty mirror imaging: we misread an opponent’s behavior because we think we know what is going on inside his
head. Certainly President Bush was making a plausible
inference in his September 2002 speech to the United
Nations General Assembly when he said, “We know that
Saddam Hussein pursued weapons of mass murder even
when inspectors were in his country. Are we to assume
that he stopped when they left?”8
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The force of “history, the logic and the facts”—as Bush
put it in the same speech—was strengthened by Saddam’s
subsequent behavior while coalition forces massed on his
borders. Surely, one might infer, the best way out of the
trap that was being laid would be to prove that he was not
hiding the weapons that he did not, in fact, possess. Yet
it is precisely here that the misleading dynamics of mirror imaging can lead astray. Not only did we make questionable assumptions about the rationality and coherence
of Saddam’s worldview, but there were also unproven
assumptions about the rationality of our own behavior. Is
it irrefutably the case, for example, that the United States
would have called off the invasion if it were known that
the “weapons of mass destruction” constituting the casus
belli did not exist?
Since we are unable to answer that question with
much conﬁdence, we must be wary about concluding that
Saddam’s actions, while undoubtedly evil, were also—
in his own terms—illogical. As David Hannay, a former
U.K. ambassador to the UN, has observed, well before this
ﬁnal crisis, the Iraqi dictator had good reason to conclude
that the United States was bent on removing him from
power even if he fulﬁlled all UN demands.9 Moreover,
there were other obstacles to a clear view on the part of
Iraq’s leadership of its own action and consequences. During his interrogation in the ﬁve months between capture
and hanging, Saddam suggested that his fear of revealing weakness to Iran was reason enough to avoid disclosing the truth about Iraq’s weapons programs to the
world.10 Whether or not the captive dictator’s own last
words on the subject can be considered conclusive, they
do suggest another intelligence failure, on Saddam’s part,
of fateful consequence for the Iraqi leadership’s capacity
to distinguish between imminent and long-term threats.
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Dictatorships—dependent as they are on suppressing
debate, and often murderously so—may be particularly
bad at accessing a reliable picture of the reality around
them. (An earlier theory, based on interviews with Iraqi
weapons scientists in the ﬁrst months after regime change,
posited that Saddam himself might have been unaware—
because it was too dangerous to tell him—that the weapons programs had not been reconstituted.)11
What is disturbing now is that all of these elements
of pride and bluff, self-delusion and truth-obscuring tyranny can be seen to operate in Iran as well.12 It is not
possible to make sensible policy about Iran’s nuclear program without inferring something about its purpose. But
we do, at the same time, have to recognize the limits of
our intelligence. This recognition helps explain the caution of the U.S. intelligence community on the subject.
In late 2007, the National Intelligence Council released
the declassiﬁed version of key ﬁndings in their latest
“National Intelligence Estimate” (NIE) regarding Iran’s
nuclear program. The most surprising, and controversial,
ﬁnding stated the following:
We judge with high conﬁdence that in fall 2003, Tehran halted
its nuclear weapons program; we also assess with moderate-tohigh conﬁdence that Tehran at a minimum is keeping open the
option to develop nuclear weapons. We judge with high conﬁdence that the halt, and Tehran’s announcement of its decision
to suspend its declared uranium enrichment program and sign
an Additional Protocol to its Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty
Safeguards Agreement, was directed primarily in response to
increasing international scrutiny and pressure resulting from
exposure of Iran’s previously undeclared nuclear work.13

The NIE was much misunderstood and widely misrepresented. Its deﬁnition of “nuclear weapons program” was
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a narrow one, and the second clause about Iran “keeping
open the options” was of equal or greater importance. Contrary to much speculation, the ﬁndings were not released
as an intelligence community broadside against the Bush
administration in retaliation for alleged politicization of
the Iraq intelligence estimates—the decision to release
this one was, in fact, President Bush’s.14 Republican critics,
such as Henry Kissinger, complained that the intelligence
community with this estimate had “venture[d] into policy
conjecture,” thereby turning itself into “a kind of check
on, instead of a part of, the executive branch.”15 Yet the
main conclusion about Iran’s weaponization halt, that it
was “a response to increasing international scrutiny and
pressure,” clearly pertained to a legitimate and important
intelligence question—how could they be stopped?16
“Everyone thinks their goal is a nuclear weapon,” a
senior U.S. intelligence analyst told us, referring to his
colleagues in the intelligence community. “But Iran is
playing a long game.”17 Ambiguity, and Iran’s ability to
play a long game, is tied to the nature of nuclear technology. Tehran, in deﬁance of UN Security Council resolutions, has been working to master the nuclear fuel cycle
by learning to spin thousands of industrial centrifuges at
the supersonic speeds required to enrich uranium. This
enriched uranium is the ﬁssile material that constitutes
the most difﬁcult-to-obtain element of a nuclear weapon
(the other elements are a workable warhead design, on
which, according to the U.S. intelligence community,
Iran stopped work, at least for a while, and the delivery
vehicles, such as the missiles that Iran very deﬁnitely is
continuing to develop and test).18
Enriched uranium can also be used as fuel for nuclear
reactors, which is what the Iranians claim they are working
toward. They claim that the Islamic Republic’s successive
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supreme leaders—the ayatollahs Khomeini and Khamenei—have ruled that nuclear weapons violate the precepts
of Islam. Fareed Zakaria, of Newsweek International,
argues that claims based on these alleged rulings cannot be
dismissed as irrelevant because it would be politically difﬁcult within the regime to act in open deﬁance of them.19
(To be sure, taking them seriously also conjures up yet
another intelligence failure of black-comic dimensions: in
an interview seven months before the Iraq war, Iraqi Foreign Minister Tariq Aziz expressed amazement that Britain
would really join an invasion—given that the Archbishop
of Canterbury had come out against military action.)20
There is room, in any event, for argument about what
Iran is up to. Its leaders might be prepared to stop the
nuclear program someplace short of actually building and
deploying nuclear weapons. But there are three problems.
First, Iran has been caught cheating on its obligations under
the NPT; among the secrets that were uncovered was evidence of work on a nuclear weapon design.21 In February
2010 the normally cautious International Atomic Energy
Agency (IAEA) issued a report noting concerns about
Iranian development of a nuclear warhead.22 Second, the
supposedly peaceful purpose of the nuclear program is
belied by its economic illogic: the vast effort and expense
of industrial-scale enrichment would pay off only if Iran
was building multiple nuclear power stations, but there is
no sign of them. There are simpler and safer international
sources of supply for nuclear fuel. Finally, and most fundamentally, Iran can eat its nuclear cake and have it too.
By mastering the fuel cycle and enriching uranium on a
large scale, Iran turns itself into a “virtual” nuclear weapons state. It would be only a short step—and a matter of
months or even weeks—between this virtual status and
crossing the line to building weapons.
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Ambiguous intelligence contributed to a war in Iraq,
and something similar could happen in Iran. That said, it
is necessary to remember a critical difference: the most
important and most difﬁcult component of a nuclear
weapons capability—Iran’s uranium enrichment program—is the one element of Iran’s activities that is indisputable and undisputed. While uncertainty should be
taken seriously, it cannot be grounds for complacency,
because there is hardly any doubt that Iran’s deﬁant
march toward a nuclear capability is creating the objective conditions for a descent into war. Even if the Iranian
leadership has not made the ﬁnal decision to weaponize,
by building the capabilities for a condition of “nuclear
latency,” coming so close to a weapons capability while
engaging in rhetoric about the illegitimacy and impermanence of the “Zionist regime,” Iran is creating a mood of
panic in Israel that creates, in Sam Gardiner’s memorable
phrase, an “excess demand” for military action.23
Indeed, Israeli ofﬁcials and the Bush administration
both used to argue that developed enrichment technology constituted the “point of no return” beyond which
Iran would have to be considered a nuclear threat. They
stopped talking this way after the red line was crossed.
Iran already has enough low-enriched uranium for at
least one nuclear weapon, if further enriched.
The intelligence problem of whether Iran intends to build
actual nuclear weapons is tied up with the broader questions of why it might want them and what it would do
if it acquired them. In trying to answer these questions,
we should avoid the trap of assuming that states, any
more than individuals, are driven by simple or unitary
motivations. (It is fair to assume, moreover, that fractured regimes, like conﬂicted individuals, are especially
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prone to complex and multiple motives.) In the heated
debate about Iran’s nuclear drive, four purposes are most
commonly suggested: to destroy Israel and annihilate
Israelis; to protect the Iranian regime and nation against
foreign aggression and hegemony; to serve as intimidating instruments of Iranian aggression and hegemony;
and to bolster Iranians’ techno-nationalist pride. The ﬁrst
purpose seems highly implausible but cannot be removed
from the discussion, for reasons considered below. The
fourth does not require weaponization but does not preclude it either. As for the second and third, there is no
reason that defensive and offensive purposes cannot go
hand in hand.
This is an obvious point, but it derives special resonance from the traumatic and foundational war that
marked the Islamic Republic’s ﬁrst decade. On September 22, 1980, Saddam Hussein’s Iraqi forces invaded
Iran. Saddam hoped, in the turmoil following the fall of
the Shah, to exploit the demoralization of Iran’s regular army and perhaps even to ignite a popular revolt that
would topple the new regime. He was emboldened by
early successes: the fall of Khorramshahr and the sieges
of Abadan and Ahvaz. Within two months, however, Iran
had mounted counteroffensives of astonishing ferocity:
human-wave assaults conducted by Revolutionary Guard
and Basij units with the seemingly endless fodder of Iranian youths. Thousands were killed or maimed, but the
assaults were effective, opening ground for regular army
forces to move forward.
Iraq reacted by using chemical weapons for mass
killing, a macabre violation of the laws of war that was
greeted with general indifference from the world community. Iran’s leaders were properly horriﬁed as Iraq
unleashed chemical weapons not only against Iranian
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troops, but also against Iraqi Kurds in Halabja. Those of
us who monitored the Iran-Iraq War for the U.S. government will not easily forget Iraq’s chilling communiqué,
around the time of the Second Battle of al-Faw, which
stated that “for every insect there is the proper insecticide.”
But the United States, as a practical matter, condoned
the use of these weapons against Iranians. Its formal condemnations were tepid and ostentatiously even-handed.
An April 1984 National Security Decision Directive
approved by President Reagan emphasized, “Our condemnation of the use of CW munitions by the belligerents
should place equal stress on the urgent need to dissuade
Iran from continuing the ruthless and inhumane tactics
which have characterized recent offensives.”24 Presidential envoy Donald Rumsfeld traveled to Baghdad for a
second time in 1984 with written instructions that he
should reiterate to Iraq’s foreign minister Aziz earlier
assurances from Secretary of State George Schultz that a
U.S. statement condemning the use of chemical weapons
“was made strictly out of our strong opposition to the use
of lethal and incapacitating CW, wherever it occurs.” But
the United States’s “interests in 1) preventing an Iranian
victory and 2) continuing to improve bilateral relations
with Iraq, at a pace of Iraq’s choosing, remain undiminished.”25 Moreover, it is probably a good thing that Tehran did not have any insight into the interagency process
regarding the question of sanctions against Iraq for its use
of chemical weapons against its own civilians at Halabja.
The Reagan administration gave Iraq what could best be
described as a suspended sentence.
Iraq’s use of chemical weapons was strategically signiﬁcant.26 With the advent of the so-called war of the cities, in which Iraq launched missile attacks against Iranian
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population centers, the revolutionary leadership foresaw
the inevitable combination of ballistic missiles and chemical weapons and concluded that the bitter cup of defeat
had to be imbibed.27
Although the origins of Iran’s nuclear program lie in
Pahlavi rule, the impetus supplied by the Iran-Iraq War
is evident. Iranians certainly remember that the rest
of the world effectively shrugged when Iraq used a socalled weapon of mass destruction against them, and they
also remember America’s de facto alliance with Saddam.
U.S. companies sold Iraq precursors useable for chemical
weapons, while Washington helped Baghdad locate thirdcountry sources for purchase of weapons, such as cluster bombs, that the United States was unable to provide;
provided satellite intelligence on the positioning of Iran’s
forces; and reﬂagged and protected Kuwaiti oil tankers
after the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps started to
attack the Gulf Arab shipping that was helping to ﬁnance
Iraq’s war effort.28 This brought the United States Navy
into frequent skirmishes with Iranian small gunboats.
And on a hot, tense day in July 1988, having just sunk
two vessels that were shooting at American helicopters,
the USS Vincennes ﬁred two missiles at Iran Air Flight
655, which had just taken off from Bandar Abbas en
route to Dubai. All 290 passengers, including 66 children,
were killed. The destruction of the commercial airliner
was an accident; clearly the Vincennes’ captain believed
that his radar was showing an attacking military aircraft.
Just as clearly, many Iranians continue to believe that the
American destruction of a packed civilian airplane was
deliberate. Iran expert Ray Takeyh has argued that the
downing of Iran Air Flight 655 “appears to have been
the catalyst that convinced Khomeini that it was time to
end the war.” The imam and those around him perceived
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that America, siding with Iraq, had now “decided to ﬁnish
the job itself.”29 As events transpired more than a decade
later, of course, it was Iran’s enemies—the Taliban regime
in Kabul and Ba’athist regime in Baghdad—whom the
Americans destroyed. These were huge strategic gifts to
Iran, but with the unwelcome side effect that the Iranians
were now encircled by the armed forces of a superpower
that had included them on a list of the world’s intolerable
regimes. Against this background, Iran’s determination
to obtain nuclear weapons capability is not surprising.
Understanding this motivation does not mean condoning it. Iran was in many ways a victim—of Iraqi
atrocities and American hostility—but it was hardly an
innocent victim. The eight-year war that started with an
Iraqi invasion was in some signiﬁcant measure generated
by Khomeini’s internationalist revolutionary fervor. The
Arab monarchies and dictatorships to Tehran’s south and
west were undisguised targets of that fervor. Since at least
the Napoleonic convulsions of Europe, the link between
internal revolution and external war has been evident.30
However distasteful it was to back Saddam, the Reagan
administration was not wrong to view Iraq’s Ba’athist
regime as a critical barrier to the internationalization of
the Islamic revolution. Moreover, the human-wave tactics employed by Iran were “ruthless and inhumane,” as
the Reagan directive had argued, though the administration was wrong to equate them with the use of chemical
weapons.
So this history explains not just an understandable
Iranian motivation for acquiring nuclear weapons capability; it also reminds us of why the rest of the world
cannot contemplate the prospect with equanimity. A
common academic view holds that Iran has demonstrated
a prudent and conservative foreign policy whenever the
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basic interests or survival of the regime might be at stake.
There is evidence for this generalization—most strikingly,
perhaps, in the Ayatollah Khomeini’s difﬁcult decision to
end the Iran-Iraq war on terms that he found humiliating. But the regime’s conduct of foreign affairs has hardly
been an unalloyed model of prudence, as the prelude to
and conduct of the war with Iraq indicates. Khomeini’s
revolutionary fanaticism was genuine, and genuinely
frightening. It has set posthumous limits on efforts by
some of Iran’s leaders to satisfy the clear yearnings of
many Iranians to live in a more normal country.
The Reagan administration’s decision, in the face of
such fanaticism, to align with Iraq certainly exposed the
United States to charges of hypocrisy when, two decades
later, George W. Bush was waxing indignant about the
“bodies of mothers huddled over their dead children”
after Iraqi chemical weapons attacks. For Washington
such inconsistency, if not hypocrisy, may be inevitable
in balancing competing interests. But for understanding
Iran’s motives and psychology, we should at least appreciate that our own double standards—and inability to grasp
how these look to their victims—can contribute to yet
another intelligence failure.

Satan and Zion
In 1979 radical Islam intruded into Washington’s Cold
War world. The American worldview, however, was slow
to adapt to what Lawrence Freedman calls the “second
radical wave,” which succeeded and gradually supplanted
the Arab world’s militant secular nationalism—but
impelled this time by non-Arab Iran.31 The seemingly
tight ﬁt of the prior generation’s secular radicalism into
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the Cold War template was no doubt a key reason why it
was so hard for Washington to grasp the implications of
the radical wave launched by the Iranian revolution. The
complex mixture of factors that impeded Washington’s
ability to act effectively and constructively in the Middle
East after 1979 was to be compounded during the George
W. Bush administration by the disorienting shock of the
September 11 attacks and the ideological rigidity and
incompetence of key ofﬁcials. In consequence, the United
States eventually found itself at odds with everyone: Iran,
Iraqi factions, and al-Qaeda—true strategic failure.
Freedman in 2008 published a magisterial anatomy of
that failure, A Choice of Enemies, which takes the Iranian
revolution as its starting point. Other junctures, such as
the Suez Crisis of 1956, the year of revolutions in 1958,
the Six-Day War of 1967, or even the Yom Kippur War of
1973, might recommend themselves as alternatives. Yet it
wasn’t really until the 1980s that U.S. strategic and military involvement in the region began to deepen, and as
a consequence of two geographically proximate but crucially distinct events—the fall of the Shah and, 11 months
later, the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. President Jimmy
Carter’s response to these events, more fateful than it
may have appeared at the time, was to declare that “an
attempt by any outside force to gain control of the Persian Gulf region will be regarded as an assault on the vital
interests of the United States of America, and such an
assault will be repelled by any means necessary, including
military force.”32 This Carter Doctrine laid the conceptual basis for an American commitment that continues
today with wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. At the time, no
Washington policy maker could have conceived of, say, a
U.S. army of 150,000 troops situated in any Middle Eastern country, let alone Iraq. Gradually the idea acquired
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plausibility. The creation of the Rapid Deployment Joint
Task Force—now the Central Command recently headed
by General David Petraeus—provided the means to
implement the Carter Doctrine.
This was also the time when America’s emotional
involvement in the region began to deepen, in ways that
were not entirely healthy. In particular, the grudge match
with Iran was to frame American views of the Middle
East for the next 3 decades. America’s political and moral
commitment to Israel was longstanding, of course, but for
U.S. policy makers concerned about regional rivalry with
the Soviets, the circumstances of a Jewish state in a sea
of Arabs did not constitute an unalloyed strategic asset;
hence there was interest in nurturing at least an illusion
of detachment. Events following the Iranian revolution
shattered that illusion. Most traumatic, of course, was
the seizure and humiliating 444 days of captivity for 52
American hostages in the U.S. embassy in Tehran. Freedman argues that President Carter made a mistake by elevating the crisis “to the highest level from day one,” with
the result that “his ineffectuality became a more salient
factor than his human decency.”33 It is debatable, however,
that in the climate of wounded American nationalism it
would have been possible to downplay the crisis. What
is clear is that the president’s political demise, which had
multiple causes in any event, also carried with it a signiﬁcant impact on the American national psychology, an
insidious injection of resentment verging on rage toward
a region that Americans poorly understood, but in which
they were increasingly entangled.
The entanglement exposed America to, among other
problems, the ﬁres of terrorism, initially fueled and
directed by an Iranian revolutionary regime that would
consistently use terror as its paramount instrument of
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conﬂict with Israel and the West (though it is worth
remembering that at the same time the United States was
backing Iraq in its war against Iran).34 The ﬁrst suicide
bombing to grab Americans’ attention—at least since the
Japanese kamikazes of the Second World War—came in
the form of an explosives-laden truck that burst into the
Marines Corps compound in Beirut at 6:22 in the morning of October 23, 1983. The explosion killed the driver,
1 Lebanese civilian, and 241 marines and other U.S. personnel. Two minutes later, a second truck bomb killed
58 French paratroopers in their own compound across
the city. Both contingents—which had been deployed
to Lebanon to keep peace after Israel’s invasion and the
PLO’s evacuation, but increasingly were seen as backing
Maronite Christians in their civil war against Lebanon’s
Shi’a—were withdrawn within four months. French President François Mitterrand ordered a retaliatory air strike
against Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps positions in
the Bekaa Valley. The Reagan administration, together
with Paris, considered attacks against Lebanese barracks
housing Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guards and a camp
where the truck bombings were believed to have been
planned. After some desultory naval bombardment and
air attacks, however, Reagan decided against any signiﬁcant retaliation; together with the Marines’ withdrawal,
this decision has been branded, by those who tend toward
a censorious attitude about American resolve, as the original sin in U.S. appeasement of Islamic terrorism.35 More
directly damaging to Reagan’s reputation, however, was
the actual payment three years later of ransom for Lebanese-held hostages, in the form of arms sales to an Iranian
regime that was desperate for weapons to use against Iraq.
The Americans’ own desperation to free the hostages was
all-too-understandable, given that one of them—former
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Beirut CIA station chief William Buckley—was being
tortured to death. But Buckley died, the few hostages
successfully ransomed were soon replaced by others, and
when the affair blew up Tehran was able to gloat about
how it had suckered Washington.36 (The extra zeal of the
gloating was pretty obviously a defense against intraregime recriminations about dealings with Americans.) The
Iran-contra affair had its bizarre dimension—Col. Oliver North’s side operation of diverting proﬁts from the
arms sales to anti-Sandinista rebels in Nicaragua—and
its ever-to-be-remembered surreal detail—the chocolate cake that North and Robert “Bud” McFarlane, Reagan’s national security adviser, carried, along with a bible
signed by Reagan, to be presented as gifts upon deplaning
in Tehran. The comic ineptitude of the whole thing made
the strategic thinking behind it seem like a ﬂimsy pretext,
which perhaps it was. Still, whatever the main motives,
and however ill-conceived the actual operation, the idea
of probing for engagement with more moderate Iranian
factions, and perhaps even mediating a settlement of the
war with Iraq, was not crazy. After the scandal broke,
however—with ensuing congressional hearings, criminal
convictions, and McFarlane’s attempted suicide—the idea
was largely discredited.
The most consequential phase of deepening America’s
strategic commitment to the Middle East was set in motion,
after the end of the Iran-Iraq war, by Saddam Hussein’s
peculiar notion that the world in general and America in
particular would simply swallow his invasion of Kuwait.
Disabusing him of this notion involved a process in which
everything seemed to go right for American power. With
astonishing diplomatic skill, the George H. W. Bush
administration assembled a truly global coalition against
the invaders. It spanned a spectrum, in the Middle East,
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from Syria to (albeit tacitly) Israel. It included, globally, a
Soviet leadership that was remarkably forgiving about its
recent humiliation by U.S.-backed mujahideen in nearby
Afghanistan. The step-change in U.S. military technology and force-projection capabilities, and the seeming
ease with which these were employed to eject Iraq from
Kuwait, awed even the Americans themselves (it helped
that Saddam committed his blunder before the bulk of
U.S. forces had been withdrawn from convenient staging bases in Germany). We know now that some dangerous processes of recoil were being set up. Russia became
focused on a narrative of Western betrayal of the Cold
War settlement. In Iraq, although the UN’s postwar sanctions regime was successful in its own terms—together
with inspections and occasional air strikes, it prevented
reconstitution of WMD—it was devastating to the Iraqi
people. In Saudi Arabia, the deployment of U.S. forces
bred fundamentalist anger. In Afghanistan, empowerment of fundamentalist factions contributed to civil war
following Soviet withdrawal and American disengagement. At the time, however, it was easy to imagine that
American military power had provided overwhelmingly
positive impulse for happier developments in the Middle
East and beyond. The Bush administration was able to
convene a Madrid conference at which a large number
of Arab states for the ﬁrst time sat at a table with Israel.
Secret meetings between Israelis and Palestinians had
started in Oslo without American involvement; arguably,
however, America’s defeat of Saddam, whom Yasir Arafat and other Palestinians had loudly cheered, introduced
more healthy realism to Palestinian calculations.
With both the Bush and Clinton administrations’
overriding focus now on promoting peace between Arabs
and Israelis, there was limited American interest in any
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theoretical possibilities of detente with Iran. Saddam
was “in the box” (the then-current Washington expression), while Syria was ready for talks with Israel. So Iran
stood out, and stands out today, as the lodestar of bloodyminded rejection. President Ali Rafsanjani was ready in
the late 1980s and early 1990s to talk about Iran’s desire
to reintegrate with the global economy, to help organize
the release of the last American hostages in Lebanon, and
to declare that detente with Washington “would not be
in contradiction with Iran’s objectives.”37 But Rafsanjani
also joined in blood-curdling rhetoric against Israel’s existence, while Iran ofﬁcially lauded and covertly aided the
suicide bombing of Israeli civilians. After Oslo, Iran added
to its rhetorical targets the Palestinian leaders, who were
excoriated as dupes and traitors. And Tehran’s gloating
over Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin’s assassination
at the hands of a right-wing Israeli could not have been
better calculated to get under the skin of an openly emotional President Bill Clinton.
These were the circumstances in which the Clinton
administration embraced two conceptually shaky ideas:
a category of “rogue states” in which Iran was included
(questionable because it implied just a few aberrant holdouts from a general movement of progressive globalization), and the declared strategy of “dual containment”
against Iraq and Iran (shaky because it was simply a
tall order to abandon the previous strategy of balancing
one against the other). Containment of Iran had an economic dimension in America’s cutoff of commercial ties
between the two countries, which had grown to a surprising degree after President Reagan lifted the trading
ban in 1982.38 An enthusiastic U.S. Congress—in Republican hands from January 1995—included in its IranLibya Sanctions Act penalties against foreign companies
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investing in Iran’s energy sector that also had business
in the United States. Had President Clinton not invoked
the usual get-out clause that such extraterritorial sanctions legislation almost always contains (in declining to
enforce those provisions, he was able to cite overriding
“national interest”), the sanctions might have posed a
signiﬁcant threat to Iran’s economy, not to mention the
effect on transatlantic comity. In the event, Iran was able
to compensate with trade and signiﬁcant investment from
Europe. Tehran was nonetheless rattled by Washington’s
efforts at economic containment, and not inclined to see
the American military presence—in Saudi Arabia, in the
Persian Gulf, in Turkey and in the air over Iraq—as dictating Iranian caution. On the contrary, the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps engaged in some truly shocking
risk taking, using their favorite tool of terrorism to warn
America to back off. After casing targets in multiple places,
they used a truck bomb in 1996 to attack Khobar Towers,
a complex near the Saudi coast that housed U.S. military
personnel. This massive explosion killed 19 people. The
attack was convincingly tied to Iranian operatives.
In the aftermath of Khobar, Iran and the United States
came close to war. Clinton ofﬁcials were somewhat taken
aback when Chairman of the Joint Chiefs General John
Shalikashvili briefed them on CENTCOM contingency
plans for a land invasion by Army and Marine divisions
and a bombing campaign against port facilities and air
force and missile installations. The White House aides
asked for more limited options that would nonetheless
destroy high-value targets. The idea, recalled Richard
Clarke, Clinton’s counterterrorism czar (with whom one
of this book’s coauthors worked at the time) was to borrow from “the old nuclear strategy concept of escalation dominance . . . where you hit the guy the ﬁrst time
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so hard, where he loses something he really values, and
then you tell him if he responds, he will lose everything
else he values.” Instead of a direct military option, however, the United States conducted an operation involving
numerous CIA assets and “a more or less simultaneous
series of intelligence actions around the world.” According to Clarke, “Following the intelligence operation, and
perhaps because of it and the serious U.S. threats, among
other reasons, Iran ceased terrorism against the U.S. War
with Iran was averted.”39
It is likely, however, that “other reasons” Clarke alludes
to were most important. The intelligence operation
directed against Iran would probably not have affected
the Revolutionary Guard ofﬁcers who stage-managed
the Khobar attack. War was averted because Saudi Arabia, which had also been targeted, would not stand for
it, and because decisive evidence failed to emerge before
internal changes in Iran took retaliation off the table. The
concurrent rise of the Islamic Republic’s ﬁrst meaningful reform movement, which was able, in the election of
1997, to elevate the liberal cleric Mohammad Khatami to
Iran’s presidency, helped to calm the covert conﬂict with
America. Khatami’s election opened the most signiﬁcant
window of opportunity for improving U.S.-Iranian relations since 1979, and the Clinton administration, despite
congressional restraints and its own vulnerabilities on the
hawkish right, did make some effort to squeeze through it.
Secretary of State Madeleine Albright offered a guarded
apology for America’s neocolonial transgressions including, most signiﬁcantly, the CIA-orchestrated coup that
had toppled Prime Minister Mohammad Mossadeq in
1953. Khatami, for his part, issued his plea for a “dialogue of civilizations.” These concededly limited attempts
to establish a modus vivendi facilitated the rather close
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cooperation in Afghanistan in the wake of September 11.
But they were derailed by, among other things, Washington’s conviction that Iran was sheltering al-Qaeda
fugitives who were still supervising or, at a minimum,
cheerleading, attacks against American allies.40 Catching
Tehran covertly shipping a huge quantity of weapons and
explosives to Yasir Arafat during the intifada reinforced
U.S. perceptions that Iran remained wedded to a radical
agenda. Rapprochement at that point was probably not in
the cards, but Bush’s designation of Iran as a member of
the ‘axis of evil’ no doubt precluded the possibility. And
then there were the revelations about nuclear enrichment.41
There was, however, a ﬁnal, tantalizing bid from the
Khatami government for talks to normalize U.S.-Iranian
relations. It came in the form of a May 2003 memo that
was passed on to Washington by the Swiss Ambassador in
Tehran, Tim Guldimann, who represented U.S. interests
in Iran. It proposed talks aimed at a kind of grand bargain,
whereby Iran might restrain its nuclear ambitions, end
its support for terrorism, coordinate policies in Iraq, and
endorse a two-state solution to the Israel-Palestine conﬂict
in exchange for American undertakings to lift sanctions
and recognize Iran’s regional security interests. There is
no doubt about the authenticity of the document, or that
it was authorized by Khatami possibly with the approval
of Supreme Leader Khamenei. More debatable is whether
the Khatami government was in any position to carry
through on the proposal. There was no excuse, however,
for the Bush administration’s failure to pursue it. U.S.
Secretary of State Colin Powell and his deputy, Richard
Armitage, urged President Bush to reply favorably; Vice
President Dick Cheney and Secretary of Defense Donald
Rumsfeld argued for ignoring the demarche, and won the
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argument. The administration was in a triumphal mood.
This was just days after President Bush had alighted,
in full ﬂight suit, from an S-3B Viking Jet that had just
landed on the aircraft carrier USS Abraham Lincoln,
to step in front of a banner emblazoned with the words
“Mission Accomplished.” It was probably true, of course,
that any Iranian readiness for talks was inspired by the
presence of victorious American troops on Iran’s borders.
Yet this should have been precisely the time to leverage
America’s good fortune, rather than assume that it would
last forever.42
The clerical regime’s bilious rhetoric and murderous
policy toward Israel have been a near constant, yet successive Israeli governments, both of Likud and Labour,
took a more nuanced attitude toward Iran. In the early
years after the revolution, Jerusalem was trying to persuade Reagan ofﬁcials that they should not overreact to
Iran’s bellicosity, and there was considerable unease about
Washington’s support for Iraq. Maintaining contacts
with Tehran at various levels, Israel played a key role in
drawing the administration into Iran-contra. Indeed, it is
striking how slow Israel was to recognize the sea change
brought about by the overthrow of the shah. The persistence of periphery theory, the idea that Israel could counterbalance its Arab neighbors by forging security ties to
regimes and other actors surrounding them (Iran, but also
Turkey, Ethiopia, Maronite Lebanon, and animist Sudan),
blinded Israelis to the loss of Iran as a de facto ally. The
fact that Israel could sustain an arms-transfer relationship with Iran, dubbed Operation Seashell, for several
years after the revolution suggested that the dynamic of
denial was reinforced by the lure of proﬁts. (Interestingly,
one of the machine guns sold by Israel to Iran was used
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decades later by Hezbollah in the attack that triggered the
Summer War of 2006.)43
This somewhat murky history has been cited to argue
that Israel’s current alarm about Iran and its nuclear program should not “be taken at face value.”44 But, to repeat
a point made earlier, nations and states rarely act on the
basis of simple or unitary motivations. A nation’s alarm
can be very real and at the same time politically manipulated: this, we would argue, is a good summation of the
psychology that led America into Iraq. Israeli ofﬁcials can
modulate their rhetoric regarding the existential threat
posed by Iran, and there are some indications that the
Netanyahu government at certain points has done so
because it does not want to encourage Israeli emigration.45 Nonetheless, numerous interviews in Israel leave
little room for doubt that the fear of Iran’s nuclear potential is genuine. Moreover, circumstances have changed
greatly since the 1980s: Iran is moving closer to a nuclear
capability; after 9/11 in the United States and waves of
suicide bombings in Israel, the ideology of fear regarding
a radical Islamist threat has been increasingly internalized in both American and Israeli discourse; and Khatami’s reformist and relatively cosmopolitan presidency
has been succeeded by the crude posturing and incendiary rhetoric of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad.
A sometimes-noted paradox of Iran is that this fountainhead of anti-Zionist invective contains the Middle
East’s largest remaining Jewish community outside of
Israel. Though taking care not to challenge regime orthodoxy regarding Israel, the community of some 25,000
Jews abides, by most accounts, relatively unmolested, able
to worship with the maximum freedom that one could
expect in an Islamic theocracy.46 It would be a mistake,
however, to draw any ﬁrm policy conclusions from this
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situation. One might be tempted to discount the leadership’s rhetoric as opportunistic and, therefore, something
that can be discarded with ease. But this would be too
complacent. Leading scholars of Iran are consistent in
their ﬁndings that profound hatred of Israel and visceral
anti-Semitism have been central to the theology, revolutionary theory, and strategic worldview of Iran’s top clerical leadership. This was true of the ﬁrst supreme leader,
Khomeini, and remains true of the second, Khamenei.
There is evidence of it, disconcertingly, in the pronouncements of the former president Rafsanjani, who more
recently took personal risks as a supporter—albeit an
ambiguous one—of the Green Movement. And it is certainly the case for the current president, Ahmadinejad,
who replaced the conciliatory language of his predecessor,
Khatami, with crude Holocaust denial and a new iteration
of the Khomeini line that Israel should and will be wiped
off the map.47
Iranians who are not necessarily Ahmadinejad enthusiasts claim that he was misinterpreted. A more accurate
translation of his remarks, they say, is that Israel will
“disappear from the pages of history.” This can happen,
as it did to the Soviet Union, without an act of war.48 And
it is true that Ahmadinejad offered similar clariﬁcations.49
The problem, however, is that in its 30-year history, the
Islamic Republic of Iran was rarely content to be a passive witness to historical process. When the war with Iraq
ended in stalemate, Khomeini determined to revive revolutionary élan with the brutal execution of thousands of
political dissidents, many of whom had served their prison
sentences and been released. At about the same time he
issued his astonishing fatwa sanctioning the assassination
of British writer Salman Rushdie—for the crime of writing a book of insufﬁcient piety. Assassination of Iranian
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exiles was already by this time an established instrument
of state policy. The IRGC Kuds Force deployed terrorism
against victims who were simply Jewish, as opposed to
“Zionist.”50 Iran continues, on a routine basis, to execute
homosexuals, a cruelty in the spirit, if not the scale, of
genocide.51
Against this background, it would be negligent to dismiss Israeli worries about a nuclear-armed Iran. Israelis
know that Iran’s rejectionist stance against Israel is not
just a matter of words: its support for Hamas and Hezbollah has helped to kill hundreds of Israelis. Although
it might seem an act of suicidal recklessness to provide
the terrorists with nuclear weapons, no one can exclude
the scenario of rogue elements among Iran’s fractured
decision-making apparatus behaving in a reckless manner. (There is ominous precedent for this in a neighboring
country that is actually a semi-ally of the United States:
the scientist AQ Khan, ‘father’ of Pakistan’s uranium
enrichment program, set up a veritable international
supermarket that supplied nuclear weapons technology
to rogue regimes in North Korea, Libya, and Iran itself.)
Israel fears that even a virtual nuclear weapons status
could embolden Iran to be more reckless and belligerent.
Taking Israel’s alarm seriously does not mean, however,
that we can allow ourselves to abandon all strategic perspective. Such abandonment was, to a very large extent,
the American story in the ﬁrst decade of the twenty-ﬁrst
century. The concept of an all-fronts war against Islamist
extremism—and its conﬂation with the separate problem of Ba’athist despotism—was part of the intellectual
trap that carried us into Iraq. That adventure did not go
well, yet in the depths of Iraq’s ensuing civil war the
Bush administration and American right in general were
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applying the same illogic to Iran. Israel’s Lebanon war in
summer 2006 against Hezbollah provided an occasion for
especially grandiose pronouncements in the United States.
President Bush was already reformulating the “war on
terrorism” as a war against “Islamo-fascism.” Secretary
of State Condoleezza Rice, looking on the bright side,
identiﬁed the “birth pangs of a new Middle East.” Former
house speaker Newt Gingrich called the Lebanon war one
campaign in a “third world war.”
Invocations of fascism and world war are an easy
breath away from charges of “appeasement”—always
resonant where the Jewish state is involved—against
those who allegedly fail to appreciate the magnitude of
the stakes. President Bush used the occasion of Israel’s
60th anniversary to level the charge against presidential
candidate Barack Obama. In May 2008, in a speech before
the Knesset, Bush attacked those who “seem to believe
that we should negotiate with the terrorists and radicals,
as if some ingenious argument will persuade them they
have been wrong all along.” Bush continued, “We have
heard this foolish delusion before. As Nazi tanks crossed
into Poland in 1939, an American senator declared: ‘Lord,
if I could only have talked to Hitler, all this might have
been avoided.’ We have an obligation to call this what it
is—the false comfort of appeasement, which has been
repeatedly discredited by history.”52
The speciﬁc target of Bush’s broadside was Obama’s
campaign promise to engage the leadership of Iran and
other hostile states, if the opportunity presented itself.
By this time actual Bush administration policy toward
Iran was more nuanced than such rhetoric implied—it
was supporting, albeit grudgingly, European efforts to
negotiate with Tehran on the nuclear issue. But the Bush
speech was nonetheless a ridiculous and therefore use-
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ful reminder of the limits of Churchillian resolve as the
single answer to the Middle East’s complex problems.
There is no doubt that Iran’s thuggish regime poses a
serious obstacle to Middle East peacemaking and, if it
develops nuclear weapons, a potentially existential threat
to Israel. The tools to contain that threat must include
the deterrent power of U.S. military force. But dismissing diplomacy with Iran or Syria as “appeasement” was
not serious. And the idea that Israel’s battles in Lebanon
were to be encouraged as part of a proxy war between
Washington and Tehran showed ignorance—or indifference—to the narrative impact of the televised bombing
of Muslim civilians. Israel is a close ally of the United
States, and the commitment to its security is a pillar of
U.S. foreign policy. This does not mean, however, that
Israel’s security strategy and American interests always
coincide. Israel has to ﬁght its own battles, but the way
it ﬁghts them can worsen America’s own problems with
the Arab and Islamic world. Neoconservatives saw Israel’s Lebanon war as the moral and strategic equivalent of
the antifascist struggle in the Spanish civil war, but many
Arabs surely looked at the bombing of Dahiya as their
own Guernica.
A restoration of American strategic perspective would
entail better understanding of where U.S. interests and
Israeli interests might diverge, and making every reasonable effort to bridge them. In the ﬁrst days of the Lebanon
war, that would have required—rather than egging the
Israelis on—mobilizing support for the formation of an
international force, deployment of the Lebanese army to
the border, and presenting a workable plan to strip Hezbollah of its heavy weapons. Some of this was eventually
accomplished. Israel’s degradation of Hezbollah capabilities did help in this regard; the destruction of Lebanese
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lives and infrastructure hurt. Most damaging was Bush’s
insistence on portraying the ﬁght in terms that tended to
push millions of Muslims to choose the other side.
The world does have a problem with Islamist revivalism. Much of this revival is driven by local conditions,
shaped by a simple but compelling set of beliefs spread
by global communications, and has taken the form of a
global social movement. There is no question that violent
jihadism is fueled by this sort of hard Islam and that its
Shi’a variant is backed by Tehran to revive its own revolution, boost Iranian inﬂuence, and challenge U.S. dominance. But the Islamist resurgence is not monolithic, and
it is not something that we can be “at war” with in the
sense that we can defeat it with military force.

Chapter 2

Israel’s Panic

V

isitors to israeli air force headquarters in tel
Aviv report frequent sightings of a striking
poster. Emblazoned with the words “IAF Eagles over
Auschwitz,” it depicts three Israeli F-15 aircraft above
the iconic gate of Birkenau, the huge death camp adjacent
to Auschwitz. The poster celebrates the 2003 ﬂyover of
a Polish-Israeli commemoration of Holocaust victims 60
years earlier. The appearance of the aircraft, which left
observers divided on the question of whether a show of
military prowess was appropriate to the contemplative
nature of the memorial service, had been more or less
impromptu: the three planes were in Poland for an unrelated air show. The inspiration for joining the air force
presence to the concentration camp ceremony belonged
to then-brigadier general and future air force chief of
staff Amir Eshel, who piloted one of the F-15s. He and his
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two wingmen each carried with them in their cockpits
the names of all the Jews known to have perished at the
Auschwitz-Birkenau complex on that day in 1943. As they
barreled low through overcast skies, Eshel, whose grandmother was killed by Nazis, intoned a solemn pledge: “We
pilots of the Israeli air force ﬂying in the skies above the
camp of horrors, arose from the ashes of the millions of
victims and shoulder their silent cries, salute their courage, and promise to be the shield of the Jewish people and
the nation Israel.”1
The oath to be a shield to the Jewish people against
another genocidal assault should be taken seriously,
because planning appears to be underway to attack Iran’s
nuclear infrastructure should diplomacy fail to slow Tehran’s quest for a weapons capability.

Will Israel Do It?
Successive Israeli governments have held that a nuclear
weapons capability in the region, other than Israel’s own,
would pose an intolerable threat to Israel’s survival as a
state and society. In the early years of this decade, the
Israeli government could decide, much as it did in 1981
with respect to Iraq and 2007 against Syria, to attack
Iran’s nuclear installations.
If Israel were to attack, it would likely concentrate on
three locations: Isfahan, where Iran produces uranium
hexaﬂuoride gas; Natanz, where the gas is enriched in
approximately half of the 8,000 centrifuges located there;
and Arak, where a heavy water research reactor, scheduled to come on line in 2012, would be ideal to produce
weapons-grade plutonium. Israel might attack other
sites that it suspects to be part of a nuclear weapons pro-
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gram if targeting data were available, such as the recently
disclosed Qom site, whose location is known, or centrifuge
fabrication sites, the locations of which have not yet been
publicly identiﬁed. The latter would be compelling targets because their destruction would hobble Iran’s ability
to reconstitute its program. But attacks against the sites
at Natanz, Isfahan, and Arak alone would stretch Israel’s
capabilities, and planners might be reluctant to enlarge
the raid further.2
Israel is capable of carrying out these attacks on its
own. Its F-16 and F-15 aircraft, equipped with conformal
fuel tanks and refueled with 707-based and KC-130 tankers toward the beginning and end of the attack planes’
ﬂight proﬁles, have the range to reach the target set,
deliver their payloads in the face of Iranian air defenses,
and return to their bases. The disclosure of Israeli acquisition of Boeing 777-sized unmanned aerial vehicles might
offer Israel expanded attack options. The munitions necessary to penetrate the targets are currently in Israel’s
inventory in sufﬁcient numbers; they include Bomb Live
Unit (BLU)-109 and BLU-113 bombs that carry 2,000
and 5,000 pounds, respectively, of high-energy explosives. These GPS-guided weapons are extremely accurate
and can be lofted from attacking aircraft 15 kilometers
from their target, thereby reducing the attackers’ need
to ﬂy through air defenses. Israel also has a laser-guided
version of these bombs that is more accurate than the
GPS variant and could covertly deploy a special-operations laser designation unit to illuminate aim points (the
Israelis reportedly did this for the attack on the al-Kibar
facility in Syria).
These munitions could be expected to damage the targets severely. Natanz is the only one of the three likely
targets that is largely underground, sheltered by up to
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23 meters of soil and concrete. BLU-type bombs used in
a “burrowing” mode, however, could penetrate deeply
enough to fragment the inner surface of the ceiling
structures above the highly fragile centrifuge arrays and
even precipitate the collapse of the entire structure. Burrowing requires that attacking aircraft deliver their second and third bombs into the cavity created by the ﬁrst.
GPS-guided munitions are accurate enough to do this in
just under one out of every two attempts. So the use of
three bombs per aim point would confer better than a 70
percent probability of success. (Laser-guided munitions
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are more capable of a successful burrow on the ﬁrst try.)
The uranium conversion facility in Isfahan and reactor
at Arak are not buried and could be heavily damaged, or
completely destroyed. This would be possible even if Iran
managed to down a third of the Israeli strike package,
a feat that would far exceed historical ratios of bomber
losses by any country in any previous war.
Such relatively favorable ballistic assessments do not
mean that the mission as a whole would be easy. On the
contrary, a coordinated air attack would be complicated
and highly risky. The three plausible routes to Iran involve
overﬂight of third countries: the northern approach would
likely follow the Syrian-Turkish border and risk violation of Turkey’s airspace; the central ﬂight path would
cross Jordan and Iraq; a southern route would transit the
lower end of Jordan, Saudi Arabia, and possibly Kuwait.
All but two of these countries are, to a greater or lesser
degree, hostile to Israel. The exceptions, Jordan and Turkey, would not wish their airspace to be used for an Israeli
attack. Turkey in October 2009 canceled an annual trilateral exercise involving Israel, a possible indicator of how
Ankara might react to an Israeli violation of its airspace.
In any event, overﬂight would jeopardize Israeli diplomatic relations with both countries. With respect to Syria
and Saudi Arabia, operational concerns would trump diplomatic ones. If either country detects Israeli aircraft and
chooses to challenge the overﬂight using surface-to-air
missiles or intercepting aircraft, Israel’s intricate attack
plan could well be derailed.
Overﬂight of Iraq, whose airspace is under de facto U.S.
control, would also be diplomatically awkward for Israel
and would risk a deadly clash with American air defenses
because the intruding aircraft would not have the appropriate identiﬁcation, friend or foe (IFF) codes. Israel would
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have to carefully weigh the operational risk and most of
all the cost of a strike to its most vital bilateral relationship, especially if President Obama had explicitly asked
Prime Minister Netanyahu not to order an attack.
The sheer distances involved pose a challenge as well.
The targets lie at the outermost 1,750-kilometer range
limits of Israeli tactical aircraft. Diplomatic and military
factors would conﬁne Israeli refueling operations to international airspace where tankers can orbit safely for long
periods. These locations, while usable, are suboptimal.
They would yield the attackers little leeway to loiter in
their target areas or engage in the fuel-intensive maneuvering typical of dogﬁghts and evasion of surface-to-air
missiles. The limited number of tankers would limit the
number of sorties.
Israel could time the attacks with the aim of minimizing Iranian casualties. There is no time of day or night,
however, when these facilities are likely to be completely
empty of people. Moreover, a stray bomb—whether the
result of guidance error, faulty intelligence, or the location of nuclear facilities amid the civilian population—
cannot be excluded. Civilian casualties in the hundreds
are possible if not likely.
A ﬁnal consideration for Israeli planners would be
the effect of explosives on the nuclear materials stored
at the uranium conversion facility at Isfahan and the
enrichment facility at Natanz. Both facilities are likely
to contain uranium hexaﬂuoride, and Natanz produces
low-enriched uranium. Although these materials are not
radioactive and do not pose radiological risks, the release
of uranium into the environment would almost certainly
raise public health concerns due to ﬁne airborne debris
and the inevitable propaganda exploitation that would
follow.
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This combination of diplomatic and operational complexities would clearly give Israeli leaders pause. To act, they
would have to perceive a grave threat to the state of Israel
and no reliable alternative for eliminating that threat.
“There is a difference in the way the world looks when you
are looking through the sight of a weapon and when you
are looking into the barrel of a weapon,” said Shlomo Brom,
a retired IDF brigadier general and former deputy national
security adviser in summer 2009. “When you are looking
through the sight you ask, ‘What if I miss?’ ” When looking
through the barrel, the main question is, ‘ “what will happen
if he hits me?’ ” Brom, when we met with him in Tel Aviv,
was no great advocate of military action, but he did warn
against assuming that Israel would decide against attacking because the costs are too high or the payoff insufﬁcient.
From the Israeli perspective, he said, it is true that uncertainties are many, including the possibility of unknown facilities
and very rapid reconstruction. “But on the Iranian side, they
can’t be certain that [the attacker] doesn’t know all these
things, and won’t bomb them over and over.”3
The likelihood of Israel deciding to attack depends on
Israeli assessments of U.S. and international resolve to
block Iran’s pursuit of a nuclear weapons capability; the
state of the Iranian program; the amount of time a successful strike would buy to be worth the expected risks and
costs (a point on which there is a spectrum of Israeli views,
from six months to ﬁve years); whether Israel believes
there is a clandestine Iranian program, which would lead
some Israelis to conclude that an attack would buy no time
at all; and the effect of a strike on the U.S.-Israel relationship. Because none of these factors is constant, estimates
about the likelihood of an Israeli strike will vary.
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It is clear, however, that Israel sees the stakes as very
high. Netanyahu’s UN General Assembly speech of September 2009 emphasized the existential nature of the threat
that he and others in the current government believe Iran
represents.4 His emphasis on the Holocaust as a deﬁning
feature of Jewish history and his apparent self-conception
as the one who bears the burden of preventing yet another
such disaster suggest that U.S. calculations of risk and beneﬁt that tilt toward Israeli restraint might prove to be mirror-imaging of a particularly deceptive sort.
“The Israeli leader of the moment would agonize over
his historical duty,” said Ariel Levite, former Israeli national
security adviser and former deputy director general in
Israel’s Atomic Energy Commission. “For Begin [regarding the 1981 attack at Osirak] it was between him and God.
There is strong evidence that that’s how Bibi [Netanyahu]
deﬁnes his historical mission.”5 In this regard, a Netanyahu adviser’s report that the prime minister looks at Iran
as a modern-day reincarnation of the Amalekites is striking.6 In the Hebrew Bible, the Amalekites were a predatory Canaanite tribe that victimized the weak and inﬁrm
among the Israelites who were making their way to the
Promised Land. God commands the Israelites to annihilate the Amalekites and destroy their property. When, at
a later period, King Saul fails to comply with this instruction, his crown is given over to his rival David. Without
wading too deep into psychological waters, Netanyahu’s
use of this ancient trope probably reveals something of
his view of Iran, his duty to stave off the threat, and the
consequences of failure to fulﬁll that duty. Even setting
aside this speculative mind-reading, Netanyahu’s articulation of these themes could make it more difﬁcult for him
to explain a decision not to use force later, in the event that
diplomacy fails and Iran’s program progresses.
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Israeli ofﬁcials are aware that no conceivable Israeli
strike could completely eliminate Iran’s nuclear threat
and that an attack might only intensify longer-term risks
as Iran reconstituted covertly. But some of them advance
an argument long made by counterterrorism ofﬁcials in
a different context: any effort to counter Iran’s nuclear
challenge is going to be like “mowing the lawn.” Just as
the grass will grow again, so will the nuclear program;
Israel will just have to mow again. And as Iran’s reconstitution effort goes underground and its defenses are
enhanced, Israel’s intelligence and military capabilities
will have to keep pace.
They also argue, however, that the advantages of buying time should not be discounted. The 1981 Osirak attack
won two crucial decades during which Operation Desert
Storm effectively disarmed Iraq and Operation Iraqi Freedom ﬁnally decapitated it. Neither tectonic event could
have been predicted in 1981. (The counterargument is
that the Osirak raid stimulated Iraq to switch to a highly
enriched uranium [HEU] route and vastly increased the
money and manpower devoted to the program.7 But
whether or not the bombing set back Iraq’s program, the
important point is that many Israelis believe that it did.)
On this Israeli view, a strike might prove worthwhile in
ways that neither Israel nor the United States can anticipate at this stage.

War, Peace, and Linkage
While U.S. ofﬁcials—including the president—have
declared a nuclear armed Iran to be “unacceptable,” the
administration has been clear in wanting to prevent such
an outcome through peaceful diplomatic means. Without
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forswearing the eventual use of military force, senior U.S.
ofﬁcials have also indicated that a preventive strike on
Iran by Israel would be “ill advised,” “very destabilizing,”
and “likely very bad,” and thus not in the U.S. interest.8
These concerns have evidently been transmitted privately
to the Israeli government.
The prospect of an open breach between Washington and Jerusalem is worrying to both sides. After what
looked like steady convergence during the Bush administration, the ﬁrst year of the Obama administration indicated a phase of counter-cycle in the two allies’ politics
and strategic thinking. The new, liberal American president considered the Bush legacy in the Middle East to be
a disaster, and was ambitious to set a new course. The new,
conservative Israeli government expressed its wariness of
a new president whom Israelis suspected of lacking the
pro-Israel reﬂexes of his predecessor. From the outset,
mutual distrust was evident in a complex, sometimes
muted but clearly anxious argument about the linkage
between Iran’s nuclear threat and broader problems of
war and peace in the Middle East.
The term linkage, as U.S. and Israeli government ofﬁcials and commentators have used it, is freighted. The
concept lay at the center of the Nixon administration’s
policy, almost 40 years ago, toward the Soviet Union; it
was contentious even then. As Henry Kissinger used the
term, it meant that the Soviets would not get political
concessions from the United States on things the Kremlin
wanted, such as arms control negotiations, while the Soviets were supporting U.S. enemies on Vietnamese battleﬁelds. Linkage was thought of in bargaining terms, rather
than in a causal or correlative sense. This straightforward
exchange of concessions, which intended to leave each side
better off, at least in its own estimation, proved to be even
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more controversial than Nixon and Kissinger anticipated.
Arms control advocates saw negotiations over strategic
arms limitations as an intrinsic good, partly because they
viewed a world with fewer nuclear weapons as a safer one
and partly because arms talks gave antagonistic superpowers a pretext for bilateral diplomacy, which advocates
saw as an inherently beneﬁcial, even if contact led to no
serious compromises by either side. Thus, for the arms
control lobby within and outside of government, linkage
was a bad idea. On the right, linkage was condemned as
a reward for Soviet restraint that should have been exercised in the ﬁrst place. The corollary to this was the belief
that linkage would encourage the Soviets to take aggressive actions solely for the purpose of extorting concessions from Washington.
Echoes of the angry, partisan American debate over
linkage in the period 1969–1974 can be heard in the
current multilayered dispute about the nexus between
Iran’s nuclear threat and the Arab-Israeli peace process.
Clashing interpretations of linkage emerged at the ﬁrst
meeting between President Obama and Prime Minister
Netanyahu, who formulated their conceptions of linkage in precisely reciprocal terms. For Obama, there are
“Arab states in the region—the Jordanians, the Egyptians, the Saudis—who . . . share concerns about Iran’s
potential development of nuclear weapons. In order
for us to potentially realign interests in the region in
a constructive way, bolstering . . . the Palestinian-Israeli
peace track is critical.” He expanded on this comment in
response to a subsequent question, which paraphrased
Netanyahu government claims that “only if the Iranian
threat will be solved . . . can [Israel] achieve real progress
on the Palestinian threat.” Obama acknowledged that the
threat of a nuclear-armed Iran would “give any leader of
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any country pause . . .” but continued, “having said that,
if there is a linkage between Iran and the Israeli-Palestinian peace process, I personally believe it actually runs
the other way. To the extent we can make peace with the
Palestinians—between the Palestinians and the Israelis,
then I actually think it strengthens our hand in the international community in dealing with a potential Iranian
threat.”9 This was not linkage in a strictly Kissingerian
sense, in that Obama did not say that the United States
would curtail its efforts to mobilize a coalition against
Iran if Israel dragged its feet on peace talks with Palestinians. But it does put the onus on the Jewish state by
implying that Israel’s inability to move forward on its
Palestinian front would hamstring Washington’s diplomatic effort to disarm Iran.
As the reporter’s question at the press conference indicated, Netanyahu had been pressing the reverse of this linkage to set the stage for his visit to Washington. Pointing to
Iran’s broad regional offensive, particularly its support for
Hamas and Hezbollah, he and his aides argued that progress in the peace process would be impossible until Iran
had been contained. Iran was empowering rejectionists and
undermining moderates; under these conditions, pursuing
negotiations with Palestinians was like trying to shingle a
roof in a hurricane. If Israel were to take the risks involved
in going back to the table, the United States would have to
take tangible steps to rein in Iran, particularly its nuclear
ambitions, which raised the specter of nuclear weapons
transferred to atavistic Palestinians emboldened by their
patron’s deﬁance of the United States. As with Washington’s position, this was hard linkage, even if it was not
quite as explicit as the classic formula.10
A simple and literal concept of linkage between Iran’s
nuclear program and the Israeli-Palestinian peace process
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is difﬁcult to sustain. Netanyahu’s version misses the forest for the trees. It is true that Iran supports the spoilers
in the peace process, Hamas and Hezbollah. Tehran generously funds both movements and supplies them with
arms.11 Weapons captured by Israel Defense Force units
in Lebanon in 2006 bore Iranian markings, and both the
United States and UNIFIL II, the United Nations force in
southern Lebanon, have alleged large transfers of missiles, heavy weapons, and munitions to Hezbollah via
Syria over the years. Israel has intercepted sizable maritime arms shipments destined for Palestinians as well.
The extravagant publicity Israeli authorities have orchestrated for these interdicted shipments has raised suspicions that they were staged by Israel to discredit Iran, but
there is no evidence to support such skepticism. Tehran
has been caught red-handed more than once.12
Hezbollah, however, is not an insurmountable obstacle
to Israeli-Palestinian peace. Although Hezbollah provocations could disrupt Israeli-Palestinian negotiations
and erode Israeli conﬁdence in Arab intentions, much as
Hamas attacks scuttled Shimon Peres’s government and
undercut the peace process in 1995–1996, its ability to
do so is limited. Israel, at any rate, has acted as though it
views the Lebanon conﬂict as separable from the Palestinian problem. It was the current Israeli minister of defense,
Ehud Barak, who decided that Israel should unilaterally
withdraw from Lebanon and disengage from what had
become a pointless war of attrition with Hezbollah. By
withdrawing, Israel was implicitly conceding that southern Lebanon was no longer relevant to other more pressing geostrategic concerns, including its occupation of the
West Bank and Gaza.
Hamas poses a different problem, and Iranian support
does strengthen its position in Gaza. Tehran’s patronage is
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one of several factors that discourages Fatah from taking
the risks entailed in forming the unity government with
Hamas that would presumably be necessary before productive talks with Israel could begin. Yet Hamas was radical before Iran saw an opportunity for meddling, while
Iranian assistance was of no avail when the IDF entered
Gaza in 2008 to put an end to rocket launches aimed at
cities in southern Israel. In any case, the militants’ popularity, according to polling in late 2009, is lower than at
any time since their 2006 election victory both in Gaza
and West Bank, a trend that has probably been accelerated by most Palestinians’ distaste for Hamas’s ﬂirtation
with a Shi’a foreign power.13
The case for linkage that Obama made was premised on
the idea that resolution of the Arab-Israeli conﬂict on equitable terms would be the key to ﬁxing the region’s other
problems. His national security advisor, General James
Jones, advanced this proposition in his keynote address to
the 2009 conference sponsored by J Street, a new, progressive Jewish lobby: “If there was one problem I could recommend to the President, if he could solve one problem,
this would be it.” Jones went on to explain that an IsraeliPalestinian peace agreement would create “ripples” around
the world. “The reverse is not true. This is the epicenter.”14
Democratic administrations are not uniquely susceptible
to this idea. The ﬁrst Bush administration perceived this
linkage, but saw it running in different directions at different times. Before Operation Desert Storm, they believed
that the elimination of Iraq as “the last radical alternative
in the Middle East”15 would isolate Palestinian rejectionists and ripen the moment for an Arab-Israeli peace. The
road to Jerusalem went through Baghdad. After the war,
the push for an Arab-Israeli agreement at Madrid, preceded by serious pressure on the Shamir government in
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Israel, would pave the way for Arab acquiescence in a massive regional expansion of U.S. military bases and Arab
concurrence in an ambitious nonproliferation scheme. At
that point, the road to Riyadh went through Jerusalem.
The second Bush administration initiated the Annapolis
talks in 2007 because it was thought that regional support
for the precarious U.S. position in Iraq could be secured
through a simulacrum of progress in Israeli-Palestinian
talks. Thus the road to Baghdad traversed Jerusalem.
In truth, although the many serious problems of the
Middle Eastern political order are no doubt interrelated,
it would be facile to imagine that they are linked in
some Newtonian fashion, such that a ﬁnal status accord
between Israelis and Palestinians would solve them. The
clash in Kirkuk between expansionist Kurdish ambitions
and Sunni nationalism, while Iraq’s largely Shi’a army
keeps an uneasy peace; incipient civil war in Yemen;
Iranian territorial claims in the Persian Gulf; economic
meltdown in Dubai, a growing demographic challenge in
the Gulf Cooperation Council states; sectarian deadlock
in Lebanon; growth of Muslim Brotherhood networks in
Jordan and Egypt—these are just a few examples of problems that would not be solved by a settlement of Palestinian and Israeli claims.
Arab leaders generally make national security decisions on the basis of their perceptions of the threat to
their regime or state.16 Washington, for example, made
its big breakthrough in persuading GCC states to provide access for U.S. military forces just when Israel had
invaded Lebanon, laid siege to Beirut and forced Yasir
Arafat’s ﬂight to Tunis in 1982. The looming threat of a
mobilized, revolutionary Iran far outweighed anxieties
about a grave setback to Palestinian national aspirations.
A more dramatic case was the decision of the al-Saud
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to host U.S. forces in preparation for the invasion of
Kuwait in 1991. The fact that Israel had just suppressed
the ﬁrst Palestinian intifada without any meaningful
concessions toward Palestinian autonomy did not deter
the Saudi ruling family from its decision. The question
for them was not how their subjects would perceive the
arrival of an enormous army deployed by Israel’s chief
ally and patron; rather, it was whether the al Saud would
prefer the decidedly inferior option of ruling their kingdom from “. . . hotel rooms in Cairo and Paris and London.”17 The essence of decision making by Arab states
regarding the standoff between America and Iran is
likely to be similar to the way Washington makes such
decisions. The United States routinely works on an intimate basis with countries that do not recognize Israel,
propagate global media messages incompatible with U.S.
values, and discriminate against Christians, Jews, and
women. Congress and public interest groups frequently
complain about these bilateral relationships, but in matters of strategic interest, their qualms are disregarded
by decision makers. And so it is with Middle Eastern
governments. Public opinion is taken into account, but
only up to a point.
On balance, the feasibility of hard linkage between
Israeli policy toward Palestinians and the challenge posed
by Iran seems questionable. Returning to Henry Kissinger’s experiment with linkage for a moment, it is worth
looking at his own explanation for the failure of his initial attempt to link U.S. agreement to strategic arms limitation talks and Soviet cooperation on Vietnam: “The two
issues were too incommensurable; the outcome of the
strategic arms discussion was too uncertain, the Hanoi
leadership was too intractable, and the time scale required
for either negotiation too difﬁcult to synchronize.”18
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Yet although hard linkage may be difﬁcult, or even impossible, to establish, there is nonetheless an indirect linkage
at work. At the most obvious level, this might be thought
of as the connection between U.S. interests in the Middle
East and Arab perceptions of American engagement on
behalf of Palestinians. It would be naive to imagine that
such perceptions would transform U.S. fortunes in the
region and certainly not overnight. But as a way to reduce
resistance to other forms of U.S. inﬂuence and reduce barriers to Washington’s message on other issues—including
Iran’s nuclear ambitions—bold but careful intervention to
pave the way for a Palestinian state would be hard to beat.
There are four basic reasons why a credible, foreseeable end to Israel’s occupation over Palestinians would
serve important American purposes. First, it is simply
difﬁcult to swim in a sea of Arab ill will. The Palestinians’
plight is a powerful emotive issue across the Arab world,
and American responsibility for the behavior of its Israeli
ally is assumed. Over the decades, some of the American discourse on this matter has revealed a temptation
to believe that Israel’s rule over the Palestinians is, in the
grand scheme of things, limited in its importance. This
illusion springs from a kernel of truth. For half a century
Arab regimes, all undemocratic and many despotic, have
stoked up hatred of Israel in order to deﬂect attention
from their own misrule. Their “support” for the Palestinians has been belied by repeated betrayals. Outrage at
Israeli human-rights abuses has been hypocritical, given
the silence about the truly psychopathic cruelties inﬂicted
by Saddam Hussein, Hafez al-Assad, Muammar Gadhaﬁ,
and others. That the outrage is selective, though, makes it
no less real. It is utopian to imagine that Arab populations
will be enraged about Arabs repressing and killing Arabs
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as they are about Israeli Jews repressing and (far more
rarely) killing Arabs. This is a cultural reality, created by
Arab ethnocentrism (and compounded, perhaps, by less
excusable anti-Semitism), which the United States will
have to address as a strategic reality. The larger strategic
reality is that the United States needs a settlement of the
Israel—Palestine conﬂict that Arabs in general eventually come to recognize as just.
Second, the prestige and regional inﬂuence that Iran
derives from its murderous rejection of Israel is, to some
signiﬁcant degree, a function of Israel’s visible mistreatment of Palestinians. Many thoughtful Israelis understand
this. David Menashri, an Iranian-born Israeli professor at
Tel Aviv University, has argued: “Instead of threatening
to bomb [Iran], we should work on the Palestinian peace
process. It would be good for us anyway, and it would
weaken Iran as a bonus.”19 The logic of this argument can
be found in the question: if Iran did not have the emotive
issue of Israel-Palestine, would it have any appeal to the
Arab world whatsoever? “Not a hell of a lot,” answers
Ray Takeyh, a leading Iran expert in the United States.
“Its role in Lebanese politics”—through its sponsorship
of Hezbollah—“would continue.” And it could continue
its effort to promote Shi’a solidarity throughout the Middle East. “But in terms of pan-Arab opinion, the IsraelPalestine problem is very helpful to Tehran.”20
Third, Palestinian suffering is a powerful propaganda
weapon and recruiting tool for al-Qaeda’s war against
the United States. This should not really be a controversial point, yet it is readily distorted by polemicists
of both right and left. To be clear: Osama bin Laden’s
war against America was not principally motivated by
the plight of the Palestinians. When he did take up their
cause, moreover, his pronouncements made absolutely
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clear that he was unconcerned about where the ultimate
border dividing Israel from Palestine might be set. The
answer to injustice, in al-Qaeda’s book, is the destruction
of Israel. This is also the long-held view of those groups,
such as Hamas and Palestinian Islamic Jihad, which are
indeed directly concerned with Israel. Moreover, their
behavior has repeated a familiar dynamic of terrorism—
whereby it intensiﬁes whenever compromise seems near.
So America’s problem—and indeed, Israel’s problem—
with Islamist terrorism is not going to vanish on the
day that a sovereign Palestinian state comes into being.
Yet the tide of Arab anger—and more broadly, Islamic
anger—can be reduced, and this will have an effect on
terrorism’s attractiveness. “It [the Palestinian issue] is a
potent element in the single narrative and the one that
has the greatest durability in attracting recruits to the
jihadist cause,” argues Nigel Inkster, former second in
command and director of operations and intelligence in
the British Secret Intelligence Service. Inkster goes on
to note that, although other causes—the wars in Iraq
and Afghanistan, the perﬁdy of Arab regimes—will
ebb and ﬂow in the Islamist imagination, Palestine “is
something to which jihadist propagandists can always
default.” And there is an all-too-human reason for this:
above such issues as democracy, the “concept of justice
is something that resonates very powerfully in the Arab
world.”21

The Deﬁnition of Threat
The fourth reason is probably the most important one.
It is a deep and abiding American interest to support an
Israeli state that is secure, democratic, and Jewish, and this
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interest—shared, obviously, by Israel itself—is threatened by the stalemate over Palestine.
It is understandable that many Israelis interpret Palestinian radicalism as an epiphenomenon—to borrow Matthew
Yglesias’s term—of the more signiﬁcant confrontation
with Iran and the Islamist radicalism that is exploited and
sometimes directed by it.22 It is understandable but dangerously misguided, because the decades-long humiliation
of Palestinians under Israeli occupation is a strategic factor and long-term threat that exists entirely apart from
what Iran or al Qaeda may do or say. Successive Israeli
governments were encouraged and abetted in discounting
this threat by a Bush administration that—although ofﬁcially and, in the case of President Bush himself, sincerely
committed to Palestinian statehood—was utterly unrealistic in requiring a complete transformation of Palestinian
attitudes and ideology before requiring Israel to fulﬁll its
commitments. (This was one of the crippling distortions
that President Bush’s outlandish concept of the “war on
terrorism” inﬂicted on U.S. policy and strategy.)
Fear of the Iranian nuclear threat interacts with the
stalemate over Palestine in ways that could compound
the dysfunction of Israeli politics. Indeed, when some
Israelis speak of the existential threat posed by a nuclear
Iran, they mean something more complicated than an
unprovoked nuclear attack from the Islamic Republic.
They fear that under the shadow of a nuclear Iran, Israel
will suffer an inexorable and terminal loss of national
nerve. The country’s best brains will drain into the Western diaspora. In this scenario, those who remain—disproportionately Sephardic, Russian, or religious—will fuel a
politics increasingly characterized by intransigence over
Palestine and a reliance on the use of force that would
jeopardize the country’s long-term national interests.
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The circumstances of Israel’s most recent wars lend
support to this thesis. The Lebanon and Gaza wars were
humanitarian catastrophes for the local Arabs and propaganda disasters for Israel and the United States. They
were meant to restore the prestige and credibility of
Israeli deterrent capabilities, which were thought to have
been weakened by attacks that followed Israel’s withdrawal from both Lebanon and Gaza.23 Israel’s conduct
of both wars, which punished civilians heavily, suggests
that it is losing its strategic perspective along with its
national conﬁdence in nonmilitary solutions to security
challenges.
That is not, however, the lesson that most Israelis have
drawn. There is in Israel a burgeoning conﬁdence in the
use of force and deployment of physical defenses. The
breast-beating that followed the awkward war against
Hezbollah in the summer of 2006 and bloody Gaza offensive in the winter of 2008–2009 has given way to a conviction that these campaigns were effective. As of January
2010, there have been virtually no rocket launches from
either Lebanon or Gaza and neither Hamas nor Hezbollah has attempted to ambush Israelis. From this perspective, Israelis resigned to indeﬁnite policing of Palestinian
territory absent a political settlement feel up to the task;
moreover, assiduous analysis of tactical, doctrinal, and
other defects that plagued IDF operations in Lebanon,
combined with an exerted effort to remedy them, has left
Israelis comfortable with the thought of a second round.
To these hardened Israeli attitudes must be added the
baleful inﬂuence of the settlers’ movement. Most of the
300,000 settlers in the occupied West Bank have scant
concern about the viability of a two-state solution. These
are active agents of Palestinians’ humiliation, and though
their attitudes may not inspire admiration among the
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Israeli majority, they appear to have a stranglehold on
Israel’s political fate. Their fanaticism echoes the Islamist
zealotry of Iran’s ruling clerics and of Hamas. It was in
the fanatical devotion to God, for example, that Israeli law
student Yigal Amir assassinated Prime Minister Yitzhak
Rabin. Amir believed that his act had been sanctioned by
a religious ruling. In being prepared to hand over sacred
Jewish land to Palestinians, Rabin was judged to be endangering the redemption of the Jewish people as a whole.
Sacred claims that purport to channel God’s will are,
by deﬁnition, nonnegotiable. They will pit zealous Jewish Israelis against zealous Palestinians as embodied by
Hamas, and will sustain and renourish the mythology of
undying enmity.
That the feasibility of a two-state settlement with the
Palestinians is slipping disastrously away constitutes the
most obvious threat to Israel’s future as a state that is
both Jewish and democratic. Israel’s Prime Minister Ehud
Olmert, just before leaving ofﬁce, was among the latest to
voice the blinding truth that active politicians ﬁnd difﬁcult
to utter: “If the day comes when the two-state solution
collapses, and we face a South African-style struggle for
equal voting rights . . . then, as soon as that happens, the
State of Israel is ﬁnished.”24 Olmert’s mentor, the relentlessly hard-line Ariel Sharon, came to the same conclusion
in 2003; he spoke of Israel’s need to “sever” itself from the
Palestinians and he formed the new centrist party, Kadima,
as a vehicle to do so. In January 2010, Labor politician
and former prime minister Ehud Barak, who had joined
the Netanyahu government as defense minister, echoed
Olmert in warning that conditions of “apartheid” were
the only alternative to the two states.25
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The shape of a two-state solution is well known. It
entails substantial Israeli withdrawal from the occupied
territories, including dismantlement of many settlements;
equitable swaps of land to compensate for wherever the
ﬁnal borders deviate from the 1967 “Green Line;” some
form of shared sovereignty over Jerusalem; effective outside security commitments against terrorism; and a strict
limit on refugee returns to Israel proper in order to preserve the Jewish character of the Israeli state. In other
words, there is a general understanding that the eventual
settlement will look a great deal like the one put forward
at Camp David, and revised at Taba, under the auspices of
the Clinton administration.
Versions of a two-state solution are nearly as old as
the conﬂict itself. The Peel Commission endorsed it in
1937, and in 1947 the UN enshrined it in the original plan
for partitioning Palestine. But alternatives to the twostate solution are also as old as the Arab-Israeli conﬂict.
The Arabs attempted to implement a one-state solution
in 1948 by waging war against the newly declared Israel
(although historians have questioned the determination, let alone capacity, of Arab governments to push
the Jews into the sea).26 In the run-up to the Six-Day
War of June 1967, Egypt’s Gamal Abdel Nasser may
or may not have been blufﬁng, but his speeches were
unambiguous challenges to Israel’s existence.27 Israel,
in any event, called the bluff and triumphed spectacularly. Subsequent strategies of Palestinian resistance and
Israeli occupation could not have been better designed
to render a two-state settlement unviable. The terrorist
mode of resistance to Israel’s occupation had profound
effects on Israelis’ willingness to trust the Palestinians
as a negotiating partner. Palestinian terrorism gathered
momentum with the spectacular hijackings and blowing
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up of Swiss, British, and American airliners in Jordan
in 1970, the kidnapping and murder of 11 Israeli athletes at the 1972 Munich Olympics, the kidnapping of
90 Israeli schoolchildren at Ma’alot in 1974 (20 died in
the rescue attempt), and the hijacking of an Air France
ﬂight to Entebbe, Uganda, in 1976. After Israel did
undertake, from the Israelis’ perspective, a tremendous
leap of faith—in the Oslo process, and at Camp David
and Taba—the subsequent waves of suicide bombings
were deeply traumatic in their effect on Israelis’ readiness to take a comparable leap of faith again. Yet the
Palestinians too have had tangible reasons to doubt
Israel’s intentions. Israel’s government did inform the
United States, after its 1967 victory, that Israel wanted
formal peace—that is, formal recognition, ﬁnally, from
the Arabs—and some border modiﬁcations to ensure
security, but that it was prepared to concede the return
of most captured territory. But it also embarked on
policies that progressively undermined the prospects
of such an agreement. The Israelis started constructing
settlements in the Golan Heights, West Bank, Gaza, and
Sinai—originally for strategic reasons but soon taking
on ideological and religious fervor, especially under the
Likud government of Menachem Begin, which replaced
Labour in 1977. The settlements policy was a historic
mistake. That Israel had felt itself cornered into the SixDay War did not relieve it of responsibility for thinking
about the consequences of its new power over Palestinians whom it would not—and could not—expel or offer
citizenship. Even though most of the Arabs were refusing to negotiate in the 1970s and 1980s, enlightened
self-interest should have led Israel to better prepare for
the peace deal that would one day have to be negotiated.
With the continuation of settlement activity under

Israel’s Panic

successive Israeli governments, it could be argued that
Israel has made its own attempt to impose a one-state
solution.
Alternatives to two states, once discredited by military
or political failure, are now discussed openly, with either
a more-in-sorrow-than-in-anger sense of anguish, or a
smug sense of I-told-you-so. In the latter camp are those
on the fringe who have long pressed the case for a binational state encompassing Israel, the West Bank and Gaza,
which, given demographic realities, would swiftly cease
to be a Jewish state. The former group of lapsed twostate proponents is the more worrying bellwether.28 They
point to a dismal accumulation of facts on the ground.
There is a widening gap between the maximum Israel
will offer in terms of territory and what Palestinians say
they will accept,29 and a generalized sense on both sides
of the line that the other party is unprepared to make
necessary compromises (despite abundant polling data
indicating that Palestinian and Israeli publics desire an
agreement that will leave them in peace).30 Israeli infrastructure on the West Bank, especially settlement construction, has grown signiﬁcantly since the Oslo accord
in 1993, subsequent implementation agreements, and the
“road map” accepted by both sides in 2003;31 it will be difﬁcult to dismantle. Israeli political leadership, generally
weak, is rendered nearly impotent by a ﬂawed constitution and dysfunctional multiparty political structure, in
which the compromises required to form governments
almost invariably rule out adequate compromise with the
Palestinians.32 A sharp swing to the right in Israeli politics
both reﬂects and worsens the stalemate. In early 2009, the
Labor Party imploded at the polls. Kadima, the centrist
party created by Ariel Sharon and led by former Likudniks Ehud Olmert and Tzipi Livni, won a plurality of the
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vote but could not form a government. Kadima, which
led the country into the 2006 war in Lebanon, was held
responsible for its messy and inconclusive results, which
were attributed to the government’s unpreparedness for
the war and its subsequent unwillingness, in the electorate’s view, to ﬁght to the ﬁnish. Netanyahu was the beneﬁciary of this dissatisfaction, having hammered on these
points throughout the military campaign and again, two
and half years later, during the election campaign.
Then there are the Palestinians. The quip, attributed
to Abba Eban, Israel’s foreign minister from 1966 to
1974, that the Arabs “never miss an opportunity to
miss an opportunity,” seemed to be borne out spectacularly by Arafat’s failure in 2000, at Camp David and
then Taba, to grasp then-Israeli prime minister Ehud
Barak’s offer of a Palestinian state—or at least to make
a credible counterproposal. The unleashing of the second intifada, soon accompanied by suicide terrorism,
may or may not have been outside of Arafat’s control,
but it proved disastrous for efforts to resume constructive negotiations. To be sure, a school of Camp David
revisionism has made a credible case that the story of
Camp David’s failure was more complicated than originally presented: during Oslo years of the 1990s, Palestinians had ample reason to distrust the Israelis, having
experienced the hemming in, through settlements and
checkpoints, of Palestinian “Bantustans”; in this context, Barak’s offer did not look all that brilliant.33 Still,
there has been a frustrating and enduring failure on
the part of Palestinians to negotiate strategically and in
a spirit of realism; they constantly assert “rights” and
“justice” to the detriment of assessing their bargaining
position and looking for negotiable common ground.
Prospects for resumption of meaningful negotiations
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have been further dimmed, of course, by the violent
fragmentation of Palestinian politics, the rise of Hamas,
its victory in parliamentary elections, and the near civil
war resulting in Hamas’s takeover of Gaza.
Perhaps the most forbidding barrier to a two-state
compromise is the renewed demand of each party for
explicit acceptance of its narrative by the other side as
the necessary condition for peace. It is as though the vast
ocean of political, security, and other technical issues
that have been negotiated on and off since 1993 has
receded, stranding the parties’ ancient core claims on the
beach, like the wreck of a long lost vessel. As Netanyahu
expressed the demand, “We want them [the Palestinians]
to say the simplest things, to our people and to their
people. This will then open the door to solving other
problems, no matter how difﬁcult. The fundamental condition for ending the conﬂict is the public, binding and
sincere Palestinian recognition of Israel as the national
homeland of the Jewish People.”34 Palestinian demands,
on the other hand, reemphasize the right of refugee
return to territory that constituted Palestine before the
establishment of the State of Israel. For Israelis, this is
tantamount to a demand that they acknowledge original
sin: that the foundation of their state was a monstrous
injustice, which robbed Palestinians of their homeland.
For Palestinians, recognition of Israel would be to deny
the justice of their claim and renounce the right to their
patrimony. As Robert Malley and Hussein Agha have
observed, these positions relocate the conﬂict from 1967
and the status of the West Bank and Gaza to 1948 and
the status of a Jewish state. Accordingly, “a two-state
solution might end the occupation, but will not end the
conﬂict.” It is hard to see what sort of negotiation can
emerge from this existential knife ﬁght.35
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Does Time Always Heal?
To its many skeptics, the Obama administration’s renewed
push for an Israel-Palestine ﬁnal settlement is the classic
triumph of hope over experience. Why, the skeptics ask,
should yet another iteration of the hoary “peace process”
yield any better results?
The not-so-bright prospects for a full and ﬁnal settlement have stimulated some thinking about alternatives.
Some speak of resurrecting the so-called Jordanian option,
which would return much of the West Bank to Jordanian
administration.36 The Netanyahu government has argued
that economic, civil, and security development of the West
Bank is more plausible and should take precedence over
formal negotiations. Some Palestinians also see advantages, or at least no penalties, in the deferral or even demise
of the two-state option. From their perspective, Israel is
not going to permit a fully sovereign Palestinian state, so
there is little advantage in pursuing an agreement.37 Given
this reality, a truce arrangement that minimizes violent
contact with Israel, preserves the ﬂow of international aid
and boosts economic performance and job creation, and
offers signiﬁcant propaganda opportunities is the superior
course. On this view, the long-run prospects for a demographic victory take on a special signiﬁcance (though the
mechanism by which differential fertility rates might
secure a triumphant state for Palestinians residing in the
territories are not direct or obvious). Because the respective narratives appear incompatible, the idea of an interim
but long-term “truce” attracts the adherence of some
strange bedfellows: Israelis who say that nothing is possible until Palestinians come to terms with the idea of a
Jewish state in Palestine; members of Hamas who agree
that this is the insurmountable problem, but also suggest
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that a decades-long truce, or Hudna, might be possible
until one side, or both, changes its mind.38
But if there is a case to be made against peacemakers
continuing to knock their heads against unyielding walls,
there is an equally compelling need to recognize that the
passage of time has rarely, if ever, worked to the advantage of peace and reconciliation between Israeli Jews and
Palestinian Arabs. An Israeli occupation spanning generations has not bred Palestinian moderation. Whereas Israel
once had to contend with a radical, terrorist, but secular
PLO, it now faces a radical, terrorist and deeply religious
Hamas. Indeed, the reductio ad absurdum of the wait-forsomething-better strategy can be seen in the “West Bank
First” policy—whereby Fatah-controlled West Bank was
to be supported politically and with generous aid, whereas
Hamas-controlled Gaza would be subjected to a blockade. The policy has been supported, at least implicitly,
by the Quartet of the United States, EU, UN, and Russia.
Its operating theory—that collective punishment would
render Gazans, who could see the beneﬁts for their West
Bank brethren, more moderate—was ludicrous on its face
and has not, in any event, been vindicated.
To the effects of time must be added the effects of a
possible war with Iran. Some supporters of military
action against Iran will also argue that the effect on the
peace process would be neutral or even positive. There
are some limited precedents in the Middle East to support this argument. The case was made in chapter 1, for
example, that Saddam Hussein’s defeat in 1991 imparted
momentum to the Oslo process. Looking at the Arab side,
Henry Kissinger drew on his experience in 1973 to argue
that Egyptian President Anwar Sadat launched the October War against Israel not to win back territory, but to
create a psychological shock that would make both Arabs
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and Israelis more serious about seeking peace. It was,
according to Kissinger, an extremely rare case of a statesman who fought a war “to lay the basis for moderation in
its aftermath”—and it worked.39
Similar happy results from air strikes against Iran—
even if they lead to a wider war implicating the United
States—cannot be ruled out. Iran’s prestige could be usefully tarnished. Fearful Arab regimes might be secretly or
openly gratiﬁed. The Iranian regime—already fragile—
might even fall to a Green movement eager to end Iran’s
international isolation.
All of these consequences are possible. They are not,
however, predictable. It is worth remembering, in this
regard, the predictions of a positive, democratizing,
regional domino effect that supporters of the Iraq war
made for it in 2003. Some of those same supporters now
claim vindication in the fact that Iraq in early 2010 is far
more peaceful than the Iraq that was sinking into civil
war in 2006. This is true enough, just as it is also true that
the removal of Saddam Hussein was a great beneﬁt to the
Iraqi people and the wider world. Of course, things were
likely to get better sometime. Meanwhile, the carnage
and chaos was immense, and the costs—in Iraqi, American, and other coalition lives, treasure, American prestige,
and Arab and Islamic anger—have been huge.
A war launched by Israel against Iran might have similar strategic costs. Rallying millions of Muslims, whether
Sunni or Shi’ite, to the Iranian cause could revive the
specter of a civilizational war between Islam and the
West, inspire fresh recruits to global terrorism, draw in
Arab states both allied with and against Iran, and doom
Obama’s initiatives in the Middle East and beyond.

Chapter 3

The Arabs’ Cold War

I

sraelis claim that arab states are secretly siding
with Israel against Tehran. There is a measure of truth
to this, because there is a palpable fear, especially among
Gulf Arab states, that Iran’s hegemonic ambitions will be
strengthened through nuclear blackmail. But the claim of
a tacit Israeli-Sunni alliance also partakes of some wishful thinking. However much the Arab regimes loathe the
prospect of a nuclear Iran, they also fear the destabilizing passions of their own populations. They know that
Iran derives insidious prestige for its rejectionist stance
against Israel and much sympathy on the Arab street for
what is widely seen as a double standard by which only
Israel is allowed to possess nuclear weapons. This delicate
political dynamic was revealed in the 2006 Lebanon war,
when the “moderate” Arab states at ﬁrst were surprisingly supportive of Israel’s right to defend itself against
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the predations of the Iranian-backed Hezbollah. Such
Arab understanding as there was soon evaporated, however, with the wider popular revulsion at the casualties
inﬂicted on Lebanon’s civilians.
Sotto voce, the Arab regimes say that a tacit alliance for
the containment of Iran would be much easier to construct
and maintain if there was a solution to the plight of the
Palestinians. This argument also contains a large measure
of truth, but points at the same time to one of the many
intractable dilemmas of Middle East politics: for it provides
incentive for Iran to do everything possible, through its
proxies among Palestinian and Lebanese extremists, to frustrate the peace process. And if the Arabs might be secretly
relieved by Israeli air strikes that effectively destroyed
Iran’s nuclear facilities with limited collateral damage, they
are greatly anxious about the specter of wider war.
In trying to understand the wider regional dynamics
of a confrontation involving Iran, Israel, and America,
there are three kinds of evidence to draw on. First is the
history of coalition building in the Middle East. Second is
the current posture of Arab states and societies regarding
Iran’s bid for regional inﬂuence if not hegemony. Third is
informed speculation about how those states and societies will react to military action, or all-out war, involving
Israel, Iran, and the United States.

Coalitions Past
Washington has a 50-year history, with successes and failures, of trying to forge coalitions of Middle Eastern states.
Though U.S. missionary activity had been extensive since
the start of the nineteenth century, and U.S. naval forces
had tangled with Barbary pirates, systematic American
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involvement in the region came only with World War II,
when the supply of oil to sustain allied military operations,
and the need to deny that oil to Nazi Germany, became
important. This American interest soon led to shared
ownership of Saudi energy resources, but America’s initial
postwar role in the region was otherwise limited. Washington was preoccupied with the stabilization of Western
Europe in the face of the Soviet domination of Eastern
Europe, pressure on Berlin, and attempts to manipulate
Western European politics in favor of communist parties. In
Asia, a long U.S. occupation recast Japanese society, Mao’s
victory swept Washington’s allies from China, and war
threatened over Korea and Taiwan. In the Western Hemisphere, social revolutionaries were threatening friendly
regimes from Cuba to Argentina. From Washington’s
perspective, Middle Eastern problems could just as well
be left for Britain to handle. London had military forces
and a substantial base structure in Egypt and the Arabian
Peninsula and nearly two hundred years of colonial
experience.
British power had been broken, however, by the world
wars. Zionist and Arab violence succeeded in ejecting a
large British force from Palestine in 1947. Rioting and
armed skirmishing challenged Britain’s position in Egypt.
The decisive, if not ﬁnal, blow was delivered, ironically,
by the United States in 1956, when the Eisenhower
administration responded to the British, French, and
Israeli invasion of Egypt by demanding the withdrawal
of their forces and threatening the United Kingdom with
bankruptcy if it failed to comply. Britain’s humiliation at
the hands of the American ally reinforced the skepticism
of impoverished Britons about the sustainability of the
imperial project. British prime minister Anthony Eden
became known as the last U.K. leader to believe that
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Britain was a world power, and the ﬁrst to demonstrate
that it was not.
From Washington’s perspective, Britain’s declining
leverage posed a problem, given Moscow’s interest in oil
and a warm-water port from which to contest American
control of sea lines of communication. America’s policy
response was the Eisenhower doctrine, a pledge to aid any
Middle Eastern state at risk of takeover by communists.
This departure followed upon Washington’s initial effort
to woo the ascendant Gamal Abdel Nasser. In the thinking of the time, secular technocrats, many of whom were
found in the armies of the third world, were the key to
modernization and, implicitly, Westernization. Nasser
and his circle of “free ofﬁcer” plotters, who overthrew the
British dominated monarchy, ﬁt this mold. But Nasser’s
appeal diminished as his anti-Western and anti-Israeli
rhetoric escalated. He had wanted U.S. backing for the
Aswan Dam project as well as arms to challenge Israel.
His belligerent posture, however, alienated Washington—John Foster Dulles branded him a tin pot Hitler—
with the result that the United States withdrew support
for the dam. Arms sales were not an option in any case,
owing to an agreement among Western powers to limit
weapons transfers to the region. The Soviets grasped the
opportunity and, through the Czechs, supplied Egypt
with a substantial arsenal, while agreeing to ﬁnance the
construction of the dam at Aswan. With Egypt already
lost, the ﬁrst application of the Eisenhower doctrine was
in Lebanon in 1957, when 15,000 Marines landed on the
beaches to prop up the conservative, Christian government of Camille Chamoun from a leftist, mostly Muslim
challenge.
The Soviets, by coming to Nasser’s rescue, managed
to leapfrog the CENTO alliance that had been cobbled
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together by the United Kingdom and United States to
contain the southern ﬂank of the Soviet Union. This
alliance had constituted the second part of Washington’s
response to the vexing conjunction of rising Soviet ambitions and waning British power. Known as the Baghdad
Pact before Iraq’s withdrawal in 1958, CENTO included
Turkey, Pakistan, Iran, and the United Kingdom. Though
not formally a member, the United States as supplier of
arms and money was the de facto linchpin. But the Soviets now had their warm-water port in Egypt, as well as
a close relationship with the Egyptian military. Nasser
worked against U.S. interests more broadly through the
electrifying effect he had on pan-Arab politics. Nasserism, a vague blend of Arab chauvinism, anti-Western
bombast, socialist idealism, and rousing optimism paved
the way for revolutions in Iraq and Syria and, brieﬂy, to
the union of Egypt and Syria. These changes beneﬁted
Moscow’s geopolitical objectives not only by providing
the USSR with ready allies, but also by creating serious
problems for the conservative monarchies on which the
United States now had to rely. As a matter of necessity, the United States strengthened ties to Saudi Arabia, which, by the mid-1960s was backing a conservative
regime in Yemen against 55,000 Egyptian troops ﬁghting
on behalf of radical revolutionaries. Jordan also began
to receive large amounts of U.S. aid. Iran was allowed
to purchase the pick of the U.S. military inventory and,
like Jordan, embarked on a long, close relationship with
the CIA.
Despite episodic dislocations, America’s Middle East
alliances proved remarkably durable. Saudi Arabia, with
its tremendous energy resources, remained in America’s
camp despite deep differences occasioned by the Carter
administration’s arrangement of a separate Egyptian peace
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with Israel. Egypt ultimately switched sides, jettisoning
Soviet advisors in 1972 (to the weird indifference of a complacent White House) and then got help from Washington to secure the return of the Sinai Peninsula from Israeli
control. Jordan, perennially vulnerable to the grievances
of its majority Palestinian population, Syrian aggression,
periodic Egyptian and Iraqi subversion, and its own occasional if formidable blunders, survived as a conservative
monarchy in tune with U.S. objectives. The small states on
the Arab side of the Persian Gulf made the transition from
British to American protection during the Cold War and
would likely have supplied the United States with the base
access necessary to counter Soviet forces if, as was feared,
the Soviets invaded Iran to seize its oil ﬁelds. Iran, from
the Soviet occupation of Azerbaijan in 1946 until the 1979
revolution, remained a bulwark against Soviet expansion
from the north. Turkey joined NATO in 1952. And during the 1980s, Israel provided the United States with military assistance through a series of combined operational
contingency plans that would have helped the Sixth Fleet
ward off Soviet attempts to control the eastern Mediterranean in the event of war.
There were problems, of course. This period was
marked by three major conﬂicts—the Six-Day War in
1967, the October War of 1973, and the Iran-Iraq War
of 1979–1989—and a few relatively minor ones, such as
the Israeli siege of Beirut in 1982, with lasting adverse
effects. Moreover, the salient U.S. diplomatic achievement
during the Cold War, the Camp David Accords—although
making future Arab-Israeli wars unlikely—never led to a
Palestinian state, let alone the autonomy called for by the
Accords; rather, they led to Israel’s invasion of Lebanon
ﬁve years later. We are still dealing with the consequences
of this failure today.
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It is also true that Washington’s success at pitting conservative regimes against radical ones had much to do
with dynamics that were independent of U.S. interests
and actions. As famously observed by Malcolm Kerr, a
president of American University in Beirut killed by Iranian backed militants in 1984, an Arab Cold War prevailed
during this period, which dovetailed with the global one.
After 1958, Egypt and Iraq contested leadership of the
Arab world, each trying to subordinate Syria to its cause.
The Saudis along with Jordan were targeted by both radical regimes, whose challenge to the legitimacy of the royal
houses appealed to Arabs across the region. The assassination of Jordan’s Hashemite king in 1951 and massacre
of the Hashemite court in Iraq in 1958 provoked acute
anxieties. The United States could offer protection without really cramping Saudi style, which did not allow for
accommodation to a Jewish state, nor shrink from use of
the oil weapon against America and other friends of Israel
in the aftermath of the October War. Likewise, Jordan’s
entry into the 1967 war against Israel and its backing of
Iraq in 1991–1992 did not diminish Washington’s friendship. Egypt’s conversion from Soviet ally to U.S. client
would not have happened had Sadat’s domestic standing
been sound, which it was not: the cry on the streets of
Cairo was “Oh, hero of the [1973 Suez Canal] Crossing, where is our breakfast?” Without the revenue from
Sinai oil, Sadat needed the help only a superpower could
deliver. But the Soviets were an undesirable and perhaps
even dangerous presence: domestic opposition to Sadat’s
regime came from the left, especially on the campuses.
Middle Eastern regimes have never feared invasion as
much as subversion.
Thus, Washington’s coalition building entailed pushing
on the open doors of regimes that badly needed insurance.
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The fact remains, however, that as of 1979 the United States
had emerged the winner in its regional competition with
the Soviet Union. It had unimpeded access to oil, a secure
Israeli ally, and well-armed Saudi and Iranian monarchies
to defend its interests, all at little cost in American blood
and treasure.
After 1979, Washington’s bid to fashion another coalition, this time against Iran, worked well enough for the
same reasons. Iran’s predatory rhetoric in the triumphant
year following the overthrow of the Shah provoked an
extremely hostile reaction in the region. Accordingly,
Iraq’s invasion of Iran was eventually supported by the
Arab oil-producing states, which kept Baghdad aﬂoat as
its revenues and reserves were drained by the war. Tehran
ended the war with just one regional ally, Syria, whose
Ba’ath party was opposed to Iraq’s, and who therefore
supported the enemy of its enemy. Again, Washington did
not get everything it wanted. Only Oman, for example,
granted formal base access. (Access to bases in Kuwait,
Bahrain, the UAE, and Qatar was to follow a decade later.)
There was a reluctance to be seen as too close to America;
exceptions to this rule depended, naturally, on threat perceptions. When Kuwaiti shipping proved vulnerable to
Iranian attack in the latter stages of the Iran-Iraq War,
Kuwait asked the United States, and the Soviet Union,
to reﬂag its vessels in the hope of discouraging Iranian
harassment. Yet a few years before, Kuwait had felt secure
enough to refuse Washington’s choice of ambassador
because he had served as consul general in Jerusalem.
Upon Saddam’s invasion of Kuwait, American coalition-building efforts shifted to war against Iraq. Choreographed by President George H. W. Bush and his secretary
of state, James A. Baker, the formation of the Gulf War
coalition has become an icon of effective diplomacy. It
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was that, but it was also a largely cost free concession
for participants who asked for, and received, substantial rewards for joining. Syrian animosity toward Iraq,
which Damascus accused of subversion, was unconﬁned
and its need for Saudi cash so urgent that its deployment
of an infantry division to Saudi Arabia, where it saw
no combat, was fairly easy to arrange. Similarly, Egypt
needed cash transfusions and, as we have seen, resented
Iraq’s claim to supremacy in the Arab world, especially
when Baghdad’s self-assertion derided Egypt’s failure to
humble Israel. The Saudis feared that they were next in
line, after Kuwait, and were moved to join the coalition
by a well-developed instinct for self-preservation. The
achievement of U.S. diplomacy was to marshal a coalition by recognizing and exploiting these conditions and
to do so swiftly and seamlessly. Even more impressive
was the skillful manipulation of the UN Security Council and Arab League to persuade the Arab street that war
against Iraq was a legitimate undertaking, when many
Arabs admired Saddam Hussein’s toughness and nursed
more than just a mild resentment against a grasping and
nouveau riche Kuwait. The promise of vigorous action to
promote a Palestinian-Israeli agreement, which led eventually to the Madrid conference and the Wye Accords,
was an important part of the bid to win the acquiescence
of Arab publics.

Coalitions Present
The almost mythical status of the ﬁrst Bush administration’s coalition formation in the ﬁrst Gulf War has made
coalition building the inescapable option in the current
crisis, even if the balance of costs and beneﬁts is difﬁcult
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to establish. The coalition that the Obama administration
wants to marshal would consist of the same countries that
were aligned against Iran in the wake of the Islamic revolution. The “GCC plus 2,” as it has been dubbed, includes
the six Gulf Cooperation Council members plus Jordan
and Egypt.
The logic of America’s latest effort was unpacked by
the director of national intelligence, Admiral Dennis C.
Blair, in congressional testimony in February 2010. In his
prepared statement, which cast Iran as the center of an
“arc of instability,” he observed that
Iranian leaders perceive that regional developments—including the removal of Saddam and the Taliban, challenges facing
the United States in Iraq and Afghanistan, the increased inﬂuence of HAMAS and Hizballah, and, until recently, higher oil
revenues—have given Tehran more opportunities and freedom to pursue its objective of becoming a regional power.
This perception has produced a more assertive Iranian foreign
policy in which Tehran has focused on expanding ties in Iraq,
Afghanistan, and the Levant to better inﬂuence and exploit
regional political, economic, and security developments.

He added that “Iran’s inﬂuence in Iraq, its enduring strategic ties to Syria, pursuit of a nuclear weapons capability,
and the success of Tehran’s allies—HAMAS and Hizballah—are fueling Iran’s aspirations for regional preeminence.” Washington, according to Blair, would need to put
its thumb on the other side of the scales in the form of
“strong tools—from military force to diplomacy in the
region and good relationships with the vast majority of
states,” because “Arab Sunni leaders are struggling to
limit Iran’s gains; Saudi Arabia’s more activist regional
diplomacy falls short of signiﬁcantly constraining Iran’s
freedom of maneuver.”1
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This is a sober assessment. Iran is indeed active on a
number of fronts—although whether this represents a
master plan or shrewd opportunism is open to question.
In Iraq, where its access is better than anywhere else,
Tehran is perpetuating a history of interference. In the
1970s, the Shah’s support for independence-minded Iraqi
Kurds posed a serious obstacle to Ba’athist control over
the country, ultimately forcing Saddam’s acceptance of a
humiliating settlement over control of the Shatt al-Arab.
The meddling continued in the 1980s with support for
antiregime Shi’a agitprop. This failed to disrupt Baghdad’s war effort or pull at the seams of Iraqi society, but
did spur Iraq to provide safe haven for the Mujahideen alKhalq, a terrorist group that drew clerical blood in Iran.
Iran also might have supported the 1991 Shi’a revolt in
southern Iraq, although whatever assistance it provided
could not impede the Iraqi regime’s brutal suppression of
the uprising.
America’s decapitation of Iraq in 2003, followed by
a civil war in which U.S.-backed Shi’a forces routed the
dispossessed Sunnis, has left Iran in a strong position to
inﬂuence Iraqi foreign policy and manipulate domestic
politics. How strong remains to be seen. Parties such as
the Supreme Iraqi Islamic Council, which was launched
by Iran to reciprocate Iraq’s creation of the Mujahideen,
are on the wane, as others, led by Prime Minister Nuri
al-Maliki, consolidate their ascendancy. These political
groupings have a strong nationalist orientation that is
not really compatible with subordination to an Iranian
agenda. Iran publicly opposed a 2008 status of forces and
strategic framework agreement that helped legitimate
(and regulate) the U.S.-Iraq military relationship; at the
end of the day, however, Iran did not break with Maliki
over it. Still, it seems likely that Iran will enjoy a privi-
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leged relationship with Iraq, even as Baghdad seeks an
independent voice and freedom of action. This outcome
resulted from a U.S. grand plan, not an Iranian one. Tehran was simply given a strong hand and has played it
competently, by providing goods, services, and credit, supporting militias that created problems for the coalition in
order to hasten an American departure, and serving as an
indispensable mediator to help Iraqis solve contentious
issues, like the status of the “Mahdi Army,” controlled
by America’s bête noire, Moqtada al-Sadr, in the wake of
Maliki’s military campaign to humble his Shi’a rivals in
February 2008.
In thinking about Iran’s inﬂuence in Syria, it is important to remember that the two countries have been allies
for 30 years, longer than the United States had been an
ally of Britain’s when it established Lend-Lease in 1941.
Their current, close afﬁliation emerged from decades
of mutual support, Iranian investment in Syria, common foreign policy goals vis-à-vis Iraq, Lebanon, and
Israel, and shared status as pariahs in the West, a badge
that both regimes carry with self-conscious pride. This
intimate relationship was born as much of necessity as
design. Mutual need and obligation continue to give it
momentum. Presumably, their friendship will vary proportionally with the degree of their respective diplomatic
isolation, which is unlikely to lessen soon.
Iran’s relationship to Hezbollah extends nearly as
far back as its link to Syria. Hezbollah was forged in
the crucible of heavy ﬁghting between the Israeli army
and the Palestine Liberation Organization in the early
1980s. Its leadership was inspired by the piety and anticolonialism of Ayatollah Khomeini, and its ﬁghters were
trained by Iran’s Revolutionary Guard Corps. For Iran,
Lebanese Hezbollah represented the clerical regime’s

The Arabs’ Cold War

only possibility, after the hopes of 1979 had been shattered, of birthing a revolutionary Islamic state elsewhere
in the Middle East. Tehran’s umbilical connection to
Hezbollah, which depended on Syrian cooperation, also
put Iran on the border with Israel and made it a player
in the resistance to Israel’s existence; indeed, after the
1973 war, the only one. Sponsorship of Hezbollah also
gave Iran the reach to pay back the United States for its
support of the hated Shah and commitment to Israeli
security. It is true, therefore, that Iran rides the strong
horse of Lebanese politics today, but only because it
groomed the pony 30 years ago and provided the fodder steadily and generously ever since. The failure of
the other confessional groups to mobilize successfully
against Hezbollah is, in part, a function of their inferior
leadership and organization, but also a result of their
inability to challenge Hezbollah’s claim to be Lebanon’s
ﬁrewall against Israeli aggression. This assertion might
be specious, but it is widely believed. Israel’s unilateral
withdrawal in 2000 substantiated Hezbollah’s boast
even as it weakened the Lebanese government’s credibility. Hezbollah will always have to rely on an autonomous military capability to retain its veto power over
Lebanese government policy. Thus, an Israeli-Palestinian accord, or, for that matter, peace treaty with Syria,
would presumably be insufﬁcient to alter Hezbollah’s
determination to retain its arsenal. It would, however,
facilitate international and Lebanese efforts to push
Hezbollah toward disarmament—and a normalized status within Lebanese society—along the lines of the successful Anglo-American push for “decommissioning” of
the Provisional IRA’s weapons in 1998.2
Tehran’s support for Hamas, in contrast, is relatively
recent. It too is the result of a windfall: the collapse of
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the 2000–2001 peace initiatives, the beleaguerment of
the Hamas winners after the 2006 Palestinian Authority
elections and the resulting civil war, which left Hamas in
control of Gaza. Tehran supplied Hamas with the weaponry whose use triggered Israel’s Operation Cast Lead in
December 2008. Among the items provided by Iran were
122 mm rockets and heavy mortars, as well as IEDs of
the same construction as those used against U.S. forces
in Iraq. Resupplies came via Sudan and Egypt; arms were
smuggled into Gaza through a dense labyrinth of tunnels.
This sort of assistance can enable Hamas to start wars, but
not to ﬁnish them. That prerogative still belongs to Israel.
When it was over, the Gaza war left 1,400 Palestinians
dead, urban infrastructure damaged, and intra-Palestinian politics even more strained, as Fatah accused Hamas
of fecklessly provoking the disaster and Hamas indicted
Fatah for collaboration with the enemy. Iran demonstrated
its steadfastness, but only as a willingness to ﬁght to the
last Palestinian. Its public posture was notably low-key.
Hamas may be an asset for Tehran, but is hardly a
key to Iranian regional hegemony. Palestinian attitudes
toward Iranian inﬂuence are ambivalent; crowds in Gaza
have shouted “Shi’a, Shi’a!” when protesting against
Hamas, an expression of contempt for its reliance on
Iran.3 There is evidence that Hamas itself is split over the
wisdom of a creeping Iranian alliance.
Elsewhere, Iran seems to have made few inroads. To
the extent that the mullahs had any sway over Shi’a
opinion in the eastern province of Saudi Arabia, a combination of al-Saud cooptation and coercion has countered
it. Bahrain’s Shi’a majority still engages in occasional
street protests over discrimination by the Sunni minority, but these are quickly dispersed. Shi’a militancy has
been effectively suppressed by a security service, run by a
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British general until 2000. Here as well, charm offensives
by the ruling family help relieve the pressure. In 2009,
for example, the king pardoned 178 activists. In Kuwait,
the large minority of Shi’a citizens participates politically
and seems reconciled to Sunni rule.
Tehran’s most recent opportunity to inﬂuence events
far from Iran lies in Yemen, where the government has
been engaged in bloody ﬁghting against Zaydi rebels in
the north.4 The insurgents, named Houthis after their late
leader Abd al Malik al Houthi, want a greater share of
resources from a regime that has viewed them with suspicion since 1962, when the Zaydi elite was displaced in
that part of Yemen by the emergence of the Yemen Arab
Republic.5 Zaydis are Shi’a, although their embrace, centuries ago, of the Hanaﬁ approach to Islamic law places them
closer to Sunnis in matters of practice than to the Twelver
Shi’a in Iran. Perhaps to internationalize their cause, or
just attract Iranian help, the rebels attacked a Saudi border post in 2009, killing a guard. Whether this stratagem
drew Iranian assistance is unclear, but it did provide Saudi
Arabia with a pretext to characterize the Houthi revolt
as yet another Iranian assault on the regional order and
to go on the counteroffensive. This development, in turn,
was seized on by Iran as evidence that the Houthis were
indeed a besieged Shi’a minority community in need of
Iranian help. Iran’s foreign minister, Manouchehr Mottaki, warned ominously, “Countries of the region must
seriously hold back from intervening in Yemen’s internal
affairs. Those who pour oil on the ﬁre must know that
they will not be spared from the smoke that billows.”6 The
Yemeni government had already accused Iran of supplying the rebels’ weapons by ship, although it offered no
evidence. What was not quite explained is why the risky
business of foreign arms shipments would be required
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to sustain the rebels’ combat power, given that Yemen is
famous for being one of the region’s most heavily armed
nations, and the Yemeni army itself maintains robust sales
of its own inventories to rebels and others with ready cash.
Some money, however, does seem to ﬂow from Iran to the
rebels.
Tehran is happy enough to be seen as a defender of
coreligionists against an oppressive government and
Wahhabi aggression. The reality, however, is less than the
rhetoric of both sides would suggest. The Iranian regime
is not well positioned to pick a ﬁght with Riyadh, given
Tehran’s domestic difﬁculties and the possibility of stiffening international economic sanctions. The balance of
incentives, resources, and capabilities favors Saudi Arabia,
for whom the stakes in Yemen are higher than they are
for Iran. Against this background, it is a stretch to equate
Iranian involvement in Yemen with a serious challenge to
the Arab world.
There is a case to be made, however, that the whole
of Iranian inﬂuence in the region will exceed the sum
of its parts. This argument ﬂows from the thesis, ﬁrst
deployed by Vali Nasr, an academic who went to work
in 2009 for the Obama administration, that Shi’a Muslims in the Middle East and South Asia, galvanized by
the Shi’a reconquista in Iraq and the spectacle of a deﬁant
Iran, were poised to challenge the regional order wherever they existed in large numbers. The Shi’a crescent, as
it is called by those who fear this scenario, extends from
Pakistan to the Levant and corresponds more or less to
the region that Admiral Blair labeled an arc of instability,
or, decades ago, Carter’s national security advisor Zbigniew Brzezinski called “the arc of crisis.”7 Since there are
sizable Shi’a populations in Pakistan, Iraq, Saudi Arabia,
Kuwait, Bahrain, Lebanon, and Syria—if Alawites are to
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be counted as Shi’a—the mobilization of Shi’as by Iran,
or by the example of Shi’a supremacy and Sunni subordination in Iraq, could, according to this theory, destabilize nearly every country in the region. The transnational
nature of Shi’a clerical networks would contribute to such
a surge.
This is not a baseless fear. Since the Arab cold war of
the late 1950s, Arab states and Iran have at different times
used deterritorialized ideologies such as pan-Arabism,
pan-Islamism, or shared ethnicity to delegitimize rival
governments and manipulate domestic politics in neighboring states. The notion of a shared Shi’a destiny cannot necessarily be dismissed as somehow less compelling
to Shi’a than any of the preceding isms were to Arabs,
Sunni and Shi’a, more generally.
Arab governments appear to be united in these fears.
Saudi King Abdullah framed the problem in religious
terms, alleging that Iran was trying to convert Sunnis to
Shi’ism.8 “We are following up this matter and are aware of
the Shiite proselytism and what point it has reached. . . . This
majority will not abandon its beliefs. At the end of the day
it is the decision of the majority of Muslims that counts.”
He added, reassuringly, “Other creeds do not appear able
to inﬁltrate the Sunni majority or undermine its historical authority.” Hostile references to “Shi’aﬁcation” (teshayyu’) by clerical authorities and politicians in Sunni
societies have become rife.9 The theme was picked up,
notably by Jordan, as it was becoming clear that Iraq was
destined for Shi’a domination. In Jordan, where there are
virtually no indigenous Shi’a, King Abdullah spoke darkly
in 2004 of a Shi’a crescent piercing the heart of the Middle
East. He later tried to downplay the sectarian tone of his
original formulation, implying that use of “Shi’a” had
merely been a euphemism for Iran.10
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Egypt has focused on both the sectarian and statesponsored Shi’a threat. Police arrested 26 operatives of
a 49-member Hezbollah cell in April 2009 that Cairo
accused of plotting to blow up Egyptian and Israeli targets in Sinai, attack ships transiting the Suez Canal, and
overthrow the Egyptian government. This large multinational cell was accused of doing the larger bidding of
Iran, Syria, and Qatar. A special court convicted the 26 in
April 2010. Qatar, despite being an informal ally of the
United States, has worked diplomatically to advance Hezbollah’s interests in Lebanon and, through its activism
and control of Al Jazeera, to grab some of Egypt’s fading
regional authority. Here, too, the issue was less Shi’a selfassertion, despite fevered allegations of proselytization of
Egyptian Sunnis, than concern about Iranian maneuvering for strategic advantage. Egyptian foreign minister
Ahmed Abul Gheit phrased it grandiloquently: “Iran and
Iran’s followers want Egypt to become a maid of honor
for the crowned Iranian queen when she enters the Middle East.”11 Its chief agent, according to Egypt’s state-controlled press, was “the monkey sheikh,” Sayyid Hassan
Nasrallah, the spiritual leader of Hezbollah.12 One gets
the sense that the religious language used to characterize
growing alarm about Iranian ambitions is intended to win
public support for anti-Iranian policies that are otherwise
unpopular. Shi’ism, in contrast to anticolonial theater and
launching of rockets at Israel, is viewed with suspicion
and disdain. Whether stoking fears of Shi’aﬁcation will
seriously undermine admiration for Iran and its Hezbollah client for their belligerent blend of anti-Zionism
and anti-Semitism is unclear. Interestingly, the Muslim
Brotherhood line, propagated through much of the Sunni
Arab world, is that Shi’a-Sunni comity is imperative if
the potential of the Middle East is to be unlocked.
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In any event, the anxieties unleashed by the prospect
of a Shi’a revival have to be balanced against the effectiveness with which these majority Sunni countries have
dealt with the threat of subversive ideologies in the past.
The conservative monarchies that faced down pan-Arabism and Ba’athism are mostly still in power. The one
exception, King Faisal’s Iraq, failed to survive because it
handled its relationship with Britain, on the one hand,
and with Iraqi society, on the other, so oaﬁshly. Egypt
and Syria, both of which were tested by violent Islamist
uprisings, emerged strengthened from the encounter.
Even Iraq’s Ba’athist regime, which endured sanctions,
Kurdish and Shi’a insurgencies, and costly wars with Iran
and the United States, did not crack until it was physically overthrown by an American-led invasion. Since the
war, authoritarian regimes not only resisted the pressure
of the latest ism to confront them—democratization—
but also used the excesses of the civil war in Iraq and
Washington’s rhetoric about a war on terrorism to justify
renewed repression.
The question is whether Arab apprehensions about
Iran can be transformed into a strategically signiﬁcant
coalition. Israel seems to think so. In December 2009,
Israeli deputy foreign minister Danny Ayalon published
a letter in the Arabic daily Al-Sharq al-Awsat in which he
argued, passionately, that the “Iranian regime has many
tentacles spread out across the region sowing destruction
and despair amongst the people. . . . Iran seeks to hold an
entire region, including its own people, to ransom and
keep it engaged in conﬂicts orchestrated and directed from
Tehran.” Despite what many in the Arab world might
think, “The enemy of the people of Lebanon is not Israel,
but Hizbullah. The enemy of the Palestinian people is not
Israel, but Hamas. The enemy of the Egyptian people is
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not Israel, but militant Islamist opposition groups. All of
these groups,” he explained, “and many others, receive
their commands from Iran, who wish to control and suppress any aspirations the region has towards freedom and
advancement.” He concluded as follows:
For the ﬁrst time in many years, we ﬁnd ourselves on the
same side in seeking to quell and defeat the forces of extremism and destruction in our region. While many see the threat
from Iran directed solely at Israel, we in the region know differently. Together, we understand the menace that emanates
from the extremist regime in Tehran. A regime that seeks to
export its extremist ideology across the region and beyond,
while arming terrorist groups that seek to destabilize moderate Sunni regimes and aiming for hegemonic control of the
Middle East and far beyond.13

Tellingly, however, Ayalon did not say what these
Arab states at risk of subjugation by Iran and its proxies
are supposed to do. The only positive steps, he seemed
to imply, would be to recognize the concessions Israel
has made to the Palestinians, including fewer roadblocks
and pledging to halt settlement activity outside of Jerusalem for 10 months. On the basis of these concessions,
Ayalon presumably hoped the Arab states could adopt a
less critical posture toward the Jewish state. It is not clear
how conforming more closely to insidious Iranian typecasting of Sunni state behavior would somehow enable
these regimes to win the battle for hearts and minds in
the Middle East.
Ayalon’s appeal has had echoes in the United States.
Walter Isaacson, for example, has proposed the creation of
MATO, the “Middle East Anti-Terrorism Organization,”
which would include Israel once it had cleared things
up with the Palestinians. Much of this conceptualizing
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prompts the thought, “. . . and if my grandmother had had
wheels, she’d have been a car.” Although some forms of
overt cooperation that are now infeasible would become
possible, or even likely, were the two- state solution to be
realized, prospects for formal alliances that include Israel
are remote. As it is, in areas that relate to security and
particularly on counterterrorism, there has been the sort
of tacit cooperation envisaged by Isaacson, but on a bilateral basis between Israel, Jordan, and Egypt.
The kind of cooperation that can best contain the
spread of Iranian inﬂuence was demonstrated by U.S.Saudi coordination of funding not just for reconstruction
of Lebanon after the 2006 war, but covert funding in support of the Siniora government’s effort to weather the
political and military assault by Hezbollah that began in
December 2006 and crescendoed in May 2008. But this
sort of collusion does not always obtain, even with respect
to Iran. The Saudis provided funding for Sunni groups to
destabilize the very Shi’a government in Baghdad that
the United States was helping to consolidate, because,
from the perspective of the Al-Saud, a Shi’a-controlled
Iraq was tantamount to an Iranian tool, and therefore a
threat to Saudi interests. Nevertheless, when Washington
and Riyadh are aligned, the combination can get results.
It is less obvious, though, what a regional coalition
could deliver that its members would not be doing anyway as an autonomic response to Iranian self-aggrandizement. The GCC plus 2 do not sit on the UN Security
Council as permanent members and thus cannot inﬂuence deliberations on sanctions. Nor, for example, would
the Saudis use against the Chinese the oil weapon they
wielded in 1973, should Beijing veto a Security Council
resolution for stronger sanctions against Iran (although
the Obama administration has asked the Saudis to reas-
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sure Beijing that they will replace Iranian oil that might
be cut off if tensions rise).
The odds that a combination of pressure and diplomacy
will produce effective limits on Iran’s nuclear program
do not look very good, and there is little reason to suppose that they can be much improved through the workings of an informal Arab-Israeli-American coalition. So
the real logic of building such a coalition probably has
more to do with the need—as yet unutterable—to equip
key countries to contain Iranian power once Tehran has
attained a nuclear weapons capability. This should be
doable. Nuclear weapons are now 65 years old, and there
is little or no evidence in that history to suggest that
their mere possession offers their possessors any particular coercive powers. The United States coerced Japan to
surrender, but only after it had actually used the weapons to destroy two cities. As Harvard’s Steven Miller has
observed, American possession of thousands of nuclear
warheads has never meant that even dependent allies will
do Washington’s bidding—unless they deem it to be otherwise in their interests. It is not obvious why Iran’s possession of a far more rudimentary capability should give
it any greater coercive power. Indeed, as Miller further
observes, whether one calls the adjacent body of water the
“Persian Gulf” or “Arabian Gulf,” it is—in the strategic
currency of naval power and bases access—an American
lake. It is hard to imagine that Iranian progress toward a
nuclear weapon capability would inspire Gulf Arab states
to renounce American protection.
This does not mean, however, that the new situation
would be without risk. There is reason to worry that
the limited political utility of nuclear weapons will not
be obvious to an Iranian regime that has just expended
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a huge effort to develop them. In this dangerous transitional period, Tehran might act as though its weapons
capability meant a great deal. Miscalculation and conﬂict
could be the result. In this context, Washington will be
relying on the coalition to resist the two forms of pressure that a nuclear-emboldened Iran might apply: insisting that U.S. access to Persian Gulf bases be curtailed;
and pressuring Saudi Arabia and other oil producers to
peg production—and therefore price—levels to Iran’s
revenue requirements. Although the natural impulse of
these countries will be to balance with the United States
against such extortion, this impulse would need to be
reinforced. One means of reinforcement, let slip by Secretary of State Clinton, but subsequently withdrawn by the
Obama administration, was the prospect of a protective
U.S. nuclear umbrella over the Gulf allies. The credibility
of extended deterrence, as we know from doubts raised
in the latter half of the twentieth century about Washington’s willingness to trade New York for Hamburg, or
Paris, can never be absolute. The vulnerable members of
the alliance need tangible signs of their patron’s commitment and a modicum of conﬁdence in their own defensive capabilities. Likewise, the patron needs to know that
its forces are interoperable with its allies’ equipment and
infrastructure in the event these become necessary to
use, and that its forces have unimpeded access to staging
bases.
Hence the similarity of the U.S. approach to shaping
the GCC plus 2 coalition to previous efforts at creating
strategic partnerships. Arms sales are deemed essential.
Only if coalition members are secure can they be expected
to run the risks of challenging a powerful regional rival.
Accordingly, the Bush and Obama administrations set
in motion a $20 billion arms package for Saudi Arabia,
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Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, and the UAE conﬁgured
to improve air defense and naval capabilities. At the same
time, U.S. military assistance to Israel grew by 43 percent,
for a total of $30 billion over the decade. The increase was
due partly to Israeli jitters over Saudi Arabia’s acquisition of satellite-guided munitions, which, until recently,
had been only in Israel’s inventory, and partly to replace
equipment lost in the 2006 Hezbollah war.14 These arms
transfers are taking place in the context of a stupendous
wave of procurement in the region. Outside of the great
powers, the highest global spenders in 2008 were the
United Arab Emirates, which signed $9.7 billion in arms
deals, including $6.5 billion for an air defense system, and
Saudi Arabia, which signed $8.7 billion in weapons agreements.15 In addition, the United States is providing a substantial array of missile defenses to boost the conﬁdence
of coalition members worried about the vulnerability of
their cities to Iranian ballistic missiles.16
American ofﬁcials have not been shy about advertising these arrangements. In December 2009, CENTCOM
Commander General David Petraeus spoke to a gathering
of security ofﬁcials and analysts—including Arabs, Westerners, and Iranians—organized by the International
Institute for Strategic Studies in Bahrain. He highlighted
the military modernization programs of U.S. allies in the
region, and then boasted, “The Emirates’ air force itself
could take out the entire Iranian airforce.”17

World on Fire?
Arrangements intended to buttress the ability of Arab
Gulf states to withstand Iranian nuclear intimidation
won’t reassure a nervous Israel in the near term. Israel

The Arabs’ Cold War

may feel compelled, therefore, to take matters into its
own hands. The question that then arises will be how
these various interests and fears among Arab states will
play out at successive stages of the unfolding crisis. For
Israel, whether these states acquiesce in an attack they
detect while it is underway is undoubtedly a serious concern. The possibility of detection is high. Jordan’s King
Hussein reported the ﬂight of Israeli attackers to Iraq in
1981 because he saw the aircraft from his perch on the
deck of the royal yacht in the Gulf of Aqaba. The Arab
states straddling the central and southern routes have
acquired very capable air defense systems since 1981;
some, as noted, are being upgraded now by the United
States. It seems likely that Jordan, Saudi Arabia and
Kuwait would be able to detect the overﬂight of Israeli
aircraft. Syria might not see ingressing aircraft, but the
ability to blind the Syrians again, after doing so in 2007,
is not something Israel can take for granted. If some or
all of these governments do spot the air wing that Israel
has launched toward Iran, they would have the options of
alerting Tehran, attempting to intercept the intruders,18
or simply remaining silent. In the unlikely event that
Israel chose to overﬂy Iraq in the teeth of Washington’s
opposition, Baghdad would not have an independent ability to detect or intercept the intruders. The United States,
which controls Iraqi airspace and would know immediately that Israel had entered it, would be put in a difﬁcult
position, probably best managed by avoiding contact with
the attackers. Israel, however, is not going to put Washington in this position, even if planners judge that the
mission is untenable by any other route.
For all these countries except Syria, the balance of
incentives might well lie on the side of silence. All are
in the position of free riders, insofar as none wants to

99

100

The Sixth Crisis

see a nuclear-armed Iran and none believes that it would
face crippling retaliation for an attack launched by Israel,
especially as they would quickly try to outbid each other
in condemning Jerusalem after the strike became public.
Any of these governments could enhance its domestic
and regional popularity by challenging Israeli aircraft
within its borders, but a humbled Iran would be the overriding interest, especially if intercepting aircraft were
likely to be shot to pieces by Israeli ﬁghters, which then
proceeded to reach their targets in Iran. Domestic and
regional respectability would probably be preserved well
enough by diplomatic and media criticism of Israel and
the United States. Despite this, these states can scarcely
be sanguine about the destabilizing effects of a nuclear
Iran, or the instability that might follow an Israeli attack.
Collectively, they face a no-win situation. Their natural
instinct will be to hedge.
The Saudis might be thinking about this scenario
in somewhat less timid terms. A ﬂurry of uncorroborated reporting, which probably devolved to a single
source, suggested that Prince Bandar bin Sultan, the
Saudi national security advisor and former ambassador to the United States, met with an Israeli ofﬁcial in
2008, allegedly to indicate that Saudi Arabia would turn
a blind eye to Israeli aircraft on route to Iran through
Saudi airspace. If true, this would mitigate the anxiety
of Israeli planners to some small degree. But it is not
obvious why the Saudis would take the risk of reassuring Israel about a course of action that Riyadh could
take in any event, without the risk of an embarrassing
disclosure of collusion with Jerusalem. Notwithstanding the dubious credibility of these reports, some rankand-ﬁle Saudis do seem favorably disposed to the idea
of the United States, and with lesser enthusiasm, Israel,
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attacking Iran’s nuclear facilities. According to a recent
poll of 1,000 Saudis in Riyadh, Jeddah, and Dammam,
one-third of the respondents supported the idea of a
U.S. strike, while one-third opposed “somewhat,” and
another one-third opposed “strongly.” One-quarter of
urban Saudis supported the prospect of an Israeli attack
“to some extent.”19 It seems reasonable to conclude that
the Al Saud, if not their Hashemite neighbor, would
have some conﬁdence in their ability to ride out popular
emotions in the wake of an attack.
It is conceivable that Iran will be unable to distinguish
an Israeli attack from an American one, or simply disinclined to make the distinction. The result might be attacks
against U.S. installations in neighboring countries, or
against the assets or populations of these countries themselves. The range of targets is wide, and falls into two
groups: Kuwait, Qatar, Bahrain, the UAE, Saudi Arabia,
and Oman, on the one hand; Iraq and Afghanistan, on
the other. They present different kinds of challenges. If
Iran organizes attacks against the ﬁrst group of countries,
Washington will probably judge that an armed response
is necessary and that, in turn, would require the permission of these countries to use their bases for attacks
against Iran. This scenario, a nightmare for most of these
countries whose infrastructure is vulnerable and who are
seeking to expand investment outside of the energy sector, would leave rulers little choice but to accede to U.S.
requests. This would lead ineluctably to an intensiﬁed
U.S. military presence, as Washington deployed more
ships and aircraft to defend countries providing base
access, while carrying out offensive operations against
Iran’s military and ultimately its leadership. This could
be an open-ended proposition, whereby tit-for-tat attacks
mount in frequency and intensity, as each side moves to
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dominate the escalatory ladder. Given the size and sophistication of U.S. naval forces, the extensive infrastructure
available to them along the Arab side of the Gulf, the head
start the United States and its partners have exploited to
improve missile defenses, and the steps that some basing
countries, like the UAE, are taking to manage the consequences of Iranian retaliatory attacks, it seems likely that
Washington and its regional allies will be the side that
enjoys escalation dominance.
Iraq and Afghanistan are two neighboring battleﬁelds
where Iran could try to retaliate by creating problems for
the United States. But here the risk of direct U.S.-Iranian
ﬁghting could be somewhat lower than in the GCC scenario, since these attacks would be deniable events in the
context of ongoing wars. Iranian IEDs killed American
soldiers during the height of the Iraqi civil war, but the
United States refrained from retaliation even though the
origin of the bombs was well established. Opportunities
for Iranian action in Iraq will decline as U.S. forces are
drawn down, but diplomats and other Americans will still
be exposed to violence. U.S. forces in Afghanistan will be
vulnerable for several years at least especially since the
areas under coalition control closest to Iran are in Spanish and Italian hands and would present ample opportunity for inﬁltration.
The conﬂict also could widen to encompass Lebanon,
even before an Israeli attack on Iran, should Israel seize
on a Hezbollah cross-border action as an Iranian casus
belli or simply to keep Hezbollah too busy to retaliate for an Israeli attack on Iran. This would not entail a
surgical strike. If it happened, an invasion would involve
division-sized formations advancing on a broad front, in
concert with air and maritime assault, to disarm Hezbollah and push its ﬁghters back far enough to immunize
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northern Israel against missile attacks. An offensive of
this scope could bring Syrian and Israeli forces into contact, sparking full-scale combat and, from an Israeli perspective, ultimately threatening Bashar al-Assad’s control
in Damascus. The two sides were already talking in these
terms in February 2010, with Israeli defense minister Ehud
Barak worrying out loud that without “. . . an arrangement
with Syria, we are liable to enter a belligerent clash with
it that could reach the point of an all-out, regional war”
and Syria’s foreign minister, Walid Muallem, warning
that “Israel knows that war will move to the Israeli cities.”
Israel’s outspoken foreign minister Avigdor Lieberman’s
conversation killing rejoinder was that Israel’s “. . . message must be clear to Assad. In the next war, not only will
you lose, you and your family will lose the regime. Neither you will remain in power, nor the Assad family.”20
The bow wave of refugees and retreating Hezbollah
ﬁghters in Lebanon set in motion by an Israeli invasion
would imperil the fragile truce that now regulates political behavior in Beirut, and possibly trigger renewed civil
war. As already noted, the Muslim Brotherhood, unlike
other right wing Islamist movements in the Arab world,
advocates a Shi’a-Sunni alliance; it could get a tremendous boost. Sunni radicalism of a different and perhaps
more dangerous sort would be mobilized by Iran’s efforts
to generate Arab sympathy and support in the wake of an
Israeli attack. These developments would provoke regime
fears of instability, reinforcing repressive instincts that
will set back political reform, while feeding dissent. Further mutations of the global terrorist virus are among the
plausible consequences.
The aftermath of an Israeli attack could lead to further
complications, if the United States is drawn into the fray
by Iranian retaliation that kills Americans, or jeopardizes
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Washington’s interests in the Gulf. Coordinated, sustained
strikes of mounting violence by U.S. forces could destabilize Iran as regime leaders go into hiding, their communications are degraded, and instruments of state control
weaken. Meanwhile, the economy would sink, cut off from
trade by the damage dished out to ports, energy and transportation infrastructures, and by the blockade effect of
naval operations in the Gulf. Successful Iranian terrorist
attacks, commando operations, or lucky hits with cruise or
ballistic missiles against Gulf Arab states would hobble economic recovery on the other side of the Gulf, put upward
pressure on oil prices, and lead to an exodus of Westerners
still essential to the smooth operations of the GCC littoral
states. Terrorist attacks are also likely to be launched by
Iranian sympathizers exploiting the cover of a large Iranian expatriate population. A slow or clumsy response to
attacks would shake popular conﬁdence in ruling families
whose legitimacy depends, even now, on a degree of paternalism. The sharp expansion in the U.S. military presence
in the Gulf could itself engender anti-American sentiment,
particularly if the United States was seen as responsible
for the crisis because of its support for Israel, or the tough
approach Washington had brought to the nuclear issue and
which is seen as having led to a third American war in the
greater Middle East.
To be clear, there are certainly less apocalyptic alternatives to this world-on-ﬁre scenario. Rather than spiraling
out of control, events might track the well-worn grooves of
recent crises. Arab leaders could release some of the pressure of popular opinion by distancing themselves from
Israel, perhaps withdrawing ambassadors (where they
exist), giving state-controlled media full reign to excoriate the Jewish state, and supporting strongly worded resolutions in the UN General Assembly, the Arab League,
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and the Organization of the Islamic Conference. Summit
meetings intended to show resolve—and relevance—
would be announced. Some governments might offer
humanitarian, technical, or ﬁnancial assistance to Iran,
although follow-through would be spotty and slow. Popular ambivalence about Iran might offset, to some degree,
anger at an Israel seen to be out of control and anger at
Arab regimes and the United States for their failure to
contain it. All the parties will have strong incentives to
avoid escalation. Whether these will trump emotional or
spasmodic responses to a range of potent provocations is
hard to predict. The momentum of rhetoric could combine
with poor judgment to unleash an escalatory dynamic,
as in June 1967. But Arab states are more mature now
than they were in the wake of decolonization and more
secure than they were in the spring of 1967. Regimes have
since demonstrated a convincing ability to manage violent
opposition.
Still, an Israeli decision to risk indeterminate war with
the Islamic Republic might well lead into uncharted territory. This means more than the unexceptional notion that
the use of force often carries unintended consequences. It
suggests, rather, that an Israeli attack on Iran would be
momentous, transforming the regional order in ways that
cannot be inferred from past wars. From this perspective,
there is simply no way to think coherently about this
future and no way to prepare for it. In 1967, for example,
neither Egypt nor Israel could have anticipated the longterm effects of its respective decisions: Egypt’s decision to
blockade Israel while calling for its annihilation; Israel’s
decision to preempt an Arab assault by attacking Egypt
and Syria, and then turn its guns on an imprudent Jordan. These choices permanently restructured Israeli politics, led to a multigenerational Israeli occupation and an
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ongoing succession of devastating wars, fueled the rise
of Islamist politics, and hastened the decline of Egypt as
the preeminent power in the Arab world. On the other
hand, the Iranian revolution triggered deep and plausible fears of a fatally weakened regional system, in which
the regimes on which Washington relied would be swept
away by revolutionary fervor ﬂowing from Tehran. As
we now know, these anxieties were not to be actualized.
Thus, it is possible that an Israeli attack against Iran could
contain the seeds of a less dystopian future than did the
1967 war. But betting on it would be quite a gamble.

Chapter 4

Diplomacy’s Struggle

I

srael has its own nuclear arsenal, containing,
according to various estimates, between 60 and 400
warheads with a triad of delivery vehicles: airplanes,
land-based missiles, and submarine-based missiles.1 This
nuclear deterrent has been widely known for decades, but
never ofﬁcially acknowledged. Nor has Israel ever brandished its nuclear weapons for the purpose of bluster or
intimidation. Its ofﬁcial posture is one of strict ambiguity;
Israel says it will not be the ﬁrst to “introduce” nuclear
weapons to the region, meaning that its nuclear arsenal
will be neither tested nor announced. Former prime minister Yitzhak Rabin went further, stating gnomically and
perhaps ominously that Israel will not be the ﬁrst country
to introduce nuclear weapons to the Middle East, nor will
it be the second. In this regard, though they don’t quite ﬁt
the bill of a “virtual” nuclear weapons state—since they
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do have the actual weapons—the Israelis have proven to
be pretty good models for how such a state should behave.
By not declaring their capability, they relieve some of the
political pressure on neighboring states to follow suit.
The Israeli nuclear arsenal has not been an overt factor in
any of Israel’s wars. It is a classic, ultimate deterrent for a
people who have known, in living memory, what it means
to be the objects of annihilation. Having never signed the
Non-proliferation Treaty (NPT), moreover, Israel has not
violated it.
Yet the Israeli nuclear arsenal does violate, in the
minds of many Arabs, fundamental notions of fairness.
A previous chapter emphasized the concept of justice
as particularly resonant in the Arab world. Though no
doubt fed and reinforced by colonial and postcolonial history, this is hardly a uniquely Arab trait. Iran, of course,
appeals to the claims of injustice and double standards
favoring Israel. And as with Iran’s other appeals, this
one rings with varying degrees of resonance at different
levels and locations in the Middle East. Saudi and some
other Gulf leaders are extremely worried about the Iranian nuclear project—to the point of arguing privately,
according to some sources, for U.S. or even Israeli military action. Arab populations, including, to a signiﬁcant
degree, journalists, intellectuals, and other elite opinion
makers, complain that Iran is unfairly held to a different standard than Israel, and are unmoved by counterarguments that the Israelis have not employed their
nuclear capabilities for purposes of intimidation. More
alarming, they are also receptive to Iran’s claims that it
alone is ready to stand up to Israel, in contrast to acquiescent Arab states. Again, there is an observable difference between the populations of Gulf Arab states, where
a sense of Iranian threat is sharpest, and Arabs of the
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Levant, where considerations of prestige and taking sides
in the confrontation with Israel are more salient. A 2009
debate in the Egyptian Shura Council, the consultative
upper house, featured arguments from several opposition
members that Egypt needs a nuclear weapons program to
balance Israel’s.2 Lakhdar Brahimi, the former Algerian
foreign minister and UN special envoy, has argued that
that although Arab governments have submitted to the
nuclear double standard against the views of their own
populations, sooner or later governments will have to
adjust their policies to reﬂect the strong popular feelings,
because the reverse—Arab peoples coming to accept the
double standard—is simply not going to happen.3 This
tension is one reason that Egypt and other Arab states,
all of whom have adhered to the NPT, have been pushing for decades for a nuclear-weapons-free zone in the
Middle East, which would include Israel. Israel maintains
that it cannot consider such an idea until such time as
it enjoys real peace with all of its neighbors. The Arabs,
in turn, argue that the Israeli exception is unsustainable
and creates a dangerous dynamic whereby, instead of
peace, there could be heightened tensions amidst nuclear
proliferation—a dangerous dynamic indeed. Of course, to
paraphrase Gibbon, “unsustainable” circumstances can
be sustained for quite some time.
The perceived unfairness of Israel’s nuclear status may
have strained regional forbearance, but it is Iran’s nuclear
program that threatens to break it. As the Iranian nuclear
crisis has worsened, there has been a striking and rather
sudden interest in nuclear power throughout the Middle
East. There are legitimate energy, economic, and environmental reasons for much of this nuclear renaissance, and
there are speciﬁc domestic drivers in countries such as
Egypt, where Gamal Mubarak, son of the president, has
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taken up the nuclear-energy project as a worthy symbol
of techno-nationalist prestige, which he hopes will help
him in his campaign to succeed his father.4 At least one
state, moreover, the United Arab Emirates, has signed a
technology agreement with the United States in which
it abjures its own uranium enrichment and accepts other
safeguards; the agreement constitutes the gold standard
for making a nuclear energy program as proliferationproof as possible.5
There is little doubt, however, that some of the renewed
interest in nuclear power is driven also by hedging strategies. Arab states, and possibly Turkey, want to develop the
human capital and technical infrastructure for nuclear
technology that would bring them closer to a weapons
capability for the day they decide they want or need it.
The further development of these dual-use technologies
appears unstoppable, given the resurgent global interest in nuclear energy motivated by energy and climatechange worries.
This dynamic brings the Middle East closer to the proliferation cascade that gives many strategic experts sleepless nights. Tipping points might include a ﬁnal, obvious
failure of diplomatic efforts to restrain Iran’s nuclear drive;
Iranian threats against its neighbors, or actual military conﬂict involving Iran and Gulf Arab states; an exhaustion of
patience with the double standards built into the nonproliferation regime; a collapse of conﬁdence in American strategic
skill or commitment to the region; or an Israeli decision to
abandon its doctrine of nuclear ambiguity, perhaps because
it felt the need to make its deterrent capabilities against Iranian nuclear attack clear and therefore more credible. An
Israeli preemptive attack against Iranian nuclear facilities
that intensiﬁed Iran’s determination to build nuclear weapons and leave the NPT could be another tipping point.
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These are potential dangers, not predictions. There are
forms of strategic reassurance the United States could
offer, the most plausible being a set of security guarantees, to prevent a proliferation cascade. The model for
such reassurance was the American nuclear guarantee to
Cold War allies in Europe as well as Japan. Circumstances
are different, of course; the intimacy of the European alliance is unlikely to develop between the United States and
Saudi Arabia. Still, it is worth remembering that in early
years of the Cold War, there were considerable fears of
West Germany going nuclear. These fears seem almost
absurd today. Skillful diplomacy and strategic determination can prevent worst-case outcomes.
Nonetheless, a big part of the concern about Iran’s
nuclear ambitions derives from the grim intuition that
the NPT is under severe strain. North Korea has conducted a second nuclear test. India and Pakistan have been
nuclear weapons states for more than a decade now without suffering any grave consequences (unless you count
their near-nuclear war in the summer of 2002 as a grave
consequence). Many sensible observers fear that if Iran
goes nuclear, an ensuing proliferation cascade in the Middle East would reduce the NPT to a joke. There is little
conﬁdence that a world of 15 or 20 nuclear powers can be
managed without a real nuclear war breaking out.
The original NPT was based on a grand bargain under
which the recognized nuclear weapons states promised
to work toward eventual dismantlement of their own
arsenals. Without this promise, the idea that the rest
of the world would allow just ﬁve countries to enjoy a
permanent nuclear monopoly never made much sense.
During the Cold War, the promise could be ﬁled under
business for the distant future. But the Cold War ended
20 years ago.

111

112

The Sixth Crisis

The Nuclear World
Some two months into his presidency, President Obama
told an audience in Prague that the United States had not
forgotten its promise, and would work with other nuclear
powers on steps to meet it.6 Insisting that he was “not
naive,” and acknowledging that the destination might not
be reached in his lifetime, the president nonetheless committed the United States to the goal of a world without
nuclear weapons. This is a radical vision, even if it was
already implied in the NPT, and faces reasonable opposition from many who argue that nuclear weapons cannot
be uninvented. Because the knowledge for building them,
say the skeptics, will always be available to dangerous and
evil regimes, it will always be incumbent upon status quo
powers to maintain at least limited nuclear arsenals for
the purposes of deterrence.
Before Obama, the only U.S. president to embrace
seriously the goal of total nuclear disarmament was Ronald Reagan, who discussed the idea in summit meetings
with Mikhail Gorbachev. Reagan’s enthusiasm for this
vision was considered, at best, another indication that he
was a man of clear and straightforward moral convictions
without too much concern for the details or, at worst, as
evidence that he was dangerously detached from global
strategic reality. Some of Reagan’s advisers were openly
embarrassed by his antinuclear sentiments.7
Yet in January 2007, four elder statesmen—Reagan’s
secretary of state, George Schultz; Henry Kissinger, who
held the same job under Nixon and Gerald Ford; William Perry, secretary of defense under Bill Clinton; and
former senator Sam Nunn—published a Wall Street
Journal op-ed arguing that it was time to adopt and start
serious steps toward implementing Reagan’s vision of
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a nuclear-free world.8 On one level their campaign is
another example of the observable phenomenon that old
age often radicalizes; this can happen especially to former
men of power who, upon retirement, have cause to ponder the implications of their previous actions. On another
level, their campaign reﬂects the conclusion that although
mankind thinks it has gotten used to nuclear weapons, it
has not tamed them; their continued existence and abundance make it mathematically probable that one day they
again will be used, with horrifying consequences.
The four elder statesmen, and now the president of the
United States, were also taking clear sides in a somewhat
obscure philosophical argument about the causes and
nature of nuclear proliferation. There is a strong school of
thought, part classical realist and part hawk-neoconservative, which holds that a state’s decision to acquire nuclear
weapons is not subject to international treaty obligations,
global “norms,” or sentimentally derived moral considerations. By endorsing the opposite side of this argument, Kissinger, Nunn, Perry, Schultz, and Obama were
embracing what can be described as a “European” view of
the importance of multilateral cooperation and the power
of example exercised by great powers and established
nuclear states.9
There is a disconnect, however, between such abstract
and even visionary terms at the same time that real
events on the ground are blotting out the vision. North
Korea and Iran present stark problems for those who
dream of unwinding the nuclear clock. Pyongyang has
more than earned the overused and otherwise unhelpful
label of “rogue” state. It has starved its people, engaged
in terrorism against its neighbors, ﬁred missiles over
Japan, renounced its membership in the NPT and tested
two nuclear devices. Both the Clinton and Bush admin-
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istrations probably would have been ready to remove its
nuclear threat by military means, but Pyongyang has a
potent nonnuclear deterrent: more than 10,000 artillery
tubes, 500 of which are in range to ﬂatten Seoul.
The Iranian threat is perhaps more insidious. Although
it has muddied the waters a bit by violating NPT safeguards obligations, Tehran has nonetheless been writing
the book on how to achieve a near-nuclear weapons status within the broad parameters of the treaty. Iran would
not be the only country with this “break-out” capability;
Japan, it is estimated, could build nuclear weapons in a
matter of months if it chose to do so. But Japan, totally
transparent, has never given any reason to doubt its nonproliferation commitments. Here, moreover, regime type
matters: Japan has not used terrorism as a central tool of
state policy, or loudly denied the right of another country
to exist.
The extent of Iran’s nuclear efforts became evident at
more or less the same time as major powers in the UN
Security Council were arguing over what to do about
Iraq. Over the course of late 2002 and early 2003, that
argument turned into a diplomatic train wreck that was,
in turn, the ﬁtting opening act to America’s ill-prepared
invasion. It was against this background that the European states, led by France, Britain, and Germany, resolved
to do a better job on the problem of Iran. They wanted
to prove that tough diplomacy would work better than a
reckless unilateral war. Years of negotiations between the
“EU-3” and Tehran followed; the Bush administration,
philosophically opposed to diplomatic engagement with
“rogue states,” but also preoccupied by a deteriorating
situation in Iraq, slowly and somewhat grudgingly came
to support the European approach. Iran showed enough
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interest in the talks to suspend its uranium enrichment
activities for a spell, but insisted that control of the “fuel
cycle” was a “sovereign right,” and that permanent or
even long-term suspension was not on the table. After
Iran returned to building and spinning centrifuges, Russia
and China joined the Americans and Europeans to pass a
series of surprisingly tough UN Security Council resolutions that mandated suspension of these activities under
Chapter VII of the UN Charter, which meant that Iran’s
actions were considered a “threat to international peace
and security.” The Security Council’s unity on this matter was no small accomplishment, because it established
that Iran was in violation of an unequivocal international
norm, but it had failed in the main goal, which is preventing Iran from moving closer to a nuclear weapons capability. Though some sanctions have been imposed, Russia
and China refused to go along with real game-changing
penalties that might have administered an adequate shock
to the Iranian system. In any event, it was far from certain that even such harsher penalties would work.

A Theory of Diplomacy
The Europeans had not yet proven, therefore, that “effective multilateralism”—the Brussels slogan for their
preferred approach—could be made to work. The Bush
administration, on the other hand, seemed unable to
internalize the very concept of diplomacy, at least when it
came to the Iranian ﬁle. “We don’t speak to evil” was the
line attributed to Vice President Cheney in his successful campaign to convince the administration to ignore the
Tehran’s demarche of May 2003.10 In its second term the
administration in fact allowed the Europeans to put some
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impressive offers on the table in America’s name, including U.S. technical help to Iran for a peaceful nuclear program shorn of enrichment. Iran by this time may have
had grounds for doubting whether the United States
would, or even could, deliver on the offer.
The Bush administration’s constricted concept of
diplomacy extended to a country whose help it really
needed if there was to be a peaceful solution to this crisis. That country was Russia. U.S.-Russian relations had
deteriorated badly since the moment, in 2001, when Bush
met the new president, Vladimir Putin, in Slovenia, and
claimed to have seen, through Putin’s eyes, into a compatible soul. Much of the corrosion was certainly Moscow’s
fault; Russia under Putin turned increasingly authoritarian. But it was also the case that the United States since
the Clinton administration was unready to concede that
Moscow was entitled to much more than marginal inﬂuence over the shape of post–Cold War security arrangements in Europe. Russian resentment and even fury
about this attitude was palpable.
Each side’s views were defensible. From Washington’s
perspective, the enlargement of NATO to bring in former
members of the Warsaw Pact was a way to anchor their
new democracies, and posed no threat to Russia unless the
Russian concept of its own security required hegemony
over its neighbors. From Moscow’s perspective, enlargement violated an implicit agreement that that neither side
would take unilateral advantage of the end of the cold
war. It was not absurd to argue that the movement toward
Russian borders of an alliance that had been founded
against the Soviet Union constituted the taking of unilateral advantage. Russia was probably ready to swallow the
ﬁrst round of NATO enlargement to countries of central
Europe. But the ideology of NATO expansion, that every
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country has a sovereign right to choose its own alliance,
rendered the expansion theoretically unlimited. Russian
resentment turned to fury and deep anxiety when NATO
declared that the former Soviet Republics of Ukraine and
Georgia would one day be members.11 Both contained
unhappy, pro-Russian minorities; in the case of Georgia,
small breakaway “republics” had emerged from postSoviet conﬂict. When the Georgian president decided in
August 2008 to use force to bring one of them back under
Georgian control, he found himself in a shooting war
with Russia.
Similar contention plagued the American plans for
missile defense. Ambitious ballistic missile defenses are a
Republican enthusiasm going back to Reagan; Democrats
have tended toward skepticism, but Clinton kept the research
program alive. Although testing has not been resoundingly
successful, the Bush administration decided to lock in the
program with actual deployments. In addition to sites in
California and Alaska, these were to include 10 silo-based
missile interceptors in Poland, and an omni-directional
X-band tracking-radar base in the Czech Republic. The Poles
and Czechs were initially difﬁdent about accepting installations that they knew would draw Russian ire. Warsaw
and Prague came around, however, after the Bush administration offered various tokens of reassurance, including
Patriot antiaircraft batteries, an American security agreement (theoretically redundant on top of the North Atlantic
Treaty’s Article 5), along with special emphasis on the fact
that with missile defense facilities would come U.S. military
personnel to man them. The packages helped emphasize
what NATO had long been trying to deemphasize: that a
residual NATO purpose was to protect against the possibility of Russian intimidation and revanchism. Warsaw and
Prague found this reemphasis gratifying.
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Moscow, by the same token, found it maddening. It
tended to contradict the American insistence that Polandand Czech-based missile defenses were directed not against
the current Russian ICBM threat, but against a future
Iranian one. The American claim was pretty obviously
true, but also beside the point as far as Moscow was concerned. To understand why, it is important to remember
that although U.S.-Russian political relations have been
completely transformed since the Cold War, their strategic relationship is still one of nuclear deterrence based
on mutual assured destruction.12 Hence neither side can
be indifferent to developments that affect the strategic
balance. It is logical reality that an effective missile shield
that expanded beyond the 30 interceptors in California
and Alaska and the 10 interceptors that were planned
for Poland—and Washington never promised any deﬁnite limits on future expansion—would constitute such
a development. More precisely, it might give Washington
the theoretical capability to launch a ﬁrst-strike attack
against Russian nuclear forces, and then protect the U.S.
homeland against Moscow’s degraded retaliatory force
by intercepting the remaining missiles. In political terms,
this scenario is absurd: the United States is not going to
launch a nuclear war against Russia. In strategic terms,
it is plausible, and indeed no more outlandish than the
concept of a nuclear “window of vulnerability” favoring
the Soviets that agitated the U.S. strategic community in
the 1980s.
So upon assuming power in 2009, the Obama administration inherited what looked like a perverse policy
mix. An unproved missile defense shield against a notyet-existing Iranian long-range missile threat was helping to ruin relations with a key permanent member of
the UN Security Council whose help was needed against
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the much more immediate threat: Iranian nuclear capabilities that are further destabilizing the Middle East.
Obama understood that he had to set priorities and make
choices. His administration made clear from the start that
it wanted a major “reset” of relations with Russia. Political appointees and career diplomats alike indicated that
they had high expectations for the help Moscow could
offer for increasing diplomatic and economic pressure on
Tehran.13
In September 2009, Washington announced that it
was scrapping the plans for missile-defense facilities
in Poland and the Czech Republic, in favor of a mobile
defense system, on Aegis destroyers and land platforms, to be deployed much closer to potential Iranian
missile-launch sites. The president was immediately
accused of preemptively appeasing Russia—betraying
the Czechs and Poles in the face of Russian blackmail.
This accusation required “a caricature of circular causality,” as Mark Fitzpatrick has written: “the plan had
to go ahead, all the more so because of Moscow’s ﬁerce
opposition.”14 The hollowness of the appeasement
charge is underscored by the fact that—from a technical-military standpoint—the administration’s chosen
system is more mature and reliable technology against
the short- and medium-range missiles that Iran will be
able to ﬁeld soonest.
Behind the decision was a theory that diplomacy
necessarily involves trade-offs and concessions. It is
true that Washington won no speciﬁc concessions from
Moscow in exchange for abandoning the Bush missile
defense conﬁguration. Given the technical virtues of the
decision, administration ofﬁcials argued that it was not,
in the ﬁrst instance, about Russia anyway. “We put forward a better plan, a more relevant [solution] to the real
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problem,” said one ofﬁcial. “If it happens to create better
cooperation from Russia, good.”15 If there was a more
constructive Russian attitude toward the Iran problem,
however, the change was subtle. The new Russian president, Dmitry Medvedev, said tougher sanctions would be
problematic, but conceded they might be “inevitable.”16
Putin, now in the position of prime minister and deemed
to be wielding considerable if not unaltered power, was
less forthcoming than that. One can speculate that in
the context of troubled relations between Russia and
the United States, an Iranian nuclear challenge that is so
vexing for American goals and inﬂuence in the Middle
East is not seen, from Moscow, as all bad. Yet, however
ambivalent Moscow might be about joining Washington,
Paris, London, and Berlin in an escalating confrontation
with Tehran, the Russians often have been moved along
by their evident exasperation at Tehran’s repeated acts of
bad faith.17
After Britain, France, the United States, and Russia,
the ﬁfth veto-wielding member of the Security Council
is China. Britain and France were both fully committed to
a harder line, while the Russian question was whether the
Western powers and Moscow could reach an interestsbased accommodation despite their palpable differences.
China, by contrast, was more opaque in its strategic outlook, and arguably more plastic. Emerging as a greater
world power, it could be seen to be grappling with how to
exercise that power and in what role. On proliferation, it
had a separate set of concerns involving North Korea and
Japan. These would inﬂuence how it viewed the Iranian
problem without necessarily being dispositive. Likewise,
China’s energy interests in the Middle East played a great
role, but, as discussed below, these can operate in conﬂicting directions. Thus, the Iranian problem is partly an

Diplomacy’s Struggle

unﬁlled canvass on which Beijing would seek to draw the
world in which it expects and wishes to live.
Since the confrontation over Iran’s nuclear ambitions started in 2002 and 2003, China has maintained its
opposition to proliferation, but has also emphasized the
need for diplomacy and recognition of Iran’s “national
rights.” Its idea of diplomacy does not appear to include
economic pressures or other moves that might sharpen
the confrontation. During the Bush administration
Beijing was clearly worried that Security Council resolutions might become a prelude and justiﬁcation for
U.S. military action, as they were in the case of Iraq.
Although China voted for all UN Security Council
sanctions against Iran up until the time this book went
to press, it also joined Russia in keeping them watered
down. Meanwhile, Chinese companies have undercut
the impact of sanctions on Iran by moving to ﬁll the
market niche left by Western ﬁrms that have curtailed
business and ﬁnancial dealings. China’s policies are
also strongly inﬂuenced by its voracious energy needs
and worries about energy security. These have encouraged Beijing to sign substantial commercial and energy
interests in Iran, such as the $70 billion deal in 2004 to
develop the Yadavaran oil ﬁeld. There is some tension,
however, between China’s policy toward the Iranian
nuclear problem and the concerns of those Gulf Arab
states upon which China is also greatly dependent for
oil. The Obama administration has tried to exploit this
tension by encouraging the Saudis to promise to make
up any shortfall in oil shipments to China in the event
that Iran retaliated against UN sanctions with a supply
cutoff.18 On balance, China may view an Iranian nuclear
capability as unavoidable, and perhaps not as unwelcome
as the prospect is viewed in the West.
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A Theory of Iran
Between 2006 and 2008, the UN Security Council
approved ﬁve resolutions condemning Iran’s nuclear
noncompliance and imposing an array of sanctions. These
were not terribly painful for the Iranians, but they were
complemented by unilateral European and U.S. sanctions, including a quiet campaign by the U.S. Treasury
Department that had succeeded in cutting off much or
most European banking activities in the country—a real
hardship for Iranian companies engaged in international
trade. Washington’s plan in early 2010, following the failure of renewed negotiations with Tehran, was to move
to genuinely “crippling” sanctions such as a ban on the
export to Iran of reﬁned oil products—possibly a serious
blow to a country that subsidizes low gasoline prices but
lacks the reﬁnery capacity to produce more than 60–70%
of the gasoline it consumes.
But aside from doubts about the chances of organizing such sanctions, there were renewed concerns in
the U.S. administration about measures that would so
directly punish the Iranian people. The Green Movement, it was feared, would ﬁnd it impossible to broaden
its popular support if associated with outside powers that
were inﬂicting such hardship on the general population.
This concern led to new American efforts to formulate
tougher but “targeted” sanctions, especially against companies controlled by the Islamic Revolutionary Guards
Corps, which appeared to be consolidating its leading role
in the Iranian power structure.
All of this is easier said than done. The goal of more
serious sanctions may or may not be reachable, but sanctions themselves are of utterly unproven efﬁcacy. There
is a large body of literature about this with very limited
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conclusions. Cuba stands out as an example of a country that has been subjected to a U.S. embargo for longer
than most Americans have been alive, without any obvious results beyond adding to the general impoverishment. Apartheid South Africa and Libya under Gadhaﬁ
are countries whose policies were signiﬁcantly affected
by sanctions regimes, but special circumstances were
involved for each of them. In the case of South Africa,
the English-speaking business community was damaged
by the sanctions and was able to exert inﬂuence toward
ending apartheid through a system that was, for whites,
democratic. The Libyan choice of secret negotiations
to end the sanctions regime was made by one dictator;
Iran, by contrast, however repressive the regime, does
not concentrate power and authority in a single ﬁgure.
There is, to be sure, one important similarity: Iran, like
Libya under sanctions, is suffering signiﬁcantly under
an embargo on Western investment in its all-important
energy sector. But the most important lesson from the
South Africa and Libya cases concerns the time frame;
sanctions were in place for 32 years against South Africa
and 22 against Libya. Iran’s nuclear clock is ticking much
faster than that.
Obama’s theory of Iran pivoted on a concept of Iran as
a normal state. As such, Iran could be moved to compromise on its objectionable policies through carefully structured incentives. It was a reasonable theory insofar as it
was a set of principles derived from observed phenomena—Iran’s pattern of cautious and pragmatic behavior and its demonstrated willingness to sell out speciﬁc
groups of Islamists for raisons d’état (including Azeris,
Uighurs, and Chechens)—but only a theory because it
had actually never been tested. In the United States, no
White House inclined to follow this course could do so
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without recourse to Congress because meaningful steps
required changes to existing legislation. And Congress
was not going to cooperate. Hence the Clinton administration’s reliance on executive orders to signal a desire
for rapprochement. The problem was that the concessions
that could be deployed using these instruments were trivial: permitting import of Iran pistachios, or carpets. The
initial test of Obama’s theory was the reaction of Iran’s
leadership to his campaign rhetoric, which abandoned
the confrontational impulse of the preceding administration, and to his conciliatory and respectful Nowruz (New
Year’s) message distributed in a diverse array of media.
Although the White House did not expect to be rewarded
by a warm embrace, it did believe that the Nowruz message would give an Iranian regime interested in exploring rapprochement of some sort enough leeway to begin.
This is not the way things unfolded, however. Khamenei’s
reply was indicative:
Even in this congratulatory message, the Iranian people are
accused of terrorism and pursuing nuclear weapons; is this
a congratulatory note or the continuation of old accusations? . . . Really, if anything other than a small part of your
language has changed, show it. Has your enmity with the Iranian people ended? Have you released Iran’s assets? Have you
lifted the sanctions? Have you abandoned propaganda and
psychological warfare? Have you ended unconditional support for the Zionist regime?19

If Shahram Chubin, one of the West’s more astute and
informed Iranologists, is right, and what Obama was offering was a way into the new global order, then Obama’s
signaling was likely to be dismissed by Tehran because
the revolutionary nezam rejected the very legitimacy of
this order. In any case, the failure to reciprocate Obama’s
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gesture of respect undercut Obama’s theory of Iran and
had the predictable effect of reducing whatever ﬂexibility U.S. domestic politics allowed. Despite the evanescent
hope projected by the 2009 Geneva deal discussed below,
the regime was never unambiguously or consistently
receptive to the new administration’s conspicuously earnest overtures. Once the postelection crisis was upon the
leadership, Tehran was probably too preoccupied even to
notice Obama’s restraint. That was the second real test
of his theory of Iran. If Iran’s leaders were normal, in
the sense presupposed by the theory, then they would
have seized the opportunity provided by the president’s
reserved posture toward the mayhem in their country’s
streets by reverting to the Geneva agreement or through
some other concession that would secure their international credibility and undermine the opposition. This was
not how things unfolded, either. Despite this outcome,
Obama’s theory of Iran had been plausible enough and
tested by the White House prudently, carefully and inexpensively. The administration, however, is now faced with
task of articulating and testing a new theory amid political turmoil in Iran and bitter controversy in the United
States.
In thinking this through, the president has had to
grapple with the question of whether a nuclear deal with
Iran is worth the potential, unpredictable cost of buttressing a repressive regime. When Hillary Clinton traveled to
the region in February 2010, she gave a speech in which
she observed that Iran’s regime was turning into a military dictatorship. The point was that the leadership was
somehow even worse than one that was revolutionary
and Islamic. Predictably, this assertion generated some
eyeball-rolling in the audience, from whose perspective
the United States is the backer-in-chief for what they
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consider to be dictatorships where the military rules
behind the scenes, the main example being Egypt.20 U.S.
negotiations with the regime at the presumed expense of
the opposition would surely reinforce the skepticism the
Secretary Clinton encountered in Doha. It would also be
controversial in America, where there were rising calls
to reorient U.S. policy toward more overt support for
the opposition.21 Given that progress on the key issue—
nuclear enrichment—is likely to be nil, the opportunity
cost of going down this path is low. The prospects for
achieving U.S. objectives through spontaneous regime
change, however, also appeared to be uncertain at best,
since the opposition lacks a charismatic leader, is ﬁssiparous, and, for the most part, shares the regime’s Islamist
agenda and nationalist foreign policy goals.
The dilemma became obvious in the fall of 2009, when
Iran and the major powers seemed to be on the verge of
a breakthrough agreement. The seeming good news—
illusory as it turned out to be—had followed a heightening of tensions as another bit of nuclear cheating was
uncovered.
On September 25 President Obama called a press conference on the fringes of a UN meeting he was hosting in
Pittsburgh on nuclear disarmament. Flanked by French
president Nicolas Sarkozy and Russian president Dmitry
Medvedev, Obama announced the discovery of another,
hitherto secret enrichment facility near the holy city of
Qom. This followed the leaking of a document indicating that the Safeguards Department of the International
Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) believed that Iran had
the ability to make a nuclear bomb, and was working on
developing a missile system that could carry a nuclear
warhead.
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Just a few days later, however, there came some
much more hopeful news. Following secret negotiations
between the United States with other major powers and
Iran—with the IAEA acting as intermediary—a deal was
announced in Geneva and elaborated upon in Vienna
whereby Iran agreed in principle to export the bulk of its
stockpile of low-enriched uranium (LEU) to Russia for
further enrichment to just under 20 percent, after which
it would be sent to France for fabrication into fuel assemblies for the Tehran Research Reactor to produce medical
isotopes.
This complex deal was the brainchild of President
Obama’s top nuclear advisor, Gary Samore, who had
learned from the IAEA that Iran was having trouble producing isotopes for its medical needs. The idea was to help
Iran with this problem and test its nuclear intentions at
the same time through an arrangement would take most
of its known stockpile out of the country, at least for a
time. To be sure, under the best-case scenario, this draft
deal might have provided only a partial technical ﬁx to a
huge strategic problem. Shipping most of its LEU out of
the country for conversion in this manner would delay by
about a year Iran’s ability to produce a nuclear weapon,
assuming that there were no hidden stocks or functioning clandestine enrichment facilities. That is how long it
would take Iran to replace 1,200 kg of the material at its
known facility. In theory, the 19.75 percent enriched fuel
that Iran would receive in return could contribute to a
weapons stockpile if reconverted to gasiﬁed form and further enriched. However, it would probably come back to
Iran in a form that would make this impractical and obvious if the Iranians tried it: tantamount to a declaration of
weapons intent that could well provoke preemptive military action.
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The deal soon died. Even at the outset, some experts
suspected that Tehran was simply dangling the idea as
a delaying tactic while it continued to enrich and move
closer to a weapons capability. Subsequently, the proposal
became entangled in Iran’s ongoing political turmoil. To
the dismay of some of their Western well-wishers, key
opposition leaders attacked the agreement as a sellout of
Iran’s sovereign rights.22 These criticisms may have been
motivated by political gamesmanship, or by the opposition’s need to burnish its nationalist credentials. The
effect, in either event, was much the same: the government pulled back from its earlier commitment.
Even if some such deal were ever to be signed and
implemented, though, and put off the prospect of war, or
of Iran emerging as a nuclear weapons state, it would also
crystallize some hard new realities. The deal would imply
acceptance of what the Western powers have repeatedly
declared to be unacceptable: Iranian enrichment activities that could put it in a position of permanent nearreadiness to become a weapons state. Iran, in a certain
sense, would still be a kind of “virtual” nuclear weapons
state, in a more recessed condition of virtuality. In effect,
a thicker redline would be established, giving the international community an extra year to do something about it,
but that “something” could very well mean an escalation
leading to war. This new baseline might be established as
a more or less permanent situation, with two implications
for Middle Eastern and international security.
First, such an arrangement would have unpredictable
effects on the political situation in Iran itself. The timing
of the announced agreement looked like it was intended,
on Tehran’s part, to give needed prestige to the regime
and thereby demoralize the opposition. Ahmadinejad
became the deal’s only supporter in Tehran, which sug-
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gested he thought he had something to gain from it. The
opposition’s negative reaction lent credence to this interpretation.
Second, the confrontation with Israel would evolve
in a direction that depended, in part, on whether Israel’s
body politic and its strategic elites could live with the
permanent condition of nuclear insecurity that would be
contained in such a dispensation. Israeli leaders had long
maintained that the nuclear know-how to master uranium enrichment constituted an intolerable “point of no
return” on the way to Iran developing a weapons capability. But that redline has already been crossed. Israel still
demands the dismantlement of Iran’s enrichment program, something that would not have happened under
the likely negotiated arrangements that might have followed on from the Vienna and Geneva discussions. The
question then is whether sufﬁcient conditions of stability,
transparency, and reassurance could be created such that
Israel might reconcile itself to such Iranian capabilities. If
not, the possibility of Israeli preemptive strikes remains
very much on the table.
For years a large contingent of well-informed experts
have argued that Iran will never give up enrichment
facilities that it has already built, and so the only realistic negotiated solution is one that concedes Iran’s right to
enrich uranium on its own soil. Among the most prominent of these experts is Thomas Pickering, a retired
career diplomat and former U.S. ambassador to the UN,
who coauthored a proposal for an international consortium to manufacture nuclear fuel in Iran. There have
been variations of the proposal; what they all share is the
conviction that it is better to have maximum IAEA oversight of Iran’s program rather than the current illegal,
but essentially unconstrained, effort. Harvard’s Steven
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Miller, who supports some such scheme, calls it “managed acquiescence”; he concedes it is not very attractive, but argues it is preferable to any remotely realistic
alternative. The IISS’s Mark Fitzpatrick, a former U.S.
deputy assistant secretary of state for nonproliferation
issues, expressed the logic of this position, without fully
endorsing it, when he wrote “. . . on the assumption that
Iran will not agree to walk back the programme, but may
agree to freeze it, any deal that could be struck today is
probably better than the deal that might be possible next
year and worse than a deal that could have been possible
a year ago.”23 Fitzpatrick is nonetheless skeptical of such
proposals because he believes the preponderance of evidence is that Iran really does seek a breakout capability.
If so, it is reasonable to ask what a strategy of managed
acquiescence would achieve.
The modest answer is that it might be a better way of
buying time, with fewer adverse consequences, than military action. With that time, much could happen, including political developments in Iran that would make the
prospect of nuclear capabilities less frightening.
It seems clear that the Obama administration would
take such a deal if it could get it; Washington’s support
for the fuel-swap arrangement was evidence of this, even
if the ofﬁcial position remained a demand for zero enrichment. In our view, the administration would be right to
negotiate an arrangement for managed acquiescence. The
only serious opposition to it might come from Israel, and
perhaps France, which has taken among the most consistently hard lines against conceding any legitimacy to
Iran’s program. President Sarkozy took an oblique swing
at Obama when he complained, at the September 2009
UN General Assembly, that “we live in a real world not
a virtual world. And the real world expects us to take
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decisions. . . . President Obama dreams of a world without weapons . . . but right in front of us two countries are
doing the exact opposite.”24 What Paris does not have,
however, is a convincing plan to prevent Iran from going
nuclear. It suggests that it might be better to punish Iran
with isolation even if this cannot prevent weaponization.
“I don’t believe in technical ﬁxes to political problems,”
said Martin Briens, head of the nonproliferation department of the French Foreign Ministry in February 2010.
“Politically,” Briens continued, imposing “huge costs”
on Iranian deﬁance would be useful for maintaining the
credibility of the non-proliferation regime, even if the
deﬁance, and nuclear program, continues.25
After the fuel-swap agreement broke down, President
Ahmadinejad released a new volley of bluster: because the
United States and other major powers had again proven
themselves unwilling to help with Iran’s legitimate need
for medical isotopes, Iran would now produce nearly 20
percent enriched uranium on its own.26 This would put
it just a technical stone’s throw from higher-level, weapons-grade uranium. Some French strategists speculated
that in the Geneva and Vienna negotiations, the United
States and its partners had been suckered into legitimizing this further step on the way to a weapon. Neither the
French and other Europeans nor the Obama administration were particularly enticed, therefore, when the presidents of Turkey, Brazil and Iran on May 7 announced
agreement on a new version of the fuel-swap proposal.
Although some well-respected analysts, including Pickering, argued that the new proposal should be embraced
as basis for further negotiations, the United States and
Europeans were more inclined to view it as a Groundhog
Day attempt to weaken UN Security Council resolve for
further sanctions. Among other problems, the removal of
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1,200kg of LEU would now take away less than half of
Iran’s stockpile, since the centrifuges kept spinning.
The only good news was that Iran appeared to be experiencing technical difﬁculties with enrichment, making an
NPT breakout scenario less plausible in the short term.27
Otherwise, the situation was very worrying.

Chapter 5

Obama’s Words
“We remain a young nation, but in the words of Scripture,
the time has come to set aside childish things.”
—Barack Obama, January 20, 2009

D

uring the 2008 election campaign, senators
Hillary Clinton and John McCain both argued that
Barack Obama’s remarkable eloquence could not compensate for his manifest inexperience. Clinton’s put-downs
were the most memorable, as at a rally in Rhode Island
where she mocked Obama’s rhetorical talents: “The sky
will open, the light will come down, celestial choirs will
be singing and everyone will know we should do the right
thing.”1 Obama later conceded that this had been pretty
funny, but he and his team were less amused by another
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attack in which she reminded voters not just of her own
but also John McCain’s greater experience: “I think you’ll
be able to imagine many things Senator McCain will be
able to say—he’s never been the president, but he will
put forward his lifetime of experience. . . . I will put forth
my lifetime of experience. Senator Obama will put forth
a speech he made in 2002.”2 Obama aides were furious
that Clinton would help set up this talking point for the
Republican to use in the event, increasingly likely, that
Obama won the nomination.
The Clintons had their own gripe about partisan disloyalty. In a January 14, 2008, interview with the Reno
Gazette-Journal, Obama had compared himself to the
conservative icon Ronald Reagan:
I don’t want to present myself as some sort of singular ﬁgure.
I think part of what’s different are the times. I do think that,
for example, the 1980 election was different. I think Ronald
Reagan changed the trajectory of America in a way that, you
know, Richard Nixon did not and in a way that Bill Clinton did
not. . . . He put us on a fundamentally different path because
the country was ready for it. . . . I think people just tapped
into—he tapped into what people were already feeling, which
was, we want clarity, we want optimism, we want a return to
that sense of dynamism and entrepreneurship that had been
missing.3

Obama clearly had given much thought to the Reagan
example, which also appeared in his second book.4 This
may say something about Obama’s view of the presidency, for Reagan was important as much or more for
what he said as for what he did. The Reagan slogan
“Morning in America” can be considered inspiring or
corny, but as an observation about the sun coming up
it was not something that one could credit a president
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with causing. Americans felt better about themselves and
their country as economic conditions improved, yet the
economic policies associated with Reagan—wrenching
monetary contraction (the inﬂation-ﬁghting work of Fed
Chair Paul Volker, a Carter appointee) and expansive deﬁcit spending (old-fashioned Keynesian policies dressed in
conservatives’ new supply-side clothing)—shaped but did
not create the economic recovery of 1984. After a recession, eventual upswings in the business cycle are almost
as inevitable as the rising sun.
Grander and quite implausible claims have been made
for Reagan’s role in ending the Cold War. The suggestion
that he was largely responsible for “winning” it is hard to
take seriously, given the foundations of containment that
were laid down by seven administrations before him, and
given the decisive factor of three Soviet general secretaries dying in a span of as many years, to be replaced by a
genuinely reformist and increasingly radicalized Mikhail
Gorbachev. Gorbachev already knew that the Soviet system, which he hoped to save, desperately required an
exit from its stultifying dead end, and that the Cold War
arms race made exit impossible. The Reagan (and Carter)
increases in U.S. defense spending may have underlined
this reality, but did not create it.5
A somewhat more plausible argument for Reagan’s
role is that he changed the moral discourse by speaking plainly. Early in his presidency Reagan called the
Soviet Union an “evil empire” that would soon fall onto
the “ash heap of history.” Toward the end of his second term, Reagan stood at Berlin’s Brandenburg Gate
to implore, “Mr. Gorbachev, tear down this wall.” Such
language, it is argued, put America “on the right side
of history,” and there is something to this argument,
so long as we appreciate its important limitations. The
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ﬁrst limitation is that words alone do not drive events:
the structural reasons for Gorbachev’s reformism have
already been stressed. Second, a more serious attention
to the history reveals that Reagan’s rhetoric reﬂected
continuity as much as change from the preceding era:
it was Carter before Reagan who pushed human rights
to the center of American foreign policy discourse, and
Ford before Carter who signed, together with the Soviets, the Helsinki Final Act containing human-rights
pledges that proved surprisingly important as Communist bloc dissidents started to invoke them. Third, the
clarity of Reagan’s rhetoric and vision did not equate to
an unyielding hard line. Reagan was ready, long before
many of his hawk admirers, to trust Gorbachev’s good
intentions.6 Being on the “right side of history” meant,
crucially, being ready to grasp Gorbachev’s outstretched
hand. “Tear down this wall” was resonant not least
because Reagan intuited that Gorbachev was just about
ready to do so.
Along with Reagan, many have compared Obama
to the slain Kennedy brothers: to Robert, for the highvoltage connection with adoring crowds and a moment
in history;7 to John, for an essential coolness and wit
and seemingly easy eloquence. There are other points
of comparison that are not uniformly positive. John
F. Kennedy, three years younger in 1960 than Obama
in 2008, struggled against perceptions that he was too
young and not sufﬁciently experienced to lead America
through Cold War crises. He also felt the need to convey
sufﬁcient toughness against the anticipated bullying of
Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev (and perhaps against the
taint of appeasement associated with his father). And his
inexperience, in fact, showed—most famously in the Bay
of Pigs debacle. Khrushchev did bully him, moreover, in
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a face to face encounter at the Vienna summit that left
Kennedy shaken and the country fearful.
In retrospect, moreover, and with Kennedy’s presidency tragically unﬁnished, his admirers would never be
able wholly to refute the suggestion that he triumphed
more on the basis of style than substance. What might
have been is unknowable, so the historian Robert Dallek
suggests that we can assess only the Kennedy-Johnson
government as a whole—as a full eight years that included
Johnson’s successful expansion of the welfare state and
his civil rights legislation that effectively completed, after
two centuries, the unﬁnished American Revolution.8
(This Kennedy-Johnson legacy was itself diminished, of
course, by the folly and tragedy of Vietnam.)
There is another answer to the charge about style over
substance, which certainly applies to Kennedy and might
have relevance for Obama. Kennedy’s style—his wit and
eloquence—seemed part of a capacity for insight that
brought him to transcend, if not quite repudiate, the Cold
Warrior toughness that was requisite to his times. This
insight, a subjective imagination that brought him to
consider the simple question of how things might appear
from his opponent’s viewpoint, was evident already in
his inaugural address. “We shall pay any price, bear any
burden,” Kennedy famously said, “to assure the survival
and the success of liberty.” But in that snowy cold he also
addressed a “request” to those “who would make themselves our adversary . . . that both sides begin anew the
quest for peace, before the dark powers of destruction
unleashed by science engulf all humanity in planned or
accidental self-destruction.”9
In the Cuban missile crisis, facing a choice of nuclear
confrontation or appeasement, Kennedy in effect chose
both. He faced down Khrushchev at the brink of nuclear

137

138

The Sixth Crisis

annihilation, but he also rationally calculated the price of
trading away U.S. missiles in Turkey to allow Khrushchev to save some face. Six months later, in his American
University “peace speech”—what Dallek calls “one of the
great state papers of any twentieth-century American
presidency”10—Kennedy achieved perhaps the crowning moment of style as substance. The speech’s visionary
tone was tempered with sober realism. The visionary part,
which is most remembered, was a plea that Americans
and Russians should recognize their common humanity:
“For in the ﬁnal analysis, our most basic common link
is that we all inhabit this small planet. We all breathe
the same air. We all cherish our children’s futures. And
we are all mortal.” But Kennedy also laid out a realistic
path to this mutual recognition. His vision of coexistence,
Kennedy insisted, was not the “absolute, inﬁnite concept
of universal peace and good will of which some fantasies and fanatics dream.” It was, rather, “a more practical,
more attainable peace, based not on a sudden revolution
in human nature but on a gradual evolution in human
institutions—on a series of concrete actions and effective
agreements. . . . For peace is a process—a way of solving
problems.”
We know that this was a realistic vision for the simple
reason that it came to pass. Kennedy’s American University speech was an early part of the U.S. policy process
that led to arms-control negotiations and détente with
the Soviet Union. Contrary to neoconservative reading of history, it was this peace process that created the
conditions—over two decades, with ups and downs, crises
and setbacks, and a balance of annihilating military power
always a factor—for the peaceful end of the Cold War.
Any consideration of the narrative impact of presidential speeches, however cursory, should include the
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president against whom Obama has so sharply deﬁned
himself. The George W. Bush presidency may seem notable mainly for deeds rather than words—for wars rather
than speeches. Yet his words mattered greatly precisely
because Bush and his subordinates strongly believed that
words must have consequences; because they concluded,
after September 11, that the framework in which Americans and their adversaries understood U.S. power had to be
demolished and recast; and because they decided, apparently, that toppling the Taliban while leaving Saddam in
power would be inadequate. Between the September 11
attacks and the invasion of Iraq, Bush and his speech writers were eloquent and admirably clear about the administration’s intentions. American power could no longer
crouch in a retaliatory posture. “The greater the threat,
the greater the risk of inaction—and the more compelling
the case for taking anticipatory action to defend ourselves,
even if uncertainty remains as to the time and place of the
enemy’s attack.”11 And earlier in his National Security
Strategy document: “History will judge harshly those
who saw this coming danger but failed to act . . . the only
path to peace and security is the path of action.”12 The
requirement to prevent future threats with military force
was inseparable, moreover, from the need to give practical
effect to American ideals. The United States would therefore bolster and employ unmatchable military power to
create “a balance of power that favors freedom.”
In his second inaugural address, President Bush
declared an American “ultimate goal of ending tyranny in
our world.” Five months later, in Cairo, Bush’s new secretary of state, Condoleezza Rice, promised to break the pattern of “60 years” during which “my country, the United
States, pursued stability at the expense of democracy in this
region, in the Middle East, and we achieved neither. . . . It
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is time,” Rice continued, “to abandon the excuses that are
made to avoid the hard work of democracy.”13
By this point, however, the Bush administration had
lost its audience. Whatever its true intentions, the U.S.
invasion and occupation of Iraq was seen by most Arabs as
the opposite of a war for freedom.14 Even the more Machiavellian project of restoring respect for American power
had manifestly failed. And Rice’s vow that the United
States would stop choosing expedience over the messy
consequences of democracy failed its immediate test,
when Hamas won decisively in January 2006 elections for
the Palestinian parliament. The American policy response
was international isolation and support for a Fatah coup
against Hamas authority in Gaza. (That the coup failed
was another embarrassment for self-styled Machiavellis.)
Though it is fair to say that he made things worse, President Bush cannot be blamed for the entire reservoir of
Arab distrust about American designs. This reservoir was
ﬁlled over generations: by the diversionary propaganda
of undemocratic Arab regimes; by Arab cultural channels
through which conspiracy theories ﬂowed freely; and by
real American blunders and problematic partnerships with
oppressive governments. Rice was correct that democracy in the region was rarely, if ever, an American priority (though she may have gone overboard in supporting
an Islamist narrative about American responsibility). The
conviction of many Arabs that the central American purpose was to steal Arab oil was a cartoon caricature of an
underlying truth: U.S. interests in the region included a
secure supply of energy to fuel the world economy (this is
not an especially selﬁsh interest, but nor is it entirely selfless). American support for Israel was visceral and enduring; opposition to settlements was ineffectual; support for
Palestinian statehood was belated and hedged.
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To this unhappy narrative, President Bush added a
policy of indeﬁnitely detaining and sometimes torturing
suspected terrorists—some of whom were innocent. His
use of Manichean language to describe the war on terrorism made the U.S. response to 9/11 look like a Christian
crusade. And the war he launched in Iraq could not possibly be explained to the Arab man on the street as a logical
response to attacks by al Qaeda on America. (Incredulity
on the Arab street was compounded, of course, when there
turned out to be no active programs or supplies of chemical, biological, or nuclear weapons.) These policies, even in
isolation, were ill-designed to win Arab support, but the
key point is that they fed into a preestablished narrative of
hostility and mistrust. Veteran U.S. diplomat James Dobbins has emphasized the unfortunate congruence in Arab
minds between American occupation of Iraq and Israel’s
occupation of Palestinian territories. In January 2009, the
month of transition between presidents Bush and Obama,
Israel conducted military operations in Gaza. It was a
defensive war, undertaken in response to rocket attacks
against Israeli civilians. But it was also brutal in its effects
on Gaza civilians. Four days before Obama’s inauguration,
one of the present authors walked across Cairo and listened
at numerous backstreet mosques to the rage of Friday sermons: anguish for Gaza’s “martyrs” and vitriol for their
“Zionist” oppressors. This will be a hard story to untell.

A New Narrative?
One year into Obama’s presidency, the argument that he
was a man of fancy talk and limited accomplishment had
been transmuted by conservatives into a rather more personal attack. Obama, they claimed, through hubris and
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excessive “self-regard,” had overreached and—happily,
from their perspective—failed in his attempt to shove
an essentially center-right nation to the left.15 In most
respects, this was an odd accusation. That the president
possesses abundant self-conﬁdence is clear enough, but
his critics have produced no real evidence for an unhealthy
self-regard; indeed, the available evidence of modesty
and civil exchanges with his political opponents points
the other way.16 The accusation of overreach requires an
essential complacency about the trajectory that Obama
inherited: a rejection of mainstream economists’ nearconsensus that without the massive stimulus package,
economic depression was a real threat; indifference to the
human costs of tens of millions without health insurance,
including many whose preexisting conditions have made
them uninsurable; a conﬁdence that climate change does
not pose a signiﬁcant threat to our moral and strategic
interests, despite the consensus of the U.S. intelligence
community on this score. That the new president rejected
complacency or resignation about these crises does not
make him a radical leftist, or even overly ambitious.
There is, to be sure, one Obama conceit in which we
believe him to be justiﬁed, but which is certainly open to
debate. This is the idea that the narrative about America
in much of the world, and especially in the Muslim world,
had by 2008 become poisonous and signiﬁcantly damaging to U.S. interests, but that it could also be corrected
through a combination of words and deeds. Narrative is a
word that has been occasionally discredited by the frivolity of some postmodern philosophy and literary criticism.
Yet it is a word that we use often and without apology
in this book, because we are convinced that the collective stories that societies tell about themselves and about
others are signiﬁcant factors in international history
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and relations. The U.S. administration and the president
himself appear to believe this too. Before his inauguration, Obama aides let it be known that the new president
intended to give a big speech early in his term in a Muslim capital and addressed to wider Muslim communities.
He delivered the speech in Cairo, on June 4, 2009, and it
was nothing if not audacious in its rhetorical ambitions:
I’ve come here to Cairo to seek a new beginning between the
United States and Muslims around the world. . . . I do so recognizing that change cannot happen overnight. I know there’s
been a lot of publicity about this speech, but no single speech
can eradicate years of mistrust, nor can I answer in the time
that I have this afternoon all the complex questions that
brought us to this point. But I am convinced that in order to
move forward, we must say openly to each other the things
we hold in our hearts and that too often are said only behind
closed doors. There must be a sustained effort to listen to each
other; to learn from each other; to respect one another; and to
seek common ground.17

The language of the speech was both visionary and realistic. It was visionary insofar as it imagined that the peoples of the Middle East and the West—including Arabs,
Israelis, Iranians, and Americans—can recognize in themselves and each other their common humanity. He drew
on religious authority, citing the Koran, the Talmud, and
the New Testament, and concluding: “The people of the
world can live together in peace. We know that is God’s
vision. Now that must be our work here on Earth.” It was
realistic because it included at least the beginnings of a
plausible work plan. The ﬁrst step, said Obama, is to “say
in public what we say in private” and to “act on what
everyone knows to be true.” Hence his focus on Israel’s
settlements in occupied territory:
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Israelis must acknowledge that just as Israel’s right to exist
cannot be denied, neither can Palestine’s. The United States
does not accept the legitimacy of continued Israeli settlements. This construction violates previous agreements and
undermines efforts to achieve peace. It is time for these settlements to stop. . . . Israel must also live up to its obligations to
ensure that Palestinians can live, and work, and develop their
society. And just as it devastates Palestinian families, the continuing humanitarian crisis in Gaza does not serve Israel’s
security; neither does the continuing lack of opportunity in
the West Bank. Progress in the daily lives of the Palestinian
people must be part of a road to peace, and Israel must take
concrete steps to enable such progress.

Equally, he called on Arabs to admit publicly what
they must know in their hearts: that Israel is here to stay,
and that their own future is bound up with it. It was a
plea to escape the trap of historical grievance that prevents everyone from recognizing and acting on their
common interest for the future. Here, the resemblance
to Kennedy’s American University speech was signiﬁcant. Kennedy had insisted that his vision was a practical
one, “based not on a sudden revolution in human nature
but on a gradual evolution in human institutions. . . .”18
Likewise, it was Obama’s realist insight that the key to
Middle East peace is not the triumph of democracy and
virtue, much less the transformation of human hearts.
Rather, a respect for contending historical narratives, and
an end to bickering about who has suffered the most, is
prerequisite to building on common interest.
Obama’s bid for a general reconciliation between the
United States and the world’s Muslims included his speciﬁc outreach to Iran. The form of this outreach was not
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just controversial in the United States, but also fraught
with moral and strategic dilemmas involving the confrontation between Iran’s rulers and the emerging Green
Movement.
The question of engagement had come out in stark
terms during the long U.S. presidential campaign. During
a July 2007 YouTube debate, Obama was asked, “Would
you be willing to meet separately, without preconditions,
during the ﬁrst year of your Administration, in Washington or anywhere else, with the leaders of Iran, Syria, Venezuela, Cuba, and North Korea, in order to bridge the gap
that divides our countries?” The candidate’s response was
a simple, “I would.” The answer was seized on by Hillary
Clinton as further evidence of the senator’s dangerous
inexperience. Obama’s campaign aides were taken by surprise, worried, and discussing the next day how to walk
the statement back, when Obama overheard them. As
reported by the New Yorker’s Ryan Lizza, the candidate
told his aides “something to the effect of ‘This is ridiculous. We met with Stalin. We met with Mao. The idea that
we can’t meet with Ahmadinejad is ridiculous.’ ”19
One of the assumptions against which he was battling
holds that negotiating with tyrants helps legitimize them
and thereby strengthens their rule. As Obama implied,
however, the history of détente with the Soviets and the
American opening to Mao’s China also contains evidence
for the opposite proposition: normalization of relations
and relaxation of tensions can open up space for reformist and even dissident currents in and under repressive
regimes.20 In this regard, the case of Iran is particularly
complex. Iranian popular opinion mixes desire for a more
open society and some pro-American sentiment, on the
one hand, with nationalist pride and wounded memories
of U.S. intervention, on the other. The system itself is a
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surprising hybrid of democracy and theocracy. This was
always an uneasy blend and, recent events suggest, an
unsustainable one, because of centrality of the doctrine of
velayat e-faqih—which gives a clerical Supreme Leader
ﬁnal say over all domestic and foreign policy matters.
This complexity is underscored by the events that
unfolded in the run-up to and aftermath of the June 2009
elections. Ahmadinejad’s ﬁrst election in 2005 was part
of a concerted reaction by a right wing bent on restoring the revolution to its proper trajectory in the wake of
Mohammad Khatami’s more liberal administration. The
2009 campaign gave hope to the liberals that they might
reverse this reaction. During the weeks before the election Iranians witnessed an astonishingly open and spirited debate with opposition candidates complaining about
the damage done to Iran’s international reputation by
the crude posturing of Ahmadinejad, including his forays
into Holocaust denial and his belittling the seriousness of
UN resolutions condemning Iran.21
There is some anecdotal evidence that Obama’s offers
of engagement, including his New Year’s greeting and the
Cairo speech, helped inspire this Tehran Spring. Mostly
this is just speculation. Iranian students might very well
have looked at Obama’s own election as paradigmatic; if
the much-demonized United States could elect such a
different and attractive ﬁgure, why not hope for tectonic
change in Iran? The Obama administration’s disavowal of
an American program of regime change arguably helped
open the space for greater political debate about the pros
and cons of Iran’s foreign policy. Bernard Hourcade, a
leading Western scholar of Iran who visits the country
frequently, has argued that an American posture of “not
interfering made it possible for nationalists to join the
opposition.”22 David Menashri, an Iran-born professor of
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Iranian studies at Tel Aviv University, said of the Green
Movement protestors, “These are people who were indirectly encouraged by the emergence to the presidency
of Barack H. Obama last November and adopted his call:
‘Yes We Can.’ This spirit of ‘Obamaism’ made the radical
regime scared and concerned and gave the reformist elements heart and encouragement.”23
Yet, although Obama might inspire, there were limits
to his ability to help. Students might have been looking to
the United States, but it is not clear what they were looking for. Nor could their leadership really tell them. These
men—Hossein Mousavi, Mehdi Karroubi, and, even, to
some extent, the former president and longtime power
broker Ali Rafsanjani—were opposition leaders almost
by default; they had stood as presidential candidates or,
in the case of Rafsanjani, warned in advance against falsifying the results. Some religious authorities, including
Ayatollah Hussein-Ali Montazeri, were longtime critics
of the Islamic revolution’s savage turn. But they were
also long-standing Iranian elected ofﬁcials and clerics
with deep roots in the Islamic regime, unlikely to turn to
the United States for legitimization or support.
Another awkward aspect was the strong possibility
that Ahmadinejad actually won a majority of the votes
cast. The margin of his ofﬁcial victory was preposterous,
as was the speed with which it was announced; clearly,
the supreme leader and other powers behind the president were unwilling to leave the outcome to the voters.
Just as clearly, the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps
exploited their subsequent brutal repression of the Green
Movement in order to consolidate their power within
the state. In this sense, the post-June events constituted
another Persian irony: a right-wing coup to steal an election that the conservatives might have won anyway.
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Against this background, the Obama administration’s
caution was both reasonable and problematic. It was reasonable to maintain as a ﬁrst principle to do no harm, and
to worry that an overt American embrace might discredit
the opposition. It was problematic to “overlearn” the lessons of the Bush administration, in Nader Mousavizadeh’s
words, and to fail to leaven his realism with the deeply
Obamaesque insight that narrative matters.24 As the protest movement continued in the months after the elections,
the regime’s repression became more brutal. Security forces
beat and sometimes ﬁred on protestors, killing scores. Thousands were arrested, and many were tortured. Show trials
ended with coerced confessions and death sentences. As of
early February 2010, according to Human Rights Watch, 2
people had been put to death for “enmity with God,” with
another 10 sentenced to death for the same charge.25 Eight
days after the disputed election, President Obama vowed
that “we will continue to bear witness” to the courage and
deﬁance of Iranian protestors.26 This—as his opponents
pointed out—was not much, but then, there was really not
much else he could do.

Message Fail
The day after Obama’s Cairo speech, New York Times columnist David Brooks wrote approvingly of the Chicagohoned political skills that the new president was bringing
to the Middle East.27 “The Chicago mentality,” in Brooks’
formulation, referred to Obama’s experience as a politician
and community organizer mobilizing disparate groups on
the basis of common, or at least overlapping, interests.
Allusions to Chicago carry other connotations, however,
including a certain targeted ruthlessness. Some of that
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would have been useful for the Obama administration’s
preparation and follow-through on the Cairo speech. The
premise of the speech was that an American president
was going to say what nobody in the past was willing to
say, and the effect would be transformative. Measured in
medium-term results, this did not happen.
Prior to the Cairo speech, according to a report by
Laura Rozen on ForeignPolicy.com, Obama had sent letters to moderate Middle Eastern leaders in which he asked
for modest “conﬁdence building measures” to encourage Israel to agree to a settlement freeze.28 The replies
from both Jordan and Saudi Arabia were disappointing.
Both governments reminded the president that they
had already promised, in the “Arab Peace Initiative” of
2002, that a Palestinian-Israeli agreement, regardless of
content, would result in diplomatic recognition of Israel
by a broad front of Arab states. That would have to sufﬁce as an incentive for Israel to negotiate constructively
with Palestinian Arabs. Any additional steps, taken proactively by either Amman or Riyadh, would be pocketed
by Israel and, at the end of the day, erode Jordanian and
Saudi credibility.29 Obama insisted that on his way to
Cairo he would stop in Riyadh—a previously unplanned
trip—to convince King Abdullah to be more forthcoming. Yet the New York Times was already reporting Saudi
ofﬁcials trying to wave off a visit by making it clear that
whatever the president was asking for, the answer was
going to be no. Since summits are customarily held to
celebrate a prearranged “yes,” one would have thought
that the visit would have been scratched.30 It went ahead
only to show that, however powerful his oratory in
Cairo, Arab leaders did not think Obama could deliver,
and nor did they fear that they would pay a price for
spurning him.31
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The more serious mistake was to demand an Israeli
settlements freeze without a plan for what to do if Israel
said no. Washington’s demand was loud and clear. The
president “wants to see a stop to settlements—not some
settlements, not outposts, not ‘natural growth’ exceptions” is how Secretary of State Clinton laid it out a few
days before Cairo.32 The Israeli refusal was just as adamant. Netanyahu may have sensed weakness in Obama’s
political position, or he may have been more concerned
with his own political situation, since he was more vulnerable to a challenge from the right than from any
other quarter. The result was a major defeat for the U.S.
administration, and for the Palestinians who depended on
it. Palestinian president Mahmoud Abbas told Asharq al
Awsat: “Obama laid down the condition of halting the
settlements completely. What could I say to him? Should
I say this is too much?”33
In a fallback, the administration explored various compromises with Netanyahu, settling for a temporary halt
to new residential construction in Palestinian areas of
the West Bank. Israel said it would stop building for 10
months, but would complete about 2,900 units for which
permits had already been granted. East Jerusalem was
exempted.
After Obama’s ringing declaration in Cairo that “settlements must stop,” this was considered pretty weak tea,
and derided by Arabs as a defeat for an administration
that had never been really serious about putting the arm
on Israel. Secretary Clinton transformed Arab derision to
mockery by saying, “What the prime minister [Netanyahu] has offered in speciﬁcs on restraints on a policy
of settlements . . . is unprecedented.”34 This was technically true, but as the outcome of a six-month struggle
intended to reframe the Israeli-Palestinian peace process,
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it seemed meager and dispiriting. The ﬁght had been
bruising. Arabs and Israelis had both lost at least some
conﬁdence in Obama’s skill, determination, and dedication to principle.
“We won a lot of credibility in the Arab world with
the settlements stand,” a high-level administration ofﬁcial told us, “and it eroded just as quickly.”35 It may be the
case that the excitement of an historical moment engendered some overconﬁdence on the Obama team. For one
thing, they could observe a genuine change in U.S. politics
regarding Israel and imagine that it gave them more leverage over Jerusalem than it actually delivered. The genuine
change was a palpable widening of the spectrum of debate
about U.S. support for Israeli policies. To understand this
change, it is necessary to be clear about preexisting conditions. Senators and House members who criticized Israel
often found themselves facing a well-funded reaction,
such that it was easy to conclude that it just wasn’t worth
the trouble.36 The American Jewish community, small but
politically active, was predominantly liberal but prone to
give Israel the beneﬁt of the doubt on security matters.
This tendency was magniﬁed by the fact that, after Oslo,
Jewish organizations’ leaderships at the national level
became more conservative. The former liberal leadership
cadre moved on to lobby for a progressive domestic social
and economic agenda once the Oslo process was underway
and a more conservative religious elite—for whom Oslo
did not signify progress—took its place at the forefront
of the pro-Israel lobby. These more conservative Jewish
leaders were able to magnify their inﬂuence by joining
forces with the newly ascendant Christian Right.
The recent change has been a subtle reaction against
this conservative orthodoxy. The overwhelming Jewish
vote for Obama over McCain should not have surprised,
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given the liberal traditions of Jewish voters, but it did
happen in the face of a ﬁerce campaign to convince Jews
that Obama was hostile to Israel. After his May 2009
visit to Washington, Prime Minister Netanyahu was
reportedly “ﬂummoxed by an unusually united line [on
the settlements freeze] that has come not just from the
Obama White House and the secretary of state, but also
from pro-Israel congressmen and women who have come
through Israel for meetings with him over Memorial
Day recess.”37 The institutional expression of this new
mood was the establishment of J-Street, a mainly Jewishfunded, pro-peace lobbying group with the declared mission of countering more conservative and Likud-oriented
pro-Israel groups.
Israeli governments should probably recognize these
developments as signiﬁcant and lasting. But those of
us hoping for a more critical form of U.S. support for
Israel must also recognize that if there is a sea change,
it is largely conﬁned to the American center-left. This is
political territory from which only a politically powerful president can sustain a foreign policy that departs
signiﬁcantly—regarding Israel and other matters—from
pre-established and well-worn tracks. It is not so much
that America is a “center-right nation” in terms of voters’ policy preferences, though U.S. polling does ﬁnd
more self-styled “conservatives” than “liberals.” More
important is the fact that the American system skews
right, as in a U.S. Senate that disproportionately favors
rural, conservative interests, and where the Republican
minority decided to compound that disproportion by
mounting routine ﬁlibusters against Obama’s entire legislative agenda. The U.S. president was already palpably
weakened by high unemployment creating a sour electorate. Legislative gridlock inspired predictions of a failed
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presidency. The Israeli press reported that Netanyahu
was heartened by news from America that the president’s
ambitious health-care reforms were in trouble.38 Obama’s
subsequent triumph in bringing health reform back from
the dead suggested, conversely, a stronger position from
which to confront the Israeli government.
But these political wins and losses are only relative
as sources of foreign policy authority. The fundamental
problem facing Obama is a Republican opposition that
has fallen back on cliché and demagoguery instead of seriously grappling with the dilemmas of America’s world
role. Most egregious is the Republicans’ and right-wing
media’s determined campaign against President Obama’s
effort to reafﬁrm and reestablish an American consensus
against torture.
For Netanyahu, locked into a right-wing coalition with
religious parties as well as Avigdor Lieberman’s Yisrael
Beiteinu party, which endorses continued occupation of
the West Bank, there will be repeated temptations to join
forces with the American right in tacit alliance against
Obama. Obama ofﬁcials who served in the Clinton
administration have bitter memories of Netanyahu when
he last headed a Likud government in the 1990s doing
something similar against Bill Clinton. Fighting off Clinton’s pressure for more accommodating Israeli policies,
Netanyahu consorted with right-wing Christian Zionists such as Jerry Falwell—who at the time was peddling
videos accusing the U.S. president of murder. Clinton in
the late 1990s was far more popular among Israelis than
Obama in 2010. The Israeli government might hope to
ride out his presidency, perhaps even helping to limit it
to one term. But this, it seems to us, would be a mistake
on at least two levels. First, although the American center-left will not turn anti-Israeli in any commonsensical
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meaning of the term, its further alienation from Israel’s
governing politicians would not constitute a net gain for
Israel’s relationship with its most important ally. More
fundamentally, an American right that encourages further Israeli intransigence is not offering any realistic
solutions to Israel’s long-term dilemmas.
Of course, to sell his own solutions, and at the same
time recast America’s relations with the world’s Muslims, President Obama will be required, at the same time,
to better navigate the currents of Israeli public opinion.
Many Israelis clearly mistrust Obama. Polling in midsummer 2009 indicated that only 6 percent of Israelis felt
Obama was a strong supporter of Israel.39 Subsequent
surveys have shown him to have recovered to a level of
greater popularity than most Israeli politicians and institutions, but that is not a very high standard. Obama’s
Cairo speech not only took Israel to task for settlement
expansion, but also justiﬁed Israel’s existence to his Arab
audience as a consequence of the Holocaust, rather than,
as Israelis prefer to see it, an historic claim to the land
described in the Hebrew Bible and actualized in continuous Israelite or Jewish residence even after the bulk of
the Jewish population was deported by Roman imperial
edict in the ﬁrst century CE. From an Israeli perspective,
the U.S. president’s appeal came unpleasantly close to
convergence with the Arab reading of Zionist history, in
which the establishment of Israel by colonial powers was
a maneuver to assuage European guilt at the expense of
Palestine’s autochthonous Arab population.
This is not, of course, what Obama intended. When
White House ofﬁcials were pressed on this point, they
stressed the passages in the Cairo speech that voiced an
unshakable U.S. commitment to Israel, rejection of violence as a legitimate form of resistance, and disdain for
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the instrumentalization of anti-Zionism by authoritarian Arab regimes.40 Moreover, it should also be obvious
that American association with biblical claims to the land
of Zion will only deepen the convictions of many Muslims that they are under assault in a civilizational conﬂict
and religious war. Of course, many Americans do think
in biblical terms and the Israelis do have a biblical history in Palestine that is supported by archaeological and
literary evidence that is not seriously disputed by Western, non-Jewish scholars. Yet it requires no special expertise to understand that perceptions of a civilizational war
serve the purposes of al Qaeda and other violent jihadists, especially when fueled by disinformation about what
Israelis are up to, as in vigorously disseminated stories
about Israel’s rebuilding of the Temple. It is therefore
counterproductive for right-wing American politicians
to promote just this narrative. This became evident with
the political rise of “Christian Zionism,” a potent force
in American politics in which God’s biblical promise of
Palestine to the people of Israel carries great weight. Also
important is the belief that at the end of history a great
battle will be fought in what is now Israel, and that this
cataclysmic confrontation will require the participation
of the Jews. The state of Israel is therefore an essential
validation of scriptural history and a vital prerequisite
for Christian redemption. The American religious right
opposed the Oslo peace process and scrutinized George
W. Bush administration policy statements on Israel for
signs that the White House was pressing the Israelis to
abandon their territorial claims in the West Bank and
Gaza. More recently, past and possibly future Republican candidates Mike Huckabee and Sarah Palin have been
among the most vocal in arguing for an Israeli Jewish
right to settle in the occupied territories.41
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William Kristol and other U.S. conservatives have
pointed to and celebrated shared religiosity as an important American-Israeli link (and one that distinguishes
both countries from more secular European societies).42
There is, to be sure, much to admire in the religious devotion of many Americans and Israelis. But when this piety
is expressed as opposition to dividing the land of historic
Palestine, it can bring nothing but trouble.
A more promising strand of shared Israeli-American
narrative—one that avoids both religious absolutism and
the lachrymose storytelling that hinges on the continuity
of Jewish suffering—would focus on the 1948 war, when
Jews fought successfully for survival and their own state.
Of course, this event is remembered as a “catastrophe”—
al-Nakba in Arabic—by Arabs and other Muslims. But
it has the virtue of embodying a secular struggle—warfare—that is logically followed by some form of peace.
The fruits of war may be bitter, but they are rarely nonnegotiable. This is what distinguishes a secular war from
a religious crusade.
In any event, the notion that the trauma of the Holocaust can be stricken from international understanding of
and support for Israel’s right to exist is not very realistic.
No Israeli would be oblivious to the role of the Holocaust
in complicating Britain’s ability to enforce Jewish immigration quotas prior to independence or in winning U.S.
recognition for the new Jewish state. Current Israeli leaders, as we have seen, are hardly hesitant about invoking
the Holocaust to warn of Iranian and other threats to the
Jewish homeland. American politicians of both left and
right regularly do the same, along with European—especially German—opinion makers. It would be surprising if
they did not, since the European Holocaust plays such a
central role in the West’s collective historiography.
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Another factor that Israelis may need to understand
is that Obama’s operating mode, although manifestly
inspiring, is at the same time cool and cerebral, whether
he is talking about the economy, health-care reform, or
war in Afghanistan. That there was, after Cairo, no follow-up presidential visit to Israel and none of the sentimentality of the Clinton era, or the comrades-in-arms
posturing of the Bush administration, compounded fears
that the U.S. president was not in Israel’s corner. Much of
this cannot be helped—President Obama’s unsentimental
eye for things is both a virtue and vice.
Obama’s confrontation with Israel’s government was
hardened during Vice President Joe Biden’s March 2010
visit to Israel by another episode in the settlements dispute. The gregarious Biden, more popular in Israel than
the president, was sent by Obama to help repair relations with a reafﬁrmation of America’s “iron-clad” commitment to Israel’s security. He was greeted with the
news that Israel’s housing ministry had approved the
construction of 1,600 new housing units in mainly Arab
East Jerusalem. The administration reacted furiously,
with Obama himself directing Biden’s condemnation of
the decision in a Tel Aviv speech, and instructing Secretary Clinton to demand a reversal of the approvals in
a tense, 45-minute phone conversation with the Israeli
prime minister. Netanyahu apologized for the timing, saying it had caught him by surprise, but refused
to budge on the substance. The standoff suggested the
worst crisis in U.S.-Israeli relations for at least two
decades.43
The Americans’ anger was justiﬁed.44 Eventually, however, and without changing his position on settlements or
the peace process, Obama will need to better connect with
an Israeli audience. As Aluf Benn, the dean of Israel’s
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diplomatic correspondents, put it in a cri de coeur in the
New York Times:
Perhaps there are good reasons behind Mr. Obama’s Middle
East policy. Perhaps the settlement freeze is in Israel’s best
interest. Perhaps the president is truly committed to Israel’s
long-term security and wellbeing. Perhaps his popularity in
the Arab street is the missing ingredient of peacemaking.
But until the president talks to us, we won’t know. Next time
you’re in the neighborhood, Mr. President, speak to us directly.
We will surely listen.45

Containing the Crisis
This may be necessary not least if the United States wants
to forestall an Israeli attack on Iran. We have criticized
Israel in this book, but we have also made clear our view
that a war between Israel and Iran is not something that
Israel seeks. War, if it comes, will be a tragic consequence
of Iran’s recklessness and Israel’s fears. But war would
also be, under most scenarios we can envision, a tragic
mistake. The possible upside can be expressed in two sentences. An Israeli attack that signiﬁcantly degraded Iran’s
nuclear weapons capability might conceivably beneﬁt
counterproliferation objectives, the integrity of the NPT
regime, and the compliance of member states with meaningful inspection arrangements. The use of force against
Iran’s nuclear program would, at a minimum, show that
attempts to exploit the restraint of interested powers,
manipulate the diplomatic process, game the NPT, and
impede International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA)
access to nuclear-related facilities can carry serious penalties. But the likely damage to U.S.—and, by extension,
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Israeli—interests from an Israeli attack, even if operationally successful, would probably outweigh the beneﬁts.
First, regardless of perceptions of U.S. complicity in
the attack, the United States would probably become
embroiled militarily in any Iranian retaliation against
Israel or other countries in the region. Given uncertainties about the future of Iraq and a deepening commitment
to Afghanistan, hostilities with Iran would stretch U.S.
military capabilities at a particularly difﬁcult time, while
potentially derailing domestic priorities. Second, an Israeli
strike would cause oil prices to spike and heighten concerns
that energy supplies throughout the Persian Gulf might
become disrupted. Should Iran attempt to block the Strait
of Hormuz by mining, cruise missile strikes, or small boat
attacks, these fears would be realized, at least for a short
period. Third, since the United States would be viewed
as having assisted Israel, Washington’s desire to woo
the Muslim world would almost certainly be thwarted.
A setback in the struggle against jihadist terrorism is a
likely consequence. Fourth, although some argue that the
popular anger aroused in Iran by a strike would be turned
against a discredited clerical regime that seemed to invite
foreign attack after its bloody postelection repression of
a nonviolent opposition, it is more likely that Iranians of
all stripes would rally around the ﬂag. If so, the opposition Green Movement would be undermined, while the
ascendant hard-line clerics and Revolutionary Guard
supporters would face fewer constraints in consolidating
their hold on power. Fifth, if Tehran is undecided about
whether to go for actual weaponization, an Israeli attack
will no doubt push it in that direction. Sixth, although
progress toward an Israeli-Palestinian ﬁnal status accord
is already elusive, an Israeli strike, especially one that
overﬂew Jordan or Saudi Arabia, would delay fruitful
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renewed negotiation indeﬁnitely. Both Washington and
Jerusalem would be too preoccupied with managing the
consequences of an attack, while regional capitals would
continue to deﬂect U.S. appeals to upgrade relations with
Israel as an incentive to concessions. If Hamas or Hezbollah were to retaliate against Israel, either spontaneously
or in response to Iranian pressure to act, any revival of
the peace process would be further set back, especially
if ﬁghting in Lebanon spread to Syria. Finally, depending on the circumstances surrounding an Israeli attack,
the political-military relationship between Jerusalem
and Washington could fray, which would erode unity
among Democrats and embolden Republicans, thereby
complicating the administration’s political situation, and
weaken Israel’s deterrent. Even if an Israeli move on Iran
did not dislocate the bilateral relationship, it could instead
produce diplomatic rifts between the United States and
its European and regional allies, reminiscent of tensions
over the Iraq war. Not all of these consequences are likely
to converge simultaneously; a few would be enough to
make an Israeli strike problematic.
To prevent these outcomes, the United States will need
to construct a credible regime of containment, including sufﬁcient reassurance in the form of strengthened
military protection and guarantees for Israel and Arab
states. As noted in chapter 3, this is already happening
with arms sales, expanded bases and naval presence, and
missile defenses for countries deemed targets of Iranian
threats.46 Diplomacy to persuade Iran to limit its nuclear
program will no doubt continue; if the results continue
to disappoint, tougher sanctions will be inevitable. Sanctions, as noted in chapter 4, are usually only symbolic
in effect and can be, in some respects, counterproductive.
Still, the symbolism may be required, to indicate inter-
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national disapproval of Iran’s behavior, and to reassure
Israel that the problem is not forgotten. Sanctions can
play a role, moreover, along with sabotage that is apparently ongoing, in slowing Iran’s nuclear progress.
If pressure and diplomacy to stop Iran’s nuclear program fail, U.S. security guarantees to Israel and the Arabs
will have to become clearer. Explicit nuclear guarantees
are probably unnecessary and could be counterproductive,
not least because they would run counter to the administration’s policy of deemphasizing the role of nuclear
weapons. But Washington can make clear that Iran’s
use of nuclear weapons would trigger an overwhelming
American retaliation through whatever means were necessary to guarantee the destruction and demise of Iran’s
ruling regime.
Israel, of course, has its own nuclear deterrent force.
Whether the supplement of such an American security
guarantee will be sufﬁcient to restrain Israel from attacking, or Arab states from developing their own nuclear
programs, is hard to say. In principle, however, we believe
that such guarantees should be sufﬁcient. We say this
fully aware of the caveats, dangers, and uncertainties of
deterrence. But these uncertainties have adhered to other
deterrence arrangements as well. The Iranian challenge is
not fundamentally different from those; certainly there
is no evidence that Iran’s regime is less rational than the
Soviet Union under Stalin or China during the Cultural
Revolution. As veteran U.S. diplomat James Dobbins, one
of the few Americans with recent experience in negotiating with Iranians, put it, “The [Iranian] leadership doesn’t
compare to Mao and Stalin. Both were psychopaths by
the time they had developed nuclear weapons.”47
A successful regime of containment will also have to
include a readiness, under certain circumstances, for U.S.
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military action, with support and possibly participation of
key allies such as Britain and France, against Iran’s nuclear
facilities or other targets. Such a prescription is of course
in tension with, but does not contradict, our earlier warnings about the damaging consequences of military action.
We oppose the military option under most circumstances.
But there might be circumstances in which the baleful
consequences of inaction outweigh the terrible consequences of war. A purpose of the containment regime
should be to enforce a redline before weaponization,
nuclear testing, or withdrawal from the NPT. Whether
Tehran’s crossing of that line should require a military
response is not something we can say with conﬁdence,
because it would depend on attending circumstances. A
mildly reformist Iran, that had toned down its rhetoric
against Israel and curtailed its active support for Hezbollah, Hamas, and other terrorists, would pose a different
kind of challenge in crossing that redline than would a
belligerent and unrestrained Iran. There is a spectrum of
scenarios in between these extremes. In any event, the
military option will not and should not be taken off the
table. And the possibility of Israel going down that road,
even against the wishes of Washington, is an objective
reality that has been discussed, at length, in this book.
The containment regime we are describing entails, in
many respects, an augmented U.S. military and strategic
commitment to the Middle East. This is problematic for a
United States that seeks withdrawal from Iraq and anticipates a drawdown from Afghanistan after the current
surge has unfolded, and that has become more attentive
to the ﬁscal and economic burdens of its overseas commitments.48 It is also problematic because America’s previous
penetrations into the Middle East have provoked various
forms of reaction, including the attacks of September 11,
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2001, which can be traced to the vast U.S. deployment of
forces to Saudi Arabia a decade before. There is a case to be
made for America to adopt an “over-the-horizon” posture
for the region. This is not likely to happen, however. So it
is all the more a fundamental American interest to resolve
or at least see progress toward resolving the Palestinians’
plight, a moral and strategic hemorrhage for both the
United States and Israel. In 2009, President Obama called
for a complete halt to Israeli settlement construction as the
most immediate and tangible way to show such progress.
That Obama made tactical, even serious, mistakes in this
regard does not obscure the truth that, on the substance
of the matter, he was right and successive Israeli governments have been wrong. Martin Indyk, a former White
House Middle East adviser, ambassador to Israel, and vigorous advocate of a U.S.-Israeli special relationship, put
it starkly at the time of Obama’s inauguration, when he
said that unrestrained settlement activity and Palestinian
terrorism, while “not moral equivalents . . . are equivalent
in the damage they have done to the hope of peace and
the viability of a two-state solution.”49 Israel naturally
will make its own decisions, constrained, to a considerable
extent, by the requirements of coalition politics. But if
it chooses, or feels compelled, to ignore American interests on the matter, it will make America’s position in the
greater Middle East all the more difﬁcult.50
Concepts of containment must also reﬂect realistic thinking about the future of Iran. Analogies to Cold War containment of the Soviets are inexact and inherently ﬂawed,
but there are some points of comparison. The Iranian
state is repressive, yet in many respects Iranian politics
have been pluralistic, and Iranian society is both traumatized and hopeful. We cannot predict how the conﬂicts
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within Iran’s society and regime will evolve, let alone
whether the unfolding of these conﬂicts will yield opportunities for U.S. diplomacy in resolving the nuclear crisis.
We have not seen any convincing arguments about how
the United States or other outside powers can affect the
outcome of political struggles there, except perhaps on
the margins. Still, the rise of the Green Movement and
the dramatic events since the June 2009 elections do suggest that some of the principles of Cold War containment,
as set forth at the outset by George F. Kennan, are relevant to the developing confrontation with Iran. Build up
strength and resilience in our allies rather than seeking
recklessly to destroy our opponents. Keep the moral high
ground and keep our nerve. Contain challenges against us
“by the adroit and vigilant application of counter-force”
and be ready to follow up with diplomacy.51 Do not go off
half-cocked into ill-considered wars without understanding whom we are ﬁghting, or how.
If these principles are applied with prudence and historical patience, it seems reasonable to look forward to
a “mellowing,” if not the radical reform of an Iranian
regime that, like the Soviet Union, is riddled with contradiction. Such a development, along with progress resolving the conﬂict between Israel and Palestinians, would
considerably lighten if not completely end America’s
strategic burden in the region.
There is much to hope for in this, but also much that
can go wrong. Goodwill and determination are necessary but not sufﬁcient conditions for successful American strategies. At the outset, this book identiﬁed six
central crises in America’s post–World War II encounter with the Middle East. It was the third crisis—the
Iranian revolution—that did much to destroy an
American presidency. This was after President Jimmy
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Carter, unnaturally stubborn and religiously devoted
to his own vision of peace, brokered a treaty between
Israel and Egypt that has endured for three decades.
Yet Carter was soon overwhelmed by a perfect storm
of converging disasters, and it has even been suggested
that his immersion in the Arab-Israeli peacemaking
rendered his administration deaf to the storm warnings
in Iran.52
And while few today would look at Barack Obama
and see Jimmy Carter, the current crises are more or less
direct descendents of those that did in Carter. The Iranian
Islamists who took Carter’s diplomats hostage are now
building a nuclear capability. The jihadist war that was
set off by the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan is now killing American troops, and threatens the future of nucleararmed Pakistan. The 1970s inﬂation and unemployment
that ended America’s postwar boom has now been matched
by the most rapid collapse of economic demand since the
Great Depression. The oil shocks of 1973 and 1978 would
almost surely recur in a war that blocked the Strait of
Hormuz. In fact, the oil crisis of the 1970s has risen to an
existential level, because the problem of energy security
is now inextricably linked to the environmental crisis of
the twenty-ﬁrst century.
The compressed coil of disaster linking Iran, Israel,
and the United States is not the only problem facing the
Obama administration, and it may not even be its worst
problem. But Iran’s deﬁance and Israel’s panic are the
fuses for a war that could destroy all of Obama’s other
ambitions. The sixth crisis could shape our world for
many years to come.
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