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futile if not counterproductive because Iran would simply redouble its ef-
forts to build nuclear weapons after a strike; even if Iran acquired nuclear
weapons, it wouldn’t be that bad because we could simply deter and con-
tain Iran much as we deterred and contained the Soviet Union during the
Cold War; and, finally, when all was said and done, deterring and con-

taining a nuclear-armed Iran, while difficult, would be vastly preferable
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about Iran boil down to judgment calls, but many of the judgment calls
were strongly biased against military action. I was amazed at how many
smart people took an incredibly nuanced issue and reduced it to an open-
and-shut case: a nuclear-armed Iran would not be that bad, but attacking
Iran would be an unmitigated disaster. As you will see in this book, the
reality is much more complicated.

Moreover, many of the most important issues are not about judgment
calls at all, but about basic facts, and I was shocked at the degree to which
the public debate on this issue was being dominated by people who simply
had their facts wrong. I was determined to set the record straight.

Shortly after leaving the Pentagon, I published an article in the January/
February 2012 issue of the venerable magazine Foreign Affairs, entitled
“Time to Attack Iran: Why a Strike Is the Least Bad Option.”! In the piece I
argued that, if forced to choose, a limited US military strike on Iran’s nuclear
facilities would be less bad than attempting to deter and contain a nuclear-

armed Iran. It is not easy to be among the first people to make a controversial
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argument on matters of war and peace—even if one’s position is correct—
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full complexity. More importantly, I believe this book is the most compre-
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programs would not be such a success were it not for the tireless work of
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INTRODUCTION

ITWAS A MUGGY JULY AFTERNOON WHEN PRESIDENT
Barack Obama strode to the microphone in the Rose Garden to face the
sea of reporters that had gathered to hear this momentous announcement.
Even the famously cool president appeared to be shaken. Maybe it was the
Washington, DC heat, or perhaps it was the gravity of what was about to
be said. This was a speech he had hoped to avoid.

He began slowly, recounting the history of the long-running crisis
over Iran’s nuclear program. He explained how a nuclear-armed Iran
would pose a grave threat to international peace and security. Channeling
the language of previous US presidents, he stated that a nuclear-armed
Iran would be “unacceptable” and that he had pursued many avenues in
an attempt to stop Iran’s nuclear progress. He explained how he had built
an unprecedented international coalition to put pressure on Iran’s lead-
ers. In eight separate United Nations Security Council Resolutions, the
United States, Russia, China, Britain, France (countries that don’t often
see eye-to-eye), and other representatives of the international commu-
nity came together to demand that Tehran stop its uranium enrichment

activities. He described how his administration had attempted to address
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this problem diplomatically, but that Tehran continued to defy its inter-
national legal obligations under the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty. He
reminded his audience that his policy has always been to prevent Iran
from acquiring nuclear weapons, with diplomacy if at all possible, but by
force if necessary.

He had pursued negotiations until the last possible moment, but the
window for diplomacy was now effectively shut. Iran was on the verge of a
nuclear weapons capability.

Only days earlier, the president had issued an ultimatum to Iran’s lead-
ers. Either they could suspend their uranium enrichment activities and
give international inspectors unrestricted access to their country, or they
would face the full wrath of the US military. They were given forty-eight
hours to respond. Now that window had also closed.

“The decision to use force is not one that I come to lightly,” said the
president. He was coming to the heart of his speech. “But Iran’s leaders have
left me with no choice. Therefore, on my orders, US and coalition forces
will begin airstrikes on Iran’s nuclear facilities tonight.” He cautioned that
this was not a dispute between the United States and the Iranian people,
but rather a conflict between an international community that values
peace and security and an Iranian leadership that prizes its reckless pursuit
of a nuclear weapons capability over its international obligations and the
welfare of its own people. “It is my sincerest hope that this conflict will end
swiftly and decisively with the destruction of Iran’s nuclear facilities. But, if
Iran’s leaders choose to retaliate against the United States and our allies, we
will be forced to defend ourselves. In either case, we will accept no outcome
short of victory. May God bless our brave men and women in uniform and

may God bless the United States of America.”



INTRODUCTION

After a decade-long standoff, the United States and Iran were going

to war.

his is a scenario that has not yet come to pass, but it very well could
Tin the near future. In his 2014 worldwide threat assessment, Direc-
tor of National Intelligence James Clapper declared that Iran’s advanced
nuclear program constitutes one of the greatest emerging national security
challenges to the United States of America.' Deciding on how to address the
threat, therefore, is among the most important choices currently facing the
US government. As [ see it, there are only three possible outcomes of the
crisis. First, the United States and Iran could come to a mutually satisfac-
tory diplomatic settlement. Second, Washington could simply acquiesce to
a nuclear-armed Iran. Or, third, the United States and/or Israel could take
military action designed to prevent Iran from acquiring nuclear weapons.
Clearly a diplomatic solution to this crisis would be best. That is why
the United States has pursued negotiations with Iran over its disputed
nuclear program for the past decade. In November 2013 the United States
and a group of other world powers struck an “interim” nuclear deal with
Iran that was widely lauded as a historic breakthrough. Yet, as President
Obama clearly explained, the interim deal is only a “first step.” To truly
solve the problem, the two sides must strike a more comprehensive dip-
lomatic accord that fully resolves the Iranian nuclear crisis. But the suc-
cessful negotiation of such a far-reaching agreement will be difficult.
President Obama himself estimated that the odds of a successful diplo-
matic accord are “no better than 50/50.” Moreover, it is possible that even
a comprehensive diplomatic accord will not succeed in neutralizing the

Iranian nuclear threat.
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This means that at some point in the foreseeable future, a US president
might be forced to choose between the less attractive options of acquiesc-
ing to a nuclear-armed Iran and conducting a military strike on Iran’s key
nuclear facilities.

President Obama has declared that he has already made his choice.
He has repeatedly said that his policy is to prevent, not contain, a nuclear-
armed Iran and that all options, including the use of force, are on the table
to achieve that outcome. Those who know him well, including those who
have worked with him in the White House on this issue, swear that they
have no doubt that the president is sincere when he says he is willing to
bomb Iran if necessary to stop the spread of nuclear weapons in the Mid-
dle East. This position also has overwhelming support in the US Congress.

But is this the right call? How did we even get to this point? How close
is Iran to having nuclear weapons, really? Is the United States truly pre-
pared to fight another war over suspected WMD programs in the Middle
East so soon after we went to war over trumped-up charges of WMD pro-
liferation in Iraq only a decade ago? Can’t we just solve this problem diplo-
matically? Will Iran’s new president, Hassan Rouhani, a relative moderate
within Iran’s theocratic system, improve the prospects for a comprehensive
negotiated settlement? Would a nuclear-armed Iran ever use its nuclear
weapons? If not, does a nuclear Iran really represent such a grave threat?
Can the United States simply deter and contain a nuclear-armed Iran in
the same way that we deterred and contained a much more powerful So-
viet Union during the Cold War? How stable is the Iranian government?
Is it possible that the regime could collapse from within, thus solving the
[ranian nuclear challenge for us? Can we use covert tools like cyberattacks,

assassinations, and sabotage, to stop Iran’s nuclear program without going



