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 Israel is a small nation of western values geographically centered amid Middle East 

instability and often the target of regional hostilities.  An enduring US alliance began after 

Israel declared independence in 1948, founded upon mutually shared values and moral 

responsibility, which often clash with Middle East ideologies and traditions.  US economic 

support has enabled Israel to develop military and defense security systems that until recently 

were unrivaled in the region.  Tensions in the Middle East have existed in the form of the 

Sunni-Shi’ite divide since the death of the Prophet Muhammad and continue to affect the 

balance of power through ongoing battles for regional hegemonic dominance.  This thesis 

will examine the history and progression of some of the major ideological and political 

divides leading to the current Iranian threat in the region and specifically the threat to Israel.  

The discovery of oil and the rise of nationalism in Iran were followed by the fall of the 

Ottoman Empire resulting in the complexity of redrawing of borders leading to international 

missteps that continue to adversely impact the region today.  The overthrow of the Shah 

during the 1979 Iranian Revolution produced a shift in ideology that created a new strategic 

structure of power by returning to a theocratic form of governance.  The regime’s primary 

goals are to export its ideology regionally together with a commitment to annihilate the 

Jewish State.  Iran’s military expansion to include nuclear ambitions, combined with 

precision weapons buildup in Syria and Lebanon, has amplified Israeli security concerns 

resulting in the development of US-led international policies to deter Iran’s progress.  The 

Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action is discussed, together with the rise of the Iran-backed 

terrorist group Hezbollah and its activities in Lebanon, Syria, and the Golan Heights—all of 

which pose an existential threat to Israel.  The 2017 resignation of the Lebanese Prime 

Minister and the denunciation of Iran and Hezbollah by Saudi Arabian leadership have 

intensified regional tensions.  An already brewing conflict beginning between Israel and 

Hezbollah may escalate from imminent to inevitable and may broaden to involve responses 

from the entire region and the international community. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 Israel has been a close ally of the United States since it proclaimed statehood in 1948 

and was officially recognized by President Truman.  Although it is a small nation of Western 

values, only slightly larger than the state of New Jersey, its central geographic location amid 

Middle Eastern instability has become of strategic importance to the United States.  The bi-

lateral alliance founded upon common national ideologies of moral responsibility and shared 

values of democracy, freedom, and the right to live in security are of enduring mutual benefit 

that often clash with surrounding regional belief systems.  

 In a region that thrives on conflict, the relationship has grown to meet the escalating 

challenges from state, sub-state, and non-state forces that shape international foreign policy 

in an era of terrorism.  Economic, diplomatic, and military support of Israel produces strong 

alliances in collaborative research and development of military and intelligence technologies 

that collectively defend Israel from attack.  Whether the nature of conflicts affecting Israel’s 

security is military or non-military, traditional or asymmetric, maintaining the strength of the 

alliance is now more crucial to Israel’s existence than at any point in history.  A formidable 

and ongoing threat to Israeli security is state-sponsored and radical Islamist extremism from 

Iranian-backed groups that mandates Israel’s annihilation.   

 The majority of the world’s 1.57 billion Muslims are Sunni and outnumber the Shi’ite 

population by a roughly estimated ratio of 9:1, while 90 percent of the world’s Shi’ite 

population reside in the expanding empire of Iran (Pew Research Center, 2009).  Ancient 

ideological differences have split the groups since the death of the Prophet Muhammad.  In 

the Post Arab Spring era of failed and failing Middle Eastern states each side vies for 

regional proxy allies, fueling hegemonic regional tensions to unprecedented levels.  Although 

Sunni Saudi Arabia and Shi’ite Iran have not yet confronted each other militarily, war looms 
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on the horizon, specifically targeting the security of neighboring Israel and the regional 

balance, and becoming a national concern to the US and the international community.  

 The ongoing Sunni and Shi’ite conflict has been amplified in Post-Arab-Spring 

Lebanon, Syria, and Yemen, threatening to tilt the balance of power in the Middle East.  Iran 

has effectively blurred international borders and taken advantage of unenforced United 

Nations resolutions and loopholes in international nuclear polices to develop, train, and arm 

its Hezbollah terrorist wing into a force to be reckoned.  It has taken control of war-torn 

Syria, influences Lebanon and Iraq, and expanded its reach into Yemen in its revolutionary 

expansion ideology to achieve a regional hegemony and annihilate the Jewish state. 

 The purpose of the present research was to examine how the changing balance of 

power in the Middle East has evolved and is shifting, with a growing threat of nuclear 

consequences.  It examines whether the current buildup of Iranian-backed precision weapons 

and hostile militant proxy entities present an imminent and existential threat to Israel and 

how current regional tensions will affect international relationships.   

 Care was taken in the choice of open research sources, however, widely varied 

discrepancies in the contextual descriptions of historical narratives, differing spellings, and 

accuracy of specific dates exist.  Best practices were employed to ensure the reliability of 

selected references.  The situation is fluid and accurate as of the time of writing, though 

information providing a scholarly analysis of developing situations and prospective 

responsive actions has not yet been established.  Background information follows to facilitate 

the progression of events leading to the current conflict. 
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CHAPTER 2 

BACKGROUND 

SUNNI-SHIA DIVIDE 

 The two main sects within Islam are Sunni and Shia, also known as Shi’ite.  The 

current Sunni-Shia rivalry is rooted in a schism relative to disputes over succession of 

authority following the death of the Prophet Muhammad in 632 A.D.  Sunnis oppose the Shia 

belief that legitimate succession is to follow the direct bloodline of the Prophet.  A 

companion of the Prophet, Abu Bakr, was elected to become the first Caliph in Medina over 

opposition within Islamic leadership of the time that the proper line of the Prophet would be 

best represented by Muhammad’s cousin and son-in-law Ali.  In the mid-seventh century 

A.D., Umar and Uthman preceded Ali, who then briefly ruled as the fourth Caliph in the 

Arabian Peninsula until his assassination five years later in 661 A.D.  The Caliphate was then 

relocated to Damascus under the Umayyad dynasty and on to Baghdad under the Abbasids 

(Nasr, 2017).  The Abbasids branched to Egypt and the Caliphate eventually ended under the 

Sunni Ottoman Empire in 1924.   

 Ali’s son Hussein, grandson of the prophet, was killed in the Battle of Karbala in 680 

and martyred as a Shia hero after a failed revolt against the Umayyads.  The Shia regard only 

direct bloodline descendants of the Prophet through Ali and Hussein as Imams, or religious 

and political leaders, and view the Sunnis as illegitimate.  The Sunnis reject this succession.  

The Shia remained under Sunni rule until the 16th century, when the Persian Empire began to 

emerge rapidly and the Safavid dynasty established the Twelver School
1
 of Shi’ite Islam as 

                                                 

 

1
 The twelve successors of the Prophet Muhammad as divinely ordained Imams, with the twelfth living in 

occultation to reappear as the Mahdi in coincidence with the second coming of Christ. 
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the state religion.  The neighboring Ottoman Empire considered them apostates and waged a 

holy war over control of the South Caucasus and Mesopotamia, which lasted nearly a century 

with intermittent aggressions occurring into the 19th century (Sela, 2016).  The two sects 

share some similarities, such as monotheistic faith in one Almighty God, belief in the 

centrality of the Prophet Muhammad in religion, the Quran as holy scripture, and the Five 

Pillars of Islam.
2
  However, bitter opposition between antiquated Sunni and Shia perceptions 

of religious practices over time have broadened the political divide (McMahon, 2017).   

DISCOVERING OF MIDDLE EAST OIL  

 The Mozaffar Din-Shah of the Persian Qajar dynasty signed a 60-year exclusive oil 

concession in 1901 with William Knox D’Arcy of London.  Exploration and other rights 

encompassed an estimated 500,000 square miles of Persian territory but excluded 

northeastern provinces bordering Russia.  The concession, among other stipulations, 

provided that 16% of net operating profits would be granted to Persia with any disputes to be 

settled in arbitration, since neither side could confirm or deny the existence of marketable 

quantities of oil (Malek, 2017).  The Persians were pleased to receive income for allowing 

the British to dig in their sand. 

 Geologist George Reynolds made the first discovery of oil in the western Zagros 

Mountain range near the city of Masjed Suleiman in 1908.  D’Arcy capitalized on it by 

founding the Anglo-Persian Oil Corporation (APOC) in 1909 (Britannica, 1998).  The 

discovery of oil led to more economic, political, social, and religious influence than any other 

factor in the past 1400 years of Middle Eastern history, and forever changed the landscape of 

the Middle East. 

 Construction of a pipeline from Masjed Suleiman to the first Iranian refinery in 

Abadan was completed, and Iran began exporting crude oil in 1912.  Also in this same year, 

APOC purchased 50 percent shares in the Turkish Petroleum Company to explore 

                                                 

 

2
 The Five Pillars of Islam include: the testimony of faith, prayer, giving, fasting the month of Ramadan, 

and pilgrimage to Mecca. 
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opportunities in the Ottoman Empire of Mesopotamia (New World Encyclopedia, 2009).  

The British were switching their naval vessels from coal to oil power, and the need for 

securing oil supplies became essential to fortifying the British Navy’s primary function of 

protecting seaborne trade routes.  Under a new agreement in May 1914, approximately 51 

percent of APOC shares were purchased by the British government; the agreement included 

veto power to the British over their national interests.  A same-day contract also guaranteed 

that APOC would supply Britain with oil for the following 30 years at fixed prices, which 

began a series of royalty disputes (Malek, 2017) after the Persians realized they had 

submitted to less than equitable deals.  Two months later, Middle Eastern oil becomes a 

product of strategic value with the break out of World War I in July 1914. 

ASIA MINOR AGREEMENT 

 A brief recount of early 20th century international relations in the Middle East 

provides a historiographical understanding of events leading to current tensions.  This creates 

linkages to the discussion of present threat considerations building up on Israel’s northern 

borders and the Golan Heights in Chapter Four of this thesis.  The Ottoman Empire had been 

experiencing a long period of decline, prompting European discussions about redefining its 

territory.  The Asian Minor Agreement, popularly known as the Sykes-Picot Agreement of 

1916, was a secret agreement, primarily between France and Britain, with consent from 

Russia, prior to the end of World War One.  British and French diplomats Mark Sykes and 

Francois Georges Picot initiated negotiations to establish spheres of regional control and 

regional influence shown below (Britannica, 2016). 

 
Figure 1. Sykes-Picot. Source: 

(University of Florida, n.d.). 
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 Initial talks determined that Britain would receive enclaves in Haifa and Acre known 

now as Israel (not identified in red above) as well as modern-day Jordan and mid-southern 

Iraq.  France would receive modern-day southeast Turkey, northern Iraq, and all of Syria and 

Lebanon.  Russia was to have received Istanbul, Dardanelles, and the Armenian District, but 

Russia’s withdrawal from the war after the Bolshevik Russian Revolution caused its 

exclusion from the deal.  In 1917, however, the Bolsheviks uncovered and published the 

secret document from Russian government files, causing embarrassment to the British by 

revealing contradictions to existing Arab claims.   

 The Ottomans had sided with the Germans, and a lateral deal was struck with the 

Arabs, exchanging their support of Allied forces against the Ottomans for a promise of 

sovereign land.  The news brought a concern to Sharif Hussein, the Hashemite ruler of 

Mecca, to whom Sir Henry McMahon, the British High Commissioner in Cairo, pledged an 

independent Arab territory after the war in anticipation of the fall of the Ottoman Empire.  

The McMahon promise of the territory was poorly defined in communications between 1915 

and 1916 and excluded southwestern portions of Syria and any mention of Palestine.  This 

omission was later used to deny Arab control of Palestine (Christianson, 2015).   

 Sykes-Picot intentionally left most of the modern-day Israel and Palestine under 

international control.  The territory was later promised as the homeland of the Jews under the 

1917 Balfour Declaration at the persuasion of Zionist Chaim Weizmann in London, in 

exchange for Jewish support of Britain against the Ottomans during the war.  The British 

Mandate, which ruled Palestine after the declaration, was ratified by the League of Nations in 

1922.  Arab fears were aroused by the influx of Jewish immigrants, resulting in the 1936 

Arab Revolt against the Jews.  Balfour provided a homeland designation for the Jews, and 

President Truman later accepted it because of post-Holocaust sympathies toward the Jewish 

people.  However, he also declined to intervene or support the Jews in the revolt over the 

possible interruption of oil supplies to Russia and their connection to the Arabs.  He instead 

commissioned a peace study to be conducted in the region.  Meanwhile, the newly formed 

United Nations created the Special Committee on Palestine (UNSCOP) in November 1947, 

which recommended that the British Mandate in Palestine be dissolved.  It offered a partition 

plan of the territory partly because of the 1946 bombing of British headquarters at the King 
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David Hotel in Jerusalem by Irgun Zionist terrorists as well as British inability to mitigate a 

collapse of Arab-Jewish communications (National Archives, 2006).   

 The partition plan was approved by the UN General Assembly Resolution 181 and 

received with mixed feelings from the Jews but rejected in its totality by the Palestinians as 

unfair.  The plan designated Jewish and Palestinian areas, but left the religious sites, or the 

corpus separatum of Jerusalem, under UN control.  Following the announcement, Palestinian 

factions joined with five neighboring Arab nations under the Arab Liberation Army to launch 

attacks on Jewish communities and settlements in opposition to the UN resolution.  Israel 

achieved independence and installed a provisional government on May 14, 1948, and was 

immediately recognized by the US as a de facto state by President Truman.  It is notable that 

President Truman later declared de jure status in 1949 after Israel’s first election without the 

consent of Congress or the UN.  Aggressions without US intervention continued into 1949 

despite two UN-brokered cease-fires.  Israel gained territory originally awarded to Palestine 

under UN Resolution 181 in separate formal armistice agreements with Transjordan, Egypt, 

Syria, and Lebanon, which remained in place until 1967.  Jordan retained control of the West 

Bank and Egypt over the Gaza Strip (U.S. Office of the Historian, n.d.).  Though Persia was 

not a specific consideration in the division of the Ottoman Empire, contemporaneous protests 

were occurring between Persia and APOC. 

WAR, OIL AND THE RISE OF IRANIAN NATIONALISM  

 The majority of oil was found in Persia prior to the onset of World War I, and 

industrialization of warfare technologies increased demand for its production.  Iran became a 

major war theater of strategic value with its geographical coastal location leading to trade 

routes in the Indian subcontinent.  Though Persia had no interest in the war, the Russian army 

was already stationed inside its northern borders, and the British sought to control 

Mesopotamia and establish a line of defense securing the flow of oil from the Abadan 

refinery from just across the Persian border in Basra, Iraq.  These occupations prompted the 

German-aligned Ottomans to invade northern and western Persia early in the war.  The oil 

fields and Abadan refinery were close to the front, causing vital skilled laborers to flee, 

resulting in production deficits and reduced income.  The combined international pressures 
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and poor economic leadership brought the country close to social chaos under a politically 

insecure Qajar dynasty.   

 Iranians recall World War I as a time of inter-regional carnage, but more so of great 

national loss of life from famine and widespread disease.  Food crises coupled with destitute 

people in search of work resulted in epidemics of cholera, influenza, and typhoid that 

claimed large numbers of deaths each day.  Political frictions lasted well beyond the end of 

the war in 1918 (Atabaki, 2016). 

 The Persian government disputed the original concession agreement during the post-

war years, citing that under Article 10, APOC was required to pay Iran a 16 percent profit 

royalty to include subsidiary tanker operations.  APOC contended that the royalty was to be 

paid only on profits from operations conducted on Iranian soil and argued royalties would be 

withheld until an estimated £500,000 in post-war damages were paid.  Though an agreement 

was reached in 1920 where Britain was to pay Iran £1,000,000 in arrears, it was never 

ratified. The Majlis (Iranian parliament) didn’t sign the document, thereby making it 

unconstitutional under Persian law (Tabari, 2016).   

 The Qajar dynasty was overthrown by the Pahlavi dynasty and Reza Pahlavi became 

Shah of Iran in 1925.  Reza Shah was dissatisfied with the 1901 concession to the point of 

outright termination, and negotiations began for less exclusivity with more equitable and 

humanitarian terms.  A new concession was reached and ratified by the Majlis in May 1933 

that extended the D’Arcy Agreement by 32 years, decreased the area to 100,000 square 

miles, increased royalties to Persia in a fixed sum of four shillings per ton, increased world 

profits over the fixed sum to 20 percent, and included a minimum payment of £750,000 

annually (Abdelrehim, Maltby, & Toms, 2011).  Persia officially changed its name to Iran in 

1935, and APOC followed by changing its name to the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company (AIOC), 

which eventually became today’s British Petroleum or BP.  Though the new contract offered 

a greater share of profits and reduced size of the concession, the Iranians also carelessly 

allowed the British to choose where they drilled and exempted themselves from customs and 

import duties.   

 A significant downturn in Iran’s profits resulted from the complexity in tax and 

royalty terms.  Political instability led to a series of failed attempts to resolve disputes over 

the division of oil revenues.  By 1950, Iran was yielding only 17 percent overall profits from 
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its oil.  In 1947, for example, AIOC made £40 million in after-tax profits and provided Iran 

only £7 million (Abdelrehim et al., 2011). 

 Reza Shah’s regime collapsed in 1941, and public will for democratization came to 

the forefront of Iranian politics, with popular political and economic nationalism centered 

around oil over the livelihood of the people.  Per the 1933 agreement, AIOC failed to deliver 

promised benefits such as better wages, advancement opportunities, and adequate community 

infrastructure for laborers.  Renegotiations of consecutive governments and the Iranianization 

of oil was ongoing, and in 1947 a revision to Article 16 of the 1933 concession was passed 

by the Majlis,  

to increase the investments in welfare benefits, such as health, housing, education 

and implementation of Iranianization through the substitution of foreigners.  The 

longer-term aid was that all posts in Iran except the very top management ones 

should be held by Iranians. (Abdelrehim et al., 2011, p. 835) 

 Iran also learned in 1950 that Americans had offered 50/50 profits to the Arab 

American Oil Company (ARAMCO).  When Tehran brought this up to the United Kingdom, 

they flatly declined consideration of any such modification to the AIOC agreement (New 

World Encyclopedia, 2009). 

 The Iranian Parliament approved a bill in 1951 to nationalize its principal natural oil 

reserves and elected statesman Mohammad Mossadegh, a founder of the leftist National 

Front,
3
 as Prime Minister to advocate the effort, which inspired the general population.  

Loyalties tended to shift, as his predecessors experienced, and Mossadegh was not able to 

achieve his intentions due to lack of adequate military forces, as compared to the British, and 

his own insufficiencies as a leader.  Disagreements caused the AIOC to impose an economic 

boycott and withdraw from Iran.  The boycott removed substantial revenue from the 

government, causing excessive strife among the already poor population.  Mossadegh closed 

the British embassies in Iran, shut down diplomatic relations, and canceled the concession.  

                                                 

 

3
 A national freedom movement and political means to assert Iran’s nationalist agenda founded by 

Mohammad Mossadegh in 1949. 
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The British appealed to the International Court of Justice, which ruled against it, and the UN, 

which refused to intervene (Mansfield, 2013).  

 The Truman administration was becoming frustrated with British positions against 

Iranian nationalism but was unable to mediate.  Mossadegh’s popularity was declining 

among politicians, and a failed attempt by the Shah to replace Mossadegh with a new prime 

minister failed.  Mossadegh briefly fled the country, resulting in national riots but returned a 

few days later with more popular power.  A 1953 US-led counter-coup, assisted by UK 

intelligence, succeeded in ousting him and restoring Reza Pahlavi due to concerns over a 

Communist overthrow of the fragile state. 

 The US became the primary Western influence in Iran and created an international 

consortium to restart the flow of oil by taking over AIPCs assets under a new name--National 

Iranian Oil Company--and shared profits with Iran under a 50/50 agreement (Mansfield, 

2013). 

 Capitulation to external political pressures was revealed in a weak and imprudent 

Qajar dynasty that allowed Britain a sphere of influence and exclusive rights to property in 

southwestern Persia for diminutive monetary gain, causing a negative economic impact on 

the population.  The people rallied for a strong government to stand up against infiltration by 

the West and caused the fall of the Qajar dynasty in favor of nationalist Reza Shah.   

 Nationalism is best characterized as the attitude and loyalty of a nation’s population 

(Smith, 1971).  However, the republic and centralized form of nationalized government 

focused on the encroachment of foreign entities, and the regime never won legitimacy among 

the people.  Sharia law, in place since the Safavid dynasty, was moving toward secularism 

and Western-style modernization, resulting in poverty and homelessness among the masses 

of unskilled laborers.  The age-old social class structure of Persia was outraged since the 

minority merchant class historically required political representation by the religious leaders, 

who in turn received taxes to protect the merchants.  The combined dissatisfactions among 

the classes and upset in the status quo prompted the formation of a coalition against the 

government that eventually manifested itself in the 1979 Iranian Islamic Revolution and the 

overthrow of Reza Shah that continues to affect the balance of influence, power, and 

geopolitics in the Middle East today.  
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1979 IRANIAN ISLAMIC REVOLUTION 

 Revolutionary ideologies do not emerge from a void but are the product of dissent 

within social structure over time.  A popular multi-class social movement overthrew the 

autocratic regime of Reza Shah and established a theocratic state inspired by the secular 

intelligentsia, liberal nationalist organizers of the National Front, and leftist students seeking 

freedom, liberty, and justice (Parsa, 2000).  Decades of abject poverty, high taxes, and wealth 

inequality under previous governments compounded by the Shah’s affinity for the West 

caused mounting opposition among the classes, culminating in the beginning of quiet 

demonstrations during the mid and late 1970s.   

 Khomeini had only a small following of lower ranking clerics in the early 1960s, but 

later emerged as the leader who would reimagine social and political reality by organizing a 

complex variety of groups with differing opinions into a new way of life.   

 Reza Shah attempted to legitimize his government through the White Revolution’s 

series of American-influenced programs intended to yield a liberal and progressive pretense.  

The initial six-part plan included land reform, nationalization of pastures and forests, public 

sale of state-owned factories to finance land reform, profit sharing in industry, 

enfranchisement of women, and the establishment of literacy corps (Parsa, 2000).  He was 

developing a capitalist state where land reform benefitted the population through the central 

government.  Iranians participated in a referendum to approve the measures that passed by a 

landslide with high hopes of gaining the allegiance of the rural peasant farmers by making 

them landowners.   

 Though it was the first time women could vote, balloting lacked secrecy and voters 

were only allowed to either approve or oppose the total package and publicly place their 

ballots in a yes or no box.  The returns yielded millions in favor of the referendum to only a 

few thousand disapproving votes.   

 Large metropolitan enterprises were promoted and financed by oil revenues, forcing 

the deprived classes to relocate to urban areas in search of work.  The clergy, and Khomeini 

in particular, denounced it on the grounds that the electoral law was un-Islamic and the 

referendum unconstitutional (Abrahamian, 1993).   

In Khomeini’s view, Islam was synonymous with the sacred law, and this law by 

definition sanctified private property. Even the Prophet and the imams with 
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absolute power had not the right to tamper with private property. (Abrahamian, 

1993, p. 57) 

Intended land reform efforts created wide-scale resentment of the Shah by large numbers of 

independent farmers and landless laborers.  Money was concentrated in the elite classes and 

not distributed throughout society as the Shah had planned.  In effect, the Shah’s White 

Revolution backfired and quadrupled the size of the impoverished classes that challenged his 

regime in the past, and resulted in uniting them against him rather than increasing multi-class 

standing and loyalty.  They rallied around the clergy, who seemed more genuinely concerned 

about their plight (Hosseini, 1963).  

 Khomeini was arrested twice in 1963 for sedition and his scornful condemnation of 

the regime.  The second arrest occurred on a religious holiday, instigating riots in Tehran, 

which spread to the universities causing hundreds of deaths.  The Shah continued pro-

American reformist policies, accepted a $200 million loan from the US for military 

purchases, and passed a bill granting diplomatic immunity to American advisors and military 

in Iran that further incited demonstrations.   

 An incensed Khomeini criticized this as unconstitutional and benefitting only the 

Shah.  He denounced the Majlis’ legitimacy and called the members traitors for approving 

the deal.  The 1963 rebellion lacked adequate backing from small bazaar merchants and the 

peasantry who supported Khomeini but did demonstrate that opposition in the form of 

collective action could be taken against the Shah.  His highly centralized, exclusive rule, 

strong military, secret SAVAK police, and US support effectively weakened the opposition.   

 Khomeini was exiled to Turkey in 1964 and ten months later left for Iraq, where he 

spent the next 13 years teaching fqih, or Islamic jurisprudence, in the madrasa
4
 (Iran 

Chamber Society, 2017). These teachings were smuggled back into Iran by visitors and quiet 

demonstrations began in 1975 by student sympathizers.  When Khomeini learned about 

student demonstrator deaths from military attacks, he declared that these and other similar 
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disturbances are “a sign of hope that freedom and liberation from the bonds of imperialism 

were at hand” (Iran Chamber Society, 2017). 

 A propaganda attack on Khomeini and the holy city of Qom published by a fictitious 

source in January 1978 solidified the secular community to side with the opposition.  An 

article entitled “Iran and Red and Black Colonialism” that ran in Ettela’at attempted to 

discredit Khomeini’s character, patriotism, faith, and questioned his Iranian nationality.  This 

was a misplaced calculation that enraged the entire Shi’ite religious hierarchy by slandering a 

religious figure.  It marked the beginning of protest with the unquestionable unification of 

previously non-violent intelligentsia and professionals who banded with militant clergy and 

leftist armed guerilla factions to strengthen Khomeini’s following.  In no rebellion since the 

ratification of its Constitution in 1906 has the religious community been more closely united. 

The inflammatory article moved the rebellion from relatively quiet protests to a religiously 

led volatile revolution.  It appealed to far greater numbers than isolated tribal mullahs, and 

the masses turned allegiance to the religious leaders they trusted.  Mistaking the power of 

religious opposition was perhaps the Shah’s most fatal misstep by consistently choosing 

weak, middle-ground decisions.  People from all social classes were now ready to risk death 

to stand up for their beliefs (Amuzegar, 1991). 

 The vulnerability of the Shah’s regime was apparent, and he worked to have 

Khomeini banished from Iraq.  The Iraqi government informed Khomeini his residence there 

was dependent upon immediate termination of his political outbursts, but he considered this 

demand unacceptable.  After several relocation considerations, including Syria and Lebanon, 

he chose Paris, where he became freely available to world press organizations.  Daily articles 

from Paris and American political pressure caused the Shah to appoint National Front 

member Shapur Bakhtiar as Prime Minister and, in failing health, the Shah departed Iran for 

the US on January 16, 1979, abandoning his administration and senior military admirals and 

generals (Amuzegar, 1991).   

 Khomeini returned to Iran from Paris on January 31, 1979 to welcoming crowds.  

Later in February, the military council withdrew its support from Bakhtiar and the Shah’s 

regime collapsed.  In the last days of March, a national referendum, called by Khomeini, 

overwhelmingly favored the establishment of an Islamic Republic.  Khomeini was given the 
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title of Imam
5
 and became Vilayat-e Faqih, or the Supreme Leader, of the Islamic Republic 

of Iran (IRI) on April 1, 1979. 

 Initial peaceful demonstrations in protest of Western ideals were met with military 

and police crackdowns, spurring violent reaction, and protests expressing discontent over 

living conditions, wages, and unemployment were exacerbated by the disillusionment with 

government motives.  Less than forthright governance provoked a more violent reaction that 

eventually caused the collapse of the Shah’s Monarchy.  Khomeini took over leadership 

according to his perception of an Islamic rule and began governing by strict Sharia law as 

Supreme Leader. 

 The revolutionary government established by Khomeini is not a true democracy of 

the people because it functions at the will of God as represented by the divine guidance of the 

Supreme Leader who governs through his interpretation of Quranic justice.  He can only be 

removed by a group of jurisprudents known as the Assembly of Experts. This theocratic form 

of governance by supreme jurisprudent guardianship is not widely accepted in Shi’ite nations 

other than Iran.  It is not favored in Shi’ite Iraq and considered heretical by most Sunnis. 

 Under the 1979 revolutionary Constitution, the President is directly elected, but he, 

the parliament, cabinet, and military have only limited internal control under the Supreme 

Leader’s absolute authority.  The President, for example, is not commander-in-chief of the 

military as in the US.  The Supreme Leader assumes this post.  Khomeini established the 

regular army and the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) to protect the achievements 

of the revolution with a national defense based on the criteria of faith and ideology with a 

specific goal as mandated in the 1979 Constitution by 

….also fulfilling the ideological mission of jihad in God’s way; that is, extending 

the sovereignty of God’s law throughout the world (this in accordance with the 

Qur’anic verse “Prepare against them whatever force you are able to muster, and 

strings of horses, striking fear into the enemy of God and your enemy, and others 

besides them” [8:60]). (Constitute, n.d.) 
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 In reference to world domination, Article 11 of the Constitution also quotes Quranic 

scripture by mandating a single community stating,  

In accordance with the sacred verse of the Qur’an (“This your community is a 

single community, and I am your Lord, so worship me” [21.92]), all Muslims 

form a single nation, and the government of the Islamic Republic of Iran has the 

duty of formulating its general policies with a view to cultivating the friendship 

and unity of all Muslim peoples, and it must constantly strive to bring about the 

political, economic and cultural unity of the Islamic world. (Constitute, n.d.) 

 The Constitution recognizes specific Muslim sects by tolerating diversity with the 

Sunnis in the tradition of the Ottoman Empire in Article 12.  It further limits the recognition 

of outside religious freedoms to Zoroastrians, Jews, and Christians, but excludes all other 

faiths, including the Baha’i.
6
 This legal tolerance has problematic implications for both 

theory and law (Kagan, 2009). 

 Since the Qajar period, Iran has struggled to keep pace with technologically and 

militarily superior countries and currently strives to expand its reach back into lands it once 

possessed, such as Syria and Lebanon.  Pre-revolution scholars argue that prosperity from oil 

encouraged the 1979 revolution by the Shah’s spending billions on weapons buildup while 

ignoring the plight of the population.  History is inclined to repeat, as evidenced by the 

spending habits of Presidents Ahmadinejad and Rouhani under Ali Khamenei (Kagan, 2009).       
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CHAPTER 3 

IDEOLOGY AND INITIAL STRATEGY 

CONFUSED TERMS 

 The terms “Islamic” and “Islamist” are commonly confused when the world’s Islamic 

community of 1.5 billion is unconnectedly grouped together and collectively targeted as a 

threat.  This does not defeat Islamism, but it is aimed at the general Muslim community and 

succeeds in swaying individual opinion by radicalizing more people to the sectarian belief 

systems of their choosing (Cagaptay, 2010).   

 Islam is defined as the religion of Muslims, and Islamic is an adjective describing 

Muslims.  The relevance of commonly misused terms is important to explore.   

 Islamic must be distinguished from Islamism, which is a dystopian, Islamist, “anti”-

ideology
7
 type of platform that is destructive by distorting religion and reality (Cagaptay, 

2010).  This can be expressed in the relationship between Communism and the working class 

as compared to Islamism and the Muslim sects.   

 Cagaptay (2010) explains that Communism as an ideology, for example, derives 

legitimacy by standing for and recruiting from its working class.  Islamism likewise derives 

its legitimacy by standing for and recruiting from the Muslim umma or the world Muslim 

family.  It is Islamism that should be targeted, not the Muslim population.  Had the US 

targeted the working class rather than the ideology of Communism, for example, we may 

have indeed lost the Cold War.  Likewise, it is not Islam, but the ideology of Islamism or 
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current era Communism that must be targeted, and not the Muslim populations nor the 

working classes (Cagaptay, 2010).   

 Sayyad Qutb, a pioneer of the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt, launched the radical 

Islamist ideology movement, and in doing so also exacerbated aspects of the Sunni-Shia 

Divide.  He desired the umma’s complete return to the “anti”-ideological Sunni traditions of 

the salaf
8
 by condemning Western inspired secular influences (Arjoman, 2016) which were 

followed by Khomeini’s Shi’ite version decades later.  Qutb’s book Milestones became a 

classic manifesto of the terrorist wing of Islamist fundamentalism that later fueled the 

emergence of Sunni al Qaeda and spawned the Islamic State. 

 The world tends to view the Sunni Islamic State, and its self-proclaimed Caliph 

Baghdadi, as the main perpetrators of Islamism.  However, Iran interprets a version of Shi’ite 

clericalist ideology with like Islamist fundamental tendencies.  Its sought-after hegemony is 

not to be ignored as a major player in the global politics of the Middle East (Spencer, 2016) 

and will be discussed later.   

INTERPRETING RELIGIOUS DEFENSE 

 Both Sunni and Shi’ite Islamists, whether state or non-state actors, distort their own 

brands of Quranic text to match political goals when justifying acts of war.  The Holy Quran 

was written the by Prophet Muhammad in eloquent classical Arabic form with poetic 

stylization and countless nuances that are difficult to discern.  Cagaptay (2010) posits that 

over 80 percent of the world’s Muslims do not read or speak classical Arabic of the seventh 

and eighth centuries.  Therefore, translation is required yielding numerous explanations.  

Various interpretations by differing Islamic authorities have resulted in an assortment of 

contemporary versions derived from the original Quranic text.  Each claim to be a valid 

interpretation of the word of God as revealed through the Prophet Muhammad.  The law 

regarding war is particularly scrutinized and modified by various sects within Islam. 
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 Islamists, both Sunni and Shi’ite, have successfully manipulated Quranic text under 

the authority of fatwa
9
 ruling to spread ideological seeds of hate as being justified and rooted 

in the divine scripture of Islam (Spencer, 2016).  The movement toward radical Islamism by 

any individual can, therefore, be influenced by which version of the Quran is being read. 

 It is also true, however, that the sectarian nature of the Jewish and Christian faiths 

promotes their individual brand of religious ideology, also resulting in numerous different 

versions of the Rabbinic and Holy Bibles.  Translations throughout the centuries undoubtedly 

contain human error and doctrinal bias depending on the denominational ideologies of the 

interpreter.  Luther, for example, was unsuccessful in his desire to remove several books of 

the New Testament.  However, the ancient translation was so meticulously monitored that the 

slightest error by a scribe, in chisel strike on stone or pen stroke on animal hide parchment, 

voided the entire scroll as unusable and required it be regenerated from the beginning.  In 

accordance with Jewish tradition, this form of revision was demanded to preserve the original 

text as flawlessly as possible. 

 Neither the Rabbinic Talmud or the Christian Holy Bible portray war as inherently 

wrong, immoral or ungodly.  In fact, God himself legitimizes war as an instrument of justice 

by ordering Israelites to wage war on multiple occasions in the Old Testament and provides 

governmental authority to punish evil-doers in the New Testament.  The divine gifts of life 

and liberty are not to be squandered or taken lightly according to these canons.  These belief 

systems bind the US and Israel in moral responsibility.   

 Exodus 21, of the Old Testament Pentateuch, discusses that a man choosing to remain 

a slave shall have his ear pierced on a post with an awl, which is symbolically interpreted by 

the Rabbinate to mean punishment for discounting his God-given freedom.  Deuteronomy 20 

discusses the Israelites right to wage war over the land God gave them as inheritance; 

however, they are commanded to first make an offer of peace as a rule of engagement.  In the 

New Testament, God ordains the governments He establishes as the guardians of justice and 
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societal order.  The books of 1 Peter chapter 2 and Romans 13, for example, grants authority 

to punish wrongdoers and to live as free men as well as firmly warning not use freedom as a 

cover-up for evil.   

 To live by the Word when waging war, rather than die by it, as Islamists prefer, 

requires a balance of moral and political raison d’etre.
10

  A just war is a human expression of 

divine righteousness, against the manifestation and domination of evil forces in the world.  

Before authorizing military mobilization, governments must weigh the probable loss of 

human life, consider the popular will, and the chances of victory.  A government must also 

possess the ability to discern the proper use of force, jus in bello, as well as the ability to 

properly assess whether to resort to using force, or jus ad bellum (MacArthur, 2009).   

 The US Congress is charged with powers to provide for the common defense in 

Article I § 8 of the US Constitution and has the authority to authorize war declarations as 

representatives of the people.  Article II § 2 provides that the US President shall be 

Commander-in-Chief of the US Army and Navy.  Unilateral actions by Presidents Truman, 

Nixon, and Johnson in the Korean and Vietnam Wars enraged Congress, which in 1973 

passed the War Powers Act, whereby a sitting President has 90 days to submit a request for 

approval after introducing troops into harm’s way as Commander-in-Chief.  Presidents, 

however, have ignored this Act, citing authority under Article II § 2 of the US Constitution. 

 It’s also important to note that specific mention of the separation of church and state 

is not a part of the Constitution of the United States or Declaration of Independence.  The 

First Amendment to the Constitution of the United States reads that “Congress shall make no 

law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof…” which 

is commonly referred to as the Anti-Establishment Clause and the Free Exercise Clause.  

Jefferson (1802) wrote the following to the Danbury Baptist Association in Connecticut, 

I contemplate with sovereign reverence that act of the whole American people 

which declared that their legislature should ‘make no law respecting an 
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establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof,’ thus building a 

wall of separation between Church & State. 

 Furthermore, Thomas Jefferson originally penned that, “We hold these truths to be 

self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their creator with 

certain ‘inherent’ rights – that among these are life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.”  

Use of the term “inherent” was voted down by the Continental Congress in favor of the term 

“inalienable” rights.  Jefferson’s opposition was over the injustice of the slave trade, even 

though he was a slave owner.  His plan to ensure slaves became free and independent people 

never came to fruition in his lifetime.  The issue of equality not only affected Americans of 

African descent, but also other minorities, such as Chinese immigrants and the women’s right 

to vote.  Controversial issues surrounding the phrase, “all men are created equal” continue to 

impact segments of American society to this day. 

IDEOLOGY OF IRAN 

 The 1979 Islamic Revolution created a belief system under Ayatollah Khomeini that 

fused religious and political authority of Islamic fundamentalism under the velayat-e faqih, 

or guardianship of the jurisprudent.  Khomeini targeted the Shah’s vision of Western 

nationalism and gained popular strength by stating publicly that it suppressed Islam and its 

clergy, which in turn rallied the people.  This clericalist ideology sanctioned unlimited power 

under the ultimate authority of the Supreme Leader who used scriptural interpretive latitude 

to create, justify, and enforce laws and policy based upon his interpretation of the Quran and 

Sharia law.
11

  Khomeini blended the populist revolution with theology to create a model with 

Marxist overtones to consolidate his power.  The result was a theological, intellectual, and 

ideological mix that causes tension between the clerical and ruling elite, especially when 

considering that clerical leaders never accepted the concept of vilayet-e faqih (Kagan, 2009).  

These rivalries within the structure of government continue today. 
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 Iran contends that its legitimacy is based on an argument supported under the 

theological absolute rule of a Supreme Leader.  However, its quasi-hierarchical structure of 

representation appears rather to coexist with the Supreme Leader, who has veto power but 

rarely exercises arbitrary control.  Therefore, confusion and conflict exist between the 

practical and theological platforms (Kagan, 2009). The number one goal of overthrowing the 

Shah was to “export” the triumph of the revolution and create a unified community of 

believers among the international Muslim umma.  The strong pan-Islamic intent and 

continuation of the revolution at home and abroad are incorporated in the preamble of Iran’s 

Constitution.  In a 1981 New York Times article, Khomeini said,  

We have been near zero in our propaganda abroad.  We must make unofficial 

visits aside from the official ones.  If we want to export this revolution, we must 

do something so that the people themselves take government in their own hands, 

so that the people from the so-called third stratum come to power. (as cited in 

United Press International, 1981) 

 However, Iran failed to garner international support because Khomeini attempted to 

gain legitimacy from recruiting the Muslim population.  The goal, in the long run, backfired 

badly in countries such as Iraq, Bahrain, Afghanistan, and Pakistan.  The Severe backlash 

resulted in the emergence of the al-Qaeda sponsored Sunni global jihad and its eventual 

splinter group the Islamic State as discussed in preceding sections.   It did, however, gain 

allegiance in Lebanon by creating Hezbollah (Arjoman, 2016), which will be addressed in 

later chapters.  

 Iran’s number one goal of becoming the exporter of Islamist ideology was largely 

resisted by the world umma and failed miserably.  It then realigned its ideology to focus on 

the concept that the oppressed peoples of Islam were disadvantaged by Western influences, 

and predominantly by the US alliance with Israel.  Iran specifically refers to oppressed 

peoples as the stateless Palestinians and economically disadvantaged Shi’ites living in the 

region.   

Iran claims that the regions politics and economics have been distorted by 

Western intervention and economic domination must be brought to an end.  

Iranian officials claim that the creation of Israel is a manifestation of Western 

intervention that deprived the Palestinians of legitimate rights. (Katzman, 2017) 

 Iran claims in its Constitution that it supports other Islamic schools and tolerates 

religious diversity, and contends it is non-sectarian by declaring support of secular and Sunni 
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groups and cites relationships with Hamas and the Palestinians as evidence (Katzman, 2017).  

However, scholars challenge this declaration because any dissent to Khomeini’s melding of 

religious and political landscapes under Shia Islam is unacceptable.   

 Theology forms the backbone of a somewhat tripartite form of government where 

church and state are inexorably linked under executive, legislative, and judicial branches of 

governance.  However, under the domination of Supreme Leadership supported by a small 

number of theocratic clerics, it cannot be classified as a true democracy.   

STRUCTURE OF POWER IN IRAN 

 The political structure of Iran is laid out in the IRI’s Constitution of 1979, after the 

former monarchy and Constitution of 1906 were abolished.  Significant amendments to the 

1979 version were adopted in 1989.  Its preamble is quite lengthy and includes the history of 

the revolution, several quotes and verses from the Quran, and describes the official religion 

and terms for the new state. 

 On the surface, the US and Iranian governments can appear similar, with an elected 

president heading the executive branch, and a legislature and judiciary.  The major difference 

is in authority.  The President of the US takes an oath of office to faithfully preserve, protect, 

and defend the Constitution of the United States, and the people participate in government 

decision-making.  The President of Iran is endorsed by the Supreme Leader and is under his 

direct authority serving as an administrator in an Islamic theocracy that enforces Sharia Law 

within concepts of democracy.  In certain cases, representatives of the Supreme Leader have 

authority to intervene in matters of state on behalf of the Supreme Leader and have more 

power than the president.  

 The autocratic form of the Iranian government is a top-down model that incorporates 

a complex hierarchy of branches that frequently compete for power under elements that 

loosely resemble a democracy.  The legislative, executive and judicial branches are defined 

in chapters VI, IX and XI of its constitution.  This is complicated by delineating the duties of 

many official councils in several articles throughout the constitution (Constitute, n.d.).    

 A system of insiders and outsiders was described by Afshin Molavi in 2005, where 

only insiders were allowed latitude from criticism when forming the government.  Outsiders, 

on the other hand, such as secular nationalists or opponents of the regime, became subject to 
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harsh criticism when speaking out against the government (Bruno, 2008).  On one level, 

governance under faqih, or supreme Islamic jurisprudent authority, often resulted in the 

subjugation of the population by calling for amputation, stoning, and mass murder, among 

other atrocities, as punishment for dissidents (Sadeghpour, 2015). 

 Separate groups of sometimes interlacing authority make up the government headed 

by the Supreme Leader who is unelected, appointed for life by the Assembly of Experts.  He 

is the single most powerful figure with absolute authority.  There have only been two 

Supreme Leaders of Iran since the inception of the post after the revolution.  Ayatollah 

Ruhollah Khomeini governed from 1979 to his death in 1989, after which Ayatollah Ali 

Khamenei succeeded him as Supreme Leader in 1989 after serving eight years as Iran’s 

President.  Khamenei currently serves as Supreme Leader, but his appointment was not 

without controversy for his lack of popular support and theological qualifications.  The 

separation of powers is, to some extent, analogous to Western forms of democracy, but Iran’s 

constitution does deviate from the check and balance model where Iran’s intricately 

connected quasi-hierarchical system can cause internal conflict in some cases.  “In particular, 

while the judiciary presides over civil, criminal and clerical courts, it does not have 

constitutional review powers.  Those powers are found elsewhere in the Iranian system…” 

(Giles, 2003). 

 Powers of the Supreme Leader are delineated in chapter VIII of the 1989 amended 

constitution.  He is the commander-in-chief of the armed forces, with the power to declare 

war and peace, heads the regular army and the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC), 

and controls all security and intelligence operations.  He has final decision authority over the 

appointment or dismissal of key government officials, broadcast networks, and law 

enforcement.  He also appoints 6 of the 12 members of the Council of Guardians (Sial, 

2006). 

 The President of Iran is nationally elected to four-year terms and is second to the 

Supreme Leader in authority.  He is assigned to implement the constitution and is the head of 

the executive branch, except for matters of the office of the Leadership.  Unlike the US 

President, he is not in command of the armed forces and is charged primarily with 

administrative powers, which can vary per the desires of the Supreme Leader.  He is 

mandated to be a Shi’ite Muslim, and the Supreme Leader has the authority to overturn 
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Presidential decisions.  The President and his ministers can be removed on grounds of no 

confidence by two-thirds majority vote by the Majlis, or the Parliament (Bruno, 2008).   

 The Assembly of Experts includes 86 senior clergymen who are vetted and 

determined by the Guardian Council and elected to eight-year terms by popular vote.  They 

are responsible for electing and appointing the Supreme Leader from within their ranks, 

evaluating his performance, and have the power to remove the Supreme Leader, though this 

has never occurred.  Most members hold other positions within the revolutionary 

government, which increases its complexity (Giles, 2003).  

 The Council of Guardians is composed of 12 members, of which 6 are theologians 

appointed by the Supreme Leader, and 6 are lay jurists appointed by the Majlis at the 

recommendation of the head of the judiciary, who is also appointed by the Supreme Leader.  

They vet the Islamic and loyalty qualities of potential candidates for the presidency and for 

the Majlis.  In this way, the government is limited in functioning as a democracy.  The 

Council is vested with reviewing legislation passed by the Majlis and overturns any measures 

they deem un-Islamic or not in line with Sharia Law (Sial, 2006).  It has veto power over the 

Majlis.  By 2002, clerics made up only 12 percent of the Majlis, as opposed to 51 percent in 

the early 1980s.  The Council has also declined many Majlis approved land reform 

initiatives.  In 2008, the Council drew criticism for barring hundreds of reformist candidates 

from membership in the Majlis.  The Council has also rejected a precept intending to limit 

the use of forced confessions in criminal trials, as introduced by the Majlis (Bruno, 2008). 

 The Majlis, or Parliament, is a body of 290 members who represent some 31 Iranian 

provinces.   It drafts and passes legislation, ratifies international treaties and approves the 

national budget.  Members are elected to a four-year term, and religious minorities occupy 

five seats.  All Majlis candidates must be approved by the Council of Guardians (Bruno, 

2008).  

 The Expediency Council is an administrative body created by Khomeini in 1988, 

when the Constitution was being amended.  It serves in an advisory role to the Supreme 

Leader, but also as a check and balance system to mediate disputes between the Council of 

Guardians and the Majlis.  It serves as an advisory body to the Supreme Leader, who is also 

to confer with the Council over issues of state that he is unable to resolve, though the latter 

rarely happens.  It has supervisory power over all branches of government (Bruno, 2008). 
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 The Supreme Court is the highest judicial body in Iran and covers 33 branches, with 

all but two being in Tehran.  The head of the judiciary, who is appointed by the Supreme 

Leader, appoints its members, sets a judicial precedent, and performs as the court of appeals. 

 The Special Clerical Court tries members of the clergy and is overseen by the 

Supreme Leader.  It has the power to silence clerical critics for ideological offenses (Bruno, 

2008). 

 In the Khomeini era, much of Iran’s military were untrained volunteer forces 

empowered by the success of the revolution and willing to patriotically martyr themselves in 

its defense and in the absence of advanced weaponry.  Iran began evaluating its substandard 

defense capabilities and need to increase its military capacity after a firm defeat by Iraq at the 

end of the Iran-Iraq War in 1988.  Khamenei was appointed as Supreme Leader after 

Khomeini’s death in June 1989, and a reform of the revolutionary constitution took place.   

 The Supreme Council for National Security (SCNS) was founded as a forum for 

security decision-making and is the venue for dynamic debate between conservatives and 

reformists over Iran’s military modernization.  Chapter XIII of Iran’s Constitution outlines 

the duties of the SCNS under the oversight of the president and authority of the Supreme 

Leader, who at that time assumed duties as commander-in-chief of all the armed forces.  

Since 1989, Iran has continued to develop its military forces, acquire precision weaponry, 

and pursue weapons of mass destruction (WMD) despite international sanctions and UNSC 

resolutions.  In the wake of the economically and militarily crushing Iran-Iraq War in 1989, 

the SCNS began examining the need for force and weapons modernization after 

overestimating its own capabilities. 
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CHAPTER 4 

MILITARY MODERNIZATION AND THE JCPOA 

POST-WAR MILITARY EXPANSION AND WEAPONS 

PROGRAMS 

 Iran’s military consists of a regular army, or Artesh, the IRGC, and its Quds forces, as 

well as a paramilitary known as the Basij, or the Organization for Mobilization of the 

Oppressed.  The Artesh constitutionally must be an Islamic army committed to Islamic 

ideology.  It is apolitical, controls heavy ground armor, and was created to defend Iran’s 

territorial integrity against external attacks, as characterized in Article 143 of the constitution.  

The army is over three times larger than the IRGC ground forces, but gets little attention 

from the international press (Katzman, 2011).  The IRGC, on the other hand, is 

constitutionally mandated in Article 150 to guard the achievements of the revolution.  It is 

politically motivated in defense of the revolution and reports directly to Khamenei, who 

justifies it to protect against domestic and foreign threats on the land, air, and sea.  Although 

the IRGC has multiple subdivisions, the Quds Force specifically defends and exports the 

revolution by engaging in foreign operations and liberation movements worldwide.  The 

IRCG dominates the Artesh, resulting in rivalries and internal conflict--issues that are 

addressed directly by Khamenei.  Also under the IRGC is a group of civilian volunteers, who 

participate in a paramilitary militia created by Khomeini in 1979, known as the Basij.  This 

force engages in policing, law enforcement, suppression of dissidents, and internal security in 

all 31 provinces (Connell, 2008).   

 The current strength of the military and security ground personnel stands at an 

estimated 475,000.  The regular army ground force is about 350,000, and the IRGC ground 

force is estimated to be 125,000 strong.  There are approximately 10,000-15,000 IRGC Quds 

Forces who deliver weapons to faction allies in locations such as Lebanon, the West Bank, 

and Gaza, among other Pro-Iranian regional entities.  The Iranian regular navy and IRGC 
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navy has about 18,000 and 20,000 members respectively.  The IRGC navy primarily patrols 

the Strait of Hormuz.  The regular air force has about 30,000 members, and the IRCG air 

force is responsible for the missile defense program with an unknown size of personnel.  Law 

enforcement and security forces have approximately 40,000 to 60,000 members, not 

including an estimated 600,000 Basij who participate in combat and internal missions under 

the authority of the IRGC (Katzman, 2017). 

 Reza Shah initiated Iran’s military modernization program in 1970 by developing and 

testing a short-range rocket program based on Russian technology.  The setup of its surface-

to-surface missile program was highly dependent upon support from Israel, which withdrew 

all military collaboration when Khomeini overthrew the Shah (NTI, 2017).   

 The superior capacity and capability of Iraq’s missile program during the Iran-Iraq 

War left Iran desperately low on short-range missiles and military supplies by 1986.  It 

acquired a small number of Russian designed Scud-B missiles from Libya, and bombing 

continued deeper into Iraq, though with limited accuracy, in what was known as “the war of 

the cities” (NTI, 2017).  Iran’s military, which was then composed of untrained volunteers 

and inferior weapons systems, was no match for the Iraqi competencies in spite of Libya’s 

assistance.  Iran resorted to waves of human attack to counter the Iraqis, resulting in 

hundreds of thousands of Iranian deaths.   

 The advance of asymmetric, indigenous missile technology became Khomeini’s 

number-one priority.  Iran entered into a $500 million arms agreement with North Korea in 

1987, which provided Scud-B and Shabab-1 short-range missiles used to attack Iraq through 

the end of the war in 1988 (NTI, 2017).   

 Although complete details of the Iranian-Korean cooperation since the end of the war 

remain unverifiable, Iran, now under Khamenei, did fund Korea’s ballistic missile program 

in 1993 in exchange for complete Nodong (Shabab-3) long-range missile systems, 

development of missile production infrastructure, and training of its military personnel in 

Iran (NTI, 2017).  In fact, both North Korea and China assisted Iran in establishing missile 

production and assembly facilities to increase Iran’s goal of self-reliance (NTI, 2017).  In 

1998, President Rafsanjani declared that “[m]issile production has truly become a local 

technology in Iran… we have reached the level we need to get to… Iran today is a proper 

missile producer which does not need any country, not China, not Russia and not others” 
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(NTI, 2017).  Iran continues to expand and modernize its military capacity to convince the 

world that it is becoming an important military power.  Katzman (2017) states that 

transformation into a regional hegemonic power is an achievement to be attained through the 

acquisition of submarines, small boats, substantial air and ground defenses, extensive missile 

and space technologies, chemical agent production, and advancing its nuclear ambitions.  Its 

revolutionary goal to disrupt the Arab-Israeli peace process and aid regional Islamist groups 

with financial and material support, along with its missile and nuclear ambitions, raise 

questions about Iran’s regional intentions and the long-term implications of its military 

modernization.  However, Iran is deficient in combat air power, with most of its surface-to-

air missiles and combat aircraft dating back to the time of the Shah.  Iran’s current 

conventional military capabilities are shown in Figure 2. 

 
Figure 2. Iran’s conventional military arsenal. Source: (Katzman, 2017). 

 Iran’s missile production program became significant after the Iran-Iraq War to gain 

the ability to strike beyond the limited 150km range. The program includes cruise missiles, 

ballistic missiles, long and short-range rockets, and space launch vehicles (SLV).  Iran 

possesses more missiles than any country in the region, according to Katzman (2017).  The 
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following does not claim to be a comprehensive list, but provides a general overview of 

Iran’s growing missile capabilities.   

 Liquid propellant missiles include the Shabab-1 and Shabab-2 short-range missiles, 

and the Shabab-3 long-range missiles that can become modified to carry biological, 

chemical, and nuclear warheads.  Analysts believe the Shabab-3, and the related Emad, could 

reach Israel from Iran, and the Ghadr-1 and Khorramshahr are medium-range ballistic 

missiles likely in Hezbollah’s current inventory (NTI, 2017).   

 Since 2004, Iran has acquired solid propellant missiles with a longer usable life that 

are less combustible.  The Fateh-110 and Zolfaghar are examples of the short-range ballistic 

missiles in this class.  It is thought that the Zolfaghar was used in Syria in 2017 against 

Islamic State targets.  The Sejjil is a medium-range ballistic missile also capable of reaching 

Israel from inside Iran.  All Iran’s missiles are road-mobile, but are also housed in silos on 

missile bases such as Tabriz and Imam Ali for quick launch capability (NTI, 2017). 

 Iran announced in 2012 that it is developing an estimated 14 different cruise missiles.  

Tehran imported 12 X-55 air-launched cruise missiles in 2001 to begin the program.  

However, Iran does not possess aircraft large enough to carry these missiles, while sanctions 

limiting purchases deterred the possibility of acquiring aircraft capable of carrying them.  

The missiles are assumed to have been purchased for research and development to expand 

the program.  The majority of Iran’s current cruise missiles are subsonic
12

 short-range anti-

ship cruise missiles with warheads intended for land-to-sea and ship-to-ship warfare.  

Examples include the Kosar, Nasr, Noor, and Ghadir, with ranges of 3 to 120km.  Iran has 

one medium-range cruise missile capable of carrying a 500kg warhead that is deployed from 

naval ships (NTI, 2017). 

 Iran has launched five satellites into space using a two-stage Safir SLV in its space 

program.  The larger SVL, Soumar, is liquid-fueled, was launched in 2016, and may be able 

to reach the ranges of intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBM).  Its payload is small at 

                                                 

 

12
 Subsonic platform cruise missiles can be fitted with a variety of navigation systems. 
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100kg and is not viewed to become part of the long-range missile program (NTI, 2017).  

Figure 3 shows one illustration of Iran’s missile systems and their ranges. 

 
Figure 3. Iran’s ballistic missiles. Source: (Center for Strategic 

and International Studies, 2017). 

 Though Iran’s missile program didn’t begin until the 1970s, its nuclear program 

began in the 1950s under the United States Atoms for Peace Program for the enrichment of 

uranium under Iran’s peaceful pledge of medical and energy purposes.  Iran signed the 

Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) in 1970, and the NPT Safeguards Agreement with 

the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) in 1974.  Iran is also a participant in the 

Chemical Weapons Convention and insists on compliance with all these conventions 

(Katzman, 2017).  

 The United States has imposed several restrictions and severe economic sanctions on 

Iran under various legal authorities since the overthrow of the Shah and following the seizure 

of the US Embassy in Tehran in 1979, when US ties with Iran were severed.  In 1984, the 

U.S. State Department designated Iran as a State Sponsor of Terrorism for repeatedly 

providing support for acts of international terrorism.  Sanctions were initially enforced on 

Iran beginning in 1979 under the Export Administration Act, the Arms Export Control Act, 

and the Foreign Assistance Act (U.S. State Department, n.d.b).   
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… A wide range of sanctions are imposed as a result of a State Sponsor of 

Terrorism designation, including: A ban on arms-related exports and sales; 

Controls over exports of dual-use items, requiring 30-day Congressional 

notification for goods or services that could significantly enhance the terrorist-list 

country’s military capability or ability to support terrorism; prohibitions on 

economic assistance; and imposition of miscellaneous financial and other 

restrictions (U.S. State Department, 2014). 

In the 2002 State of the Union Address, President Bush indirectly supported Israel by 

including North Korea, Iran, and Iraq in the Axis of Evil for proliferating chemical agents, 

missiles, and nuclear WMDs, stating, in Iran’s case, that it, 

aggressively pursues these weapons and exports terror, while an unelected few 

repress the Iranian people’s hope for freedom…  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.  We will work closely with our coalition to deny terrorists and their 

state sponsors the materials, technology, and expertise to make and deliver 

weapons of mass destruction (The White House, 2002). 

 Hezbollah, for example, was created in 1982 as a successful Shi’ite export of the 

Iranian revolution specifically to oppose Israeli intrusion into Lebanon.  It operates as a state 

within the state and holds seats within the Lebanese government, much like the terrorist 

group Hamas that holds seats in the Palestinian Parliament.  It is maintained by the IRGC and 

to date continues to receive significant financial and material support from the ideological 

regime of Iran to fight against Israel and the US, among others.  Other revolutionary proxies 

close to Israel that are provided with Iran supplied rockets and missiles include Hamas, the 

Palestinian Islamic Jihad (PIJ), and the Houthi rebels in Yemen. 

 UNSCR 1701 was approved in 2006 to create a permanent cease-fire in a war 

between Hezbollah in Lebanon and Israel.  It imposed a buffer zone along Lebanon’s 

southern border free of all armed personnel, assets, and weapons other than the Lebanese 

army (United Nations, 2006).  Iran completely ignored the resolution when it fully 

reequipped Hezbollah with Iranian built longer-range missiles and lethal rockets intended to 

threaten Israel after its 2006 war with Lebanon.  This partnership has been strengthened and 

continues today. 
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 The US had earlier recognized Iran as a nuclear security threat when it learned in 

2002 that it was “building a heavy water
13

 plant at Arak and a uranium enrichment facility at 

Natanz” (United Nations, 2006).  Iran’s nuclear ambitions were thought to have the potential 

to set off a regional nuclear arms race in one of the most unstable regions on earth, with the 

direct possibility of passing its technological advances to terrorist groups.   

 Severe US and UN sanctions, implemented by the international community, have 

been ongoing for decades and include several enactments and resolutions dealing specifically 

with Iran’s advanced conventional warfare and nuclear proliferation.  They are an effective 

component of limiting Iran’s regional power by compelling Iran to terminate its support of 

terrorist acts.  Since 2010, sanctions have focused on limiting the development of Iran’s 

nuclear program and monitoring its compliance with agreements that addressed perceived 

threats.  Figure 4 depicts an approximation of Iran’s current nuclear facilities. 

 
Figure 4. Approximation of Iran’s nuclear facilities. Source: (NTI, 2017). 
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 Iran’s missile and nuclear infrastructure was becoming hardened and decentralized, 

with some sites located in populous cities and others built deep underground using Korean 

tunneling technology.  It is important to note that this same tunneling technology was passed 

to Hamas when importing Iranian-manufactured weapons into the Gaza Strip from Egypt 

through the Sinai Peninsula (Phillips, 2010). 

 Iran’s continuing foreign policy includes the complete destruction and annihilation of 

Israel and is cause for concern to Israel, the United States, and their militaries, diplomats, and 

personnel in the region.  Iran has openly declared the US to be the “Great Satan” for its 

support of Israel, to whom they refer as the “Little Satan” in their revolutionary jihadi 

ideology.  Israeli leadership considers Iran’s missile and nuclear development programs an 

existential threat, in addition to its probable ballistic missile warhead capabilities of carrying 

biological, chemical, or radiological WMDs (Phillips, 2010).   

 In response to growing multinational concerns, the IAEA reported on its findings of 

Iran’s clandestine nuclear operations at the Natanz facility in September of 2003.  Its Board 

of Governors adopted a resolution for a suspension of Iran’s enrichment and reprocessing 

activities, demanded that IAEA inspectors be allowed at any of its facilities, and requested a 

declaration of its nuclear activities by October 31, 2003.  Iran agreed to the terms on October 

21, 2003 but failed to comply by the deadline.  It was criticized by the IAEA in July 2004 for 

its non-compliance in suspending enrichment activities as pledged.  Under the Paris 

Agreement with France, Germany, and the UK, Iran temporarily agreed to suspend 

enrichment but reserved its right to continue developing nuclear technology under the terms 

of the NPT (Davenport, 2017). 

 When Iran announced that centrifuge research and development would resume at 

Natanz in 2006, it launched nine years of debate and talks with China, France, Germany, 

Russia, the UK, and the US, otherwise known as the P5+1, or the five permanent members of 

the UN Security Council plus Germany.  A series of executive orders and fierce sanctions 

were imposed on Iran over the years by the US, EU, and by United Nations Security Council 

Resolutions (UNSCR) for its failure to comply with suspension commitments.   

 UNSCR 1929, for example, noted with serious concern that Iran had not complied 

with the previous five resolutions requiring full suspension of nuclear activities.  UNSCR 

1929 required Iran to suspend uranium enrichment and heavy water reactor activity and 
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comply fully with IAEA investigations and Safeguards Agreements as part of the NPT.  The 

resolution applied economic pressure, restrictions on arms transfers, and specifically states 

“that Iran shall not undertake any activity related to ballistic missiles capable of delivering 

nuclear weapons” (Kerr & Katzman, 2017).  However, Iran ignored this resolution and did 

not refrain from its extensive development of ballistic missiles.   

 Iran has also repeatedly breached the NPT Safeguards Agreement by failing to 

disclose nuclear activities with particular regard to two Natanz enrichment facilities in 2003 

and a third near the holy city of Qom in 2009 (Wing, 2010).  Two days after an IAEA 

imposed censure for the 2009 breach of UN treaties, the newly elected Iranian President, 

Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, announced plans to construct 10 new enrichment facilities for 

peaceful nuclear energy purposes (Erdbrink, 2009).  In 2012, Prime Minister Netanyahu 

addressed the UN general assembly to express his fervent disapproval that Iran had by then 

accrued sufficient uranium to produce a nuclear bomb if enriched.  He drew a red line of 

tolerance on the advancement of Iranian nuclear technology as an imminent and existential 

threat to Israel, but fell short of publicly declaring intentions of war.  

JCPOA AND POST JCPOA  

 It was clear that Iran was close to having the capability to produce nuclear weaponry.  

The Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) is an international and highly debated 

diplomatic approach to dissuade Iran from pursuing nuclear proliferation in exchange for 

significant sanctions relief while at the same time retaining certain sanctions.  This allowed 

an influx of over $100 billion in revenue into Iran by unfreezing, suspending, modifying, 

and/or waiving a series of related Acts of Congress, Executive Orders, and US laws under the 

condition that the terms of the agreement will be upheld.  The purpose of the JCPOA, also 

referred to as “the Iran Deal or simply the deal,” is to delay the time needed for Iran to 

develop a nuclear weapon, to decrease the stockpile of its nuclear materials, delay its ability 

to acquire new materials, and to require IAEA inspections and certifications to monitor 

activity (Kerr & Katzman, 2017).  Required inspections are designed to ensure full 

compliance and transparency with the terms of the agreement, reveal suspected clandestine 

efforts, monitor activity and collaborations with other nuclear-capable nations, and increase 

the alert time for any breach of the agreement. 
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 Hassan Rouhani was elected President of Iran in 2013 and succeeded Ahmadinejad. 

This change in leadership was almost universally welcomed by the international community.  

Rouhani entered office with a less conflict-prone approach to diplomacy and Khamenei 

authorized him to negotiate the deal in a speech delivered to the IRGC in September.   

 The preliminary Joint Plan of Action (JPOA) became effective in January of 2014.  It 

froze Iran’s capability to enrich enough weapons-grade uranium to produce a nuclear weapon 

and offered limited sanctions relief.  This provided negotiation time to develop a more 

comprehensive plan.  Under provisions of the initial agreement, Iran agreed to limit its 

nuclear activities to defined categorical specifications, submit to increased monitoring by the 

IAEA, and affirm that it will never seek to develop any form of nuclear weapons.  The 

agreement did, however, acknowledge Iran’s right under the NPT to develop nuclear energy 

for peaceful purposes and specified that any enrichment program would be subject to 

inspection.  The US refused to acknowledge this right in an official statement (Katzman, 

2017).  There is no formal mechanism in the NPT to determine if Iran has violated it and 

neither the UN Security Council nor the General Assembly is responsible to adjudicate 

violations to the treaty, however, it has acted based on known violations of the IAEA 

Safeguards Agreement per its force of law authorities under the UN Charter. 

 An agreement on the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) was finalized in 

July 2015 and adopted in October of the same year.  The plan included an IAEA “Road Map 

for Clarification of Past and Present Outstanding Issues” regarding weaponization activity 

and adoption of UNSCR 2231 that supplants all previous resolutions (Kerr, 2016).  It also 

includes a provision to re-impose sanctions if the commitments are violated by Iran.  It was 

implemented in January 2016 after the IAEA verified that Iran had complied with nuclear-

related measures regarding heavy water and aspects of enrichment and uranium stockpiles as 

sequenced in Annex V of the Implementation Plan (U.S. State Department, n.d.a).  The plan 

is scheduled to transition in January 2023 or earlier if the IAEA and UNCS conclude it has 

complied with peaceful nuclear activities.  It will sunset on Termination Day in January 

2025, or 10 years after Adoption Day, in accordance with UNSCR 2231 provided that 

previous resolutions are not reinstated in the meantime (U.S. State Department, n.d.a). 

 UNSCR 2231 was also adopted in July 2015 and is the only resolution currently in 

effect regarding the JCPOA terminating all previous resolutions regarding Iran’s nuclear 
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program.  The resolution describes activities with time limits based on the adoption date of 

October 2015.  Categories of restriction include, nuclear transfers and activities but excepts 

light water and low-enriched uranium for 10 years, ballistic missile transfers and activities 

for 8 years, transfer of arms for 5 years, freezes assets of entities and individuals on the 2231 

List
14

 for 8 years, and bans travel of entities and individuals in the 2231 List for 5 years.  

Certain exceptions apply to asset freezes and travel bans (United Nations, 2015).  The 

ballistic missile restrictions “calls upon Iran not to undertake any activity related to ballistic 

missiles designed to be capable of delivering nuclear weapons, including launches using such 

ballistic missile technology.”  This is far less restrictive than UNCSR 1929 that prohibited 

the development of ballistic missiles. 

 President Trump has declared that the Iran Deal is an embarrassment to the US and its 

regime is a threat by supporting terrorist groups.  In a September 2017 speech to the UN 

General Assembly, he specifically addressed the Iran threat by stating, 

The Iranian government masks a corrupt dictatorship behind the false guise of a 

democracy. It has turned a wealthy country with a rich history and culture into an 

economically depleted rogue state whose chief exports are violence, bloodshed, 

and chaos. The longest-suffering victims of Iran’s leaders are, in fact, its own 

people. 

Rather than use its resources to improve Iranian lives, its oil profits go to fund 

Hezbollah and other terrorists that kill innocent Muslims and attack their peaceful 

Arab and Israeli neighbors. This wealth, which rightly belongs to Iran’s people, 

also goes to shore up Bashar al-Assad’s dictatorship, fuel Yemen’s civil war, and 

undermine peace throughout the entire Middle East.  

We cannot let a murderous regime continue these destabilizing activities while 

building dangerous missiles, and we cannot abide by an agreement if it provides 

cover for the eventual construction of a nuclear program. The Iran Deal was one 

of the worst and most one-sided transactions the United States has ever entered 

into. Frankly, that deal is an embarrassment to the United States, and I don’t think 

you’ve heard the last of it -- believe me.   

                                                 

 

14
 Includes the individuals and entities that were specified on the list established and maintained by the 

Security Council Committee having engaged in, directly associated with or provided support for Iran’s 

proliferation-sensitive nuclear activities. 
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It is time for the entire world to join us in demanding that Iran’s government end 

its pursuit of death and destruction. It is time for the regime to free all Americans 

and citizens of other nations that they have unjustly detained. And above all, 

Iran’s government must stop supporting terrorists, begin serving its own people, 

and respect the sovereign rights of its neighbors (The White House, 2017). 

In the same General Assembly Meeting, Prime Minister Netanyahu took the podium to 

express his opposition to the Iranian regime’s intentions regarding Israel. 

Iran vows to destroy my country every day...  Iran is conducting a campaign of 

conquest across the Middle East and Iran is developing ballistic missiles to 

threaten the entire world. 

Two years ago, I stood here and explained why the Iranian nuclear deal not only 

doesn’t block Iran’s path to the bomb, Iran’s nuclear program has what’s called a 

sunset clause…  And I warned that when that sunset comes, a dark shadow will be 

cast over the entire Middle East and the world because Iran will then be free to 

enrich uranium on an industrial scale, placing it on the threshold of a massive 

arsenal of nuclear weapons. 

That’s why I said two years ago that the greater danger is not that Iran will rush to 

a single bomb by breaking the deal, but that Iran will be able to build many 

bombs by keeping the deal… 

Now imagine the danger of hundreds of nuclear weapons in the hands of a vast 

Iranian Islamist empire, with the missiles to deliver them anywhere on earth… 

That’s why Israel’s policy regarding the nuclear deal with Iran is very simple: 

Change it or cancel it, fix it or nix it. Nixing the deal means restoring massive 

pressure on Iran, including crippling sanctions, until Iran fully dismantles its 

nuclear weapons capability. Fixing the deal requires many things, among them 

inspecting military and any other site that is suspect, and penalizing Iran for every 

violation. But above all, fixing the deal means getting rid of the sunset clause. 

And beyond fixing this bad deal, we must also stop Iran’s development of ballistic 

missiles and roll back its growing aggression in the region. I remember we had 

these debates…  And many supporters of the nuclear deal naively believed that it 

would moderate Iran… 

From the Caspian Sea to the Mediterranean, from Tehran to Tartus, an Iranian 

curtain is descending across the Middle East. Iran spreads this curtain of tyranny 

and terror over Iraq, Syria, Lebanon and elsewhere, and it pledges to extinguish 

the light of Israel. 

Today, I have a simple message for Ayatollah Khamenei, the dictator of Iran: The 

light of Israel will never be extinguished. 

Those who threaten us with annihilation put themselves in mortal peril. Israel will 

defend itself with the full force of our arms and the full power of our convictions. 

We will act to prevent Iran from establishing permanent military bases in Syria 
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for its air, sea and ground forces. We will act to prevent Iran from producing 

deadly weapons in Syria or in Lebanon for use against us. 

And we will act to prevent Iran from opening new terror fronts against Israel 

along with our northern border. 

As long as Iran’s regime seeks the destruction of Israel, Iran will face no fiercer 

enemy than Israel (Times of Israel, 2017) 

President Rouhani responded to the above remarks on September 20th saying, 

In today’s globalized world, peace, security, stability and the progress of all 

nations are intertwined. It is not possible that a rogue and racist regime tramples 

upon the most basic rights of the Palestinians and the reserves of this land ...  

The JCPOA is a case in point. The deal is the outcome of two years of intensive 

multilateral negotiations overwhelmingly applauded by the international 

community and endorsed by the Security Council as a part of Resolution 2231. As 

such, it belongs to the international community in its entirety and not only to one 

or two countries. The JCPOA can become a new model for global interactions, 

based on mutual constructive engagement between all of us. We have opened our 

doors to engagement and cooperation. We have concluded scores of development 

agreements with advanced countries of both East and West…  

We have ourselves determined the extent of our nuclear program. We never 

sought to achieve deterrence through nuclear weapons. We have immunized 

ourselves through our knowledge and more importantly the resilience of our 

people. This is our talent and our approach. Some have claimed to have wanted to 

deprive Iran of nuclear weapons, weapons that we have continuously and 

vociferously rejected. And of course, we are not and were not distressed to be 

thwarted from an action that we never sought. It is reprehensible that the rogue 

Zionist regime that threatens global security with its nuclear arsenal and is not 

responsible to any international safeguard is preaching to peaceful nations… 

… four years ago the Islamic Republic of Iran sponsored the initiative of the 

world against violence and extremism in this assembly. We considered dialogue 

and negotiations based on a positive-sum paradigm as the only pass towards 

global crises. We have made a conscious decision to strengthen ties with our 

neighbors and enhance cooperation with all friendly countries. It is impossible to 

navigate through complexities and dangerous challenges in this turbulent and 

transitional global phase without expanding international exchanges and 

institutionalizing dialogue between nations and states. The ignorant, absurd, and 

hateful rhetoric filled with ridiculously baseless allegations that was uttered 

before this body yesterday was not only unfit to be heard at the UN, which was 

established to promote peace and respect between nations, but indeed also 

contradicted the demands of our nations from this world body to bring 

governments together to combat war and terror… (Haaretz, 2017) 

 Supporters of the JCPOA maintain Iran will adhere to the less restrictive framework 

and cease its progress toward a nuclear weapon, and sanctions relief will improve the quality 
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of life for the Iranian people.  They tend to trust that Rouhani’s power and influential 

pragmatic approach to diplomacy will also temper Iran’s hardline attitude against the West 

and Israel.  Although Rouhani possesses a degree of independence in the complexity of 

Iran’s political system, it is Khamenei who is the sole decision maker on issues of foreign 

relations and security, with the power to remove Rouhani at any time (Golov, 2016). 

 Critics of the JCPOA have little faith that Iran will honor the agreement and will 

continue covertly advancing its nuclear program.  They contend that sanctions relief will 

enable Iran to significantly revitalize its conventional and asymmetric defenses that will 

challenge the US and its allies in the Middle East.  Iran could build a sophisticated military 

presence and weapons arsenal and become a hegemonic regional force to be reckoned by 

acquiring advanced missile and cyber technologies and upgrading its military capacity from 

abroad (Conway, 2015).  The US and Israel must work together in the interim to determine 

possible scenarios, plan decisive action, and coordinated responses to looming threats “as 

long as the current Iranian regime does not change its subversive policy in the region, its 

support of terrorism, and its rhetoric regarding Israel’s erasure from the map” (Golov, 2016). 

A myriad of possibilities exist, from disrupting the flow of oil and shutting down regional sea 

lanes of communication to engaging in regional critical infrastructure battles fueled by the 

accumulation of advanced weaponry as permitted under the agreement.   

 Regardless of the JCPOA, Iran could acquire nuclear capabilities at any time 

following Pyongyang’s because of its defense contracts with North Korea and their need for 

money.  The JCPOA will only temporarily deter, and not stop, Iran from becoming nuclear 

capable.  It is also unclear what types of clandestine nuclear activities may be taking place 

despite inspection and certification requirements in the agreement.  Iran continues to develop 

its ballistic missile program under the less stringent JCPOA regulations in the meantime.  

Once the JCPOA sunsets, Iran will potentially have the capability to reach not only Israel but 

also Europe and the US in its mission to tilt the regional balance of power.   

 A second consequence of lifting sanction is that Iran now possesses the means to 

increase its support for regional terrorist organizations such as Hezbollah, Hamas, and the 

PIJ, further undermining the security of Israel and US forces in the region.  The transfer of 

weapons from Iran to Hezbollah along Israel’s northern borders as well as Iran’s involvement 

in the multi-dimensional Syrian War is cause for international concern. 
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CHAPTER 5 

THE CHANGING BALANCE OF POWER 

A NEW STRATEGIC ENVIRONMENT 

 Power vacuums created in failing states after the Arab Spring have caused the region 

to descend into chaos in a condition commonly known as the “Great Unraveling.”  The Arab 

Spring helped bring about the changes in Egyptian leadership, the Syrian civil war, the rise of 

the Islamic State, the potential failure of Lebanon, the disintegration of Iraq, and disorder in 

Yemen and Libya (Rabinovich, 2015).   

 The Great Unraveling provided Iran with an ideal opportunity to export its 

revolutionary goals by expanding its periphery and regional proxy constituency in Lebanon 

with the objective to inspire an unconventional hegemonic change in the regional balance of 

power.  This has exacerbated the Sunni-Shia divide by asymmetrically exerting influence 

over deeply divided states such as Syria.  The division between Sunnis and Shias is less a 

religiously grounded dispute but has become more political theory masquerading under a 

banner of religion that often concerns border disputes in the wake of the fall of the Ottoman 

Empire and unrest as a result of the Arab Spring.   

 Syria’s ongoing civil war is a hotbed of Sunni-Shia conflict between a complex mix 

of state, sub-state, and non-state actors that Iran, among others, is not opposed to exploiting.  

The crisis in Syria has become a proxy war
15

 and battleground between opposing regional 

and international coalitions complicated by other regional jihadist conflicts.  The Islamic 

State, for example, has a presence on both sides of eastern Syria and western Iraq, effectively 
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 A war between states or non-states where neither engages the other using external strife to attack the 

interest or territorial holdings of the other. 
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blurring that border and leaving a clear path for Iran to transport its IRGC personnel and 

weapons to various regions by land and air with little question (Rabinovich, 2015).  The 

regional order, or disorder, is best described in four regional axes according to Rabinovich 

(2015):  

1. Iran and its dependencies, the Iraqi regime (to a limited degree), Bashar al-

Assad’s regime in Syria, and Hizballah in Lebanon; 

2. Turkey, Qatar, and the non-state actors identified with the Muslim Brotherhood, 

primarily Hamas in the Gaza Strip; 

3. Moderate/conservative states—Saudi Arabia and its allies in the Gulf, Egypt 

under Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, Jordan, Morocco, and Algeria; 

4. A jihadist axis composed of the Islamic State, al-Qa’ida, and affiliated groups 

across the region. 

Israel possesses active peace agreements with Egypt and Jordan, has shared interests with 

Saudi Arabia, and of the four categories above, only number three is presumed to remain 

friendly (Rabinovich, 2015).  Israel will probably be ambivalent toward Qatar since Saudi 

Arabia, Egypt, and other Gulf states have recently cut ties with it in July 2017 for supporting 

terrorist groups and alleged support of Iran, which it denies (Frantzman, 2017a). 

 The lifting of sanctions and certain restrictions under the nuclear deal has 

strengthened Iran’s ability to support representative networks and terrorist sub-state 

organizations.  Iran has escalated threats by funding, training, and materially supporting 

proxy militants across the region.  It continues to provoke violence against its neighbors and 

particularly Israel by providing thousands of rockets, high-trajectory missiles, and 

conventional weapons arsenals to Hezbollah as well as Hamas, and the PIJ, among others.  

As a result, Israel faces a new dimension of asymmetric conflict with an ominous Iran-

Hezbollah-Hamas coalition, in addition to the ongoing Palestinian conflict.  An additional 

scenario might further complicate matters if remnant fighters of the Islamic State were to 

infiltrate Jordan and begin to wreak havoc in the West Bank or in Gaza from the Egyptian 

Sinai Peninsula.   

 Though Hamas is Sunni and Hezbollah is Shi’ite, they are united in anti-West 

sentiments and committed to the delegitimization and destruction of Israel for its oppression 

of the Palestinians.  They were both designated as Foreign Terrorist Organizations under 

section 219 of the Immigration and Nationality Act in October of 1997 (Bureau of 
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Counterterrorism, n.d.).  The Iran-backed buildup of precision weapons capabilities reaches 

far beyond Israel’s mini-wars with Hamas in Gaza in the early 2000s and its wars with 

Lebanon (Rabinovich, 2015).  The rise of Hezbollah in Lebanon’s political ring is a clear-cut 

example of successfully exporting Iran’s Islamic Revolution by cultivating a Shi’ite 

constituent in direct service to its interests.  The same could be said about Iran’s influence 

over Hamas and the PIJ by expanding Iran’s reach between the Jordan River and the 

Mediterranean Sea, otherwise known as the land between “the river and the sea.” 

LEBANON AND HEZBOLLAH 

 Lebanon has suffered an identity crisis since its borders were redrawn and authority 

awarded to France in the Sykes-Picot Agreement and continued after it later gained 

independence in 1943.  It is a highly sectarian nation with members from 18 multi-

confessional sects representing seven political parties in its Parliament.  The demographic 

makeup is 61.3 percent Muslim and 38.3 percent Christian, with a fractional number of 

minority faiths to include Jews, ancient Druze,
16

 and Alawites
17

 (Pew Research Center, 

2016).  Each has a proportional share in a loosely representational government with highly 

competing visions for the country.  The president is required to be a Maronite Christian, the 

prime minister a Sunni, and the speaker of the parliament a Shi’ite Muslim, resulting in deep 

political divisions and rivalries (Theodorou, 2014).  The presidency is no longer the leading 

political office and the country has experienced long periods of having no president at all due 

to political infighting (Reuters, 2014).  The cabinet, by law, is the executive governing 

authority and has more power than the president, prime minister, or parliament (Humud, 

2017).  It is the members of parliament, however, who elect the president. 

 The Shi’ite population in southern Lebanon was a poor society reawakened by Iranian 

cleric Musa Sadr in the 1960s, but the 1970 migration of the Palestine Liberation 
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 A monotheistic and Abrahamic religion based on the teachings of high Islamic figures and Greek 

philosophers. 

17
 A syncretic sect of the Twelver branch of Shia Islam, primarily centered in Syria. 
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Organization (PLO) and its Fatah movement from Jordan complicated the routine of daily 

affairs.  The PLO was expelled from Jordan for provoking a revolt after the Black 

September
18

 events.  A civil war broke out in 1975 over sectarian fallings-out between the 

groups and the pursuit of the 1978 and 1982 Israeli invasions into Lebanon (Britannica, 

2017).   

 Hezbollah, or the Party of God, was founded in 1982 and located near its ally Syria in 

the Bekaa Valley on the eastern border and in southern Beirut as a successful export of the 

Iranian revolution (Britannica, 2017).  Lebanon at this point was controlled by a de facto 

government in Damascus.  It began receiving guidance from the IRGC to drive out the 

Israelis and was later blamed for masterminding the bombing attacks on the US and French 

Embassies in Beirut.  Hezbollah was gaining political clout and would later capitalize on the 

weak form of parliamentary government after the assassination of Sunni Prime Minister 

Rafik Hariri (Humud, 2017).  Lebanon has long been dominated by Iranian and Syrian 

influences, although the US had provided more than $1 billion in military assistance to help 

build its national ability to counter-intrusion by non-state actors.   

 Hezbollah sided with the Syrian Assad regime when war broke out in 2011 and 

moved inside Syria to defeat Sunni rebel forces fighting along the international 

Lebanon/Syria borderline.  Syrian refugees together with some defecting rebels began 

pouring into Lebanon.  The influx of more than one million Syrian refugees gave Lebanon 

the highest percentage of refugees per capita in the world and negatively impacted its 

economy (Humud, 2017).  This added to some 450,000 Palestinian refugees already living in 

12 camps mainly along the Mediterranean (United Nations Relief and Works Agency, 2014). 

 Hezbollah and the Lebanese Armed Forces (LAF) began receiving retaliatory attacks 

inside Lebanon from Syrian-based rebels in 2013 such as the Islamic State, the al-Nusra 
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 The Jordanian civil war of 1970, also known as Black September, was an attempt by the PLO and the 

more radical Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine to overthrow Jordanian King Hussein and seize 

control of the country. 
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Front,
19

 and the Ha’ia Tahrir al-Sham--all offshoots of the al-Qaeda movement.  The fragile 

balance of sectarian domestic politics was further threatened by retaliatory attacks on Shi’ite 

and Hezbollah-held areas inside Lebanon while accusing the other of terrorism.   

 The Muslim members of the Lebanese parliament are divided into two camps:  the 

March 8 Alliance, composed of Shi’ite Islamist Hezbollah and pro-Iranian and Syrian parties, 

versus the Sunni pro-Western March 14 Alliance.  Lebanon had been without a president for 

two years until the fourth quarter of 2016.  The March 8 Alliance nominated Michel Aoun, 

who assumed the presidency in October 2016, and parliament swore in a new cabinet 

dominated by Hezbollah later in December.  It was a political victory for Hezbollah because 

Aoun, as head of the Free Patriotic Movement (FPM),
20

 had previously signed a 

memorandum of understanding and an alliance agreement that continues with Hezbollah 

through today.  Hezbollah continues to successfully force the prime minister into concession 

after concession in its bid for power.  To accommodate pro-Iranian and Syrian seats, the 

cabinet grew from 24 to 30 and the share of March 8 seats grew from 8 to 17, or 57 percent 

Hezbollah controlled (Daoud, 2017).  

WEAPONS BUILDUP 

 Hezbollah identifies itself as committed to the velayat-e faqih religious movement in 

Iran but also has a militant wing with expanding military capabilities and therefore has 

become a dominant political movement in Lebanon.  The dynamic of Hezbollah’s political 

and paramilitary loyalty to Iran is paramount to its continuing success and Hezbollah’s senior 

leader Hassan Nasrallah reports directly to the Supreme Leader.  While fighting alongside the 

Assad regime Hezbollah serves as the Arabic army of Iran and has received training from the 
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 “The Nusra Front—also known as Jabhat Fateh al-Sham (“the Levantine Conquest Front”) is an 

internationally sanctioned terrorist group, the second-strongest insurgent group in Syria after ISIS, and a 

formerly open al-Qaeda affiliate that seeks to replace the Assad regime with an Islamic state” (Counter 

Extremism Project, n.d.). 

20
 A party in the Lebanese Parliament that opposes the occupation of Lebanon domestically and 

internationally. 
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IRGC Quds elite force, which also reports directly to Khamenei (Levitt, 2013).  Hezbollah 

now has the military might and political acumen to act in allegiance to Iran’s interests even if 

it goes against the government of Lebanon (Lappin, 2017).   

 Three examples of actions, that had nothing to do with Lebanese interests, between 

the mid-1980s and recent times illustrate Hezbollah’s allegiance to Iran: (1) its support of 

Shi’ite militants during the Iran-Iraq War; (2) the continuing transport of weapons to Yemeni 

Houthi rebels in support of Shi’ite allies in its civil war; and (3) its launch of drone exercises 

near Israel’s Dimona nuclear reactor plant, signaling that its nuclear facilities are vulnerable 

to attack.   

 The disregard for Lebanese interests is expanded by Hezbollah activities within the 

country, such as the attempted assassination of a member of Parliament resulting in the arrest 

of a Hezbollah activist, implications in the killing of a general in the Lebanese Internal 

Security Forces (ISF), and the assassination of former Sunni prime minister Rafik Hariri, 

father of recently resigned Prime Minister Saad Hariri.  Several Hezbollah members are 

currently being tried in absentia under a UN Special Tribunal for this killing, though some of 

the indicted were recently killed in the Syrian war.  The US Treasury Department has also 

recently re-listed Hezbollah as a global terrorist entity for destabilizing Syria while 

supporting the Assad regime (Levitt, 2013).  

 Hezbollah had experienced reduced cash flow from Iran because of imposed 

sanctions that caused some erosion of the organization.  The Lebanese expressed 

delegitimizing criticism over its death toll on behalf of Iran in the Syrian war.  According to 

Nasrallah, the loss of life was necessary “to save the world from al-Qaeda factions and the 

Islamic State” (Harel, 2016).  Neither sanctions nor unfavorable popular opinion deterred 

Iran’s determination to increase its aggressive weapons transfer programs to escalate threats 

against Israel despite the neglect of its own population.  Hezbollah has already smuggled a 

growing arsenal of well over 120,000 Iranian-built guided missiles and rockets through Syria 

into Lebanon since the end of its 2006 war with Israel. This is in addition to weapons 

transferred by air via Iraq airspace and through Suez Canal to the Mediterranean coast by sea 

(Lappin, 2017).  Though an accurate number is unknown, several other sources estimate the 

arsenal to exceed 150,000 missiles of various capabilities. 
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 The majority of Hezbollah’s rocket launchers, bases, and command posts are 

embedded in populated civilian areas in addition to its vast network of underground 

compounds and tunnel systems.  Underground attacks are a part of Hezbollah’s war paradigm 

on Israel’s northern borders to intentionally exploit Israel’s Rules of Engagement to 

safeguard human life.  Tunneling has become so flagrant that northern Israeli citizens 

complain of furniture moving in their home.  Hezbollah has also become battle-hardened 

from elite training received from the IRGC Quds Forces and its participation in the Syrian 

war (Lappin, 2017).  This combined with its expanding weapons buildup is not going 

unnoticed by Israel as an existential threat.   

 Hezbollah maintains large stores of Iranian-supplied weapons with some in protected 

locations such as caves dug into the Lebanese mountains.  However, they also maintain 

weapons caches in Syria possibly for the next phase of Iranian-led conflicts (Levitt, 2013).  

Matthew Levitt, a Washington Institute for Near East Policy analyst, has recently suggested 

that “At the end of the day, the group’s commitment to Iran trumps its identity as a Lebanese 

political movement.”   

 It is currently believed that Hezbollah is operating Iranian-funded, underground 

missile production factories in Lebanon.  Coupled with its hierarchical command structure, 

Israel now views Hezbollah as a radical army capable of waging war with significant 

destruction aimed against the Jewish State (Levitt, 2013).  The Middle East Media Research 

Institute cited an aide to Mohammed Ali Jafari, Commander of the IRGC, who said that “Iran 

established facilities for manufacturing missiles and other weapons in Lebanon and has 

recently handed them over to the management and oversight of Hezbollah” (Levitt, 2013).  

He added that missiles are produced in different locations and assembled in factories that are 

surface fortified against aerial attack and extend over 50 meters underground (Middle East 

Media Research Institute, 2017).   

 Iranian Defense Minister Hossein Dehghan supplemented this by stating that 

Hezbollah is now capable of hitting any part of Israel.  In the same report, an anonymous 

source stated that the IRGC launched this program, enabling Hezbollah to manufacture its 

own weapons after Israel bombed an Iranian convoy of arms headed for Israel via Syria.  It 

was also announced that the IRGC had opened a facility to expertly train Hezbollah in the 
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production of multiple types of missiles at its Imam Hossein University in Tehran.  The 

source said that these missiles include: 

…some with a range of over 500km, including surface-to-surface and surface-to-

sea missiles; torpedoes launched from high-speed boats; spy drones and [attack] 

drones armed with weapons and rockets; anti-tank missiles; and fast armored 

boats. (Middle East Media Research Institute, 2017) 

He went on to say that weapons produced in the factories, such as “cannons, machine guns, 

anti-aircraft guns, mortars, and other armor-piercing missiles and bullets,” have been used in 

the Syrian war. Israel considers these developments as an unprecedented and deadly threat to 

its infrastructure and population (Middle East Media Research Institute, 2017). 

 The UN’s enforcement of previously strenuous arms restrictions was lifted under 

UNSCR 2231.  Combined with Iran’s long record of non-compliance, this now frees Iran to 

exploit loopholes in the resolution to supply a mounting range of increasingly lethal weapons 

to its regional allies.  The lifting of certain economic sanctions in the JCPOA has facilitated 

forward momentum in the research development and production of advanced weaponry. 

BLUE LINES AND BORDER DISPUTES 

 The Shebba Farms is approximately 10 square miles of fertile farmland with ample 

natural irrigation located near Mount Hermon at the intersection of the Israeli-held Golan 

Heights, Syria, and Lebanon as illustrated in Figure 5. 

 
Figure 5. The Shebaa Farms. Source: (Fanack, 2009). 
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 It is a micro-conflict of significance at the center of a wider tri-border dispute and the 

root of macro-regional problems that began under the League of Nations mandated French 

control of the vilayet of Damascus region
21

 after implementation of the Sykes-Picot 

Agreement.  The French drew borderlines separating the administrative areas between Syria 

and Lebanon on several maps.  However, they failed to professionally survey the ground and 

an authentic political demarcation was never officially put into place (Kaufman, 2004).   

 The French allocated the Shebba Farms to the Syrians although its local residents 

paid taxes in Lebanon and considered themselves Lebanese.  A request to redraw the maps to 

correct discrepancies between local practices and the de facto maps was ignored when 

brought to the attention of the High Commission in Beirut (Kaufman, 2004).  The Syrian and 

Lebanese governments continued to overlook the formalization of political borders after each 

gained independence and after the French departed in the mid-1940s.  Syria did not officially 

accept Lebanon’s independence and avoided the subject, preferring that Syria and Lebanon 

be considered a single country under a “Greater Syria.”   

 The borders have since been referred to as “politically thin” due to Syria’s reluctance 

to recognize Lebanon as a sovereign state and Lebanon’s failure to push for complete 

recognition to include border resolution upon gaining independence in 1943.  Lebanon 

appeared unconcerned about the periphery of it southeast region.  Syria later assumed de 

facto control of the Shebba Farms as part of the Syrian Golan Heights from the early 1950s 

up to 1967, which became reality based on nothing more than imperfectly drawn French 

maps.  Lebanon did not assert its claim over the Shebba Farms because of this move, though 

it would stake a claim later.  The unmarked borders were also of little concern to the Syrian 

and Lebanese border farmers who had free access to their lands and continued with their 

daily activities (Kaufman, 2004). 

 Israel took control of the Golan Heights after the 1967 Six Day War and farmers were 

impacted by Israel, first by limiting and later prohibiting access to the land.  On the Jewish 
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holy day of Yom Kippur in 1973, the Syrians attacked Israel in the Golan Heights based 

upon its claim to the territory (Kaufman, 2004).  In a matter of weeks, the Israelis pushed 

back and UNSCR 350 was adopted establishing the UN Disengagement Observer Force 

(UNDOF) to monitor and implement the Syrian-Israeli Disengagement Agreement.  The 

easterly blue line in Figure 5 above illustrates the UNDOF area of responsibility where the 

resolution remains in effect and outposts are operational today.  Syria signed the agreement 

and formally accepted that the Shebba Farms territory was a part of the Israeli-occupied 

Golan Heights. 

 Lebanon was later embroiled in its own civil war, complicated by Israeli-led military 

activities in the Israeli-Lebanon Conflict to drive the PLO out of the southern border region 

in 1978.  It had no interest in dealing with the Shebba Farms issue and consequently accepted 

the same maps as Syria regarding the occupied Golan Heights and excluded the Shebba 

Farms from Lebanon’s scope of sovereignty (Kaufman, 2004).  Lebanon wanted no dealings 

with the Israeli invasion and strongly protested its dissatisfaction to the Security Council.   

 UNSCR 425 was adopted in March 1978 to create an immediate cease-fire and Israeli 

withdrawal.  The resolution established the UN Interim Force in Lebanon (UNIFIL), which 

created the buffer zone between southern Lebanon and northern Israel as identified in Figure 

5 above.  The purpose was three-fold: (1) to enforce the cease-fire, (2) to restore international 

peace and security, and (3) to assist the Government of Lebanon in ensuring the return of its 

effective authority in the area (United Nations, 2017). 

 Upon the establishment of Hezbollah in the mid-1980s, questionable activity by Israel 

in the Golan region caused a renewal of Lebanese criticisms against Israel.  They began 

reevaluating the Shebba Farms area and documented complaints such as Israel’s denial of 

land rights to its citizens to reclaim its rights.  Then UN Secretary-General Kofi Anan 

rejected Lebanon’s claim stating it was considered a new position and criticized Lebanon.  

He did confirm the absence of official borders resulting in the UNIFIL and UNDOF “blue 

lines” separating the areas of operation, which placed the Shebba Farms area under Israeli 

control in the Golan Heights.  A major battlefield with Israel began when Hezbollah 

commenced its first mortar attack in 2000 (Kaufman, 2004).  Hezbollah continues to 

fervently claim Shebba Farms and other border territories as justification for new attacks. 
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 Saad Hariri issued a press release on November 5, 2017, declaring his resignation as 

Prime Minister of Lebanon, though he did this in Saudi Arabia not in Lebanon, raising 

questions about whether he was coerced into doing so by the Saudi authorities.  Hariri, as 

referenced earlier, is the son of Sunni Rafik Hariri who was assassinated in 2005 by 

Hezbollah while serving as Prime Minister of Lebanon.  Though Saudi Arabia confirmed 

information about the current assassination plan, the Lebanese intelligence denied the claim, 

and ambiguity surrounds details of the resignation.  In a televised broadcast from Saudi 

Arabia, Hariri articulated fear of an Iranian/Hezbollah assassination plot against him for 

supporting Lebanese efforts to block the development of Iranian military bases on the Syrian 

side of the Golan Heights.  Though he refrained from disclosing details of the threat on his 

life, he issued a harsh criticism, stating that  

[t]his aggression endangers not only Israel but the entire Middle East.  The 

international community needs to unite and confront this aggression… I point 

very clearly to Iran, which spreads destruction and strife wherever it is, and 

witness to that its interventions in the internal matters of the Arab countries, in 

Lebanon and Syria and Bahrain and Yemen. (Frantzman, 2017b) 

News of the resignation has paralyzed the sectarian government, and resulting chaos among 

the factional representatives is forecasted to expand beyond Lebanon into a broader regional 

conflict between Sunni Saudi Arabia and Shi’ite Iran.  Backlash is expected to develop in 

Syria, Yemen, Iraq, and Bahrain.  Saudi Arabia has chastised Hezbollah for advancing 

Iranian goals for regional supremacy against its normal position of not engaging in open 

dialogue regarding Lebanon.  Saudi Crown Prince Salman expressed a desire for cohesion in 

support of Lebanon and Arabism in the face of Iranian threats (Frantzman, 2017b).  Riyadh 

born Hariri has had strong ties to Saudi Arabia his whole life, and Saudi Arabia is said to be 

committed to supporting the moderate Sunni Lebanese camp, including the person of Hariri. 

 Upon Hariri’s July 2017 visit to Washington requesting assistance for Lebanon, 

President Trump responded by stating that Hezbollah is 

a menace to the Lebanese state, people, and region that continues to increase its 

military arsenal which threatens Israel.  Hezbollah fuels a humanitarian 

catastrophe in Syria and portrays itself as a defender of Lebanese interests, but its 

true interest is itself and its sponsor Iran. (Frantzman, 2017b) 

 Prime Minister Netanyahu also issued severe criticism saying the international 

community should consider the resignation a “wake up call” requiring action against Iranian 
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regional aggression, saying that “[t]his aggression endangers not only Israel but the entire 

Middle East.  The international community needs to unite and confront this aggression.”  

Prior to Hariri’s announcement, Netanyahu was in London expressing concern that either by 

proxy or direct takeover Iran is “devouring one nation after another” to gain a hegemonic 

military presence.  Although Israel has, for the most part, refrained from intervention in the 

Syrian conflict, it has periodically engaged in upsetting the movement of precision weapons 

through Syria to Hezbollah (Lazaroff, 2017).  To its credit, Israel has constructed and 

provided lifesaving care for Syrian casualties of war in fortified underground facilities at the 

Galilee Medical Center since 2013.  Netanyahu expressed his concern that the retreat of the 

Islamic State in Syria has made way for Iran to pursue the development of military bases and 

place fighter aircraft “within spitting distance” of Israel’s northern borders.  If Iranian bases 

are allowed to be established, the nuclear threat to Israel increases exponentially.  A strong 

Israeli alliance with Saudi Arabia and allied nations will be critical to countering that 

aggression.  Netanyahu said that  

[t]here is a great danger from rogue regimes having nuclear weapons but the 

greatest danger to the peace of the world is when a militant Islamic regime meets 

nuclear weapons.  We will not let Iran acquire nuclear weapons or a nuclear 

weapon.  We mean what we say and we back that up with action. (Lazaroff, 2017) 

 Israel laid down clear red lines
22

 at the beginning of the Syrian conflict that included 

a promise of retaliatory action if these lines are crossed.  Though rival terrorist organizations 

have been battling each other in the northern Golan Heights, a non-aggression pact has been 

maintained since 2014 as brokered by the al-Nusra Front.  Israel has thus far limited its 

involvement in the conflict to disrupting the transfer of Iranian arms through Syrian cleared 

passageways into Lebanon.  Israel has asked Russia to refrain from airstrikes in their pursuit 

of economic and geopolitical control in Syria (Nureil, 2017).  Both Syria and Hezbollah are 

operating under Iran’s sphere of influence, with Syria and the Assad regime also strongly 
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supported by Russian air offensives.  Though Russia has sold weapons to both Iran and Saudi 

Arabia, it has not thus far sided with either country since Hariri’s resignation. 

 The nucleus guiding the complexity of the Iranian machine and its extraterritorial 

tentacles is Khamenei, who vows the obliteration of Israel.  He has facilitated Khomeini’s 

1981 proclamation of exporting the revolution so the people from the third stratum will take 

their governments into their own hands and come to power.  The possible construction of 

permanent Iranian military bases in Syria and Hezbollah’s buildup of precision weapons, 

together with its strong control over Lebanon’s government and growing regional Iran 

backed Shi’ite militias could make another war with Israel inevitable.  
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CHAPTER 6 

WAR – IMMINENT OR INEVITABLE 

MOUNTING TENSIONS 

 The sudden resignation of Lebanese Prime Minister Saad Hariri has intensified long-

standing clash between Sunni Saudi Arabia and Shi’ite Iran that is becoming visible 

throughout the region.  Hariri condemned Iran in his resignation statement by stating that, 

it plants sedition, devastation, and ruin, which is attested to by its interference in 

the internal affairs of the Arab nation, in Lebanon, Syria, Iraq, Bahrain, and 

Yemen, driven by its deep hatred of the Arab nation and an overwhelming desire 

to destroy and control it. (Amr, 2017) 

 It is the latest wedge in the regionally expanding Sunni Saudi/Shi’ite Iran proxy and 

heightening regional sectarian tensions.  The question is how will Iran, Hezbollah, and allied 

proxy militias react to the recent developments relevant to its extraterritorial ambitions and 

war paradigm against Israel.  The context of war is becoming increasingly complex with the 

probability of anticipatory alliances quietly assembling in the background.   

 On the evening of the resignation announcement, Iranian and Hezbollah-backed 

Houthi rebels intensified the discord by launching a Burkan 2-H missile at the Riyadh 

airport.  It is unknown if this attack was prompted by Iran, but the missile was reportedly 

targeted and destroyed from Saudi Arabia by a US Patriot missile.  This prompted President 

Trump to interrupt his Asia trip to get a telephone situation report from Saudi King Salman 

on the Shi’ite militia’s activity in Yemen.  Though the context of the conversation is 

unknown, President Trump is reported to have thanked the Saudi king for a recent $15 billion 
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investment in the US Terminal High Altitude Area Defense (THAAD)
23

 missile system 

during the call.  Saudi Arabia blamed Iran for the Houthi missile launch, warning that it 

could be seen an act of war.  It later announced, “we will treat the government of Lebanon as 

a government declaring war on Saudi Arabia due to the aggression of Hezbollah” (Kestler-

D’Amours, 2017).  The increasing dominance of Hezbollah’s political authority in Lebanon 

is augmented by the strength of its IRGC Quds Force backed military wing and Iran’s 

controlling proxy expansion into Iraq, Syria, and Yemen.   

 According to the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, the Saudis have 

indicated an ambition to confront Iran and Hezbollah in Lebanon, which may explain the 

recent missile defense purchase from the US.  Any aggression against Iran is predicted to go 

beyond the power struggles in Syria and Yemen, raising questions of how the resignation 

will impact Lebanon, the regional Sunni Gulf states, and conceivably begin with an Israeli 

confrontation and therefore implicate the United States.  Thamer al-Sabhan, Saudi Minister 

for Gulf Affairs, recently condemned Hezbollah as a terrorist force.  President Trump has 

also been critical of Hezbollah and strongly critical of the Iran Deal.  The US Congress also 

recently approved further sanctions on Hezbollah by targeting entities that enable its 

widening reach (Kestler-D’Amours, 2017).   

 Egyptian President Abdel-Fattah el-Sissi stands behind Saudi Arabia and its growing 

tensions with Iran, but was quick to add that he is against a war with Hezbollah and Iran and 

believes the situation can be resolved with dialogue without any additional regional 

challenges.  However, he did reinforce his opposition to Shi’ite and non-Arab Iran positions 

by supporting regional alliances with Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, Bahrain, and 

Sunni-led countries by stating that, 

Gulf security is a red line and others must stop meddling in our affairs and not 

work to escalate tensions.  We in Egypt believe that Arab and Gulf security and 
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approach. 



55 

 

any threat to Gulf [Arab] nations is a threat to our national security. (Hendawi, 

2017) 

 Tehran has achieved a commanding lead by effectively blurring the borders from Iran 

through Iraq, Syria and into Lebanon and has expanded its reach into Yemen.  The transfer of 

Iranian manufactured precision weapons by land, air, and sea has positioned and readied Iran 

to instigate an attack on Israel from either Syria or Lebanon.  Participation from Saudi Arabia 

in a conflict would likely engage Iran-backed Houthi rebels from Yemen.  Thousands of 

Hezbollah fighters have been highly trained by the IRGC Quds Forces in addition to 

Hezbollah’s dominance and control of the Lebanese government.  Iran has funded the 

manufacture of missile producing facilities in Lebanon, advanced tunneling systems along its 

southern borders, and is expected to expand its reach by constructing military bases and air 

wings in the contested Golan Heights areas.  Insecurity among Lebanese government 

officials after Hariri’s resignation may cause Iran to rethink any instigation of war in the 

region so as not to risk the gains it’s made in the region.  Although Iran has expanded its 

sphere of influence well into the Middle East, it is the US and Israel that pose the greatest 

adversarial threat. 

 Israel has intentionally kept a fairly low profile in response to the Syrian conflict, 

with the exception of disrupting the transfer of weapons by attacking convoys headed from 

Iran to Hezbollah in Lebanon on dozens of occasions.  Upon Russia’s invitation from the 

Assad government in 2015 to become involved in the Syria conflict, Prime Minister 

Netanyahu cautioned President Putin that Israel will not tolerate an Iranian or Hezbollah 

presence in the Golan Heights and will enforce its air spaces.  He is interested in the 

prevention, not mere postponement, of Iran’s nuclear ambitions and prefers the JCPOA be 

annulled to stop the growth of Iran’s regional influence.  Israel flatly denies media claims of 

secret meetings held with Saudi Arabia last September, but favors President Trump’s courage 

in publicly confronting the Iranian regime.  

 The Iranian regime, Hezbollah, and Hamas share a common goal in calling for the 

destruction of Israel, but relations have not always been smooth.  Hamas took control of the 

Gaza Strip in 2006 after handily defeating the Fatah party of the West Bank Palestinian 

Authority in parliamentary elections.  It has engaged in conflict with Israel three times since 

2008, and Hezbollah last engaged in war with Israel in 2006.  Discord between Hamas and 
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Hezbollah developed at the start of the Syrian war in 2011.  Hamas supported the Sunni 

Saudi rebels by fighting against the Shi’ite Assad regime.  Hezbollah and Iran joined forces 

with the Assad Syrian army and its large contingent of Shi’ite Alawites and the Russians 

reinforced the coalition in 2015 for geopolitical reasons and for revenue from arms sales.   

 Iran has recently reestablished ties with Hamas delegations as well as the PIJ with the 

intention that they might join to provoke havoc in Gaza and divert Israel’s attention from 

Lebanon.  Israel and Saudi Arabia consistently voice opposition to Iran’s continued support 

for Hamas by continually rebuilding its tunnel systems and replenishing its inventory of 

rockets in Gaza. 

 On October 30, 2017, Israel blew up a PIJ-built and controlled attack tunnel that 

extended into its territory close to an Israeli Kibbutz
24

 community near Gaza.  Hamas and 

Fatah accused Israel of intentionally creating tension and chaos specifically to disrupt the 

Egyptian facilitated reconciliation talks between the two groups.  In anticipation of 

retaliation, Israel declared the region a closed military zone, while Egypt urged Hamas to 

demonstrate restraint (Lieber, 2017).  Previously imposed Israeli and Fatah sanctions have 

also degraded economic and human conditions in Gaza, forcing its cooperation in the 

Egyptian-Palestinian reconciliation talks, but Hamas continues to maintain its Iranian-

supported rocket armory and tunnel network.  Egypt is also interested in collaboration with 

Hamas where they hope to avert remnant Islamic State members, relocating after the Syrian 

drawdown, from using its remaining resources in the Sinai Peninsula (Pfeffer, 2017).  Should 

a war between Israel and Hezbollah emerge, Hamas will likely coordinate with it and Iran to 

open an additional front in Gaza as an opportunity to promote its own interests. 

 Egypt’s relations have vacillated between Saudi Arabia and Iran.  The Saudis assisted 

with the Post-Arab Spring removal of Muslim Brotherhood supported Egyptian President 

Morsi in 2013 however, it has also been friendly toward Iranian-sponsored oil deals after 

Saudi ARAMCO ceased oil exports to Egypt in 2016 (Bybelezer, 2017).  Egypt, therefore, is 
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more interested in dealing with its internal problems than becoming embroiled in a Sunni-

Shi’ite war and urges the avoidance of mounting tensions.   

 President Assad and the Syrian army has been strongly backed by Iran in its fight 

against Sunni jihadists and rebels in exchange for munitions and thousands of trained 

Hezbollah troops fighting on the Syrian side.  Geopolitical passageways created 

unconstrained transit routes, permitting the transfer and storage of weapons and missile 

systems both inside Syria and to Hezbollah in Lebanon.   

 The Israeli Air Force interestingly last tested the limits of the Assad regime on 

November 1, 2017 by striking a Hezbollah weapons factory in central Syria, which was met 

by Syrian anti-aircraft fire without casualty (Harel, 2017b). 

 Prime Minister Hariri has not yet returned from Saudi Arabia one week after his 

resignation, creating political chaos within the unity government of Lebanon.  President 

Aoun has criticized the Saudis for holding him against his will and creating an untenable 

situation in Lebanon.  The Saudis insist their opposition to Lebanon is over the Hezbollah-

backed Houthi missile launch (Mroue, 2017).  However, according to the BBC, Saudi Arabia 

and the Gulf states have instructed their citizens to depart Lebanon. 

 Though Saudi Arabia is among the largest US arms importers and has an estimated 

227,000 troops, it is unlikely to singly engage in a war with Iran because of its unsuccessful 

two-and-a-half-year engagement in the war against the Houthis in Yemen.  This may have 

emboldened the Houthis to launch the missile attack after the announcement of Hariri’s 

resignation.  They are also dealing with cleaning up recent allegations of internal corruption 

after multiple arrests of senior Saudi leaders, including royalty, as well as an unexplained 

helicopter crash that killed Prince Mansour bin Muqrin, the deputy governor of Asir province 

the day following Hariri’s resignation (Gambrell, 2017).   

 The actual assassination threat is debated in the press, with Hezbollah leader 

Nasrallah reportedly saying that “beyond any doubt” Hariri was summoned to Saudi Arabia 

and forced to resign to implement new Sunni leadership in Lebanon.  Reports from Hariri’s 

staff, however, indicate he was visibly shaken and departed immediately for Saudi Arabia 

after a meeting with Khamenei’s senior advisor Ali Akbar Velayati.  On November 9, 2017, 

French President Emmanuel Macron, in an unscheduled visit, urged Saudi officials to 

maintain stability in Lebanon.  Palestinian leader, Mahmoud Abbas was also unexpectedly 
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summoned to the Kingdom, interrupting reconciliation talks in Egypt.  The impromptu 

meeting with King Salman and Crown Prince Salman was reported to discuss commitment in 

restarting the Israeli-Palestinian peace negotiations.  However, Abdul Haj Ibrahim of 

Ramallah’s Birzeit University Political Science Department argued that “Abbas was brought 

to the kingdom as part of the Saudi campaign to recruit Sunni Arab leaders to its side of the 

ongoing feud with [Shiite] Iran and Hezbollah” (Bybelezer, 2017). 

 It is interesting to note that Qatar has made no official statement or provided any 

reaction and Israel has thus far remained silent except for Netanyahu’s “wake up” statement 

provided the evening of Hariri’s resignation.  Qatar has fully reestablished relations with Iran 

as of August 2017.  Bahrain is 70 percent Shi’ite, though its king is Sunni and controls its 

military bases that are strategically important to the US.  Bahrain has accused Iran of trying 

to overthrow its government by operating terrorist cells within the country.  The Saudi-

encouraged break in diplomatic ties with Qatar has strengthened relations with Saudi Arabia, 

Bahrain, the UAE, and Egypt (Bybelezer, 2017). 

 Saudi Arabia has generally held strong ties with Sunni Turkey, and although 

considerable distrust exits with Iran, Turkey has aligned with Iran to counter the Kurdish 

forces that straddle Turkey, Iraq, Syria, Iran, and Armenia in their hope to become a 

recognized nation-state. 

 Tensions between Israel and Hezbollah have prompted a fierce back-and-forth debate 

over the years, with each guaranteeing of how one side would ultimately decimate the other.  

Threats and provocations of destruction have been exchanged for years, while the intensity of 

imminent war grew.  Empowered by Iranian training and stockpiles of precision weapons, 

Hezbollah is politically and militarily positioned to engage Israel at any time.  Although it 

has achieved victories in Syria, several ranking officials have been killed, including its 

leading military commander and hundreds of fighting men.  Though thousands of recruits are 

currently in training to rebuild its forces, politically it has lost the support of the Lebanese 

Shi’ite community, which resents the shift of allegiance to Iran and feels subjugated by 

Hezbollah in their own country.   

 Hezbollah leader Hassan Nasrallah, who was respected following the Israeli 

withdrawal after the Second Lebanon War of 2006, has gained a negative reputation among 

the people.  Though Nasrallah could attempt to restore his reputation by waging war with 
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Israel, his current force strength is inadequate. The result could devastate Nasrallah by 

bringing about a backlash from unwanted death and destruction in Shi’ite-populated civilian 

areas deliberately embedded with missiles and tunnel structures in exchange for offering 

residents reduced housing rental incentives.  Damage to Nasrallah’s reputation alone could 

be sufficient to tempt Israel to instigate war, especially if such a move were supported by 

Saudi Arabia (Pfeffer, 2017).   

 Hezbollah’s status as the Lebanese arm of the IRGC and Quds Forces presents a 

serious threat to Israel both from southern Lebanon and the Syrian Golan Heights.  Iran 

conceivably could expand its influence to surround Israel by including Hamas, the PIJ, and 

perhaps anti-Israel movements in the West Bank.  If the expansion of Iran across the region 

is not contained, the next war with Israel could become inevitable.   

 Israel historically has not shied from reacting when threatened, with or without 

international support.  However, it would be prudent to recall the results of rushing into a 

poorly planned armed response to conflict with Hezbollah in 2006, while considering 

Hezbollah’s significant advancement in capabilities. 

 Israel has essentially observed the Sunni-Shi’ite political conflict on its northern and 

eastern borders over the past five years.  It may be impossible to curtail the increasing 

escalation of the next war between Hezbollah and Israel given the current climate and 

technological advances achieved by both sides since the end of the 2006 war.  It is true that a 

new war will be significantly more intrusive, deadly, and destructive than any other previous 

confrontation between them.   

 US relations with Iran have been strained since the 1953 overthrow of Reza Pahlavi, 

the 1979 Iranian revolution, and the following Tehran hostage crisis.  More recently, policy 

talks with Iran damaged long-held allied relations with Israel and Saudi Arabia.  President 

Trump’s first trip after taking office was to rebuild coalitions in Israel and Saudi Arabia 

promising to take a hardline position with Iran and to disavow the JCPOA.  The US has 

funded the Lebanese Armed Forces since 2005, totaling $1.4 billion in assistance, according 

to Al-Monitor.  The U.S. State Department has also reduced 2018 requested  grants from 

$105 million to zero and the House Foreign Affairs Committee is closely watching 

Hezbollah’s political hold on Lebanon while working to pass new legislation to impose 

further sanctions on Hezbollah’s terrorist wing.  It is expected, however, that foreign military 
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financing to legitimate institutions in Lebanon will continue (Detsch, 2017).  US Secretary of 

State Rex Tillerson confirmed on November 10, 2017, that Hariri is not being held against 

his will, nor did Riyadh force him to resign.  He also said that the US supports Lebanon, 

emphasizing that it should not be used as a battlefield for a proxy conflict, and urged Hariri 

to avoid a crisis in government by returning to Lebanon (BBC, 2017).   

 Debate continues whether Hariri’s resignation was an Iranian assassination threat or 

whether Saudi leadership is seeking a regime change due to Hariri’s apparent subservience to 

Hezbollah’s demands.  A third possibility is that Hariri sought refuge in his Saudi Arabia 

homeland to avoid involvement in a looming bloody and devastating conflict between Israel 

and Hezbollah in Lebanon.  Though the US has consistently funded the Lebanese Armed 

Forces, questions have been raised of Hezbollah’s dominance over them under Hariri’s 

inconsistent leadership. 

 In the 2006 Lebanon war, Hezbollah was only capable of launching a few hundred 

short- and medium-range missiles into Israel per day, with limited accuracy.  The estimated 

fire capability is now up to 1500 missiles per day, including highly advanced long-range 

ballistic systems capable of accurately reaching anywhere in Israel and its maritime zones.  It 

is becoming apparent that Israel is back to its pre-Arab Spring stance to counter or halt 

Iranian-instigated advances.  Israel’s military capabilities and defense systems have 

consistently surpassed any Middle Eastern State’s, but an invasion would require carefully 

pre-planned goals and objectives to avoid mistakes made in the 2006 war.   

 Israel is geographically situated in the center of highly armed and increasingly 

volatile Sunni-Shi’ite rivalries and has been the express target of an existential threat in the 

race for regional hegemonic dominance.  Though a direct faceoff with Iran is unlikely, a 

proxy war with Hezbollah will still require strong collaborative strategic planning with a 

combination of pro-western Sunni and international powers, including the US (Spyer, 2017).  

ANTICIPATING THREAT ESCALATION  

 The Iran-led resistance axis, whose core members are Iran, Hezbollah, and Syria, has 

successfully formed a territorial continuity linking Iran with Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, and 

extending to Palestine in the Mediterranean and Yemen.  Current upheavals in Lebanon have 

intensified regional tensions through heated frictions leading to the high probability of 



61 

 

miscalculations and an uncontrolled escalation of threat that may catch Israel in the 

crosshairs and lead to war.  This commotion, combined with the drawdown of the Syrian 

war, may provide Iran and Hezbollah an ideal opportunity to carry out its goals to decisively 

strike Israel and achieve a long-desired change in the regional balance of power.  If 

Hezbollah and Israel engage, it will likely become the most bloody and destructive war to 

date, with military and civilian casualties in the thousands.  Though it suffered losses in the 

war with Syria, the IRGC is replenishing its forces and Hezbollah’s political wing could 

pressure the US-supported LAF to augment its force readiness. 

 Iran’s inscription of “Israel must be wiped out” on its missiles is augmented by 

Hezbollah’s public statements to reestablish its identity as a resistance movement with a 

raison d-etre to oppose Israel.  Nasrallah, for example, has repeatedly warned that there will 

be “no red lines” in its future war with Israel.  In April 2017, Hezbollah confirmed its 

readiness for war along its southern border in a press conference, and later in September 

Nasrallah vowed Hezbollah would be joined by “tens or even hundreds of thousands” of 

regional Shi’ite forces in the next war.  Its resistance doctrine is one of psychological warfare 

to demoralize and terrorize the Jewish state through jihad and martyrdom.  Hezbollah’s 

propaganda war against Israel has inspired Shi’ite radicals and emboldened enemies in the 

Arab world such as Hamas under the brand of resistance in its effort to destabilize the 

deterrence image of Israel.  It gains an audience by regularly proclaiming that “Israel should 

be wiped off the map” (White, 2017).  

 In addition to targeting Israeli Dimona nuclear reactor, Hezbollah also vows to attack 

Israel’s critical infrastructure, such as the ammonia storage facility in Haifa, leading to the 

death of thousands.  Other stated threats include attacks on the electrical grid, water 

desalination plants, the city of Tel Aviv, Ben Gurion Airport, oil refineries, and Israel’s 

offshore natural gas facilities in the Mediterranean.  Israel’s missile defense systems, such as 

the Iron Dome, David’s Sling, and Arrow batteries would be impaired if attacked by drones 

and missiles launched from hardened underground facilities in highly populated areas of 

southern Lebanon.  Masked anti-tank missiles near underground bunkers filled with 

munitions and tunnel systems would obfuscate an Israeli ground offensive in a supplemental 

attack from the Golan Heights (White, 2017).  Counterstrikes by Israel will be complicated if 

Lebanon is unable to evacuate populated areas, though Israel has said it will not be 
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constrained by the presence of civilians in a prospective warzone.  Large numbers of civilian 

casualties can be expected if infrastructure such as roadways is attacked, rendering escape 

impossible.  Alternatively, Jordan and Egypt could experience a refugee crisis from 

evacuating Israelis, and Lebanese citizens may find themselves unwanted, with nowhere to 

flee especially if critical communication centers are destroyed. 

 Israel relies on tip-of-the-spear information technology and cyber intelligence, since it 

is globally renowned for its cyber supremacy.  Through cooperation from the US, it is 

capable of launching offensive and defensive cyber-attacks into battlefield activity and 

damaging Hezbollah’s Lebanese infrastructure.  This is not unnoticed by Iran, which 

provided Hezbollah with advanced cyber technologies to carry out attacks on Israel’s critical 

infrastructure in the 2014 Israeli-Hamas war.  Ccyber warfare will be used by both sides to 

disrupt defense and critical infrastructure regardless of who initiates a conflict (White, 2017). 

 Khamenei advisor Velayati reportedly warned Israel in 2013 that an attack on Syria 

will constitute an attack on Iran.  Although after dozens of Israeli attacks on convoys 

transferring munitions through Syria to Lebanon, Iran historically limits its own exposure 

and refuses to strike back (White, 2017). 

 If a conflict breaks out it will likely begin with Hezbollah and Israel.  Iran, which has 

generally observed previous conflicts from afar, is expected to use Syria to transport and 

replenish weapons, Shi’ite fighters, and IRGC personnel to launch a Hezbollah-led attack 

throughout Israel and from the Syrian Golan Heights.  Israel would then be certain to include 

Syria in its attacks, though Syria’s forces are depleted after years of civil war.  

 It is also important to note that Iran has taken full advantage of the failure of UNSCR 

1701 (United Nations, 2017).  If enforced by the UN as resolved in 1978, the sale of weapons 

in Lebanon to any faction outside its national armed forces would have been stopped.  This 

breakdown, combined with loopholes in the JCPOA, has allowed Iran to train, equip, and 

build Hezbollah into a mighty secondary armed force under its IRGC Quds Forces in the 

continuation of its plan to destroy Israel.  It may now be impossible to enforce an effort to 

disarm Hezbollah, even if the international community demanded it of the UN. 

 It’s essential now that the US work to prevent the escalation of a future high-cost war 

requiring US support that potentially could entangle the broader region and result in 

devastating human casualties.  The context of the next conflict is currently unknown but in 
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the meantime, the US must ensure that Israel has sufficient planning time, military resources, 

and international support to protect against an anticipated nation-wide threat from Hezbollah 

enabling Iran to shift the regional balance in undetermined directions.  The framework of 

impending war must improve upon any generic contingency plans and not include politically 

driven spontaneous decisions in advancing strategic planning for what may become a lengthy 

war that Israel is not accustomed to fighting.  It must balance political goals and tactical 

military objectives with a strategically designed communications plan to keep the public 

informed.  These three planning elements did not coexist when Israel last entered war with 

Hezbollah, yielding less than optimal results.  

 The complexity of Hezbollah’s identity is part terrorist entity under the wing of Iran, 

as well as a Shi’ite government influencer in Lebanon that through its self-confidence and 

controlling position has effectively challenged the political system (Tira, 2017). 

 The heightened security threat to Israel is specifically wrapped around Hezbollah’s 

military buildup of precision weapons, the powerful presence of Iran in Syria and Lebanon, 

the blurring of regional borders, growing missile production and military facilities, 

destabilizing developments in the Lebanese government, and the unknown Russian 

commitment to an approaching conflict.  This must be balanced with Iran’s other axis 

investments in seeking additional fronts with Israel such as Hamas in the Gaza Strip or 

Houthi rebels launching ancillary attacks aimed at Saudi Arabia. 

 Israel is vulnerable because it is a small Western country with a concentrated critical 

infrastructure isolated amid rivaling Arab and Muslim nations.  It is constantly under the 

threat of attack from Iranian-sponsored Shi’ite militias capable of inflicting a qualitative 

strike.  Israel must clearly define its red lines regarding its tolerance in the use of advanced 

weapons systems and prepare itself to counter further buildup.  It must consider the extent of 

the damage Hezbollah is now capable of inflicting in relation to the overall cost of retaliation 

in terms of military readiness and risk of human life.  Israel tends to prefer limited 

engagements, but the existential threat of complete annihilation has become a reality that 

may evolve into a lengthy confrontation (Tira, 2017).  

 The US continues to provide Israel with political, military, and security guarantees, 

but as the target of asymmetric threat from Hezbollah, it is critical that efforts to minimize 

the larger Iranian influence remain well coordinated.  A war between Israel and Hezbollah 
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would not benefit the US and may, in fact, complicate national security matters by 

awakening Hezbollah sleeper cells within US borders and elsewhere internationally.  If 

another war is inevitable, a swift win for Israel is unlikely, as Iran will continue to replenish 

Hezbollah under the auspices of accomplishing a divine victory under revolutionary goals. 

 The Israeli Defense Forces are well trained and ready to defend Israel inside Lebanon.  

The Iron Dome, David’s Sling, and Arrow missile defense systems are operational, as are 

continually upgraded cyber and radar capabilities.  Reports indicate that Israel has promised a 

decisive response to Hezbollah’s continuing destructive and confrontational propaganda 

campaign as well as Iran’s growing cross-border strength.  Iran could, however, initiate an 

attack by pressing Hezbollah to attack Israel in retaliation to President Trump’s threat of new 

sanctions.  The fluidity of the situation renders the accuracy of any predictions impossible.   

 Political and religious disagreements are not the only potentially volatile threat of 

destruction to the region that has historically experienced the unpredictable devastation of 

seismic activity.  A brief discussion of how unexpected major natural disasters can alter 

power struggles by destroying military and critical infrastructure such as the recent Iran-Iraq 

earthquake follows. 

POTENTIAL NATURAL DISASTER TRANSCENDING 

POLITICAL MANEUVERING 

 The Middle East, including the Israel-Lebanon border, is one of the classic fault-

bounded regions in the world with major earthquakes throughout recorded history that have 

devastated the region and impacted the populations much like events of war.  The Middle 

East is noteworthy for acting as a large system, so the motion of Saudi Arabia interestingly 

directly impacts Iran, much like the political controversy.  As the Red Sea opens, the major 

Arabian plate moves relatively northeast, collides with, and runs below Iran and Turkey, 

producing the Zagros Mountain and associated earthquakes.  Faults along the side of the 

plate include the Dead Sea strike-slip, or transform fault, whose history is extremely well 

recorded in modern and ancient history (Ben-Menahem, 1991).  The topographic gap shown 

below has been the highway leading civilizations from Persia to Egypt. 
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Figure 6. Tectonic elements (left) and shaded relief of the 

topography (right) of the Dead Sea Transform. Source: 

(U.S. Geological Survey, n.d.). 

 In addition to written records from many ancient civilizations, the earthquake history 

is even better recorded in sediments in the Dead Sea.  This is much like a tape recording of 

sediments documenting sequential events through geologic history as sediments 

progressively record the disruption of earthquakes and the quiet of intervening years (Austin, 

2000).  Earthquakes leave sedimentary records of destroyed cities often having significant 

bearings in history (Burgess, 2008).  The impacts of earthquake activity are also recorded in 

ancient texts, including the biblical Old Testament books of Isaiah and Amos (Austin, 2000). 

 According to geologist Dr. Eric G. Frost, the plate motion shaping the boundaries of 

countries continues to impact them as earthquakes sporadically move the Arabian Peninsula 

to the northeast beneath the Zagros Mountains with the Dead Sea strike-slip fault along the 

side of the Arabian plate.  Slight releasing bends to the west open holes such as the Dead Sea 

and Sea of Galilee.  Bends to the east create restraining bends, building hills such as the 

Golan Heights and Damascus region, defining much of the border region of Israel and 

Lebanon.  All are a function of sporadic earthquake activity that is far more powerful than 

any military in the region.  Major deformation is normally along the restraining bends 

comparable to the San Bernardino – San Gabriel Mountains in California along the San 

Andreas fault.  The Dead Sea fault is very similar and has produced numerous major 



66 

 

earthquakes through history destroying major cities such as Bet Shan.  A magnitude 7.2 

earthquake on Nov. 11, 2017 along the Iran-Iraq border produced widespread destruction of 

unknown damage to regional Iranian military and nuclear efforts as well as many aspects of 

critical infrastructure, such as oil pipelines, dams, and roads in both Iraq and Iran.   

 The epicenter of the earthquake near Halabjah falls on the 1,500-kilometer-long and 

gently tilted fault zone of the Zagros Mountains as Arabia moves below Iran, building the 

Zagros Mountains one earthquake at a time.  Just since 1900, about 300 earthquakes greater 

than 5.5 have occurred in the region with 18 over magnitude 7.0, making this an extremely 

active tectonic boundary.  This extraordinary earthquake activity has killed more than 

165,000 Iranians since 1900 and greatly impacted cities, infrastructure, and the economy of 

Iran (Berberian, 2017).  The plate boundary and hundreds of major faults extend through and 

below eastern Iraq to the Zagros Mountains region of Iran and connect to major strike-slip 

faults in Turkey.  Because the plate motion in this region is directly connected with the 

location of different nations, the extensional opening of the Red Sea and northeastern motion 

of Saudi Arabia directly causes compression and earthquakes forming the Zagros Mountains 

and Iran-Iraq border.  The Dead Sea Rift also causes motion between Israel and its bordering 

nations of Jordan, Syria, and Lebanon; therefore, the geopolitical conflict is interestingly 

reflected in the geologic activity.  Where faulting from the November 11, 2017 earthquake on 

the Iraq-Iran border was felt is also an indication of where damage may have occurred. 

Besides the severe damage in parts of Iran and Iraq to housing and government buildings, 

there was also likely publicly unreported damage to critical infrastructure such as roads, 

communication lines, pipelines, military installations, and possibly nuclear and weapons 

factories.  Similar “unreported” damage in the Lebanon and Golan Heights areas may in part 

be responsible for the recent de-escalation of the war rhetoric since the earthquake occurred.  

Iran is now faced with internal and territorial concerns with weapons cache damage 

assessments likely not to be reported in the media. 

 Motion on these faults could dramatically transcend the political and military settings 

of the Middle East, due to substantial potential destruction caused by major earthquakes.  

Damage to underground structures, including nuclear and missile structures, near-surface 

tunnels, and critical infrastructure such as communications systems and roadways can 

completely overwhelm the plans of a nation with insurmountable damage that is very 
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difficult to overcome.  Nations can also become an attractive soft target for outside military 

advances when runways and military infrastructure is damaged or debilitated after the “first-

strike” of an earthquake rendering it vulnerable. 

 
Figure 7. Map of the Red Sea to Zagros plate boundaries and 

location of the Nov. 11, 2017, 7.2 earthquake also showing 800 

reports where the quake motion was felt including in Israel and 

Lebanon.  Where the quake was felt is also a general indication of 

where damage may be located.  Light, dashed lines indicate distance 

away from the earthquake epicenter. Source: (European-

Mediterranean Seismological Centre, 2017). 
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 Major earthquakes can cause significant economic loss to regional countries from 

liquefaction
25

 events and damage to underground oil pipeline critical infrastructure systems 

that can derail political stability.  As the challenges of Lebanon and Israel are considered, the 

long-term earthquake time bomb of the Golan Heights restraining bend and another around 

Damascus could potentially completely transcend any political, religious, or terrorist actions. 

Another major earthquake in Iran is likely to decimate its economy, making its proxy support 

of conflict in Syria, Lebanon, Yemen, and other regions far more difficult to sustain. 

 Though it is impossible to predict the timing of another regional seismic occurrence, 

recovery efforts led by the IRGC from the recent event will certainly impact the escalation of 

war with hope that all sides carefully evaluate the ever-changing landscape in decision- 

making processes.  While diplomatic relations between Israel and Iran do not exist, Prime 

Minister Netanyahu has publicly offered aid to Iran in conjunction with the Jewish 

Federations of North America through the International Committee of the Red Cross (Moore, 

2017).  Iran has not responded at the time of this writing whether it will accept the assistance, 

and their decision will impact current tensions.  It is unfortunate that the citizenry are often 

the victims of geopolitical dissent between nations in conflict.   

IMPLICATIONS OF AN ISRAELI-HEZBOLLAH CONFLICT 

 Daniel Kurtzer (2017), Professor of Middle East Studies at Princeton University, 

suggests that, “[c]onflict is less likely to be the consequence of a rational decision to use 

force, and more likely to come from miscalculation and unintended escalation driven by the 

instability in the region, especially in Syria.”  Options to reduce unintended escalation should 

be examined throughout the international community to calm tensions and avoid 

miscalculations that will unnecessarily activate costly and deadly hostilities.  A few 

escalation scenarios are offered.  Israel may take an air defense approach to disrupt IRGC 

and Hezbollah stronghold in the Syria and the Golan Heights.  A response from Israel could 

                                                 

 

25
 A process which either generates a liquid from a solid or a gas, or generates a non-liquid phase which 

behaves in accordance with fluid dynamics. 
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be instigated by Hezbollah launching missiles at Israeli attempts to obstruct arms shipments 

through Syria.  Iran could also retaliate to US sanctions pressure by ordering Hezbollah to 

attack Israel from Lebanon or Syria with the intention of disrupting Israeli relations with 

Saudi Arabia and the Gulf states (Kurtzer, 2017).   

 The Trump administration’s position is not clear, although the President has stated 

disapproval of Iran’s aggressive and “malign” activities that could lead US encouragement of 

Israel to damage or destroy Hezbollah’s capabilities (Kurtzer, 2017).  Most recent 

Whitehouse discussion has revolved around its dissatisfaction with the JCPOA, while Israel 

becomes increasingly frustrated with missile developments on its borders causing fear inside 

Israel.  Four Israeli visits have failed to persuade Russian intervention to stop the expansion 

of Iran.  A red line will be crossed with Israel if Iran is permitted to expand its presence in 

the form of military bases in Syria and along the Mediterranean (Abrams, 2017). 

 The Russian involvement in the event of heightened Israeli-Hezbollah tension could 

move in two directions.  It could work to avert war as a restraining influence on Iran or it 

could use surface-to-air missiles already staged in Syria to limit Israel’s ability to act.  

President Obama’s haste to seal the nuclear deal made way for “Iran to have a long border 

with Israel, but Israel has no border with Iran,” as a former cabinet member described.  Iran 

is now capable of launching harassment attacks against Israel from the Golan Heights 

through southern Lebanon, whether by Hezbollah, it’s IRGC Quds Forces, or a combination 

of both.  Though Tehran dictates when Hezbollah will engage in war, Israel is focused on 

how to deter or destroy Hezbollah knowing that their chief enemy is General Qasem 

Solimani, Commander of the IRGC Quds Force (Harel, 2017a).   

Israel must also examine whether its force structure will meet shifting needs.  It is critical this 

time that the Israeli Defense Force (IDF) make the military force-building decisions.  In the 

2014 Gaza war, the politicians were incorrectly allowed to define tactical directions with 

poor results.  It is likely to be an attack on critical infrastructure with a secondary ground 

offensive in the Golan Heights, and a possible simultaneous conflict with Hamas in the Gaza 

Strip (Harel, 2017a).   

 It is impossible to predict whether the resignation of Hariri or the recent earthquake 

activity will prove to be an accelerating factor in the already brewing conflict between Israel 

and Iranian-backed Hezbollah.  Both sides have valid reasons for not entering into war, but 
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the growing capacity of Hezbollah together with Iran’s control of Syria has become an 

enlarging threat that Israel cannot ignore with or without international support.  What is clear 

is the destruction of Israel and the US is an Iranian goal of divine conquest that has split the 

region.   

 The JCPOA has served only to delay Iran’s nuclear ambitions while permitting it to 

increase its warhead capable ballistic missile production.  It will expire in eight years and 

there is no telling what covert efforts are occurring to advance the nuclear acquisition process 

as it continues to export its regional hegemony and seeks to tilt the balance of power in the 

Middle East in its favor.  Most analysts predict Iran will soon be ICBM capable by actively 

continuing its research and development program, despite the JCPOA, in clandestine areas 

where no inspections occur.  It will only be a matter of time before it begins exporting 

nuclear weapons across the region and pushes the strategic shift into Europe and as far as the 

US.  The international community can no longer afford to ignore this issue. 
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