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Abstract of Thesis

The Case for Engagement:
Building a Framework and Policy to Move U.S.-Iranian Relations Forward

The successful negotiation and implementation of the Joint Comprehensive Plan
of Action (JCPOA) nuclear agreement between the P5+1 world powers and the Islamic
Republic of Iran has presents an important foreign policy opening for the United States.
After 35 years of unconstructive policy and diplomatic near-silence, Washington has the
chance to engage with Tehran toward mutual benefit. While obstacles to a more
productive relationship between the United States and Iran remain considerable, this
project attempts to chart a path forward.

The United States has engaged with its enemies and rivals before, and the time is
now right for it to do so with Iran. Beyond the opportunities presented by the JCPOA,
other factors make engagement the timely choice: Iran’s political system and leadership
is shifting, its economy is opening, and its security position in the Middle East continues
to be pivotal and of the upmost importance to U.S. interests. Though there are arguments
against moving towards any sort of relationship with Iran, this project finds them lacking
in comparison to the possible benefits.

First and most fundamentally, Iran must be understood and approached as a
unique and complex nation rather than a monolithic, simplified state. By replacing tired
language and assumptions about Iran with consideration of its history, culture, and
governance, this project establishes a framework that considers unique factors that
provide context to Iran’s society and government. Building upon this bedrock, the project

proceeds to put forth policy steps in the realms of politics, economics, and security that
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would behoove Washington’s efforts to develop a more effective relationship with
Tehran.

There are immense challenges to these proposals, however. The governments of
Iran and the United States have a storied history of conflict and have spent decades using
poisonous messaging frames describing one another to their respective publics. They also
have diametrically opposed security, geopolitical, and ideological interests, and each
must incorporate and navigate complex relations with other states throughout the Middle
East even while they negotiated directly. The project addresses these concerns as well as
provides ‘hedge’ recommendations that will allow the United States to continue opposing
Iran where it is morally and strategically necessary to do so.

Ultimately, however, timing and the potential for political, economic, and
security-based benefits build to a comprehensive case for engaging with Iran. By
proceeding with principled resolve and considerable patience, policymakers can move
forward from more than 35 years of stagnant policy and towards a vision that promotes a
healthy integration of Iran into the international order and an aspirational vision of U.S.

leadership in the world.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

On 14 July 2015, representatives of the Islamic Republic of Iran and the “P5+1”
states, including the United States, United Kingdom, France, China, Russia, and
Germany, announced the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA). A result of years
of hard fought negotiations, this historic agreement set in place the details of a quid-pro-
quo between Iran and the larger international community: Relief from a campaign of
crippling, coordinated economic sanctions placed on Iran in exchange for meaningful
concessions and intrusive monitoring of its civilian nuclear program.

The road to the JCPOA was a long and politically intensive process that began
even earlier than the public announcement that negotiations would commence in
November of 2013. In fact, the United States and Iran laid the groundwork for the
JCPOA as far back as 2011 by opening secret, direct talks held in Oman.' The election of
Iranian President Hassan Rouhani—frequently hailed as a “‘moderate’ or even more
charitably a ‘reformer’ in the West, but more accurately described within the Iranian
political context as a ‘conservative pragmatist’—was a critical point for both states:
Rouhani’s election allowed Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei to publicly shift his
position on engagement (away from the belligerence of outgoing President Mahmoud
Ahmadinejad) and enabled the administration of U.S. President Barack Obama to trumpet
a ‘winds of change’ narrative of political evolution in Iran to those skeptical of

engagement back in Washington.?

! Laura Rozen, "Inside the Secret U.S.-Iran Diplomacy That Sealed Nuke Deal," U.S. News and World
Report, August 12, 2015, http://www.usnews.com/news/articles/2015/08/12/inside-the-secret-us-iran-
diplomacy-that-sealed-nuke-deal.

2 Mehdi Khalaji, "Great Expectations: Iran after the Deal," The Washington Quarterly 38, no. 3 (October
30, 2015): pg. #66, doi:10.1080/0163660X.2015.1099025.



The public talks, once underway in 2013 after a surprise phone call between
Obama and Rouhani after the United Nations General Assembly, faced intense domestic
criticism within many countries, most notably Iran and the United States. Differences
between the negotiating positions of the P5+1 coalition members (with the United States
and France frequently taking harder lines than their partners) also threatened to derail the
talks at various points. Preconditions of the talks to be upheld for their duration—that
Iran would freeze aspects of its nuclear program and that the international community
(and individual members of the P5+1) would refrain from imposing additional
sanctions—sustained the effort’s political momentum. The deadline for reaching a final
agreement was ultimately extended three times: First on 19 July 2014, again on 24
November 2014, and finally (for purposes of ironing out the technical details of an
already broadly agreed-upon “political framework™) on 02 April 2015.3

The JCPOA at its core is a technical document. It imposes specific requirements
for Iran’s nuclear program designed to limit three paths to a nuclear weapon: uranium
enrichment, plutonium enrichment, and a covert ‘sneakout’ to a bomb.* Limits on
enrichment levels of uranium, a reduction in the number of operational centrifuges, and a
requirement to ship all highly enriched uranium (HEU) out of country are meant to stop
the first pathway. Modifications to the heavy water reactor at Arak and mandated sale of
Iran’s excess heavy water block the second pathway. And the “most intrusive inspections
regime in the history of arms control,” which allows the International Atomic Energy

Agency (IAEA) to monitor Iran’s entire nuclear supply chain, aims to minimize the risk

3 Kelsey Davenport, "Timeline of Nuclear Diplomacy with Iran," Arms Control Association, January 2016,
"2013," accessed December 14, 2015, https://www.armscontrol.org/factsheet/Timeline-of-Nuclear-
Diplomacy-With-Iran#2013.

4 "The Historic Deal That Will Prevent Iran from Acquiring a Nuclear Weapon," The White House,
accessed December 12, 2015, https://www.whitehouse.gov/issues/foreign-policy/iran-deal.



that Iran could ‘sneakout’ by accumulating enough fissile material and sufficiently
advanced weaponization technology to build a bomb covertly.’

In return for these concessions, and continued reassurance that its nuclear
program is to be used for peaceful and civilian purposes only henceforth, Iran receives
significant relief from a serious international sanctions regime. Specifically, the United
Nations Security Council (UNSC) resolution endorsing the JCPOA will invalidate eight
previous resolutions, six of which included sanctions on Iran related to its nuclear
program.® The European Union and United States are also each required to lift specific
sanctions as well, with an emphasis on the financial and petrochemical sectors and, in the
case of the United States, commercial passenger aircraft parts and services. All of these
changes, however, began to take place only after Iran had taken verifiable steps to scale
down its nuclear program, including closing the plutonium path and reducing its
centrifuge numbers and HEU stockpile.

Despite its focus on nuclear and economic minutiae—a distinct and purposeful
narrowness in scope—the JCPOA is a historic opportunity for both the United States and
Iran. Ten years ago, fresh out of failed talks with the EU and widely seen as gripped by
the belligerent nationalism of the Ahmadinejad regime, Iran appeared to outside
observers as absorbed in its nuclear ambitions and lost to the international community. If
the agreement proves capable of resolving the nuclear issue in the short and medium term
(which it has thus far appeared to do), it also opens the opportunity for broader

collaboration between Iran and the United States throughout the Middle East. The terms

5> Joel Rubin, "Danger: If Congress 'Blows Up' the Iran Deal," The National Interest, August 28, 2015,
http://www.nationalinterest.org/feature/danger-if-congress-blows-the-iran-deal-13721.

6 Staley Smith and Quinta Jurecic, "A Comprehensive Timeline of the Iran Deal," Lawfare, July 21, 2015,
https://www.lawfareblog.com/comprehensive-timeline-iran-deal.



were no doubt reached in large part because both sides were willing to disconnect the
question of Iran’s nuclear program from other confounding differences in policy. But the
JCPOA established a critical precedent for dialogue and collaboration that has been
missing from the U.S.-Iranian relationship since the ouster of the Shah in 1979.

All this is not to suggest that the JCPOA is a panacea for the strained relationship
between the United States and Iran. Setting aside a tumultuous history (which is unwise,
in the case of the U.S.-Iranian relationship), very real differences between the policy
goals of both states persist, particularly with respect to the security situation in the
Middle East. The JCPOA purposefully does not address these issues, and its essential
quid-pro-quo structure—safeguards against nuclear development in exchange for
relaxation of economic sanctions—is not transferable to specific, zero-sum regional or
issue-based conflicts (e.g. the crisis in Syria and Iran’s ballistic missile program,
respectively) or the broader ideological and grand strategy differences between the two
states.

In fact, one need look no further than recent statements from leaders across
factions in both states to see belligerent rhetoric undermining hopes of engagement.
There is a clear tension within the Iranian regime, with President Rouhani pushing back
against more conservative elements of the regime that seem to be moving in an anti-
American direction following the JCPOA’s implementation by “rounding up journalists,
activists, and cultural figures” and ratcheting up conspiratorial, anti-American rhetoric.’

Ayatollah Khamenei himself has spoken vociferously against any further American

7 Thomas Erdbrink, "Backlash Against U.S. in Iran Seems to Gather Force After Nuclear Deal," The New
York Times, November 3, 2015, http://www.nytimes.com/2015/11/04/world/middleeast/backlash-against-
us-in-iran-seems-to-gather-force-after-nuclear-deal.html.



incursion into the politics or culture of the Islamic Republic, warning against the United
States “sneak[ing] back in through the window.”®

Likewise, both political parties in the American system are still treating Iran with
suspicion at best and contempt at worst. President Obama, in making the case for the
JCPOA to the U.S. Senate, dramatically emphasized his administration’s continued
opposition to Iran’s policies in the Middle East. His aspiring successor, Democratic
frontrunner for the presidency and former Secretary of State Hillary Clinton (under
whose direction those talks in Oman first began), has signaled an even harder line,
publicly asserting that Iran is not a partner in but “the subject of”’ the agreement—exactly
the kind of discourse that damages fragile relations.’ On the Republican side, where
extreme hawkishness is an asset in the minds of many primary voters, prospects for
rapprochement were laughably slim; various candidates spent their moment in the
spotlight accusing the Obama administration of “giving concession after concession”
(Sen. Marco Rubio), becoming “the world’s leading financier of radical Islamic
terrorism” (Sen. Ted Cruz), and even “tak[ing] the Israelis and march[ing] them to the

door of the oven” (former Gov. Mike Huckabeg).!%!1:12

8 Thomas Erdbrink, "Iran’s Supreme Leader Says Isracl Won’t Exist in 25 Years," The New York Times,
September 09, 2015, http://www.nytimes.com/2015/09/10/world/middleeast/iran-ayatollah-khamenei-
israel-will-not-exist.html.

9 Jessica Schulberg, "Hillary Clinton Promises A More Muscular Foreign Policy As President," Huffington
Post, September 9, 2015, http://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/hillary-clinton-iran-foreign-

policy 55f05¢2ae4b002d5c07786b2.

10 Senator Marco Rubio, "In Senate Floor Speech, Rubio Opposes Iran Deal," news release, September 10,
2015, http://www.rubio.senate.gov/public/index.cfm/press-releases?ID=e4eb5a76-cb51-45d1-8ca3-
6ac99a58417b.

11 Eliza Collins, "Cruz Stands by Calling Obama a Sponsor of Terrorism," POLITICO, July 29, 2015,
http://www.politico.com/story/2015/07/ted-cruz-calls-barack-obama-sponsor-terrorism-iran-nuclear-deal-
120780.

12 Eric Bradner, "Huckabee: Obama Marching Israel to 'door of the Oven™ CNN, July 26, 2015,
http://www.cnn.com/2015/07/26/politics/huckabee-obama-israel-oven-door/.



But despite looming obstacles, the success of the JCPOA creates a pivotal
moment in history: a ten-year reprieve from discussing the nuclear issue, in which leaders
might make progress on other fronts. Now is the time for U.S. policymakers to wipe
clean their outdated frames of reference for analyzing the Iranian regime and instead
pursue a new, holistic way of looking Iran that recognizes the regime’s paradoxical
staying power alongside its political, economic, and cultural unsustainability. If the
United States fails to leverage the opportunities of this moment, it will remain largely in
the dark as to the capabilities and aspirations of both the Iranian regime and the Iranian
people. In the meantime, the rest of the world—less encumbered by historical animosity
and institutional inertia, and certainly more profit-minded—will only move closer to Iran
as it, however unwillingly, continues to change and modernize.

This project intends to explore this moment by pursuing in turn three main
objectives. The first is a quick definition of the present relationship between the United
States and Iran, including the damaging lenses through which each state (and more
specifically, regime) views and describes the other. The second is an outline of a new
frame to replaced the outdated U.S. way of thinking—one that attempts to consider the
Iranian regime and people in their historical context and lays out the necessity of
normalization from a U.S. perspective. Finally, the third is a list of political, economic,
and security recommendations for Washington to pursue engagement within this new
frame, with each category accompanied by a ‘hedging’ recommendation that allows the
U.S. government to maintain necessary distance from and contrast with the Iranian

regime.



Taken together, all of these pieces should provide an extremely rough blueprint
for a new course for U.S. engagement with Iran that is politically tenable, beneficial, and
ultimately necessary. While a complete examination and recommended restructuring of
35 years of United States foreign policy is beyond the scope of this project, the author
hopes to demonstrate a coherent narrative supporting practical and indeed preferable
revisions to the U.S. government’s conduct vis-a-vis Iran geared towards a more

constructive and cooperative future.



Chapter 2: Relationship Overview

U.S.-Iranian relations are not broken without reason—or more accurately, without
multiple reasons. The two states have suffered from a consistent stream of poisonous
messaging and failures in communication paired with bursts of violence and proxy
competitions. This complex web of distrust and outright hostility is the lens through
which officials in Tehran and Washington (and, in large part, the citizens that they
represent) have viewed each other’s governments since the 1979 Revolution.

Regardless of whether these various injustices were real or imagined and discrete
or longstanding, the pride of nations and peoples makes each incident—not to mention
the consistently negative ways each government has talked and thought about the other
for years—a challenge to the effort of establishing more normal relations. Yet attempting
to identify these obstacles in an objective manner must be undertaken so that “a broader
and deeper explanation of the causes of the conflict between Iran and the United States,
and the prevailing state of non-communication between the two governments, should
logically lead to a new policy paradigm.”'3

U.S. Claims Against Iran

Before the Islamic Revolution in 1979, U.S. relations with Iran were largely
positive to the extent that the average American understood them. From that viewpoint,
the Revolution was almost perplexing: a friendly (if autocratic) U.S. client state vanished
seemingly overnight, replaced by fervent crowds of apparent religious fanatics furious
about decades of U.S. influence over their government and society that Washington had

viewed quite favorably. The abrupt shift in governmental relations and challenge to the

13 Hooshang Amirhmadi, "Avoid Repeating Mistakes toward Iran," The Washington Quarterly 36, no. 1
(December 17, 2012): pg. #148, doi:10.1080/0163660X.2013.751655.



delicate balance of the Cold War world was hard enough to stomach, but the Iranian
Hostage Crisis put an extremely negative—and public—spin on the paradigm shitft.

For 444 days, Iranian ‘student’ protestors held, with the blessing of Iran’s new
state leadership, more than 60 U.S. citizens captive. The stakes of the Cold War made the
episode an order of magnitude more embarrassing for the United States, and it set in
motion two important and interrelated narrative frames that Washington would continue
to use in describing Tehran for the next several decades. First and foremost, Iran was
clearly defined as a rogue regime: Attacking a diplomatic mission was beyond the pale
in the post-World War II international system, yet Iran’s leaders (as far as the United
States knew, from its constricted communications channels) were making no effort to
rectify the situation.

In a bipolar world split on the basis of ideology, policymakers, commentators, and
casual witnesses to history throughout the United States all sought a reason for Iran’s
apparent disregard for ‘the way things were done’ between states. This desperate need for
an explanation, mixed with the alien rhetoric and distinctly religious imagery of the
Revolution, produced the second messaging frame: The Iranian state was now an
inherently irrational one, governed not by a traditional model of self-interest, but instead
the passions of fundamentalist theocrats. While the crisis was eventually resolved
peacefully (though not without further embarrassment to Washington on account of an
unsuccessful rescue attempt), it solidified a collective understanding of Iran in the United
States psyche as a uniquely religious regime hell bent on breaking the rules of the

international system.



This mindset carried over to the U.S. understanding of the Lebanon-based Shi’a
terrorist group Hezbollah and Iran’s role in creating, bankrolling, and supplying it. The
foundations of Hezbollah grew during the 1982 Israeli invasion of Lebanon, when
approximately 1,500 Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) members and their
growing network of Shi’i militants began to mobilize and train to fight Israeli invading
troops and later international (primarily American) peacekeepers.'* Two bombings in
Beirut in 1983 were the first interactions that the United States had with the militants that
would come to call themselves Hezbollah: The bombing of the U.S. Embassy in April
killed 63 people, and the attack on U.S. and French barracks building in October killed
299.

In both instances, an organization calling itself Islamic Jihad claimed to have
carried out the attacks. The United States, however, holds Hezbollah (which did not
formally announce its existence until 1985) and Iran responsible, believing ‘Islamic
Jihad’ to be a nom de guerre for the fledgling Hezbollah and the Iranian government to be
the organization’s financier and organizer.!> More broadly, the United States also
considers the IRGC (which answers directly to Iran’s Supreme Leader) itself a foreign
terrorist organization, on account of the Quds Force’s activities in training and equipping
various militias in combat with central governments around the region. The closest the
government in Tehran has come to owning up to any of these activities, however, was a

2008 remark by an IRGC General that regional “liberation armies get part of their

14 Jefferson Morely, "What Is Hezbollah?," The Washington Post, July 17, 2006,
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2006/07/17/AR2006071700912.html.
15 "US Orders Iran to Pay for 1983 Lebanon Attack," Al Jazeera, July 07, 2012,
http://www.aljazeera.com/news/americas/2012/07/2012777055649765 .html.
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weapons from us.”!® While questions remain about how loyal Hezbollah is to Tehran,
they are without a doubt supplied and financed by the central government.

The 1996 bombing of Khobar Towers, which killed 19 U.S. service members and
wounded more than 370 more, is another proxy-related incident that strained nonexistent
U.S.-Iranian relations. The complex, located in Khobar, Saudi Arabia, was being used as
housing for foreign military personnel at the time. The initial U.S. government response
was to blame Hezbollah al-Hejaz, the Saudi Arabian branch of Hezbollah; Saudi Arabia
was reluctant to cooperate in the investigation, fearing both Iranian retaliation and
embarrassment over terrorist cells operating within its territory. Only recently, in August
of 2015, has Saudi Shi’i and prime suspect Ahmed Ibrahim al-Mughassil been
apprehended; some believe that allowing him to be captured was a deliberate gesture of
goodwill by Tehran, while others see it as the work of hardliners looking to stoke old
memories of conflict at a fragile political moment in the JCPOA negotiations.'”!3

Finally, the most recent claim of the U.S. government against Iran has to do yet
again with proxy warfare. Following the U.S. invasion of Iraq in 2002, U.S. forces on the
ground did battle with Shi’i militias that were in some cases supported or armed by Iran.
While the complex relationships between individual Iraqi political figures like Muqtada
As-Sadr and the governments in Baghdad and Tehran are difficult to discern, lot numbers

and manufacturing dates for weapons (rocket casings and mortars) seized and recovered

prove beyond a reasonable doubt that Iran supplied insurgent forces with weapons to use

16 "Tranian General: Tehran Arming 'Liberation Armies™ Fox News, October 27, 2008,
http://www.foxnews.com/story/2008/10/27/iranian-general-tehran-arming-liberation-armies.html.

17 Ali Soufan, "Did Iran Give Up the Khobar Towers Terrorist?," Foreign Policy, September 8, 2015,
https://foreignpolicy.com/2015/09/08/saudi-arabia-khobar-hezbollah-iran/.

18 Bruce Riedel, "Why Did It Take Saudi Arabia 20 Years to Catch the Khobar Towers Bomber?," Al
Monitor, August 26, 2015, http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2015/08/saudi-arabia-terrorist-
capture-mughassil.html#.
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against American troops.'° Moreover, U.S. Central Command estimates that the IRGC’s
Quds Force supplied approximately 1,500 explosively formed penetrators (a style of
improvised explosive device used for targeted roadside attacks) to Iraqi insurgents,
resulting in hundreds of American deaths.?

Iranian Claims Against the United States

The quintessential crime of the United States in the historical memory of Iranians,
of course, is not a single event but rather more than three and a half decades of strong
military, political, and economic support for the oppressive regime of Mohammad Reza
Shah Pahlavi. The Shah’s “desire for military supremacy over his neighbors and distrust
of the Soviets” made him a reliable client state throughout the early Cold War and a
willing customer for U.S. arms shipments.?! Unfortunately, as was frequently the case
with U.S. bilateral relationships during the period of time when countering Soviet
influence was the top strategic demand, Washington turned a blind eye to the conduct of
the regime in Tehran vis-a-vis its own citizens—a lesson that is still relevant today, given
continued U.S. support of autocratic regimes throughout the world in the name of various
security goals.

The United States had supported Shah since his ascension to the throne, but the
episode surrounding the rise and fall of Prime Minister Mohammed Mossadegh is a
particularly meaningful and complicated chapter in the larger story of colonial, and U.S.,

influence on Iran. Mossadegh was elected the Prime Minister in Iran during a time of

19 Anthony H. Cordesman and Jose Ramos, Sadr and the Mahdi Army: Evolution, Capabilities, and a New
Direction, report, August 4, 2008, Executive Summary,

https://csis.org/files/media/csis/pubs/080804 jam.pdf.

20 Marcus Weisgerber, "How Many US Troops Were Killed By Iranian IEDs in Iraq?," Defense One,
September 8, 2015, http://www.defenseone.com/news/2015/09/how-many-us-troops-were-killed-iranian-
ieds-iraq/120524/.

21 Stephen McGlinchey, "How the Shah Entangled America," The National Interest, August 2, 2013,
http://nationalinterest.org/commentary/how-the-shah-entangled-america-8821.
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intense anger against the British imperial influence in Iran, exemplified by the Anglo-Iran
Oil Company’s (AIOC) continued extraction of humiliating concessions from the
government in Tehran for 20 years. The Prime Minister’s decision to nationalize the oil
company and subsequent fights in the international spotlight to remove British influence
endeared him to many of his constituents, threatened the Shah, and angered London.

The British were determined to reactivate the status quo but struggled to persuade
the administration of U.S. President Harry Truman of the value of intervention. They
found willing partners, however, in the Dulles brothers—John Foster and Allen, serving
the Eisenhower administration as Secretary of State and Director of Central Intelligence,
respectively. The Dulles brothers came to believe (through British persuasion) that
Mossadegh’s socialist leanings could result in Iran’s reorientation towards the USSR or
the rise of a “second China.”*?> Moreover, as the stakes of the Cold War were rising,
Allen Dulles in particular thought that a boost to the CIA’s worldwide credibility to
instigate regime change would not go unnoticed by friends and rivals alike.?* With British
officials ejected from Iran following the nationalization of AIOC and suffering a
subsequent international court defeat, it was ultimately American personnel and contacts
that ended up pulling off the coup. Codenamed Operation AJAX, the plan leveraged
royal decrees, military support, and paid protestors against Iran’s increasingly precarious
economic system (an unfortunate byproduct of the expulsion of the British, who had
failed to train Iranian workers in how to operate AOIC’s refineries) in order to remove

Mossadegh from power and re-instate the Shah.

22 Stephen Kinzer, All the Shah's Men: An American Coup and the Roots of Middle East Terror (Hoboken,
NI: J. Wiley & Sons, 2003), loc. 97 on Kindle.

23 Ray S. Cline, Secrets, Spies, and Scholars: Blueprint of the Essential CIA (Washington: Acropolis
Books, 1976), pg. #133.
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U.S. support for the imperial government in Tehran was even more unbearable to
the Iranian people following his reinstallation. Beginning in 1971, with increasing oil
prices and revenues, Iran grew to be a tremendous arms customer for the United States.
Tehran purchased almost 9 billion USD of weapons transfers during the 1970s alone and
facilitated intensive military-to-military cooperation and training programs.?* This
extreme militarization and the immunity from local laws granted to American troops in
Iran did more than give the (accurate) impression to Iranians that their country had
become but a client state—the close cooperation, particularly on training and arming,
lead to Americans being equated with the Shah’s dreaded secret police, SAVAK. This
perception was partially correct in that members of the Central Intelligence Agency had
trained the first generation of SAVAK agents and continued collaboration with the
organization on shared regional interests despite SAVAK’s increasingly horrendous
human rights violations on account of the Shah.?®

Iran’s revolution, and the subsequent hostage crisis and extreme rhetoric of its
leaders, solidified Tehran’s status as an international pariah. When Iraqi strongman
Saddam Hussein launched his war of aggression against Iran in 1980, the world lined up
solidly behind him. Sunni Arab states in the region backed Hussein “less out of love for
the dictator than out of fear of Iranian expansion.”?® And rather than taking early Iranian
complains of Iraqi chemical weapon (CW) usage seriously, world powers like the United

States sold both conventional armaments and the chemical components of mustard gas to

24 Nima Shirazi, "The Forgotten History of American Support for the Shah," Muftah, February 14, 2014,
http://muftah.org/forgotten-history-american-support-shah/#.VqQRyRqAOko.

25 Mark J. Gasiorowski, Encyclopedia Iranica, 3rd ed., vol. 5 (1991), s.v. "Central Intelligence Agency in
Persia," http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/central-intelligence-agency-cia-in-persia.

26 Joost R. Hiltermann, 4 Poisonous Affair: America, Iraq, and the Gassing of Halabja (New York, NY:
Cambridge University Press, 2007), pg. #23.
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Hussein.?” Iranians are particularly inclined to blame the United States for Iraq’s CW
attacks given that U.S. companies continued exports after Iran lodged formal complaints
of CW usage in international forums.?®

Moreover, Iranians argue that the United States technically entered the Iran-Iraq
War on the side of the Iraqis during Operation Nimble Archer in 1987 Operation Praying
Mantis in 1988. Both campaigns were justified by the United States as retaliation for
Iranian hostilities toward Kuwaiti shipping in the Persian Gulf; each involved U.S. naval
strikes on Iranian oil platforms, and the latter saw engagement with IRGC ships. The
International Court of Justice (ICJ) took 11 years to rule in favor of neither party,
suggesting that the U.S. actions were neither self-defense nor a breach of the Treaty of
Amity, Economic Relations, and Consular Rights Between the United States and Iran.?’

Also in 1988, the USS Vincennes, operating in the Persian Gulf (again, for the
sake of protecting Kuwaiti and other international shipping) mistakenly shot down Iran
Air Flight 655, killing 290 civilians on board. The Vincennes purportedly mistook the
Airbus A300 (flying its normal route) for an F-14 Tomcat and fired after attempting to
hail it on the radio. While the United States did reach a settlement with the Iranian
government via the ICJ and paid 290 thousand USD for each passenger, it has never
formally apologized to the government of Iran and in fact awarded the Captain of the
Vincennes a medal following the incident.>® On the whole, the incident “helped cement a

view in Iran, still common among hardliners in government” that the United States was

27 Joyce Battle, National Security Archive, February 25, 2003, Document 52, Shaking Hands with Saddam:
The U.S. Tilts Towards Iraq, 1980-1984.

28 Gary Thatcher and Timothy Aeppel, "The Trail to Samarra: How Iraq Got the Materials to Make
Chemical Weapons," The Christian Science Monitor, December 13, 1988,
http://www.csmonitor.com/1988/1213/zchem1.html.

2 Qil Platforms (Islamic Republic of Iran v. United States of America) (International Court of Justice
November 6, 2003).

30 Case Concerning the Aerial Incident of 3 July 1988 (International Court of Justice February 9, 1996).
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willing to take any steps of deliberate aggression to defeat the Islamic Republic and
simply would not accept coexistence.’!

The most current claim that the Iranian government holds against the United
States is, of course, the sanctions regime. U.S. sanctions have ebbed and flowed against
Iran since the Revolution depending on the actions of each individual U.S. and Iranian
president. There has been a near-constant focus on individuals and groups believed by
Washington to be instrumental to Tehran’s support of terrorism and proxy forces, as well
as a steady prohibition against the selling of arms or provision of military and
humanitarian aid monies. Harsher and broader sanctions began during the Clinton
Administration, when Executive Order 12959 moved to cut off trade in general between
the United States and Iran, and the Iran-Libya Sanctions Act of 1995 began penalizing
any international companies that did substantial business (over 20 million USD) with
Iran’s petroleum sector.

Even so, the more recent sanctions regime is a step up from these decades of U.S.
unilateral actions. The U.S. Congress passed the Comprehensive Iran Sanctions,
Accountability, and Divestment Act in June of 2010 under President Obama, further
damaging Iran’s ability to conduct petroleum-related and other business.*> More
meaningful, however, was the administration’s diplomatic work in rallying other
international actors to a set of financial sanctions against Iran on the justification that its

entire financial sector was guilty of supporting terrorism. One major change from past

31 Max Fisher, "The Forgotten Story of Iran Air Flight 655," The Washington Post, October 16, 2013,
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2013/10/16/the-forgotten-story-of-iran-air-flight-
655/.

32 "Frequently Asked Questions Relating to the Lifting of Certain U.S. Sanctions Under the Joint
Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) on Implementation Day," U.S. Department of the Treasury,
January 16, 2016, A.6., https://www.treasury.gov/resource-
center/sanctions/Programs/Documents/jcpoa_fags.pdf.
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policy was the decision to block so-called U-turn transactions, which stopped U.S. banks
from processing any “dollar transactions for Iranian entities simply for the purpose of
clearing those transactions.”* According to analysis by the International Monetary Fund,
this change, coupled with increased pressure and harsher punishments against
international banks engaging with the Iranian financial system, crippled the Iranian
economy with extreme stagflation.>*

It is, however, critical to remember that despite all of this, sanctioning Iran
remains problematic. For those sanctions that are not specifically targeted or restricted to
leadership (e.g. frozen assets and travel bans), people—civilians who may or may not be
invested in the mission of the Islamic Republic—bear significant costs; consider medical
supplies unable to be replenished, deaths from airliners in serious states of disrepair, or
the myriad effects of inflation, unemployment, and widespread poverty.*> In turn, leaders,
who are invested in the mission, get to claim the people’s suffering as 1) evidence of that
mission’s righteousness and 2) reason for those suffering people to direct their anger
towards an external enemy—all despite the fact that economic mismanagement by the
government in Tehran has done more harm to the Iranian people than external sanctions
ever could. In this sense, the sanctions are elevated as a crime of the United States against
the Iranian people, which feeds into a poisonous messaging frame (discussed further
below).

Regional Dynamics

33 Patrick Clawson, "Iran Primer: U.S. Sanctions," U.S. Institute of Peace, 2010,
http://iranprimer.usip.org/resource/us-sanctions.

3% Adam Bouyamourn, "Iran Growth Hovering Near Zero as IMF Says Economy Stuck in Stagflation," The
National, December 22, 2015, http://www.thenational.ae/business/economy/iran-growth-hovering-near-
zero-as-imf-says-economy-stuck-in-stagflation.

35 Beheshteh Farshneshani, "In Iran, Sanctions Hurt the Wrong People,” The New York Times, January 22,
2014, http://www.nytimes.com/roomfordebate/2013/11/19/sanctions-successes-and-failures/in-iran-
sanctions-hurt-the-wrong-people.
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Beyond these events and their historicity (however disputed), the broader regional
power structure in the modern Middle East is simply not conducive to positive relations
between the United States and Iran. Especially post-U.S. invasion of Iraq, Iran finds itself
geographically surrounded (in Iraq, Afghanistan, and in the waters of the Persian Gulf)
by deployed U.S. military forces, but more broadly, isolated with very few reliable allies
in a region that the United States has spent the post-Cold War years building into a tightly
bound network of client states.

From the U.S. perspective, this has always been a necessary and strategic
precaution against Hussein-era Iraqi and, of course, Iranian aggression. As is clear from
the stock that the United States puts in the various attacks carried out by Hezbollah
described above, Tehran is Washington’s primary regional antagonist on account of its
sponsorship of proxy fighters and conventional military capabilities. The threat against
American allies and interests from proxies, however, is hard to balance in the traditional
sense, but this has not stopped the proliferation and integration of U.S. military hardware
into Saudi Arabia and the rest of the states of the Persian Gulf.

The notion of exporting the ideology was always a theological underpinning of
the Islamic Revolution, which is one lens for understanding why Tehran even under
severe sanctions spent limited resources to fuel groups like Hezbollah. From a realist’s
point of view, however, these organizations also function as a kind of preemptive
warfare, both keeping battles physically removed from Iran’s territory and establishing a
power base from which to strike back—a mechanism for forcing adversaries to incur

asymmetric costs in the instance that the country itself should fall under attack.
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Unfortunately, there is no disputing that the post-Arab Spring geopolitical shifts
of the Middle East—especially the Syrian Civil War—has increased the tensions between
the United States and Iran. On the one hand, Tehran is extremely reluctant to abandon its
embattled ally, Syrian President Bashar Al-Assad, whose father’s government stood with
it in the war against Iraq and who provides a pipeline into Lebanon for the resupply of
Hezbollah. But on the other hand, Tehran’s efforts to ensure the survival of its client
perpetuate Washington’s belief that it is a backer of villainous regimes and chaos-sowers
throughout the region—a view that policymakers in Tehran ironically hold about their
counterparts in Washington, with respect to states like Saudi Arabia.

The political conditions of the post-Arab Spring Middle East have also heightened
tensions with Iran and its chief in-region rival—and client state of the United States—
Saudi Arabia. Throughout the region, Riyadh and Tehran jockey for influence, using the
broad excuse of protectorship for various ethnoreligious groups (broadly separated into
Sunnis for the former and Shi’a for the latter) as rationale for political and even military
interventions, much in the same way that colonial powers like Russia, France, and the
United Kingdom used to do so in the 19™ and 20" century Middle East. This overarching
frame of conflict is so intractable because the Saudis and Iranians each believe the other
will not accept coexistence—a daunting status quo to resolve.

Poisonous Messaging Frames

In addition to individual events, the overarching strategic messaging frames
chosen by the governments in Tehran and Washington have played a tremendous part in
keeping relations between Iran and the United States strained. Each government has used

a consistent set of coded language through the decades following the Revolution to
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describe the other and make the argument, both explicitly and implicitly, why normal
relations are unlikely.

To the conservatives of Iran, the United States is the Great Satan—a phrase (along
with “Death to America”) that receives simultaneously outsized and under-analyzed
coverage in the American media. Viewed through a theological lens, the epithet speaks to
what some believe is the corrupting nature of Western influence on the fiercely
independent Iranian sense of culture; politically speaking, it refers to the historic pressure
of Western governments on regimes in the region (specifically, of course, the removal of
Prime Minister Mossadegh, the reinstitution and support of the Shah’s government, and
support for Saddam Hussein in Iraq). The phrase, therefore, is not as useful taken at face
value; America is not merely the Great Satan on account of its sins, but more so in
relation to the character of Iran and its people—constantly tempting and corrupting.

This fits the regime’s broader narrative, and it precludes normalization between
the two governments on socioreligious grounds. The Iranian government—an Islamic
Republic, the first of its kind in name—is in perpetual struggle: it needs a villain against
which to rebel, and the United States fits the role perfectly precisely because it built the
international order from which Iran has been excluded. To engage with the outside (a
world dominated by the United States and conspired against Iran) and risk cultural
perversion or political influence offends the character of Iran’s exceptional nature and, at
a more basic level, challenges the apolitical notion that every hero must have a villain.

The U.S. characterization of the Iranian regime post-1979, in turn, has been that
of the “mad Mullahs”: fundamentalist, extreme, autocratic, abusive of human rights, and

even irrational leadership who operate outside of the norms of the international system
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(and norms of nation-state behavior) that the United States has built and defined in the
post-World War II era.*® The United States characterizes those regimes with which it
does not hold common interests as ‘rogue’ states as a kind of sorting criteria in that
international system; it is a straightforward but ultimately tautological view of
international relations to say that states that don’t operate within the rules are rule
breakers because they break the rules.

A full discussion of U.S. foreign policy is beyond the scope of this project, and
the author does not mean to pass judgment on the notion of a self-serving view of foreign
relations—self-interest is, of course, the default for any functioning state. But the double
standard under which Iran is judged by policymakers in Washington matters because it is
critical to the larger narrative. When Iran takes action in the Middle East (in support of
Syria’s embattled Assad, for instance) it is not seen as a legitimate, rational choice of
self-interest but rather as a deliberate propagation of ‘evil.” This makes engagement a
non-starter from a moral standpoint.

The key to rationalizing this exception is religiosity. The theocratic character of
the Islamic Republic, in the eyes of many in the United States, lends credibility to the
notion that Iran cannot be trusted to act within the bounds of reason. It provides an
alternative lens that Washington imagines Tehran viewing the world through: Bellicose
rhetoric is not a political denouncement of other ideologies, but inspiration for the
faithful; supporting proxies is not defensive warfare, but a religious responsibility;

nuclear armament is not a means to security, but a hair trigger for Armageddon.

36 William O. Beeman, The "Great Satan" vs. the "Mad Mullahs": How the United States and Iran
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Moving beyond these frames towards improving, and in the long run, normalizing
relations between the two countries in some respects presents a ‘chicken-or-the-egg’
problem. Each is comfortable demonizing the other for both domestic and international
political audiences, and the messaging that they employ—Americans as imperialist and
corrupting, Iranians as fundamentalist, abusers of human rights, and irrational—are
deliberately designed stumbling blocks to normal relations. The result is a catch-22: Do
relations improve first so the language can soften, or must the rhetoric cool down if
progress is to be made on more substantive fronts?

It is the position of the author that the latter is, to a certain extent, the case. The
United States needs to embrace a more helpful frame of messaging towards Iran, both for
the sake of signaling a willingness to engage open parties in Tehran and to begin a slow
shift of American public opinion against the regime cultivated by decades of fear
mongering. The next section of the paper discusses that new framework and the
arguments for its usage in light of the JCPOA, in turn setting the stage for policy

recommendations that could logically follow from such a new approach.
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Chapter 3: A New Framework

If the United States is going to attempt to move beyond a history of conflict and
poor relations with Iran, it is necessary that policymakers adopt a new mode of thinking
about both the regime in Tehran and its population. This requires moving away from
simplified understandings of Iran resulting from the ‘mad mullahs’ characterization,
understanding the relevant unique points about the state and its people in the context of
history, looking to past instances of tactical engagement with rivals and enemies in U.S.
foreign policy, and understanding how the instability of Tehran and the opportunities for
Washington outweigh the risks of a strategy to move forward.

Three Problematic Frameworks

The ‘mad mullahs’ view of Iran discussed in the previous section tends to fuel
three dominant policymaker frameworks in Washington. Those who are inclined to view
the Iranian regime and people as a monolithic block often fall into two camps: one zeroes
in on Iran’s religiosity, and the other views all Iranian statecraft as steered towards a
‘New Persian Empire.” A third group places overwhelming trust in the Iranian people,
believing they only need to be freed from the government of the Islamic Republic to
flourish in democracy. All have narrow views of the state, regime, and population that
inevitably produce bad U.S. policy.

The first group, the Fearmongers, take the ‘mad mullahs’ frame more literally
than any other Iran watchers. They believe that Iran, as a unified actor, is fundamentally
irrational and incapable of strategic calculus—much less engagement or negotiation.
They often have the most limited understanding of Iran’s history or culture, knowing

little beyond the gory specifics of the regime’s crimes and the public messages of the
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most extreme members of its theocracy. Perhaps most bothersome of all, they frequently
make no effort to understand that there is dissent within both the Iranian state and the
government in Tehran.

In his unsuccessful 2016 campaign for the presidency, former Pennsylvania
Senator Rick Santorum frequently embraced the Fearmonger frame on the debate stage to
describe Iran, insisting that leaders in Tehran would use a nuclear weapon to usher in the
apocalypse because “they don’t care about dying.”*” The harmful policies that the
Fearmongers end up pushing are usually targeted military actions to punish the regime or
cripple its capabilities, which would ironically serve only to entrench it. This was
certainly the case for Arkansas’ freshman Senator Tom Cotton, who advocated so-called
limited strikes in the tradition of Operation Desert Fox during the peak of the JCPOA
negotiations.*®

The second group, the Foreign Policy Realists, also see Iran as united in
aggression, but their focus is different in that they choose not to conceptualize Iran
beyond its supposed hegemonic ambitions. These commentators rarely have any depth of
understanding of Iranian history or culture save for the fact that it was once an empire in
the past; they therefore assume that every Iranian military venture is meant to reconstruct
that past (or their imagined version of it). Despite often understanding and embracing
offensive realism—the deliberate and aggressive expansion of state power at the extent of

the state’s rivals—as a guiding principle for U.S. foreign policy, they discount the idea
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that there might be defensive reasons for Iran’s behavior in the region and on the world
stage.

The ‘Iran on the march’ narrative of the Foreign Policy Realists was a serious
(and in some cases thoughtful) rebuke to the JCPOA negotiating process, in that the deal
itself set aside Iran’s regional adventurism—particularly in the Syrian and Yemeni
conflicts—to focus on and resolve the nuclear issue. This message was trumpeted by
conservative commentators like Charles Krauthammer and repeated by members of
Congress, despite being contested by national security experts and journalists.>**° While
the Foreign Policy Realists push the least harmful policies in terms of empowering the
Iranian regime, they do contribute to the overall lopsided view of Tehran from
Washington by failing to consider that a state might act in a way contrary to U.S. interests
for any reason other than antagonizing the United States.

Finally, the Confident Optimists believe that even though the Iranian regime is
repressing the population, a groundswell of democracy is ready to burst the moment that
the government collapses or is removed from power. Often times, this group may be the
most informed about Iranian culture or history—even understanding some pro-
democracy trends or les conservative political factions—yet they have a tendency to zero
in on particular moments and ignore broader concepts. For instance, Confident Optimists
might understand some surface-level factors that make the regime in Tehran weak (e.g.
demographic trends), but they will frequently oversimplify the political system, miss

bigger signs of instability, and underestimate the regime’s staying power (e.g. dividing all
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Iranian public figures into simple categories of reformist vs. conservative, ignoring the
un-Islamic finance system of Iran’s oil wealth management, and misunderstanding the
scope of the IRGC'’s financial network, respectively).

Unfortunately, the Confident Optimists are most prone to pushing harmful
policies of either outrageous military invasion or direct U.S. involvement in any and
every Iranian dissident group. The drawbacks of the former would be obvious; the latter
would in many cases cause irreparable damage to credibility of those movements. Even
so, this short-sightedness has not stopped some commentators from lambasting the
Obama administration’s strategic silence during the Green Revolution protests in 2009.*!
The Confident Optimists have also been known to shill for the Mojahedin-e-Khalg, or
MEK-—a pro-monarchist Iranian dissident group and cult of personality once classified as
a terrorist organization by the U.S. government.*?

There are three important notes with respect to this classification system. First,
each contains grains of truth; while each view of Iran ultimately results in harmful
policies for myopic reasons, none are completely false or invalid views (especially for
policymakers with limited information about the nuances of Iran’s history and society).
Second, these conceptions of Iran are not mutually exclusive. Indeed it is probably more
accurate to say that pieces of each of these frameworks, in varying amounts, can explain

the views of Iran held by most of Washington. And finally, it bears mention that these

represent the views of both uninformed generalists and those pushing specific, negative
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characterizations of Iran. Elite policymakers and dedicated analysts may have more
complex views of Iran, but these shallow conclusions are what trickles down in the
mainstream—>both to politicians and the public.

On the Uniqueness of Iran

If all of these frames are inadequate for understanding Iran’s internal politics and
behavior on the world stage, what would represent a better view for policymakers to
take? Fundamentally, the challenge to conventional wisdom lies in approaching Iran as a
unique adversary. The realist model of ‘block boxing’ states—particularly adversaries—
and treating them as monolithic actors all motivated by the same underlying principles is
incredibly limiting in efforts to understand a society as complex as Iran’s. Four factors in
particular warrant examination as they relate specifically to Iranian culture, politics, and
history: The contrast between the internal and the external, colonialist history, pride, and
the quest for modernization.

The Islamic Revolution was intricately woven into Iranian nationalism by
necessity; not all actors at the outset of the Revolution were religiously motivated to end
the Shah’s reign, but all were determined to remove him from power because he chose to
disenfranchise and terrorize his people primarily to the benefit of a slim ruling class and
foreign interests. The Revolution, in its subsequent years, inculcated a strong religious
message that something had ‘began’ inside of Iran—a culture and political vision that
could (and indeed must) be exported out of Iran to other countries. Paradoxically, this
vision of society also needed to be protected from the outside world.

The concept of Gharbzadegi, or ‘“Westoxification,” exemplifies the frame of

internal versus external that the Revolution instituted within Iranian political life.
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Ironically, it was a term that had meaning to secular thinkers before 1979; Jalal al-e
Ahmad coined it to describe “the fascination and dependence upon the West to the
detriment of traditional, historical, and cultural ties to Islam and the Islamic world.”*
Gharbzadegi was, in a word, the late 19™ century’s zeitgeist, when the rulers of the
Middle East rushed to ‘modernize’ their states in accordance with the European fashion.
But for the Revolution, it took on a more singular meaning: Ali Shariati used
Gharbzadegi to define the West’s influence as corrosive on Iranian purity of culture. For
the Revolution to survive, it had to stay isolated from caustic ideas and norms—the
external had to be physically kept from the internal, at all costs.

To be clear, the divide between the internal and the external did not only become
relevant following the Revolution or even with the entering of Gharbzadegi into the
popular lexicon. It is a pervasive and longstanding fact in Iranian culture that pointedly
different social codes have always governed personal behavior and norms of deference
and interaction in public and private spaces.** Understanding this concept on a more
individualized level can help Western observers put less stock into the religiosity of the
Iranian regime and the orthopraxic behaviors of its citizens; the internal-external divide is
cloaked in religious language with respect to how post-Revolution Iran interacts with
other states, but it can be seen in day-to-day activities for all Iranians, including those
who are secular.

How the Islamic Republic defines itself against the outside world is thus a unique
and important quality of Iranian society, and its implications for U.S. policymakers are

twofold. First, policies of isolation—TIike the prevailing diplomatic radio silence—
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politically strengthen Iran’s most conservative elements. “U.S. officials merely looking at
the clerics and deciding that their rule is inherently wrong and requiring
replacement....serves to solidify clerical power rather than erode it.”* Rejection by the
outside world does not constrict the Revolution, but justifies it; to truly affect change, the
United States should signal a willingness to communicate and work with Iran,
undermining the inward-facing insistence of its most conservative elements and showing
an alternative path to the rest of the leadership and population.

Second, even for those in Iran who are predisposed to favor moves towards
integration with the world, presenting such moves as self-evidently positive does not
make a persuasive case. The liberal order built by the United States in the post-World
War Il era is assumed to be a positive development by policymakers in Washington, and
rightly so—it has increased security and prosperity for people around the world. But if
Iranians are to be convinced that they should join on, the message must not be “come into
America’s world and be subject to the institutions that we dominate,” but rather “come
into a world shared by all and be subject to institutions that promote cooperation and
fairness.” U.S. public messaging often misses this conciliatory, open tone.

Iran’s history with imperialism is a second factor worthy of particular
consideration. For too long, U.S. foreign policy has underestimated the impact of
colonialist and imperialist legacies in the developing world; because the United States did
not, in most cases, explicitly colonize after the fashion of European powers, many
policymakers assume these histories are irrelevant to modern U.S. foreign policy.

Nothing could be further from the truth—especially in Iran.

4 William O. Beeman, The "Great Satan" vs. the "Mad Mullahs": How the United States and Iran
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The tragic irony of discussing the United States, Iran, and imperialism is of course
that for some time, the United States was viewed as the only non-imperialist power
operating in the Middle East. Stephen Kinzer recounts his interaction with an Iranian
woman in conducting interviews for All the Shah’s Men, his study of the 1953 anti-
Mossadegh coup:

“Why did you Americans do that terrible thing?” she cried out. “We always loved

America. To us, America was the great country, the perfect country, the country

that helped us while other countries were exploiting us. But after [the coup], no

one in Iran ever trusted the United States again.”*¢

The argument is anecdotal, but it is reflective of broader perceptions of U.S.
policy. The United States was perceived as a non-colonial and benevolent power in the
Middle East in the first half of the 20™ century, but those perceptions began to shift over
time as the prioritization of the zero-sum game of the Cold War, the establishment of the
state of Israel, and petroleum access steered foreign policy in an more interventionist, and
ultimately imperialist, direction. These policies produced no negative externalities as far
as the clients were concerned; for citizens, as clearly exhibited by mistreatment of the
Iranians by the Shah, it was a different story all together.

Policymakers must first and foremost be aware of Iran’s colonialist history in
pushing neoliberal economic policies, which are too often presented and viewed by
Western policymakers as self-evidently beneficial to all involved parties. The Iranian
people suffered immensely from imperialist policies imposed by European powers and

the Shah’s corrupt governance; the 1872 Reuter concession of transportation,
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communication, and industrial infrastructure was described by the British as “the most
complete and extraordinary surrender of the entire industrial resources of a kingdom into
foreign hands that has ever been dreamed of.”* It is essential for policymakers to
remember that just because these things happened in the past does not prevent them from
profoundly impacting interpretations of statecraft today.

Moreover, this hypersensitivity to political behavior or messaging that can be
construed as imperialist or colonialist, in combination with the importance of the internal-
external divide in Iranian culture, is why the endorsement proposals of the Confident
Optimists mentioned above are so dangerous to Iranian reform movements. The most
recent Majlis elections are a prime case in point; with Khamenei warning of a “soft war”
of political influence being waged by the West, the worst thing the United States can do
is endorse or cheer those individuals or groups it finds acceptable.*® Indeed, many figures
throughout Iran’s history have been marginalized or otherwise suffered political
consequences because of support from the United States, among them “liberal Prime
Minister Mehdi Bazargan in the 1980s, pragmatist President Ali Akbar Hashemi
Rafsanjani in the 1990s and reformist President Mohammad Khatami in the 2000s.”*

American endorsements aren’t just derided within the Iranian political
establishment; they also have little practical effect in moving both elites and average
Iranians. The phrase “Nafas-et az jay-eh garm meeyad’—Iliterally “Your breath emanates

from a warm place”—typifies this sentiment; the understanding in Iran, according to
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Hooman Majd’s interpretation, is that expatriates are not entitled to lofty goals of regime
change because they have not suffered through the Islamic Republic’s ups and downs in
an authentic way with their fellow countrymen and women.>® This attitude, understood in
the context of the Iranian focus on the internal versus the external, explains why
outsiders’ perspectives are irrelevant or even harmful to efforts to promote change within
the national political discourse.

How then is the United States to encourage those parties that Washington wishes
to see succeeding in Iran’s political contests? Increasing access and contact, in the mold
of President Obama’s new strategy towards the state of Cuba (to be discussed further
below), is a less explicit way to build ties with the ‘right’ people. There is also a utility to
person-to-person contact and public diplomacy efforts, which will in theory eventually
(ironically) stoke the exact inside-out change that Shariati and his contemporaries feared.
But fundamentally, it is important for policymakers to realize that restraint and silence
may be the wisest courses of action in some political moments.

A distinct, fierce, and widely shared cultural and national pride is a third
dimension to Iranian politics and society that bears examination. Every nation has its
patriots, but pride is a unifying factor in Iran; its “sense of nationhood extends back 2,500
years, to the time of Darius and Xerxes...anchor[ing] modern Iranians to a stream of
history that predates every Abrahamic religion.”*! There is a common thread of
disenchantment with the bygone Golden Age throughout much of the Islamic world,

wherein individuals despair that present-day weakness and subservience are a painful

50 Hooman Majd, The Ayatollah Begs to Differ (New York: Anchor Books, 2009), pg. #242.

I Karl Vick, "Behind Iran’s Nuclear Quest: An Ancient Civilization’s Pride and Insecurity," TIME,
November 13, 2011, http://world.time.com/2011/11/13/behind-irans-nuclear-quest-an-ancient-civilizations-
pride-and-insecurity/.

32



contrast to the past, when their societies reached achievements in mathematics, science,
literature, and art as the Europeans slogged through the Dark Ages.>

This history has a larger meaning in the political context of the day for Iranians;
that ancient, shared, and powerful historical narrative was one standard around which
many of the various parties rallied for the Revolution to throw off the Shah’s yoke.
Subsequently, the current government “has harnessed this powerful sense of nationalism
to shore up greater domestic legitimacy,” especially in a time of economic turmoil.>®
Here then is where pride layers on to the internal-external divide in Iranian conduct;
Tehran’s policymakers simply will not be dictated to by the nations of the West—many
of whom, thanks to their colonialist history, are seen as responisble for Iran’s present
misfortunes.

What does this ‘pride’ factor mean for U.S. policymakers? In some cases,
appropriate shifts can be as simple as minding the tone of communications; for instance,
“Iranians bristle at the use of the phrase “carrots and sticks” at the negotiating table,
because it not only likens them to donkeys but “suggests they can be either bought off or
beaten into submission.”>* But on a broader level, U.S policymakers must consider that
maximalist demands or threats rooted in the superior political or military power of the
United States are likely to solidify Iranian intransigence and unity rather than force it to
buckle. Iran will not be bullied, and the “Axis of Evil”-esque treatment it receives from

Foreign Policy Realists and Fearmongers only feeds unhelpful narratives. Instead, Iran

52 Mir Tamim Ansary, Destiny Disrupted: A History of the World through Islamic Eyes (New York:
PublicAffairs, 2009), pg. #250.

53 Shahed Ghoreshi, "The Key to Nuclear Negotiations With Iran Is Respecting Cultural Pride," The
Atlantic, October 10, 2013, http://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2013/10/the-key-to-nuclear-
negotiations-with-iran-is-respecting-cultural-pride/280466/.

3 Thomas R. Pickering, William Luers, and Jim Walsh, "How to Deal with Iran," New York Review of
Books, January 15, 2009, http://www.nybooks.com/articles/2009/02/12/how-to-deal-with-iran/.

33



must be treated as an equal and potential partner—even when real policy disagreements
exist between Washington and Tehran—if progress is to be made via engagement.

Finally, Iran’s behavior must be considered in the context of a societal narrative
that consistently emphasizes the necessity of modernization. This desire to ‘catch up’ to
the West was what led Iran, under the Shah, to indulge in exploitative relationships with
European powers and companies in the first place, but it also affects current policy—
particularly with respect to the nuclear issue. Recent polling shows that consistently more
than 80% of Iranians support having a nuclear program, with over 70% viewing this as
necessary for economic, scientific, or prestige-related goals (as opposed to offensive or
defensive security objectives, as is overwhelmingly assumed by Washington).>

Modernization, of course, means different things to different Iranians. Economic
modernization theory permeated the government programs of several of the last Shahs,
unfortunately focusing more on “making Iran look modern” than anything else.>® Iranians
outside of the ruling class disagreed with this surface-level modernization; instead of than
creating an artificial social environment in imitation of the West, they sought a real
increase in their own standards of living and an equal—rather than subservient—place for
their state on the world stage. This modernization is a step-by-step view of change

because “most Iranians’ priority is economic well-being,” while “political freedom is a
y
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concern of a minority.””’ Still, even these more practical desires can contrast with the
purely inward-facing goals of the Revolution, so the desire to modernize and the wish to
remain true to the Revolution’s “spiritual core” will always be something of a zero-sum
political game inside Iran.*

Accordingly, U.S. policymakers should consider the Iranian drive for
modernization in the same way that one might consider the exceptionalism narrative for
Americans—as a relevant cultural factor permeating the country that affects the rhetoric,
attitudes, and policy positions of its leaders. It makes global integration a very appealing
proposition for some Iranians, but colors how others see their country vis-a-vis the
outside world. Modernization intersects with issues of pride (and insecurity) in how Iran
should be regarded by outsiders; persuasive cases for engagement and integration with
Tehran will be made by voices in Washington who emphasize mutual benefits rather than
demands that Iran acquiesce to Western-normative or -centric views about specific
policies or the world in general.

Tehran’s Unsustainability

The fundamental reason that the United States must begin engaging with Iran is
that the regime in Tehran is unsustainable. To be clear, this does not mean that its
collapse is imminent or that intervention can force an easy revolution. Rather, it is a value
judgment that observers willing to avoid ‘black-boxing’ Iran—that is to say, assuming
the state is a monolithic block rather than a constantly squabbling coalition of individuals

and institutions—and moving beyond simplistic frames of understanding can see given
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the political shifts, demographic movements, and economic problems of the current
Iranian state.

Politically, the government in Tehran is obviously straining under at least some
desire for change. Each cycle since the Majlis elections in 2008 has seen an increase in
the number of candidates—predominantly reformists—disqualified by the Guardian
Council: approximately 1,700 in 2008, 26,000 in 2012, and 5,200 in 2016.5%6%6! The
structural problem of an appointed body restricting an elected one within Iran’s
governance system is a self-fulfilling prophecy, but Iranians continue to participate in the
system and work around the obstacles as best they can. The 2016 cycle saw nearly 60%
voter turnout, and the modest gains by those outside the hardliner coalition “demonstrate
that real politics take place in the country, albeit in a constrained fashion.”%

There are two realities at play here. On the one hand, conservatives absolutely
still dominate the Iranian government; its democratic features are inherently weaker than
its undemocratic ones. But on the other hand, Supreme Leader Khamenei’s grip on power
is obviously not absolute; he lacks the strength to ban all but the most dangerous
reformist individuals from participation (including, ironically, Khomeini’s own

grandson).%®> Khamenei simply does not have the cult of personality that his predecessor

did, or the sense of clarity about who his successor will be—his death will mark a
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significant and possibly tumultuous inflection point for the Islamic Republic. All of this
speaks to prospects for change.

This uncertainty and the slow change it is forcing—both in measured steps now
and in greater waves in the future—is occurring in part because of demographic shifts.
The population of Iran is younger, more cosmopolitan, and hungrier for engagement with
the world than ever before. The root cause for the shift stretches back to the early 1990s,
when the government began pushing policy to reverse the exceptionally high birthrates of
the early Revolution years. Increased family planning has bolstered this effort, leaving
Iran with a “demographic dividend” of lower dependency ratios.** This younger class is
more concerned with dwindling economic rather than political opportunity, but as the
governments that experienced the Arab Spring in the early 2010s were made to realize,
the two are inexorably linked. Moreover, this younger generation’s experiences of living
after the Iran-Iraq War and in an increasingly globalized world grant a perspective that
deemphasizes the Revolutionary generation’s inward-looking, pro-martyrdom, and self-
sacrificial narrative.

Characterizing all Iranian youth as uniquely and uniformly interested in upending
their country’s political and social systems is a mistake, however. Polling data suggests
that young Iranians are a subset of the larger population in that their political and social
views run the gamut from ultra-conservative to nonconformist. The meaningful
distinction of this generation, however, comes from their increased concern regarding
economic opportunities coupled with their means to interact with the outside world and

their lack of a conflict (the Revolution itself or the Iran-Iraq War) that cemented the
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Revolution’s narrative in their mindset. There are nontrivial segments of Iranian youth
with each of four worldviews—59% of non-traditionalists, 34% of the mainstream, 20%
of conservatives, and 28% of ultra-conservatives—that would leave Iran if given the
opportunity; the unfavorable views this group holds towards authoritative institutions in
Iranian society (including the government, military, and police) are higher by 20 or 30
points than their counterparts who have no desire to emigrate.

It is therefore important for U.S. policymakers not to homogenize the burgeoning
young population of Iran any more so than the wider nation itself. While the faces and
voices of the Green Movement that received attention in international media may have
been predominantly youthful, Confident Optimists should not assume that a youth bulge
is the same thing as a pro-Western, democratic transition in waiting. A younger-than-
average demographic interested in strengthening ties with the outside world is only part
of the more holistic societal trend leaning on Iran’s establishment in the coming years;
there are many other factors at play.

Another such set of factors are economic—specifically, problems that have causes
and effects beyond the scope of coordinated international sanctions. As a rentier state,
Iran derives an immense portion of its national revenue from the export of petroleum
resources—approximately 50% of the government’s budget comes from this source, even
under prohibitive export restraints.®® Tehran’s mismanagement of that immense wealth,
however, has trended into un-Islamic terms: while Dr. Hossein Askari argues that Islamic

financial practices mandate public ownership and investment for future generations, the
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government has instead directed revenues to its key pillars of support, created a
foundation-based economy within the economy rife with inefficiencies, and failed to
invest in indigenous economic capabilities as obvious as domestic oil refining.%’
Claiming the mantle of Islam while spurning its social and economic requirements is a
long-term formula for an illegitimate regime.

This view of Iran’s economic system and governance—Tehran’s failure by
Islamic metrics—belies a fundamental point that U.S. policymakers must accept: any
societal change that occurs in Iran (and in fact throughout the Middle East) will happen in
a religious context because of the nature of Iranian society. This should not invalidate the
importance of that change; it simply means that, as Dr. Askari argues, “fundamental
principles of economic and social justice...[and] selection of rulers and governments as
set forth in the Quran” will continue to serve as significant guiding principles for native
conversations about new directions for governance.’® From an economic perspective, this
means that Islam has a serious role to play in Iranian governance in terms of reversing the
social and economic injustices of an oil exporting state that does not plan for the benefit
of future generations.

Graft and corruption outside of (yet tangent to) these theological problems are
also creating unrest within Iran. The conservatives under Ahmadinejad shouldered
significant blame by both Iranian elites and the general population for broad corruption in

the government, helping to usher in Rouhani’s 2014 election victory.®® Even with the
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activities of watchdog groups significantly restricted, the Iranian population is aware of
the problem; high profile cases like the arrest and death sentence of billionaire Babak
Zanjani are giving some politicians more of a platform to raise awareness of the
problems. Recent polling shows that over 50% of Iranians judge 7 of 14 major state
institutions to be corrupt; as the population grows more aware of and angry about the
scope of systemic corruption, the system becomes inherently more unstable.”

The economic problems of the Islamic Republic’s regime, therefore, are not
grounded in solely secular or religious criticisms—it is, across the board, an economic
system that is not working for the many at the expense of the few. Just as a wide coalition
of ideologies provided the fuel for the fire that ultimately became the Islamic Revolution,
there is reason for U.S. policymakers to view eventual change in Iran as not a secular
reaction against religious overreach, but instead a broader population’s reaction to
unrepresentative governance, demographic change, and economic mismanagement and
negligence.

Still, a discussion of these faults is not meant to buy into the Confident Optimist’s
view that Iran is merely an American shove away from flourishing democracy. To be
authentic and long lasting, any change must come from within and take time. The case
for engagement hinges not on a desire to push that change to happen—a pipe dream that
is disastrous given previous relations and Iran’s unique qualities—but instead to position
the United States to understand and take advantage of the change in the long run.

Past Successes in Engagement
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The United States has previously demonstrated diplomatic flexibility in dealing
with nations that were considered rivals and enemies. At various points in history,
presidents—frequently without the approval of the majority of policymakers in
Washington—have chosen to reverse course from isolation and pursue more effective
and productive policies of communication on the basis of a wide variety of mutual
interests.

The most pressing and instructive example of the 20" century is of course
President Richard Nixon’s decision to engage China in the throws of the Cold War.
Nixon’s trip was zero-sum U.S. Cold War foreign policy in its purest form: choosing the
lesser of two evils, he sought an opening with Communist Beijing to preempt its forming
an alliance with Communist Moscow by way of a “top secret briefing to the Chinese on
Soviet military forces arrayed against China.”’! At the time, a common threat was
sufficient reason for a ruthlessly pragmatic administration to pursue an opening with a
country that had been in indirect conflict with the United States only 20 years prior.

Nixon’s engagement was a political risk as uncertain as any modern outreach to
Iran given the zeitgeist of fear; he had to “gamble that conservatives at home would not
attack him and liberals would not be disappointed in the results of his trip.””> Ever
politically calculating, Nixon was quick to argue publically that he had “no illusions that
20 years of hostility...[were] going to be swept away by one week of talks.””* But in

private, he justified the trip by insisting that “getting to know each other better will
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reduce the possibility of miscalculation...rather than having that inevitable road...which
could lead to war.”’* His maneuvering underscores the importance of framing in
discussing rapprochement in the national discourse on American foreign policy.

The opening between the United States and China ultimately had benefits for both
sides. China received validation and recognition on the world stage (paving the way for
its broader participation in the liberal international system, and arguably setting in motion
the development of its middle class), while the United States secured its much-desired
counterweight to the Soviet presence in Asia.”> All the while, both governments
continued to have vociferous differences on issues as ideologically broad as communism
versus capitalism and as concrete and specific as the fate of Taiwan, yet were able to
learn more about each others’ capabilities, intentions, and cultures along the way.

The wish to avoid war has long been a rationale for foreign policy directions that
promote engagement over isolation. Throughout the height of the Cold War, leaders in
Washington maintained some level of contact with their counterparts in Moscow to hedge
against any escalation or accidental conflict. The most famous instance of this was the so-
called ‘hotline,” established in June of 1963, to prevent a second Cuban Missile Crisis
situation. This channel of communication persisted throughout even the roughest times of
the Cold War and still exists today, long-since evolved from Teletype equipment and fax
machines.”®

A full examination of contact protocols between the United States and the Soviet

Union throughout the Cold War is well beyond the scope of this project, but the bottom
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line is that even when the world’s two superpowers had nuclear missiles trained on each
others’ capitals, leaders were able to maintain a level of contact aimed at ensuring a
twisted kind of collective security. It is obvious that the Soviet Union was too big to be
destroyed by a policy of isolation, but continued diplomatic engagement proved to be a
tool rather than a liability when it came to undermining the Soviet worldview and
economic system.

President Obama’s 2015 reinstatement of formal diplomatic ties with Cuba is also
a necessary example, if for no other reason than it exemplifies defiance of Washington’s
incredible inertia for policy that has failed to produce the desired results (especially when
political considerations are in play). For over 50 years, the United States opposed a trade
embargo and maintained diplomatic radio silence towards the Communist regime under
Fidel Castro; as the President said, “though this policy was rooted in the best of
intentions, no other nation [joined] us in imposing these sanctions, and it has had little
effect beyond providing the Cuban government with a rationale for restrictions on its
people.”””
The Obama administration’s thinking with respect to reversing course on Cuba
policy appears to be based at least somewhat in a neoliberal theory that connects a lack of
conflict in the international system with increased economic ties. The underlying logic is
that exposure to outside products, people, and ideas will both inspire and empower the
Cuban population, while also denying the Castro regime the opportunity to scapegoat the
United States for its own problems. With respect to the latter point, a similar logic is at

play with the alleviation of international sanctions on Iran; without the sanctions to
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blame, the Iranian people may well become more dissatisfied with their government’s
economic mismanagement (un-Islamic or not) and gratft.

Some policymakers argued, however, that the Obama administration was
pursuing a strategy solely on the basis of the former point—opening to inspire cultural
and political change—through the negotiations that led to the JCPOA. The White House
hedged against this frame by modifying President Reagan’s “trust but verify” axiom with
respect to the USSR to a “distrust but verify” posture towards Iran.’ Rather than talk
about broader rapprochement, the administration made a deliberate effort to underscore
the security benefits of the JCPOA, highlighting not only the deal’s restrictions on
uranium enrichment and the destruction of the Arak plutonium reactor, but also the full
supply chain monitoring of Iran’s nuclear industry.

Those who opposed the deal, in addition to repudiating these technical merits and
the entirety of the verification argument, ridiculed the argument of an opening producing
change within Iran (even though the administration rarely made such a case). This is
somewhat ironic given that those pushing back against engagement in Tehran had fears
of just such a change happening; “While Obama’s critics are deeply skeptical about the
transformational implications of the deal, Iranian hardliners are themselves deeply
concerned about such a possibility.””® The jury remains out as to whether either the fears
of Tehran’s hardliners or the militant pessimism of Washington’s conservatives will be

realized.
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While no great opening or change has been realized since the JCPOA came into
effect—again, not that one was intended or expected—there have been very real benefits
to the more open lines of communication between Washington and Tehran. A prisoner
exchange between the two countries was successfully executed, and a years-long conflict
over outstanding debt settled; additionally, several U.S. Sailors who accidentally drifted
into Iranian waters were returned safely in less than 24 hours—an unthinkably positive
resolution just a few years ago.’*3!2 Even so, there is a case for engagement that goes
beyond both the JCPOA’s tangential benefits and the underlying instability of the Iranian
regime.

The Case for Engagement

There are political, economic, and security-based rationales for the United States
to emulate past successes and make the choice to engage with Iran. The political case for
a policy of increased contact and presence in country rests on three factors: A profound
knowledge gap in Washington about the Iranian political system, the inability of each
government to communicate effectively and clearly with the other, and the
aforementioned critical approaching leadership change within Iran.

The Iranian political system is extremely complex—a network of checks and
balances that reflects jockeying of influence between various political and economic
alliances. The conventional wisdom’s conception of Iranian politics as a bipolar divide

between conservatives and reformists misrepresents the nuance of Iranian political
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conversations in the name of defining actors, organizations, and seats of power as pro- or
anti-Western. This is done ostensibly to help policymakers in Washington, but it is a self-
defeating proposition; a grossly oversimplified analysis produces shallow conclusions.

Only by creating a political presence on the ground can the United States
government move past this bipolar understanding and make the lower-level contacts to
construct a better understand the Iranian political system. The age of viewing rival states
as static monoliths ended decades if not centuries ago; U.S. policy vis-a-vis Iran is in this
regard woefully out of date. The problem extends to not just political confusion, but
security challenges (in terms of information about capabilities and intentions) as well—in
short, “the U.S. ability to gauge the extent and totality of the challenges posed by Iran is
handicapped by the lack of official relations between the two states since 1980.”%

Communication was not the strong suit of the U.S.-Iranian relationship before the
Islamic Revolution; “No American ambassador since World War II spoke even minimal
Persian.”®* This was, of course, an era when public diplomacy and lower-level contact
were a distant priority; if it had not been, perhaps the suddenness and vigor of the Islamic
Revolution might not have caught U.S. policymakers and analysts so unaware. If that
lesson of history is to be understood, a second key political justification for engaging Iran
is to strengthen communications between Washington and Tehran.

If the Cuban case did not already make the point clear enough, giving countries
the ‘silent treatment’—especially when they have ample opportunity to engage politically

and economically with the rest of the world, as Iran now does—does not effect change. A
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lack of proactive, managed correspondence also allows the Iranian regime to control the
narrative about the United States presented to its population, and increases the likelihood
of miscommunications over policy preferences; as Beeman argues, when " official
communiqués [are] sparse, literally anything could be treated as a significant message by
observers of the other nation."®* This perhaps more than anything else has perpetuated the
broken frames that have defined the U.S. and Iranian views of one another since the
Revolution. No longer should the effectiveness and agency of U.S. foreign policy be
sacrificed for the sake of spite.

It also bears mention that the Iranian public supports more communication with
Americans in general. Polling data reflects very majority ‘very favorable’ or ‘somewhat
favorable’ feelings for a number of very unofficial diplomatic channels, including
cultural, educational, and sporting exchanges (73%), more access for journalists (78%),
and more tourism (81%).%° The same poll also saw support for traditional measures of

engagement like greater trade (77%) and direct talks (75%).%

These numbers directly
bolster the argument that Iran’s shifting demographics necessitate U.S. engagement to

take advantage of slow but steady changes in the majority attitude towards the outside

world.
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Finally, there is the question of Iran’s impending change in leadership—not the
broader demographic tug-of-war between a curious, younger generation that might reflect
the abovementioned poll numbers and an older guard committed to the isolationism
implicit in the Revolution’s message, but a very specific political flashpoint: the choosing
of Iran’s next Supreme Leader. In the simplest terms, policymakers in Washington should
want a diplomatic presence on the ground in time to understand and analyze the process
by which the next Supreme Leader is chosen. No other political event will have further-
reaching implications for Iran’s next 50 years of domestic and foreign policy. Prospects
for the United States to influence the selection process may be minimal, if not non-
existent—in fact, manipulation should not be the goal, given U.S. history with
intervention into Iranian affairs—but the larger point about understanding processes and
outcomes remains.

The economic case for engagement, particularly in the post-JCPOA world, is a
question of comparative access for the United States. The choice is simple: will
Washington stand by as the rest of the world does business with a demographically
shifting Iran that is eager to connect with the world and moving towards reforming its
own systems at home? Or is there a better way forward—one more in keeping with the
philosophy upon which the United States built a safer, stronger, and more prosperous
post-World War II international community?

Some will argue that the former is indeed the correct choice of action; their
concerns about legitimizing and funding the Iranian state are addressed below. And to be
sure, the Iranian regime has its own problems in this respect, including the

aforementioned un-Islamic mismanagement of oil resources and general corruption, as
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well as a pitifully small range of sectors producing viable exports. But a forward-thinking
U.S. policy will confront these challenges head on by both aiding Iranian development
and bringing profit to U.S. businesses rather than continuing to punish the people of Iran
for the actions of a state that gets richer off of depriving them of their needs and
opportunities.

Finally, the security case for engagement rests on an intellectually honest
assessment of Iran’s capabilities vis-a-vis security concerns of the United States in the
Middle East. The conflicts in the region are simply too interwoven to maintain diplomatic
silence; if the JCPOA taught the international community anything, it is that coming
together for negotiations is possible with an earnest assessment of what each side really
wants in the endgame.

Some problems will require Iranian engagement to solve, despite the fact that
Washington and Tehran’s interests either do not overlap or are overtly contradictory. The
Syrian crisis—a complete and utter quagmire—is case in point; the political stakes and
desired endgames for each power are different, but each has the ability to prolong the
conflict unilaterally. It is a fundamental fact that opening channels of communication will
hasten rather than encumber this process. To be sure, policymakers in Washington may
not like what they hear from their counterparts in Tehran (and vice versa), but dialogue is
a prerequisite to a solution

Other areas present opportunities for collaboration between the two longtime foes.
While Iran and the United States have not formally collaborated in the fight against the
Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant (ISIL), their ability to support Iraqi forces in

achieving shared objectives and avoid targeting one another is a positive step in the right
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direction. This particular prospect for cooperation will be discussed further in the security
recommendations. While past military engagements by proxy are an obvious obstacle to
direct military-to-military cooperation, seeking common ground in combating extremism
and other problems like maritime piracy has the potential to create a stronger rather than
weaker security regime in the Middle East.

Each of these areas presents tremendous challenges to both U.S. conventional
wisdom and realities on the ground in Iran and the broader Middle East. The political,
economic, and security recommendations portions of this project attempt to provide a
roadmap forward for these three lanes of engagement, while also proposing an additional
‘hedging’ option to guard against Iran taking advantage of a more open, earnest U.S.
foreign policy. But in any case, the fundamental truth remains that the United States has
more to gain by engaging Iran than by continuing a largely fruitless policy of silence.

The Case Against Engagement

The prospect of normalizing relations with Tehran remains anathema to
Washington’s mainstream discourse on account of years of toxic interactions and
messaging as well as the fact that all possible benefits are all long-term calculations and
estimations resting on the uncertainty of the Iranian situation. In the short term, Iran
remains both a politically convenient and very real adversary of the United States’
interests in the Middle East.

Some argue that to normalize relations with Iran would amount to a formal
recognition or endorsement of the regime—something deliberately avoided thanks to the
severing of diplomatic relations after the hostage crisis. Yet when policymakers in

Washington rationalize not engaging Iran for fear of ‘legitimizing’ a regime that opposes

50



U.S. interests, their behavior is hardly more effective than the hardliners in Tehran who
oppose recognition of the Israeli state, American interests, or indeed norms of behavior
under the international community of nations. The fact of the matter is that the Iranian
state exists; Washington can choose whether or not to engage it, but ignoring it won’t
make the challenges or opportunities it poses disappear.

The concern that initiating government-to-government contact with Iran somehow
validates the regime’s brutal behavior within its own territory and around the region is
foolish, especially considering the range of states that are treated positively under U.S.
foreign policy at present. Saudi Arabia, as Iran’s chief rival, is a useful point of
comparison; Riyadh oppresses women and exports radical Sunni theology through a
network of religious schools, all while “pouring gasoline over the flaming Middle
East”—in short, exactly what many in Washington accuse Tehran of doing.®® The states’
cases are obviously not equivalent, but their similarities at least call into question the
seriousness of any argument that engaging and endorsing Iran are morally or practically
equivalent.

But there are numerous examples of states with less than savory track records that
enjoy relations with the United States outside of Iran’s immediate neighborhood. China is
a major trade partner, Turkmenistan a strategic arms trafficking route, and Equatorial
Guinea a “good friend” despite spectacular human rights violations by each. This is to
say nothing of countless other autocratic states that the United States engages with, and
even less of a legacy of aligning with all manner of regimes during the Cold War. The

fact of the matter is that U.S. foreign policy very easily allows for dealings with unsavory

88 Stephen Kinzer, "The United States Shouldn’t Choose Saudi Arabia Over Iran," POLITICO, January 4,
2016, http://www.politico.com/magazine/story/2016/01/saudi-arabia-iran-213504.
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regimes when they are not more politically useful as enemies; Iran may have outgrown
that categorization.

Finally, it is worth addressing an ill-defined fear of many of those in Washington
who reject engaging with Tehran: namely, that contact with the United States will ‘give’
the Iranian regime something. But if not formal recognition, what does the United States
actually risk giving too much of, exactly? As discussed above, the Revolution demands
disdain rather than respect from the outside world; there is no reason for hardliners in
Tehran to curry the West’s favor. And cultural and economic contacts with the West may
well strengthen the reformists’ hand and accelerate changes within Iran.

The only plausible answer to this question, in truth, is money. There are valid
concerns about how much revenue from international trade might go to support Iran’s
destructive activities in the Middle East; indeed, this was one of the primary arguments
against trading sanctions relief for nuclear concessions during the negotiation of the
JCPOA, with some commentators inflating Iran’s expected economic benefits from the
deal to numbers upwards of $150 billion.*® While the number from this particular deal
turned out to be much lower than that (a more accurate estimate would be in the order of
$55 billion), many lawmakers remained concerned about the windfall’s impact on Iran’s
adventurism.”

There are two arguments—which, when taken together, may at first appear

paradoxical—to rebut this reasoning. First, after the round of international sanctions that

8 Lauren Carroll, "Donald Trump: Iran Gets to Keep $150 Billion Even If U.S. Rejects Nuclear Deal,"
Politifact, August 16, 2015, http://www.politifact.com/truth-o-meter/statements/2015/aug/16/donald-
trump/donald-trump-iran-gets-keep-150-billion-even-if-us/.
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led to the negotiations that ultimately produced the JCPOA, Iran’s economy is in
shambles. The RAND Corporation’s Alireza Nader testified before the U.S. Congress
that the Iranian government “owes as much as $100 billion to Iranian banks and private
firms” as well as needed to spend “at least $200 billion on its dilapidated energy sector.’!
A state so marred in debt and so lacking in basic economic needs cannot afford to spend
all of its discretionary funding on foreign policy, no matter how large the windfall.

But the more uncomfortable truth is that Iran is a state, and like any other state, it
will continue to place a priority on funding its foreign policy goals regardless of
economic stress. The White House even acknowledged this, with Secretary Kerry
admitting, “Some of [the relief money] will end up in the hands of the IRGC or other
entities, some of which are labeled terrorists.”®> The United States cannot control the
fiscal, social, and foreign policies of its allied states, much less its adversaries. Yet on the
contrary, engagement could open new channels for national wealth to be spent
productively.

Ultimately, the arguments against engaging with Iran are old and tired ones,
relying on narrow, unsophisticated views of the Iranian regime and people and broader
failures to understand the unique facets of Iranian society and how the regime in Tehran
is being slowly pushed towards change. With a new framework that takes into account a
history of pursuing engagement over silence and recognizes the positive opportunities

inherent in the political moment of the JCPOA, the United States can craft a smarter

oI Alireza Nader, "The Impact of Sanctions Relief on Iran" (address, Testimony Presented before the House
Oversight and Governmental Reform Committee, Subcommittee on National Security, Capitol Hill,
Washington, November 5, 2015),
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policy that still hedges against Iran’s undesirable behavior where it conflicts with U.S.

interests.

54



Chapter 4: Political Recommendations

The United States must take steps to engage Iran politically if it is to take
advantage of the opening that the JCPOA has provided, not least of all because clearer
and more direct communication are obvious prerequisites to attempts to begin smoothing
over 35 years of hostility between two nations. Progress will be slow moving; to say
nothing of the political obstacles and sacrifices for those in Washington, meaningful
changes and dialogue will require cooperation from the government in Tehran, which is
sure to be suspicious of and under significant internal pressure to reject any American
overtures or diplomatic presence.

Most recommendations as they relate to politics, therefore, are aimed at
actionalizing the frame of engagement laid out in the previous section. They intend to lay
the foundations on which the U.S. government can build a more robust capability to
understand Iranian culture, society, and governance. Critically, these steps can also be
taken while still maintaining a messaging space in which the government of the United
States can criticize the government of Iran both publically and privately on ideological as
well as policy-based issues.

1. Make an explicit declaration of U.S. policy vis-a-vis Iran adopting a pro-
engagement frame

Apologies for the United States or its previous policy positions are not well
received by politicians and commentators in Washington. President Obama’s political
opponents derided his diplomatic visits around the world at the beginning of his

presidency in 2009 as an “apology tour,” and the attack is still wielded against him even
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now at the end of his second term.”* Still, while American audiences at home may be
largely indifferent or hostile towards the notion of atonement for past mistakes, a
statement of policy that acknowledges some or all of past U.S. errors with respect to Iran
and charts a new path moving forward would be incredibly meaningful in the context of
efforts at clearer communication with both the government and perhaps more
importantly, the people of the country.

What would such a statement look like in order to be both useful and couched in
the new pro-engagement frame? Most fundamentally, in an ideal world, the speech or
statement would contain an explicit declaration that the United States does not seek
regime in change in Tehran. Expressing such a sentiment would put the burden of proof
of American hostility on Iranian leadership; to hear a sitting president or other executive
clearly argue against efforts to force political change in Tehran would pull the rug out
from under more than 35 years of poisonous messaging. This, however, may well be
politically untenable—a bridge too far in the direction of endorsing the Islamic Republic
that could anger policy watchers, politicians, and lay observers (that is to say, voters)
alike.

Instead, at the very least, the statement would need to contain two points that are
far more palatable. First, the United States could apologize for its support of the Shah.
Framing the relationship as a shortsighted embrace of a military dictatorship for greater
geopolitical advantage is an honest assessment, and any politician who truly cares about

the degradation of Iranian human rights today should theoretically feel just as bad—if not

%3 Dr. Nile Gardiner and Morgan Lorraine Roach, "Barack Obama's Top 10 Apologies: How the President
Has Humiliated a Superpower," The Heritage Foundation, June 2, 2009,
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worse—about the degradation of those same rights by an American-supported regime.
Second, the United States could also apologize for its support of Saddam Hussein’s Iraq
during the Iran-Iraq War; without going into the thorny details of what exactly that
support entailed, it should be politically safe to denounce an enemy that the United States
has since fought two wars against and deposed.

To some extent, the United States has made attempts at such a statement before.
In her remarks to the American Iranian Council in March of 2000, Secretary of State
Madeline Albright acknowledged both the U.S. involvement in the coup that ousted
Mossadegh and its support for the Shah thereafter, speaking in glowing terms about the
need for person-to-person engagement between Iran and the Untied States. Unfortunately,
Secretary Albright muddied the utility of the statement with perpetual reminders of
Tehran’s sins and throwaway lines that drastically reduced the dimension of
accountability within the speech; for example, she argued that the U.S. support of the
Shah “did much to develop the country economically.”** No further efforts in this
direction have been made publicly under the more pro-engagement Obama
administration, and as recently as May of 2015, White House Press Secretary Josh
Earnest said he was “not aware of any specific plans for an apology” for the 1953 coup.”

Apologizing for supporting the Shah, executing the coup, and allying with
Saddam Hussein’s Iraq are, in the author’s mind, the bare minimum for a substantive,
good-faith attempt by the United States at a ‘clean slate’ with the Iranian people. There is

a risk, however, that these statements will not be considered meaningful without the
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broader context of a general change in Middle Eastern policy. How sincere, for example,
will apology for support of a dictator in the past be if the United States continues to
support other similar regimes in the present (e.g. Saudi Arabia)? A broader statement,
while beyond the scope of this project, might well be a more forward-looking approach
that builds from the premise of equal treatment for all states in the region. This, of course,
would be a radical departure from past U.S. foreign policy not just in the region but the
world. In any case, the notion of an apology in and of itself—one that does not backtrack
or deviate to criticize the party that is being apologized to—is perhaps more fundamental
than the details of the text.

On a final note, journalist Stephen Kinzer has proposed that a joint statement of
apology could be made between the United States and Iran to hedge against either side
appearing unilaterally ‘weak.” His draft included U.S. comments about the coup, the
Shah, and the Iran-Iraq War, as well as Iranian acknowledgement of both the hostage
crisis and support of groups that have “spilled American blood.””® Such a joint drafting
seems unlikely as a first (rather than high nth) step towards opening relations given that
they would entail an entirely different set of negotiations over language and history.
Since these recommendations focus solely on steps for the United States government, the
notion that Iran should also formally apologize has been omitted from this
recommendation. In any case, however, an explicit U.S. policy change targeted toward an
Iranian public audience would undeniably recalibrate—or at least positively affect—

messaging between the two nations.

% Stephen Kinzer, "Iran and the US Should Offer a Mutual Apology," Al Jazeera, November 21, 2013,
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1I. Increase the staff of the Iran desk at the Bureau of Near Easter Affairs and
Persian language education within the USG

As mentioned previously, the United States government was handicapped in its
understanding of political dynamics on the ground in 1960s Tehran in part due to a lack
of public diplomacy. To be sure, much of this was a result of Washington deferring to the
Shah’s government by perusing essentially no informal, non-governmental
communication between U.S. officials and the Iranian people—a problem worth
remembering for future engagement. A wider actionable lesson, however, is to recognize
that the Department of State must build out its own infrastructure to make the most of
engagement with closed regimes. Making smart policy towards difficult governments is
frustrating, but for that reason it requires more talent and brainpower rather than less.

In Washington, the Office of Iran Affairs is nested under the State Department’s
Bureau of Near Eastern Affairs. There has not been, however, a Deputy Assistant
Secretary (DAS) of State solely for Iran since the transfer of Acting DAS Henry Wooster
in late 2012; Brett McGurk was appointed DAS for the merged Iraq and Iran offices in
2013, but after he was moved to a special envoy position in late 2015, a new DAS for
Iraq only (Joseph Pennington) was appointed to replace him.”” While the DAS position
for Iran is bureaucratically ‘young’ given that it was filled for the first time by John
Limbert in November of 2009, it should be staffed again to lend weight, resources, and

stature to the office.’® Moreover, other Iran posts remain unfilled as well; according to
p g
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State Department contact documents in 2016, there is no Office Director, and the post of

Human Rights Officer is also vacant.”

The latter is obviously a poor message to send if
Washington wants to continue pressing the regime in Tehran on human rights questions.

An extensive discussion of the Department of State’s efforts to represent itself in
Iran will be discussed in the following recommendation, but another program concerning
Iran experts serving abroad bears mention here: the Iran Watcher program. Formally
established in 2006 (after an inaugural post in the United Arab Emirates in 2002 proved
successful), the Iran Watcher program places U.S. Department of State employees within
embassies around the Middle East and Europe to “engage both Iranians and third-country
nationals, including host governments, on Iran” and “develop a new cadre of Iran experts
and Farsi speakers” in preparation for reopening the embassy in Tehran.!% This is
precisely the type of innovative thinking that a new approach to Iran requires; the
program should certainly be expanded and streamlined to report information and analysis
back to Iran Affairs in Washington.

Beyond these sorts of organizational and staffing changes, Persian language
education must also be a priority for the United States government. Programs like the
Critical Language Scholarship and the Boren Fellowship, run through the Departments of
State and Defense, respectively, already exist for Persian; they are handicapped, however,
by the inability of program participants to study in Iran and gain critical cultural context
and colloquial practice vis-a-vis the country. The necessity of educational exchanges

between Iran and the United States will be discussed further in the economic

9 United States of America, Department of State, Telephone Directory, April 29, 2016,
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recommendations, but a larger change in thinking is needed within Washington:
Education in Persian must be pursued not just for those aspiring to careers in national
security, but by young professionals interested in political, economic, and public
diplomacy as well.

The author does not mean to suggest in this recommendation that simply
increasing the amount of bureaucracy within government is equivalent to creating better
policy. Indeed part of the challenge lies in effectively integrating the various organs
throughout the U.S. Department of State—including Iran Affairs, the newly created Iran
Nuclear Implementation Office, and all the various component pieces doing Iran research
in places like the Intelligence and Research Bureau—with one another to push a new,
coordinated vision of Iran policy. Nonetheless, the overarching point here is that a
revised frame of U.S.-Iranian relations can be served and communicated by a more robust
human capital structure. Talent retention and the preservation of institutional knowledge
should be priorities for any administration looking to engage in a productive way with
Iran; without the proper organization in place, U.S. messaging will suffer.

III. Reopen the embassy in Tehran

13

Eliminating the State Department’s “no contact” policy with Iran is a fundamental
requirement if the United States does not wish to be left behind in any post-JCPOA
Iranian engagement with the world; the author considers this perhaps the most
fundamental recommendation for any forward movement in U.S.-Iran relations. A
development of far more consequence, however, would be the re-opening of the U.S.

embassy in Tehran—an effort that would be as tremendously meaningful and functional

as it would be difficult to achieve.
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While the idea of an embassy re-opening in Tehran may sound radical in today’s
reactionary political climate, many commentators, analysts, and government leaders have
acknowledged the necessity of a formal U.S. diplomatic presence on the ground in Iran’s
capital for years. On the one hand, President Obama himself said in 2014 that he would
“never say never” to such a development, though he also acknowledged many necessary
prerequisites.'?! On the other end of the political spectrum, the Committee on the Present
Danger—a neoconservative policy advocacy fixture in Washington—has also expressed,
via congressional testimony in 2005, a “willingness to re-open our embassy in Tehran” in
order to “move ahead vigorously with [a] creative, comprehensive, and complex new
approach to Iran.”!%

There are numerous significant logistical obstacles to be negotiated in the event of
an embassy re-opening. One key question is that of diplomatic movement: whom can in-
state representatives meet from the host country, and how far can they travel from their
embassy? The United States has had to compromise on both of these points in efforts to
establish diplomatic relations with previously hostile states like Vietnam and Cuba.!*
There is also the question of compensation for the cost of opening and refurbishing the

actual building, but given that the cost of the land on which the former embassy sits has

appreciated significantly over time (and that the United Kingdom paid to refurbish its
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embassy in August 2015), the U.S. government should expect to foot the bill.!%* If the
United States is willing to be somewhat accommodating on both of these points, Iran, for
its part, will need to make assurances to guarantee the safety of U.S. diplomats operating
inside their designated zone (i.e. providing for Artesh, as oppose to IRGC, security forces
that neither deter Iranian civilians from engaging with the embassy nor allow protestors
to threaten U.S. personnel) and also be reasonable with respect to allowing the importing
of sensitive communications equipment. There is no doubt that all of these points will
require difficult and sensitive negotiations.

The most serious obstacle to re-opening the embassy in Tehran, however, is Iran’s
current designation on the State Department’s State Sponsors of Terrorism list. While
designation is not a hard and fast obstacle to formal relations, it presents an extraordinary
political roadblock for the United States. Removing Iran from the list would be met with
outrage, given Iran’s continued sponsorship of proxy fighters in Syria, Lebanon, and (in
the view of many in Washington) Yemen. It is worth noting that the Quds Force of the
IRGC is already classified as a Specially Designated Global Terrorist (SDGT) entity as of
2007, which allows the U.S. Department of the Treasury to sanction and otherwise
financially target its members and operations.'%® The best combination of policy options
might actually involve eliminating the state sponsorship list entirely, given that Iran is
one of only three named stats (and that one of the others, Syria, is very nearly a political
non-entity). Retiring the list by characterizing it as an outdated and consequence-free

bureaucratic registry while also heavily publicizing and increasing penalties related to the
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Quds Force’s SDGT classification might satisfy those in Washington who are interested
in politics more than policy, and it could be seen as (and privately communicated to) Iran
as a net wash as well.

Regardless of how the terror sponsorship question is addressed, re-opening an
embassy in Tehran would be a very politically costly move for any U.S. president. While
the Congress has no prerogative or precedent for interfering in the mechanics of
diplomatic relations, it could well pass legislation to attempt to defund the executive’s
actions; such threats were largely empty posturing in the Cuban case because of the well-
established and staffed interests section already located in Havana, but no such
infrastructure exists in Tehran.!® While a ‘Nixon to China’ comparison could be made in
policy circles, the hyperpolarized political environment would all but guarantee a savage
political campaign against any president willing to engage Iran so forwardly—
appeasement and the endangering of U.S. diplomats would likely be frequent and loud
opposition talking points.!?” All this is to say that a lame duck president or one with a
powerful buffer of support in the Senate (or Congress in general) would probably be best
equipped to these challenges, but the author recognizes that many other policy priorities
would exist for the latter.

Moreover, a final word of caution: while a U.S. embassy in Iran would be
tremendously symbolic, a diplomatic presence on the ground is only practically useful to
the extent that it is free to engage with the host country’s population. Questions of

diplomatic freedom of movement and security are integral to gaining any practical benefit
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from a U.S. presence in Tehran; U.S. diplomats were, after all, caught completely
unawares by the Revolution primarily because they were unable to talk to the opposition
mounting against the Shah’s government. It will be a perilous balancing act for any and
all U.S. government officials operating in Iran regardless of whether or not they have an
embassy, but the outreach work they are able to do during the early months and years of
even preliminary engagement will influence the efficacy of U.S. policy towards Iran and
the broader Middle East for decades to come. For the simple fact that some information is
better than no information, it must continue to be a priority for the U.S. government to
find a way to establish a presence within Iran—even despite the known high political
costs and assumedly limited access.

1V. Invest political capital in international legal mechanisms and venues that will
allow Iran and the United States to address their issues in an open and reasonably
objective forum

Direct state-to-state contact is not the only tool that the United States has at its
disposal to improve communications and signaling with Iran. While behind-the-scenes
bilateral venues can be advantageous for the privacy they provide and the frankness that
they allow, the imbalance of hard power and history of negative messaging between
Washington and Tehran can complicate these conversations, particularly in the eyes of
Iranian observers. Accordingly, the United States must continue to find ways to
communicate and resolve disputes with Iran in the international public space, which
means investing in and complying with international legal forums.

The Iran-United States Claims Tribunal (IUSCT), a creation of the Algiers

Accords in 1981 to aid in resolving the hostage crisis, has proven a constructive
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institution for resolving conflicts between Iranian and U.S. nationals and business entities
as well as the governments in Washington and Tehran.!?® Conceptually, the resolution of
U.S. claims against Iran has proven that international mechanisms can be favorable for
the United States even when not inherently structured to be as such (e.g. the United
Nations Security Council’s veto advantage for the P5); concretely, it has resulted in 2.5
billion USD “in awards to U.S. nationals and companies.”!?

Thankfully, the backchannel negotiations that followed the JCPOA’s
implementation facilitated a major step forward for the IUSCT: the resolution of a “long
outstanding claim” regarding a 400 million USD fund (plus interest) that Iran used to
purchase U.S. military equipment prior to the Revolution.!!® Unfortunately, some in the
U.S. Congress tried to characterize the resolution as a “ransom” payment for Iran’s
release of several U.S. prisoners despite it being an entirely separate and decades old
issue.!!! This is precisely the kind of ignorant and counterproductive rhetoric that
policymakers in the State Department will have to continue to guard against as the
IUSCT continues its work; one U.S. political party’s general hostility towards the notion
of international law cannot be allowed to obstruct meaningful efforts in conflict
resolution.

The United States must continue to invest in and embrace the IUSCT, whether

that involves working through cases one at a time or pushing towards an unlikely ‘global
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settlement’ option between the two governments—though Washington should be careful
to make no blanket concessions insulating the regime in Tehran from lawsuits on the
whole. As U.S. businesses begin to engage with Iran, it may be necessary re-open the
private claims venue; while individual situations will no doubt be contentious and may
induce friction between the governments, both states should place a premium on
strengthening a robust and impartial legal forum to resolve disputes between their
respective constituents. Most importantly, the United States will need to continue abiding
by the IUSCT’s rulings and affording its cases the prestige and expertise they require by
way of full and earnest participation.

In addition to good faith participation and investment in the [USCT, the United
States should continue to cooperate with and embrace the International Court of Justice
(ICJ)—yet another international institution that can be used to resolve disputes between
itself and Iran. The ICJ has a history of adjudicating U.S.-Iranian cases and is one of
several mechanisms by which violations of the JCPOA can be assessed.!!>!!3 Other
venues through the United Nations, such as the International Tribunal for the Law of the
Sea, may be useful for specific types of disputes as well. All in all, the point is that
making international engagement an appealing prospect for Iran—on account of its
suspicions of the outside world and notions of both pride and modernization—requires
engagement on equal footing with the United States. Iranians of all political stripes will
have little interest in participating in bilateral talks where they are treated as the weaker

team or joining organizations that are structurally biased towards their losing.
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Hedge Recommendation: Leverage Iran’s concern for its international standing
with aggressive, multilateral resolutions regarding human rights issues

All of these recommendations are based on developing a bilateral sense of mutual
respect in the course of engagement with Iran. Some of them—particularly the notion of
re-opening the U.S. embassy in Tehran—are politically difficult and will require time,
capital, and will on the part of individual leaders in Washington. It is critical, however,
that advocates of engaging with Iran not paint their efforts as a zero sum game against
public criticism or efforts to counter Iran’s destructive influence in the Middle East and
beyond. The United States can and must continue to apply pressure where it opposes Iran
on matters of policy and philosophy, just as it does with numerous regimes around the
world. The methods for delivering these criticisms matter, however: Most fundamentally,
they need to be multilateral.

Iran’s colonialist history and notions of pride cut both ways in that while criticism
from Western powers seen as arrogant and chiding is easily ignored, requests for
moderation and critiques from those countries with which it perceives itself to have
important economic or political ties are more likely to be heeded. This is especially the
case for the nations of the Global South, because Tehran “considers itself a leading
member” of that group.''* For instance, in the complicated, four year long case of
Sakineh Mohammadi Ashtiani—a 43-year-old woman accused and convicted of charges
of adultery and murder of her husband on the basis of “judge’s knowledge” and no

substantive evidence—the regime in Tehran ultimately walked back her sentence from
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death by stoning to full release from prison.!!> This outcome was achieved arguably not
because of the advocacy of Western human rights groups but instead due to the efforts of
one of Iran’s key allies, Brazilian President Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva, to secure her
clemency.!!®

Cynics will argue that beyond isolated and atypical situations like the case of
Ashtiani, Tehran’s insular nature prevents any external criticism from having a
meaningful impact. Cracks in that conception, however, are beginning to show—perhaps
as a result of the JCPOA and Iran’s subsequent effort to balance engagement with the
world and the preservation of what it sees as matters of sovereignty. In October of 2015,
for the first time in a decade, government officials in Tehran actually responded to
official requests from the office of Ahmed Shaheed, the United Nations special
rapporteur on the situation of human rights in Iran.!!” This is still a far cry from the
country visits that human rights advocacy organizations wish to make to Iran, but it
represents a policy change nonetheless—one secured via international platforms, rather
than unilateral moralizing by the United States. The bottom line is that Iranians care
about their international reputation, which may eventually be compounded if the drive for
engagement of the younger generation eventually outpaces the inward-looking
conservatism of the older.

There are two benefits for U.S. diplomats pursuing these multilateral criticisms

and punitive actions towards Iran. On the one hand, casting disapproval from multiple
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sources keeps the United States from being engaged by Iran in a tit-for-tat, accusatory
cycle of rhetoric that amounts to enumerating each other’s sins time and again. This
characterizes the dialogue of the past several decades and clearly does not produce
results. Secondly, as was the case with the pre-JCPOA sanctions regime, multilateral
involvement is a force multiplier for any actions taken against Iran. The United States
must continue moving away from the belief that its words, economic sanctions, or even
military action are more effective alone than they would be with the backing of an
international coalition. Keeping these two factors in mind will help the United States
avoid falling into the trap wherein hardliner conservatives are able to wave off their
legitimate concerns on issues like human rights by whipping up anti-imperialist and anti-
outsider sentiment.

Ultimately, U.S. policymakers must remember that engagement and principled
opposition are not mutually exclusive policies; for too long, Iran has been one of a few
countries to which Washington has erroneously applied this false notion. By
collaborating with the rest of the world—particularly the nations of the Global South
through international platforms like the United Nations—the United States can continue
to find new ways to oppose Iran’s unacceptable behavior. In all but the most fanciful of
best-case scenarios, political change in Iran will be a game of inches for decades to come;
while few can deny that rolling back a bogus death sentence (to be delivered by stoning,
no less) to complete release in four years is a significant achievement, the fact remains
that Iran is a serious human rights abuser whose limits on freedom of expression,
indulgence in capital punishment, and state-sanctioned export of violence are all morally

abhorrent. Considering that the United States seeks to be a moral leader in the world,
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however, its responses to these behaviors must be more creative, more flexible, and more
earnest than the independent denouncement and unilateral punishment that have clearly

been ineffective for decades and inconsistent compared to other countries in the region.
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Chapter 5: Economic Recommendations

Engaging Iran effectively means that Washington will have to move beyond
political gestures. On the one hand, financial collaboration that benefits both countries (or
at least their business interests) may be easier to achieve than concessions on national
pride and dignity. Unfortunately, unique challenges remain. To Iranians, the context of
any and all efforts of outside—that is to say, Western—economic interest in their nation
and its resources is one rife with concerns about imperialism and gains for special
interests in Iran; for policymakers in Washington, a constant fear of business and
financial associations that fund the regime in Tehran’s destabilizing behavior in the
Middle East threatens attempts to move forward.

Accordingly, those wishing to push for engagement with Iran should, for the most
part, focus on promoting U.S. economic policies that elevate the welfare of the Iranian
people and integrate rather than isolate the Iranian economy. Continuing to alleviate
sanctions, as agreed upon in the JCPOA, is a given; the more pressure from the West is
lifted, the more likely Iranians will be to begin making the case that their own
government has damaged their economy more than any outsiders ever could. Beyond
that, the goal should be to demonstrate to Iran via action the tangible benefits of exposure
to and engagement with the outside world.

1. Push cultural and social exchange programs with Iran and civilian travel to
Iran by removing existing restrictions and barriers

The Iranian people, driven by the previously much-discussed younger generation
that is interested in experiencing life beyond the Islamic Republic, are in some ways

defying the narrative of the Revolution by expressing an increased desire to explore the
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outside world. Post-JCPOA polling data reflects this desire; as previously noted, 73% of
Iranians are interested in more opportunities for cultural, educational, and sporting
exchanges with the United States, and 81% look forward to more tourism.!'®
Unfortunately, the cards are stacked against Iranians who want to travel to the
United States. Getting a green card to travel to the United States from Iran requires
participation in a lottery system, but there is a catch: after selection, candidates must first
travel to a U.S. embassy in another country in order to interview. This process means an
obvious structural discrimination against those who are not as financially secure and
politically connected; in 2011, for example, “about 2,800 Iranians won the lottery, but
1,000 of them never visited any U.S. embassy to complete the process.”!!” The broader
side effect of this kind of policy is that in many cases, only Iranians who have
connections to the regime in Tehran are actually able to travel to the United States.
Washington cannot, of course, change Iranian emigration and travel policy. And
until the United States opens an embassy in Tehran, the lottery issue itself may remain
unresolved, unless the U.S. Interests Section at the Swiss Embassy in Tehran is permitted
to take up these duties in the interim. Student exchange, however, is a promising means
by which young Americans and Iranians can experience each others’ countries and build

person-to-person ties, and there were once extremely strong educational bonds between

the United States and Iran. In the year of the Revolution, more than 51,000 Iranian
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students were studying in the United States; that number now hovers just slightly about
10,000 and barely cracked 1,000 for much of the 1980s and 1990s.!2

The U.S. Treasury Department took a step in the right direction in March of 2014,
when it authorized U.S. exchanges with Iran under its General License G program,
moved to allow Iranian students to enroll in massive open online classes, and “authorized
U.S. depository institutions to process transactions for academic exchanges.”'?! However,
there is still much work to be done. Foreign institutions remain skittish about executing
transactions between Iranian and American businesses or consumers; perhaps a
demonstrated change in policy by the United States in the months and years following the
implementation of the JCPOA will assuage their fears.'?? In addition, policymakers and
educators must continue to collaborate about various forms of educational exchange
beyond simple ‘semester abroad’ models, including options like dual degree and Ph.D.
sandwich programs.'?* Moreover, it is imperative that Iranian students and faculty who
visit the United States are afforded all of the academic opportunities (e.g. fellowships,
research, and publishing) while participating in these programs, and that funding comes
through university programs as to alleviate concerns about spying in both governments.

The United States also needs to craft policy that makes it easier rather than harder

for everyday Iranians to visit. This is a politically unpalatable suggestion right now given
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the whipped-up fervor surrounding refugees and ever-increasing xenophobia in
mainstream political discourse thanks in no small part to presumptive Republican
nominee for president Donald Trump. Recent moves like the tightening of the visa waiver
program, which now prohibits “any foreign national who has visited Iraq, Iran, Syria or
the Sudan in the past five years from entering the US without a visa,” ?* do nothing to
keep the homeland safe from attack, instead inconveniencing and embarrassing
professionals in academia, journalism, and technology.'? Public policy would be better
served by fewer blanket restrictions and more resources to background checking and
verification systems than programs like this that ultimately amount to little more than
cheap political talking points.

Ultimately, the lack of a U.S. embassy in Tehran is a significant obstacle to
further exchange of human capital between the United States. Until that question is
resolved, the slice of Iranian populace that takes advantage of travel opportunities will
always be skewed to the economically and politically privileged. To reach a broader
swathe of Iranians—arguably, a better target market for U.S. engagement—the United
States will need to continue paving the way for students to work through a streamlined
process, stop restrictive policies that send hostile signals and set a bad example to the
broader world, and consider expanding its consular services in new and innovative ways.

1I. Facilitate American businesses interested in engaging with and providing

direct investment into Iran
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Iran’s uneven economic development is, as in the case of so many other despotic
regimes, both a cause and a result of its authoritarian governance. As previously
discussed, it can be argued that the self-described Islamic Republic has failed to manage
its resources—namely, the overwhelming wealth resulting from petroleum exports—in
such a way in keeping with the principles of Islamic economics and finance; rather than
investing to provide for the public good, the government has allowed a small group of
regime insiders to engage in rent-seeking endeavors and increasingly narrower slice of
the citizenry to work the inefficient state-owned economy to their advantage. The result is
unsustainable and should be the cause for concern for the regime.

Obviously, Washington cannot set economic policy in Tehran any more than it
can set emigration, domestic, or foreign policy. Removing the obstacles to and attracting
more foreign direct investment (FDI) was one of the chief goals of the JCPOA from the
Iranian negotiators’ perspective; if Tehran pairs sanctions relief with production subsidies
to favor tradable goods and exports, it can diversify from petroleum and see meaningful
economic growth.'?® There is an incentive for Washington help spur this process, of
course, in that said subsidies represent money that the regime will not be spending on
destabilizing military adventurism in the region.

Specifically, the United States should look to invest particularly in Iranian
companies working in the automobile, aerospace, and medical sectors. Aside from
aligning with the government’s stated goals (in addition to reducing citizen subsidies—a
politically challenging task for Tehran alone to unpack), there are definite business

opportunities in each sector. Iran has an enormous automobile market given the
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population’s higher than average wealth relative to the rest of the region; there is a strong
pre-Revolution history of U.S.-Iranian cooperation in the industry, and while “Imported
cars are taxed heavily in Iran, more than doubling their price to protect its domestic
industry,” there is an opportunity to exploit in that “international brands which are
exported to Iran in parts and assembled there are subject to much lighter taxes.”'?” The
aerospace industry—hurt by sanctions against replacement parts, which have resulted in
an increased rate of failure for Iranian civilian airlines—is also an area to consider
investment.'?® Boeing has already signed “three deals” with Iran Air since the JCPOA’s
initial announcement.'?* And finally, the medical sector (another area hurt by both
sanctions and poor allocations of government funding) merits consideration as well; there
is a tremendous demand for “foreign imports of high quality medicines” in a 3.5 billion
USD and growing pharmaceuticals market, as well as medical technology to sustain
Iran’s robust health tourism market,!3%-13!

The decision to invest in and do business with Iranian firms, however, is of course
not a matter of U.S. policy so much as it is the choice of American companies. That being
said, Washington can take steps to ensure that the strengthening of business ties with Iran
is encouraged rather than discouraged. The most critical step is to avoid punishing those

firms and banks that allow transactions with Iranian entities under the JCPOA

framework. The Treasury Department’s Office of Foreign Asset Control (OFAC) will
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need to streamline and expedite its processes for providing special permissions (licenses)
to allow foreign subsidiaries to work in Iran, and the Obama administration (and
hopefully that of his successor) should move quickly to “loosen restrictions around
lower-hanging fruit” like the aircraft restrictions mentioned above.'*? To build
confidence, the United States should also consider extending export guarantees to Iran for
those sectors opened for trade by the JCPOA, as Germany and Italy have recently
done.!3*13* And finally, the executive branch will need to continue investing political
capital into aggressively beating back congressional attempts to derail the JCPOA; every
move against the agreement is a step backwards in terms of building an environment of
certainty and stability for U.S. companies.'¥

The overarching theory here, of course, is that foreign direct investment, when
applied purposefully, can help build the Iranian middle class. This will in turn push back
against the negative tendency of any rentier state to bypass its people in policy creation
due to deriving state income from exporting natural resources—a problem obviously
plaguing Iran, given that the IMF reports that taxation funds only 60% of its government
budget.!*¢ The fact of the matter is that Iranian institutions—including courts,
policymaking structures, tax codes, and more—are all in desperate need of reform before

meaningful change is achieved. Thus, U.S. FDI in the country is obviously not an instant
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fix for Iran’s poor governance, but it is a natural step in the course of lifting up the
Iranian people, removing the enormous inherent advantage of those profiting from the
state-run economy, and revealing the un-Islamic manner in which the regime has
managed Iran’s wealth.

The United States has a direct interest in pursuing these broadest policy goals
even if it is not pursuing serious engagement beyond the JCPOA, primarily because the
expectations of the Iranian people for economic improvement after the deal’s
implementation are so high. A majority of Iranians are looking forward to any number of
positive economic indicators: 61% want greater access to foreign-made medicines and
medical equipment, 62% anticipate more foreign companies investing in Iran, 52% want
to see unemployment decrease, and 55% expect a tangible increase in their own standard
of living.'*” These high expectations that Iranian JCPOA proponents must fulfill
constitutes a complex web of demands and hopes for the next several years, but they
make clear that the economic stakes in Iran are high indeed.

As a final point, it is worth noting that much of the U.S. embargo on trade with
Iran remains in place. The JCPOA allows specific concessions in some of the above-
described areas (and other sectors, including agricultural and textile exports), but many
other areas of trade remain closed for the time being; these have ebbed and flowed
through decades of different U.S. and Iranian administrations.'*® While the author’s

general sense is that economic engagement with Iran will be most effective when focused
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on building person-to-person and firm-to-firm ties rather than state-level arrangements,
the United States should not rush to lift the broader embargo without seeing additional
advancements on questions of human rights within Iran. Washington should keep
privately pushing for and positively rewarding better policy from the regime in Tehran; it
will be a slow-moving and difficult process, but approaching these questions with nuance
is key for those who want to see the United States conducting a moral foreign policy.

III. Maintain and, wherever possible without undermining the JCPOA, enhance
non-nuclear sanctions on Iran

It continues to be a major selling point of the JCPOA that not all U.S. sanctions or
other punitive actions against Iran are being lifted. Punishments as they relate to Iranian
ballistic missile activities and human rights abuses, as points of broad bipartisan
agreement in Washington, were regarded as separate from and unaffected by the ongoing
negotiations. This was an intentional goal of the Obama administration in pursuing
discussions on the nuclear question alone; separating out the nuclear issue allowed U.S.
diplomats to prioritize the biggest security concern while also removing entire classes of
concessions from the table. As a result—and a result of the persistent policy differences
between Washington and Tehran—the United States must continue to use economic
statecraft to pressure Iran in effective ways.

The sanctions that remain in place are focused on targeting and isolating malign
actors in the regime in Tehran. This is, obviously, a tall order. According to Acting Under
Secretary for Terrorism and Financial Intelligence Adam Szubin, “more than 200 Iran-
linked firms and individuals remain sanctioned on non-nuclear grounds,” including “the

IRGC, the Qods Force, and their subsidiaries and senior officials” as well as Iran’s
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second largest airline, Mahan Air “which acts on behalf of the Qods Force [by carrying]
deadly weapons to Hezbollah.”!** Moreover, further limitations like asset freezing and
travel bans can remain in place on senior administration figures, though these require
international buy-in and are undermined when states like Russia court Iranian actors like
General Qassem Soleimani.'4?

There are some areas where sanctions may be expanded even post-JCPOA, as was
the case when the United States moved to place new financial sanctions on “11
companies and individuals alleged to be involved” with Iran’s ballistic missile program
after determining that tests conducted in December 2015 were a violation of UNSC
Resolution 1929.'*! Moreover, “sanctions authorities will continue to affect foreign
financial institutions that transact with these more than 200 Iranian persons on [the]
Specially Designated Nationals List, as well as persons who provide material or other
types of support” to those individuals.!*? These policies prove that the JCPOA is not and
should not be a ‘blank check’ for Iran to conduct itself irresponsibly in the non-nuclear
realm just because it has agreed to concessions on its nuclear program—a chief fear of
many anti-negotiation advocates and policymakers.

What officials in Washington—including those in both the executive and the

legislative branches—must not do is violate the spirit of the JCPOA by simply re-
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applying nuclear-related sanctions with non-nuclear justifications. The easing of financial
sanctions and the allowance of limited exports from Iran to the United States in agreed-
upon sectors must be maintained if Iran is to reap any positive rewards from the
negotiating process. Republicans, along with a few Democrats in Congress, have been
interested in the imposition of sanctions as a deal-killing measure for some time; Sen.
Tom Cotton (R-AR) infamously said with respect to a piece of new sanctions legislation
in January 2015 that “the end of these negotiations isn’t an unintended consequence of
congressional action—it is very much an intended consequence. A feature, not a bug, so
to speak.”'*® This is precisely the kind of political trickery that the next executive branch
leader’s legislative team will have to whip members of the Congress against.

All of this is not to imply that the U.S. Congress does not have a constructive role
to play in managing U.S.-Iranian engagement, even if it chooses to, for political reasons,
relegate itself to role of metaphorical ‘bad cop.” Confirming Acting Under Secretary
Szubin—a professional endorsed by leaders on both sides of the aisle—to the post for
which he has been filling on an interim basis is a perfect example of an opportunity for
the Senate to aggressively hold Iran to account for its support of terrorism. Unfortunately,
Chairman of the Senate Banking Committee Sen. Richard Shelby (R-AL) refused to
move Szubin from committee for a full 11 months, and Senate Majority Leader Mitch
McConnell (R-KY) has given no indication of when he might bring the nomination to the
floor.!** These sorts of oversight and signaling roles score fewer political points than

hyperpartisan grandstanding, but engaging with Iran can be both easier and more
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effective if lawmakers in Washington couch their ‘toughness’ vis-a-vis the regime in
Tehran with at least some sense of seriousness.

1V. Clarify the rules of economic engagement with Iran for both U.S. and
international firms to create a climate of stability

As of the time of writing, the most recent controversy in post-JCPOA U.S.-
Iranian relations has in fact not been Iran’s fulfillment of the nuclear conditions of the
agreement. On the contrary, the IAEA certified “measurable action in progress” sufficient
to execute ‘implementation day’ on 16 January 2016, and Iran’s Foreign Ministry
underscored its good behavior with a comprehensive report on 17 April 2016 that spins
these concessions in a positive way to domestic Iranian political observers.!4>1%® Instead,
the largest stumbling block at present is Tehran’s growing concern that Washington is not
interested in fulfilling its part of the bargain. Iranian polls reflect the drop in enthusiasm,
given that “confidence that the United States will abide by the deal has slipped” from
45% in September to 29% as of April 2016.”'47

Indeed, the fear of financial penalties for engaging Iran throughout both the
United States and Europe is still palpable following the record-setting 9 billion USD fine
against French bank BNP Paribus for sanctions violations in 2014.!*® Marieetje Schaake,
Vice President of the European Parliament’s Delegation for Relations with the United

States, has given voice to this sentiment, arguing that “Europe is being taken hostage by

145 Merrit Kennedy, "Implementation Day Arrives: Sanctions On Iran Are Lifted," NPR, January 16, 2016,
http://www.npr.org/sections/thetwo-way/2016/01/16/463168647/u-n-nuclear-watchdog-confirms-iran-
nuclear-deal-set-to-be-implemented.

146 Ariane Tabatabai, "Iran Issues First Progress Report on Nuclear Deal," Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists,
April 19, 2016, http://thebulletin.org/iran-issues-first-progress-report-nuclear-deal9350.

147 Jim Lobe, "Iranians Losing Confidence in U.S. Compliance with JCPOA," LobeLog, March 31, 2016,
http://lobelog.com/iranians-losing-confidence-in-u-s-compliance-with-jcpoa/.

148 Garrett Nada, "If the Sanctions Are Lifted, Here's What Trade between Iran and the U.S. Could Look
Like," Quartz, April 24, 2015, http://qz.com/390121/if-sanctioned-are-lifted-heres-what-trade-between-
iran-and-the-us-would-look-like/.

83



American policy” with European banks “refusing to finance any deals” with Iran for fear
of violating new sanctions like those imposed in response to Iran’s missile tests.!*’
Clearly, Washington needs to accelerate the process that President Obama has recently
claimed his administration is already undertaking: “Providing clarity to business about
what transactions are, in fact, allowed.”'*° Only this will lay the foundation for increased
Iranian confidence that the JCPOA will provide the positive economic benefits they were
promised.

As mentioned above, it is absolutely essential that the Department of the Treasury
do its best to fastidiously apply punishments as they relate to sanctions violations only to
third party entities that are aware they are aiding and abetting destructive Iranian
behavior. It may take time for a new paradigm to set in, but the impact on the JCPOA and
the private sector’s interest in doing business with Iran should be limited if the United
States demonstrates a willingness to be less zealous in its persecution of those who
mistakenly do business with bad actors inside Iran. The Treasury must also clarify what
kind of engagement is permissible; rigorous prosecution in the past necessitates a clear
list of acceptable and unacceptable behaviors for firms and institutions both in the United
States and abroad.

The broader question of Iranian access to the U.S. financial system is a more

difficult one. It is clear that allowing Iran access to dollars even for purposes of currency

exchanges in foreign banks—a process that was legal as recently as November of 2008—
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is borderline politically nonviable in the United States.'>! Republican representatives and
senators introduced legislation to block this policy in response to mere rumors that the
administration was considering reversing it, and while no Democrats signed onto these
efforts, the administration has responded by unequivocally reiterating the status quo.!>>!53
This is unfortunate news for Iran, given that “around 85% of trade is in U.S. dollars,”
effectively baring it from the largest transactions (particularly in petrochemicals).!>* If
even a narrowly defined category of transactions cannot be permitted by the United
States without congressional outrage, pro-engagement policymakers in Washington may
have to work with counterparts in Tehran through a third country or entity whose
currency could serve as a dollar surrogate for basic, rigorously monitored exchanges.

Of course, it warrants mentioning that prior U.S. policy is not the only obstacle to
Iran’s re-integration into the global financial system; blaming the slow pace of economic
resurgence under the JCPOA would be misleading and play directly into the regime in
Tehran’s messaging. Iran’s banks “are badly run, politicized, and lack transparency,” and
the government “has not kept up with strict new rules to prevent money-laundering and

terrorist financing.”'>® Even so, Washington must strive to take reasonable steps to help

the Iranian people reap the benefits of sanctions relief; any obvious failures to do so will
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only serve as rhetorical fodder for Iran’s hardliners, who oppose engagement writ large
and rely on a narrative of Iranian isolation to maintain their power base.

Hedge Recommendation: Prepare policy option for initiating a run on the rial by
threatening a capital gains crackdown on Iranian-American earnings overseas

Policymakers, scholars, and pundits debate exactly how much the international
sanctions regime impacted the government in Tehran’s behavior regarding its nuclear
program. Some argue that the sanctions actually had little effect, given that Iran
continued to develop nuclear weapons even as the outside world piled on economic
punishments, others contend that they did their job in getting Iran to the negotiating table
where it was willing to give up that program, and still others insist that their more
rigorous application could have produced a “better” agreement with more concessions
from Iran. 1%!157-158 If the United States believes that Iran has violated the terms of the
JCPOA and the snapback function is activated, a debate about the rigorousness of
economic punishment is sure to reignite.

There is, however, a more direct and threatening way for the United States to
harm Iran’s economy if necessary: instigating a run on the rial. Washington can provoke
this by pressuring Iranian-American dual citizens who maintain significant financial
assets abroad to either pay back taxes they owe or face an Internal Revenue Service (IRS)
crackdown to include significant financial penalties for wrongdoing. This would be a far

more useful exercise than prosecuting Iranian-Americans for sending remittances back to
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their families abroad or punishing them with sanctions mechanisms that prohibit the
transfer of necessary goods like medicines, because it is a means to affect change in Iran
more than it is an effort to punish dual citizens.!*

Provoking a run on the rial in this way would require two public announcements
by the U.S. government. First, OFAC would issue a general statement of policy
reiterating the requirement that all Americans with “foreign financial accounts whose
aggregate value exceed 10,000 USD” disclose those accounts to the Financial Crimes
Enforcement Network via a Report of Foreign Bank and Financial Accounts.!®® After this
announcement, the IRS would then follow-up with a specific warning to the Iranian-
American community: following a six month amnesty period in which no interest or
penalizing charges will be applied to any back-taxes owed on those accounts, the Service
will launch a robust and aggressive operation in conjunction with OFAC to determine
which individuals are still hiding unreported wealth abroad.

The point of this exercise is not to discriminate against Iranian-Americans or hold
them accountable for the policies of the regime in Tehran, both of which would be
morally unacceptable and obviously contrary to the framework that the author has
attempted to build over the course of this project. Instead, the goal would be to provoke a
run on the rial as Iranian-Americans rushed to comply with the IRS’s request in good
faith, withdrawing massive amounts of capital from Iran’s banks and financial

institutions. The size of the panic would depend on 1) how seriously the expatriate
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community took the IRS’s threat and 2) the amount of their actual holdings in Iran, but
the rial’s demonstrated volatility in recent years (in reaction to U.S. financial sections)
does indicate that, at a minimum, the policy merits consideration as a weapon as events
unfold.'®!

Obviously, this scale of potential consequences for this particular option is such
that it should be considered only in the direst of circumstances; threatening to collapse
any country’s economy is an extreme move, let alone one the size of Iran’s. There would
likely be serious political pushback in Washington, including from Iranian expatriates
who use their wealth to influence the political process and from lobbying groups
concerned about the far-reaching effects such a decision. Still, as an economic threat, the
move could have merit—especially in the instance that the United States feels it need
unilateral economic leverage against the regime in Tehran.

Ultimately, economic engagement with Iran is a slow game not unlike political
engagement in that the timeline for meaningful results is sure to be longer than what
optimistic observers would like to see. But moving forward with Iran should be a step-
by-step process and tied to human rights, legal and political reforms—requirements
communicated privately at first so as not to embarrass the regime. The U.S. relationships
with Saudi Arabia and the other GCC countries will also complicate this process. Iran
will surely view demands for human rights-related concessions or benchmarks as
offensive if the U.S. does not make the same requests of its close financial and political
partner Saudi Arabia; if the United States dives into new economic relationships too

vigorously with Iran, the Saudis will likely take offense.
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Still, removing hurdles and highlighting areas of mutual opportunity are the key
ways to move forward even at a slow pace, and the conventional wisdom to challenge in
Washington is that these types of steps do not require funneling financial resources
towards the elements of the regime in Tehran with which the United States continues to
have serious policy disagreements. As opposed to the political and military
recommendations, the way forward in the realm of economics de-emphasizes
government-to-government interaction, instead promoting the notion that Iranian and

American entities and individuals can do more to build ties between their nations.
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Chapter 6: Security Recommendations

Iran and the United States will remain adversaries in many conflicts both direct
and by proxy—no amount of political or economic engagement will produce a blank
slate, nor quickly bridge the serious policy gaps between the two governments. Still, the
volatile regional dynamics of the Middle East and the conflicting security interests of
each state also mean that U.S. and Iranian military forces will be operating in the same
environment. Given the history of altercations between Washington and Tehran, these
facts paint a bleak picture.

With this honest assessment in mind, most recommendations as they relate to
security are admittedly aspirational. However, an earnest attempt at engagement between
the two countries means taking steps to build confidence, signal benign or at least neutral
intentions, and resolve conflicts peacefully when—or ideally before—they occur.
Building contacts and understanding how to communicate with the IRGC as it grows in
economic and political power will be critical to achieving other engagement goals with
Iran, and the United States can achieve this while, as always, still carving out a separate
geopolitical space to continue legitimate policy disagreements with the regime in Tehran.

1. Engage in direct military-to-military cooperation with Iran to combat ISIL in
Iraq

The self-proclaimed Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant is openly hostile to both
the United States and Iran, in ideology, propaganda, and military operational goals. While
Iran and the United States have conflicting interests within Syria (one of the two failed
states ISIL is most active inside) the potential for overlapping goals is greater in Iraq.

While Tehran and Washington both want to exert influence over Baghdad, both have an
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incentive to see the country stabilized and at peace—the former because of hundred miles
of adjacent border and the critical Shia sectarian bond, and the latter due to years of blood
and treasure to affect outcomes in-country.

Despite the common security interest, the United States and Iran have not
publically admitted to any cooperative efforts to combat ISIL. More pointedly, the
rhetoric on each side has been typically unhelpful. Leader Khamenei said that the
Americans have “a corrupt intention and stained hands” when it comes to involvement in
Iraq, claiming Tehran had already rejected overtures from Washington.'> The U.S. State
Department, for its part, vociferously denied any outreach beyond the level of basic
conversations, with Spokesperson Jen Psaki insisting that “we are not and will not
cooperate militarily.”!6?

Nonetheless, the benefits of military-to-military coordination would be clear. The
successful retaking of Tikrit is proof of the benefits of that such cooperation could bring,
where “American airstrikes and Iranian-backed ground assaults” happening at the same
time allow struggling Iraqi forces to make a play for an ISIL stronghold.!®* The poor
planning of effort, however, hampered an efficient victory; Iran rushed in without U.S.

air support, dragging out the battle and requiring the Iragis to request American sorties.'®’

While the outcome ended up benefiting Washington-Baghdad relations, it could have
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been achieved quicker and perhaps with fewer lives lost with even a moderate amount of
explicit and clear pre-planning.

There will always be some in Washington who object to any coordination with
Iran or its Shi’a militias in Iraq because of proxy conflict during the Iraq War; this is an
understandable position, particularly for veterans who served in that conflict. At the same
time, it is worth remembering that military allies are often those of circumstance. Major
looming military conflicts with ISIL—Iike any effort to reclaim Mosul—would benefit
tremendously from Iraqi-brokered communication between Tehran and Washington’s
defense leaders, and using even limited amounts of Iranian intelligence would make
American air power more efficient and effective. Even if this coordination is not out in
the open and trumpeted as a public relations triumph, the military-to-military contact will
help build trust between individual U.S. and Iranian operators. It is also worth mentioning
that without cooperation, Iran could well choose to oppose U.S. interests—making a
dangerous security environment even worse.

Moreover, it can be argued that Iran’s signaling so far, including its withdrawal of
support for partisan Iraqi Prime Minister Nouri Al-Maliki and general efforts to prevent
its militias from attacking American forces operating in country, show that Iran is clear-
eyed about the nature of the most immediate threat on its western border and willing to
work as an equal partner in countering ISIL.'%® The United States and Iran can move
forward in combatting this common enemy and building confidence by pursuing the

shared goal of an inclusive and united but malleable political entity in Baghdad; instead
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of viewing each other as the opposite players in a zero-sum game, policymakers must
shift their priority to denying ISIL territory, resources, and battlefield momentum.

1I. Move to open diplomatic talks to untangle and resolve the ongoing proxy
conflict in Yemen

The political vacuum and conflict in the state of Yemen since the Arab Spring
protests is a security risk to the entire Middle East. While political factions struggle for
control of Sanaa, competing international terrorist groups (including affiliates of ISIL and
Al Qaeda) operate without consequence, freely importing and exporting weapons and
fighters. The conflict absolutely must be wound down, if not for the sake of these broader
security goals then at least to save the long-suffering Yemeni people from the further
ravages of state fragility and warfare.

The United States starts from a position of almost non-involvement with the
Yemeni situation (relative to other ongoing crises in the region), which increases its odds
of arriving at a helpful role for moving things forward. The U.S. military has steered clear
of involvement aside from very specific counterterrorism missions, letting Saudi Arabia
take the lead despite public and private requests for assistance. Ironically, Riyadh’s
involvement may provide an out; Saudi’s ability to distinguish “between military targets
and civilian ones...is at best woefully inadequate” and at worse deliberate.!®” There is a

steadily growing political pressure within the United States to disavow Saudi’s behavior,
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especially on the basis of their indiscriminate use of cluster munitions in areas densely
populated by civilians.'®8

Disengaging from Yemen is more complex for Tehran, but still possible.
Commentators in the United States and the Sunni Arab countries often compared Iran’s
link to the Houthi rebels to its support of Hezbollah, which is a significant
overstatement.'®® The Houthis may have the general support of Iran based on vague
religious and ideological connections, but the fact remains that Yemen’s “strategic
importance is simply not comparable to that of Lebanon” as far as Iran is concerned, and
Saudi Arabia has an much larger stake in the conflict in the form of an 812 mile porous
border with a failed state.!” President Obama has actually cited Iranian urging of Houthi
restraint as evidence of Tehran being a rational actor; regardless of whether or not this is
entirely accurate, the point remains that most Iranian policymakers seem to accept that
the conflict in Yemen is not a core national security interest and is useful in vexing Saudi
Arabia only in so far as it does not provoke retaliation from the international
community.!”!

Productive dialogue about the Yemeni situation requires an inclusive international
forum. This will allow United States and Iran to each denounce Saudi Arabian

interference in their own terms and for their own reasons: the United States can make a

168 "Yemen: Coalition Drops Cluster Bombs in Capital," Human Rights Watch, January 7, 2016,
https://www.hrw.org/news/2016/01/07/yemen-coalition-drops-cluster-bombs-capital-0.

169 Nima Adelkhah, "Iranian Perspectives on Yemen’s Houthis,"Jamestown Institute's Terrorvism

Monitor 13, no. 13 (June 26, 2015),

http://www.jamestown.org/regions/middleeast/single/?tx _ttnews%S5Btt news%5D=44082&tx_ttnews%5B
backPid%5D=674&cHash=4c53126c1dee3f2ea07148c93a7572{f#. Vud8FZMrlo4.

170 Saeid Jafari, "Why Iran Doesn't Want to Stay in Yemen," Al Monitor, October 27, 2015, http://www.al-
monitor.com/pulse/originals/2015/10/iran-yemen-involvement.html#.

17l Ryan Grim, "Iran Tried to Stop Houthi Rebels in Yemen, Obama Says," Huffington Post, August 6,
2015, http://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/iran-tried-to-stop-houthi-rebels-in-
yemen_us_55c3balbe4b0d9b743db627c.

94



moral case about civilian causalities, and Iran will be free to rail against Saudi chaos-
sewing throughout the region. Moreover, if Washington can abstain from immediately
calling on Iran to also renounce the Houthis and stop whatever support of their activities
that it might be providing them, this would give Tehran the opportunity to save face and
back off of the Yemeni conflict given its lack of strategic significance while also
preserving the option of leveling that criticism later on down the road if appropriate. If
nothing else, this series of events will allow Washington and hopefully Tehran to signal
that this particular crisis need not be a flashpoint of direct conflict and, again, allow for
the two states to build some measure of confidence.

III. Build a framework for managing security crises between Iran and the United
States

Whether in Yemen, Iraq, Syria, or the Persian Gulf, U.S. and Iranian military
forces will operate in the same theaters and on the same battlefields—no amount of pre-
planning or signaling can avoid this. Accordingly, it is essential that as many safety
mechanisms as possible are put in place to ensure against accidental conflict that could
provoke a re-freezing of relations or, worse, escalation. While Tehran and Washington
may not merit a direct ‘hotline,’ there are steps that should be taken to the mutual benefit
of all both parties.

No incident better underscores the need for such a mechanism than the
abovementioned detention of 10 U.S. Navy Sailors by the IRGC in early January of 2016.
After these Sailors drifted into Iranian waters, they were detained and released less than
24 hours later thanks to the ongoing communications between Washington and Tehran

regarding the JCPOA implementation as well as the impending prisoner exchange and
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other agreements.!’? Despite the fact that the situation was resolved peacefully and
quickly, partisans across the board were quick to take advantage of the situation; U.S.
Republicans blasted the Iranians for filming the sailors and threatened military retribution
for any such incidents in the future, and Iranian conservatives ginned up a medal
ceremony for the IRGC members involved and spoke in terms of how the situation
reflected their “might and power.”!">174

With irritants on both sides spoiling for a fight, it is ill advised to rely exclusively
on back channel communications—which are dependent on the presence of responsible
(or at least pragmatic) leadership in both capitals. In order to hedge against this problem,
in 1972, the United States and the Soviet Union created an ‘Incidents at Sea Agreement’
(INCEA) designed to aid naval vessels and aircraft operating in the same international
space not by “affect[ing] the size, weaponry, or force structure of the parties,” but instead
seeking “to enhance mutual knowledge and understanding of military activities [and]
reduce the possibility of conflict by accident, miscalculation, or the failure of
communication.”!”?
Fortunately, there is precedent for such an agreement even with Iran. According

to Admirals Kevin Cosgriftf and William Fallon, an informal set of guidelines was

purportedly adopted between the United States and Iran in 2007, albeit through very
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opaque channels.!”® Moreover, legislation to formalize this type of agreement exists as
well; Representatives John Conyers (D-MI) and Geoff Davis (R-KY) put forth a House
Resolution suggesting a U.S.-Iranian INCEA during the 111" Congress in 2009. While
the bill was unsuccessful in gaining traction, its existence is useful as a political proof of
concept thanks to the lobbying efforts of groups like the Friends Committee on National
Legislation.

A U.S.-Iranian INCEA would need to emulate the U.S.-Soviet Union agreement
by setting protocols for direct communication and signaling between U.S. and Iranian
vessels in the Persian Gulf as well as establishing minimum distances and clear
boundaries for operation.!”” Additionally, it would be wise to consider establishing very
clear guidelines for the conduct of both sides if U.S. ships trend into Iranian waters in
order to avoid controversies about conduct during any subsequent accidents; concessions
here by Iran could be met with clarifications from the United States about appropriate
military and intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance air traffic activity in the
region. Regardless of the agreement’s specific terms, however, the fundamental goal of
an INCEA must be to provide a military-to-military channel or channels for the
resolution of potential conflicts as they occur in real time rather than letting incidents
play out as international political theater.

1V. Push for the creation of a Gulf Security Organization that includes Iran and

the United States

176 Kevin Cosgriff and Ellen Laipson, "Testing the Waters for Normalizing U.S.-Iran Relations," Defense
One, September 9, 2013, http://www.defenseone.com/ideas/2013/09/testing-waters-normalizing-us-iran-
relations/70090/.

177 Nasser Haidan, Iran Debates Its Regional Role, report, September 2015, "Recommendations Reducing
Regional Tension," accessed April 24, 2016,
http://www.atlanticcouncil.org/images/publications/Iran_Debates _Its Regional Role 0910 web.pdf.

97



As previously discussed, part of any and all efforts to engage Iran requires
approaching Tehran with consideration of its deep desire to be an equal partner in the
international system. All U.S. alliance-building efforts in the Persian Gulf, by contrast,
have been rooted in a balancing strategy. Over the last 15 years, the United States has
delivered approximately 111.5 billion USD worth of conventional arms sales to Persian
Gulf states (not including Iraq) all in the name of countering both Hussein-era Iraqi and
Iranian influence and aggression, which Tehran sees as pre-positioning for an attack.!”
Reducing these arms transfers, however, is not necessarily the correct course of action; it
is politically unviable in Washington, and would shake confidence in the Persian Gulf
and beyond too severely. Instead, the United States must shift away from the strategy of
trying to box Iran out at every turn and create a forum by which broader security
concerns in the region can be addressed with all powers acting as equal players—though
it should be noted that states in the region have refused such proposals before.

The nested structures of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN)
might provide a somewhat useful template for the Middle East.'” ASEAN expands for
multilateral security functions with the ASEAN Regional Forum, “which includes the
United States and 26 other countries” invested in maintaining peace and prosperity in the
South China Sea and other geopolitical trouble spots. The Persian Gulf could follow a
structure like this, with the GCC (or an organization virtually identical to it but under a

different name) expanding an international conference once per year to include other
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interested powers like the United States, the European Union, Russia, Iraq, and Iran.
Issues such as nuclear security, international terrorism (the kind unaffiliated with
questions of state sponsorship, of course—e.g. ISIL and regional piracy), and freedom of
navigation could all serve as hopefully unobjectionable topics for discussions.

Some military leaders and many politicians hostile to engagement may well decry
the creation of political forums as useless gestures; similar arguments have been made
about ASEAN’s own Regional Forum. And history shows that the Persian Gulf
countries—particularly Saudi Arabia—will be extremely hostile to any sort of
international organization that requires them to interact with the Iranian government. In
order for this hard sell to have a hope of succeding, different benefits of such a structure
must be emphasized to the different participants. For Saudi Arabia, it is a means to raise
reasonable complaints against Iran’s legitimately destabilizing activities in an
international forum; for Iran, it is an opportunity to rebut those same accusations on some
semblance of equal footing.

Fundamentally, however, the complaint that any Middle East security forum that
includes Iran would be nothing more than a venue for the airing of grievances and
discussing a few broadly agreeable topics at the shallowest of depths misses the point
entirely. Creating an international space for interaction removes innumerable triggers for
mutual suspicion and hostility in the Iranian-Saudi Arabia bilateral space, which is an
absolute precursor to not only constructive U.S. engagement with Iran but the broader
goal of less conflict in the Middle East in general. If bringing these two countries together
with the guarantee of ‘neutral ground’ is the best outcome that can be realized in the short

term, this would still be a significant achievement for diplomacy.
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Hedge Recommendation: Continue to counter Iran through appropriate
multilateral channels where there remain intractable conflicts of interest

The final, hedge recommendation for military engagement with Iran is more of a
simple acknowledgement: the United States and Iran have legitimate foreign policy
disagreements, and no amount of changed rhetoric, frameworks, or stances is going to
make those disagreements disappear overnight. Accordingly, Washington retains the
right (and the obligation) to oppose Iranian activities that it sees as detrimental to its
security interests and the stability of the region as a whole.

In Syria, the United States will likely continue to at least rhetorically and
tangentially oppose the regime of Bashar Al-Assad while it funds and trains proxy
fighters who are combatting ISIL. Iran, in the meantime, will continue to support is
longtime ally in Damascus for domestic, sectarian, regional and international security,
and political reasons. Both countries must continue to be active and good-faith members
of the International Syrian Support Group, but this does not preclude them sitting on
opposite sides of the table with respect to their entrenched interests until some sort of
broader political solution to the conflict is reached.

Likewise, the United States will continue to work against IRGC operations
throughout the Middle East wherever necessary, including supporting Israel against
Hezbollah in Lebanon and maintaining open shipping lanes in the Persian Gulf. It is
likely that this will take the form of continued proxy conflict in ‘sectarian’ conflicts yet
unseen. Broader military-to-military cooperation outside of the counter-ISIL operations
in Iraq will be harder to sell to policymakers in Washington, especially given the IRGC’s

trajectory as a growing center of political power within Iran for the foreseeable future.
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The point here is that U.S. security policy in the Middle East does not need to be
sacrificed at the altar of engagement with Iran—nor should it be. After more than 35
years of conflict and hostility, simply building vehicles for cooperation and making more
earnest efforts at signaling and other communications are tremendous steps forward.
Political and economic progress will be essential to creating an environment more
conducive to security-related détente between the United States and Iran for the future,
and some proxy conflicts may well stretch on even as relations on other fronts can slowly

improve.
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Chapter 7: Conclusion

Although the future of U.S.-Iranian relations is far from certain, the JCPOA
presents a moment of opportunity as good or better than any other in the 35 years since
the Islamic Revolution. A rethinking of U.S. foreign policy vis-a-vis the country and the
broader region has never been more appropriate, and the short and medium-term
timelines pose challenges and openings alike.

The good news for the prospect of relations is that so long as both Iran and the
United States choose to abide by the terms of the JCPOA, the nuclear question is likely
off of the table for at least ten years. These are admittedly large ‘if” statements (as will be
explored below), but the bottom line is that until Iran is set to increase its “enrichment
capacities between the 10th and 13th year, with the introduction of the advanced IR-2 and
IR-4 centrifuges,” there will be room on the agenda for conversations between the two
governments—and their peoples—about issues unrelated to Iran’s nuclear activities.!®°
This was, along with the resolution of a vexing national security threat, one of the
overarching goals of President Obama in choosing to separate and prioritize the nuclear
issue.!®! It is preferable that the United States moves at least from a ‘distrust and verify’
to ‘trust and verify’ state of mind with respect to the JCPOA’s technical requirements,
though this will be a slow process.

The bad news, by contrast, is that the short term poses two significant challenges

to constructive dialogue (let alone policy engagement) between the two states. Iran’s

180 Laurence Norman, "Nuclear Deal Allows Iran Significantly to Boost Centrifuges After 10 Years," The
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181 Barack Obama, "Remarks by the President on the Iran Nuclear Deal" (speech, American University,
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economic performance is the first and arguably most important of these obstacles.
Iranians have high expectations of the relief that the deal will provide, despite the fact
that myriad factors beyond the repeal of sanctions will impact economic thermometers
like unemployment, inflation, and standards of living. Moreover, the JCPOA’s political
grace period—or at least the political capital of those most likely to support it—may have
been all but used up in the success of the moderate, pragmatist, and reformist coalition
during the Majlis elections of February 2016.'3? Sustaining these electoral wins will
require delivering on promises of engagement and improvement, both from the regime in
Tehran and the international community.

The U.S. election cycle is another short-term obstacle. As stated in the
introduction, politicians of both parties, with the exception of protest candidate Sen.
Bernie Sanders (I-VT), are taking hard lines against any prospect of engaging with Iran.
This is not an accident; polling from February 2016 shows that 79% of Americans have
persistently unfavorable opinions of Iran, and when respondents are given no information
about the JCPOA, its approval rating hovers around the 1/3 mark.'®®> While the harsh
rhetoric of the campaign trail will likely only reinforce these negative perceptions, the
results of the 2016 election are important as well. Even if an executive like Secretary
Clinton who is not completely hostile to the notion of engagement is elected, a
responsible Congress will be needed for continued compliance with the JCPOA and the

creation of a climate of stability to push American business towards Iran.
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In light of all of these potential stumbling blocks, what is the ideal timeline for
moving forward with U.S. engagement of Iran? For those in both states who wish to see a
positive movement towards more normalized relations, pushing for more communication
and collaboration over the course of the next ten years is critical; other topics can be
discussed only so long as the nuclear question is not metaphorically sucking all of the
oxygen out of the room. Time is also of the essence specifically from the vantage point of
the United States. Iran’s political system is fragile as conservatives battle moderates,
pragmatists, and reformists, and the health of the Supreme Leader is declining; its
economy is growing as other states rush to engage and a new generation expands its
sense of curiosity about the outside world; and its role in the security situation in the
Middle East grows increasingly relevant as political and economic conflicts continue to
be viewed through a sectarian lens by every actor. This sense of urgency is not meant to
overtake the persistent advocacy for cautious and measured engagement advanced
throughout this project, but instead simply to underscore the argument that lingering on
decades of failed, non-communicative policy is, at this critical juncture, unwise.

The way forward for the United States hinges on a new mode of thinking about
Iran. A deeper effort to understand its culture, institutions, and people must supplant
Washington’s tendency to ‘black box’ every state and treat all ‘bad actors’ as drawing
from the same, malign-unto-themselves intentions. Policymakers and politicians must
give particular consideration to Iran’s conception of the external versus the internal,
history with imperialism and the West, sense of pride, and drive for modernization; these
factors are unique to the Iranian context, and only bad policy and worse messaging can

stem from ignoring them. This new frame of thinking, by contrast, can be used to chart
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out a path towards political, economic, and security engagement that is practical,
productive, and within the realm of political possibility.

Starting on its own, the United States can increase the relevant capacity at the
State Department, declare a new policy direction towards Iran, and issue a much-needed
clarification of the rules for post-JCPOA economic engagement. Working directly with
Iran, it should proceed to explore the reopening of the embassy in Tehran, cooperation in
the fight against ISIL, and opportunities for American businesses to invest in Iran as the
JCPOA permits, while also advocating for a bilateral security framework to mitigate the
risk of conflict and policies to make travel and foreign exchange programs easier. And in
the context of broader international engagement, it must continue to resolve disputes with
Iran through fair institutions, attempt to resolve the crisis in Yemen, and lead the creation
of a wider Persian Gulf security organization (over the protestations of the necessary
participants, to be sure). Perhaps most importantly, all of these steps can be undertaken
while continuing to disagree with Iran by maintaining non-nuclear sanctions, rallying
other states to pressure the regime on human rights questions, fighting against the IRGC’s
destructive behavior in the Middle East, and even preparing to take drastic unilateral
economic action if necessary.

The final point bears a level of emphasis bordering on the repetitive: the author
does not suggest that even this unique moment in history is sufficient to wipe clean the
slate between Iran and the United States. Indeed such a move would be as inappropriate
as it would be unfeasible. Legitimate and tremendous differences in policy and ideology
remain between Washington and Tehran, and some security conflicts are simply zero-

sum games. Moreover, engagement of any kind must not come in unqualified tidal
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waves; in pursuit of a moral foreign policy, the United States must strike a delicate
balance between continuing to push the regime in Tehran towards reforms on human
rights, embracing policies of engagement that prioritize benefitting the Iranian people,
and taking steps to advantage itself, its citizens, and its broader interests.

There should be no illusions that all of this is not challenging in light of broader
U.S. foreign policy as well. As mentioned above, the United States will have to continue
to militarily, economically, and diplomatically oppose Iran when its national security
interests demand that it do so—the Syrian crisis remains, as of the time of writing, a key
example of this problem. This may only become more complex if the IRGC gains power
at the expense of the civilian government. Moreover, any U.S. outreach to Iran will
doubtless provoke protests from the GCC states, most notably Saudi Arabia. That
relationship in particular will continue to vex any emergent relations between Iran and
the United States; Tehran will not take kindly to expectations of human rights
improvements by Washington if Riyadh is not held to the same standards.

That being said, the time is now to move forward from the past and engage Iran.
The messaging frames of the past are a bad habit in Washington that must be kicked.
Across a wide variety of political positions and broader worldviews, most Iranians either
want or sense the need for some form of broader integration with the world; what form
that takes post-JCPOA remains to be seen, but the gears of change are in motion. And
while the United States stands to benefit from attempting to affect that course by better
understanding Iran’s political system, participating in its economic opening, and adapting
to the ever-changing security environment of which Iran is an integral part, there is a

bigger question of national character at stake in this moment.
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The United States prides its Greatest Generation for building an inclusive
community of nations from the ashes of World War II, but policymakers in Washington
are only the heirs to that legacy so long as they strive to expand that community. To let
the failures and quarrels of the past and the challenges of the present constrain the
opportunities of the future is to abdicate the notion of what America can and should be to
the world. Engaging Iran under a new frame of thinking and with a good-faith effort to

move forward can, by contrast, demonstrate the best that the United States has to offer.
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