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Iran: When Deterrence Fails

 Introduction

 Since the fall of the Shah in 1979, Iran has been a thorn in the side of the United States. Currently, Iran is aggressively seeking to build or buy NBC (nuclear, biological, and chemical) weapons and ballistic missiles with which to attack their enemies. The Iranian leadership feels that we are a primary threat, and our troops deployed in the Middle East are inviting targets for their strikes. Our threat of conventional or nuclear retaliation may only realize a minimal deterring effect; there are few apparent ideological barriers to Iranian use of NBC weapons. Recent advances in Iran’s NBC program send a clear message: Now is the time to develop a common sense affordable and effective ballistic missile defense to counter this growing threat.

 Why Iran is Difficult to Deter

 It is no understatement to say that Iran is a nation driven by an ideological zeal. Iran’s faith, the Shiite wing of Islam, differs from Western philosophies in justifying war. While Iranian interpretations of Islam forbid declaration of offensive religious war, there is a standing authority and indeed an obligation to use force to defend Islam. Persecution of believers is seen as an attack, justifying a jihad, or "holy war" against the aggressor. Anything America might do contrary to Iran’s interests could be interpreted as "persecution" by Iran’s religious leaders. While Western tradition preaches restraint in war, especially in limiting the impact on non-combatants, once a defensive jihad has been declared, there would be little, from an ideological perspective, to stop Iran from using NBC weapons against Western military and civilian targets.

Worse, Iran’s leadership has been promoting a national cult of martyrdom to strengthen its ability to conduct war. While it does appear that there is a growing gap between the population and the leadership, and while the leadership’s emphasis on martyrdom may not succeed, Iran may be prepared to take risks and accept casualties that other states would deem unacceptable. Iran has even boasted about this, stating "only Muslims believe that ‘Whether or not we kill or are killed, we are the victors.’ Others do not think this way."

 Why Deterrence Might Not Work

In Western discussions of deterring Iranian NBC use, one frequently encounters a confident assurance that Iran will be deterred by one of two U.S. threats: vastly superior U.S. conventional forces or nuclear retaliation. While it might be hoped that Iran is now and will remain deterred by the threat implicit in these capabilities, there are factors that work against continued reliance on it.

NBC weapons offer Iran a counterbalance against overwhelming U.S. conventional superiority. U.S. naval forces in the Gulf offer a lucrative target for Iran’s NBC capabilities. What better symbol of U.S. force projection capability to be an opportune target for demonstrating their disdain for the United States? If Iran believes its NBC forces offer the possibility of inflicting unacceptable damage on U.S. forces, the deterrent value of U.S. conventional superiority will decline and the incentive for Iranian use of its NBC forces will increase. Through confrontation, Iran could "export the revolution." Having defined themselves as the rightful leaders of Islam, Iranian leaders see confrontation with the U.S. as a key source of respect and support from other Islamic states and Muslim (especially Shiite) opposition groups outside of Iran.

Most recently, Iran has been working with Russia and China on building long-range nuclear missiles. According to Bill Gertz in a series of Washington Times articles beginning on September 10, recent Israeli intelligence shared with the U.S. Government concludes that Iran is developing two new missiles, both based on the North Korean No Dong. One could hit targets up to 1200 miles away—including capitals throughout Europe, North Africa and the Middle East and cities as far east as in China. Gertz notes that these missiles could be ready to deploy within two to three years.

 How Can We Deter Iran?

Conventionally, the best U.S. tactic could be to place Iran’s Revolutionary Guard in the same potential jeopardy as was Iraq’s Revolutionary Guard during the Gulf War. Threatening moves that would result in the destruction of the Iranian Guard, which would most likely result in a new attack from Iraq, could be a significant deterrent.

How could we deter Iran from attacking us with ballistic missiles? The answer is build layered defenses to make clear an attack will surely fail, and then assure retribution can be swift and appropriate. Improved point defense would serve as the terminal layer. A strong sea-based defense, prepositioned on our Aegis Cruisers in the Persian Gulf and the Mediterranean Sea, could intercept the attacking missiles earlier in their flight. Space-based defenses could shoot down ballistic missiles earliest in their flight, regardless of their intended targets. If Iran knows that nothing will be accomplished no matter what it does, the deterrent should be enough to stop her from attacking with ballistic missiles.

A major problem—and not only for dealing with the Iranian threat: the Clinton Administration refuses to develop effective ballistic missile defenses because of its reverence toward the Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) Treaty. With the dumbing down of sea-based defenses and banning of space-based defenses, the needed, effective defenses are being denied to Americans at home and abroad.

The solution: negotiate an end to the ABM Treaty with Russia. If that fails after a short period of time, the U.S. should withdraw from the treaty, as is our right. It is time to get rid of that Cold War relic.
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