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Addressing the Threat 

Referred to as “the greatest threat to U.S. national security” by the Department of 

Defense, the possibility of Iran gaining breakout nuclear weapon capabilities is a serious 

danger to regional stability and America’s ally, Israel. Iran consistently backs up its 

violent rhetoric towards Israel through support for non-state actors that launch attacks 

against Israel, including Hezbollah in Lebanon and Hamas in Gaza. Israel has remained 

safe in the region due to both its strong conventional military as well as its opaque 

nuclear weapons status.
1
 The possibility of Israeli nuclear weapons destroying Tehran 

limits the level of hostilities that Iran will support and/or participate. As volatile as the 

Middle East has been over the last 30 years, Israel’s status as the sole regional power 

possessing nuclear weapons has prevented the development of large-scale conventional 

wars by Arab powers against the Jewish state.  

Iran also has aspirations for regional hegemony, or at least domination. The Shi’a 

regime has extended influence to Iraq, continues to bolster the Syrian Assad regime, a 

long-time ally, and maintains rivalries with the mainly Sunni-led Gulf states such as 

Saudi Arabia.
2
 Acquiring nuclear weapons would instantly propel Iran to regional 

supremacy. The most likely response from this event would be a nuclear arms race 

consisting of Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and possibly other gulf states, as well as the Sunni 

nation of Jordan.  

As mentioned before, Iran has ties to Hamas, Hezbollah, as well as other terrorist 

organizations around the world. There is a possibility of Iran developing a covert 

capability of producing nuclear weapons, delivering a nuclear weapon to a terrorist 

group, then conceding its nuclear weapons and enrichment ambitions in a show of “good 

faith” to the international community. After time has passed, the group could use the 

weapon against the United States and its allies under the guise of having acquired the 

weapon from somewhere else. Many terrorist groups do not have sovereign territory to 

worry about and many have millenarian ideologies that are compatible with the idea of 

killing large numbers of innocents. They are not constrained by the same factors as a 

government.  

Ensuring Success 
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In order to address the threat of Iranian nuclear weapon capabilities, a military strike 

would be able to curtail Iran’s path towards nuclear weapons. Although the United States 

is the only nation capable of carrying out effective strikes against Iranian hardened 

nuclear sites, a multilateral effort including United States allies would alleviate some of 

the political pressure that the United States would inevitably face following a strike. The 

United Nations would not support any kind of military action against Iran, and the Gulf 

Coast states would not be able to overtly support a military strike, thus the support must 

come from European and NATO nations.  

A successful military strike would entail a great deal of military resources. Iran 

possesses the eighth largest active duty military in the world and a missile arsenal much 

more dangerous and capable than any force the United States has faced in decades. A 

military response would require dedicated fighter, bomber, drone, and radar awareness 

aircraft, as well as missile defense systems placed near U.S. bases and potential targets.
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 B-2 stealth bombers will carry the munitions to attack and destroy Iranian nuclear 

sites above ground, as well as those located in hardened bunkers. 

 Strike fighters, such as the F-15 and F-18, will provide SEAD (Suppression of 

Enemy Air Defenses) by targeting and destroying Iranian Surface-to-Air missile 

systems as well as radar installations. 

 AWACs aircraft will assist in the jamming of enemy radar as well as providing 

extended battlefield awareness for the rest of the air forces. 

 Drones will provide detailed intelligence and psychological effect through 

persistent presence over the battlefield. 

 Special Operations forces on the ground would provide precision targeting and air 

control for the strike aircraft and bombers. They would also provide damage 

assessments on targets.
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 Intelligence operatives in country would provide further intelligence on damage to 

targets, Iranian military mobilizations, and other important matters.  

 

The Pros 

 Setting Back Nuclear Progress 

A dedicated strike of this nature would have the effect of setting back Iranian progress 

towards nuclear weapons two to four years. 
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 Sending Message to Future Proliferators 

Since the development of the nonproliferation regime, all nations who developed a 

serious, dedicated program towards nuclear weapons have succeeded. International 

requests to end these programs have all been ignored. India, Pakistan, and North Korea 

each joined the nuclear weapons club under great scrutiny from the international 

community. A dedicated military strike, targeting only Iranian nuclear facilities and air 

defenses, will send a clear message of the United States commitment to nonproliferation 

to any future proliferators.
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 Averting Nuclear Arms Race in Region 
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If Iran is allowed to develop nuclear weapons or to at least continue towards breakout 

capability, this may lead to the rise of many potential proliferators seeking to acquire a 

deterrent against Iranian regional ambitions. Saudi Arabia would be the main threat given 

its long-standing rivalry with Iran. Egypt could also feel the need to proliferate if their 

Saudi neighbor makes a decision to acquire nuclear weapons technology.
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The Cons 

 Political Fallout 

Another United States led military mission into the Middle East will, without a doubt, 

lead to more calls of U.S. imperialism, potentially more radicalization of Muslims 

worldwide, and cause harm to U.S. political stature worldwide. There is also the effect 

that Iranian efforts to disrupt oil shipping will have on worldwide economic recovery as a 

result of radical changes in oil prices. This could damage American recovery, while the 

public watches an expensive military operation commence.
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 Casualties 

Iranian military forces are much more capable than those faced in both Iraq and 

Afghanistan. The potential for casualties at quicker rates exists due to Iranian missile 

facilities, Iranian terrorist proxies, and Iranian conventional forces. Iran will also launch 

missiles at Arab nations it views as compliant with the U.S. action and Israel. The civilian 

death toll from Iranian retaliation as well as collateral damage from the initial strikes 

could be substantial. 
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 Potential for Increasing Iranian Nuclear Fervor 

Setting the Iranian program back a decade may be a positive effect of a military strike, 

however, this will also increase the popularity of the idea for a need of deterrence against 

the United States so that this never happens again. Once Iran has recovered, it may be 

even more intent on developing nuclear weapons and more hostile in the prospect of their 

potential use.
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Recommendation 

Iran remains a threat to regional security in the Middle East and their progress 

towards nuclear weapons capability should be addressed. A military strike, however, 

would entail a great deal of financial, political, and economic costs, along with the great 

loss of life at risk. The ensuing campaign of asymmetric warfare conducted by Iran and 

its proxies would further add to these costs for years to come. A military strike should 

remain a viable option but should be one of the last resorts to stop the Iranian nuclear 

program. Instead, the United States should: 

 Focus on bolstering intelligence collection capabilities in regards to Iran so that 

Washington can develop a better picture of Iran’s intentions and capabilities.  

 Continue to implore the Nonproliferation regime to stand against Iranian defiance 

and violation of international safeguards.  

This course of action will allow the United States to better address the Iranian nuclear 

program without sacrificing its international reputation, political capital, and billions of 

dollars on a premature military strike. By acquiring better intelligence, the United States 

can paint a clearer picture of the threat posed by Iran and provide a more acceptable case 

for a military strike if the potential for nuclear weapons becomes imminent. 
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