
L I G H T I N G T H E PAT H
TO UNDERSTANDING

Foreign Policy
Challenges for the 
New Administration: 
Iran and the 
Middle East

Occasional Paper No. 5

for Eastern
Mediterranean

Studies

The Fares C
enter

  



Fifth occasional paper of 
the Fares Center for Eastern
Mediterranean Studies, 
Tufts University, as part of the 
series on Lighting the Path 
to Understanding 

The Fares Center 
for Eastern Mediterranean Studies
Cabot Intercultural Center
160 Packard Avenue
Medford, MA 02155
Telephone: 617.627.6560
Fax: 617.627.3461
E-mail: fares-center@tufts.edu
Web: http://farescenter.tufts.edu



Foreign Policy Challenges 
for the New Administration: 
Iran and the Middle East
Occasional Paper No. 5

A report on the conference:

Foreign Policy Challenges for the New Administration: 

Iran and the Middle East

March 5-6, 2009

Tufts University, Medford/Somerville, MA

Sponsored by the Fares Center for Eastern Mediterranean

Studies, Tufts University, in conjunction with the Office of the

Provost, Tufts University; the WEDGE Foundation (Fares Family);

The Fletcher School, Tufts University; the International Relations

Program, Tufts University; the International Security Studies

Program, The Fletcher School; and the Jonathan M. Tisch

College of Citizenship and Public Service, Tufts University

Rapporteur and Writer: Amelia Cook

Amelia Cook received a Master of Arts in Law and Diplomacy

from The Fletcher School in 2008, where she studied interna-

tional development, human rights, and environmental policy.

Her thesis analyzed the status of human rights in the Republic

of Botswana with specific regard to the San of the Kalahari. 

She is currently completing a Master’s Degree in Resource

Economics and Policy at the University of Maine, where she

works as a graduate assistant in the School of Economics. 

She was a research assistant at the Fares Center while at

Fletcher, and continues to work as an editor for the Fares

Center and maintains the content of the Center’s website.

Amelia can be reached at amelia.cook@tufts.edu. 

 



ii

The Fares Center for Eastern
Mediterranean Studies

EXECUTIVE COMMITTEE
Dr. Jamshed Bharucha
Mr. Richard E. Blohm
Mr. Fares I. Fares
Dr. Leila Fawaz
Dr. Laurent Jacque
Dr. Jeswald Salacuse

ACADEMIC STEERING COMMITTEE
Dr. Feroz Ahmad
Prof. Sir Christopher Bayly
Dr. Anne H. Betteridge
Dr. Selma Botman
Dr. Jamil al-Dandany
Dr. John L. Esposito (Chair)
Dr. Robert Ilbert
Dr. Cemal Kafadar
Dr. Vali Nasr
Dr. Abdul-Karim Rafeq
Dr. Mark Tessler

ADVISORY BOARD
Mr. Anastassis G. David
Ms. Barbro Ek
Dr. Ekmeleddin Ihsanoglu
Prof. Walid Khalidi
Mrs. Salwa Khoury
Sen. George J. Mitchell
Dr. M. Lee Pearce
Prof. André Raymond

FARES CENTER STAFF
Dr. Leila Fawaz, Founding Director
Dr. Vali Nasr, Associate Director
Dr. Ibrahim Warde, Associate Director of Business Programs
Mr. Don Button, Center Administrator
Mr. Omar A. Dauhajre, Program Assistant

.



iii

Contents
Preface
By Leila Fawaz  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1

Introduction
By Amelia Cook  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3

CONFERENCE SUMMARY
Keynote Address
Speaker: R. Nicholas Burns
“War or Peace? Obama’s Challenges in the 
Middle East” . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 9

Session I
America and Iran: The Historical Context  . . . . . . . . . . . . . .13

Session II
Zones of War and Diplomacy: 
The Eastern Mediterranean . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 17

Session III
Zones of War and Diplomacy: Iraq, the Gulf, 
and Afghanistan  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .21

Webcast Keynote Address
Speaker: John P. Abizaid
“Security Challenges in the Middle East”  . . . . . . . . . . . . .25

Session IV
Nuclear Issues . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 27

Session V
American Policies and Options in the Region . . . . . . . . . . 33

Concluding Remarks
Speaker: Mark Tessler
“The U.S. and the Middle East: A New Dynamic?”  . . . . . 39

Participants . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 43





1

Preface

Some time ago, the United States could list Iran as one of its allies
in the Middle East. A growing disconnect between the two coun-
tries over the years now places them at polar ends of an ongoing
confrontation, heightened by Iran’s emergent nuclear program.
The enduring confrontation between the U.S. and Iran, in addi-
tion to wars in Afghanistan and Iraq and the ongoing
Israeli-Palestinian conflict, have dominated much of U.S. foreign
policy since the turn of the century. Through its lectures, round-
tables, workshops, and conferences, the Fares Center for Eastern
Mediterranean Studies offers a venue at Tufts University to debate
these sorts of challenging issues. Our events benefit from the con-
tributions of students, faculty, and many esteemed guest lecturers
who together have broadened the scope of the analysis and
allowed for the expression of a wide variety of viewpoints in a
stimulating and positive environment.

Following the inauguration of a new President of the United
States, the Fares Center held a conference entitled “Foreign Policy
Challenges for the New Administration: Iran and the Middle East”
on March 5-6, 2009. The conference brought to light important
concerns plaguing the relationship between the U.S. and Iran and
examined how this situation affects U.S. engagement in the
region. Experts, including academics, policymakers, diplomats,
journalists, and distinguished members of the military, gathered
from around the world to reflect on this topic and to provide con-
crete policy recommendations to the new U.S. administration. It
was gratifying to hear the participants themselves comment on the
caliber of speakers in attendance this year. As always, audience
members also enriched the dialogue with their insightful com-
ments and questions.

This publication, the Fares Center’s fifth occasional paper,
summarizes the conference presentations. The synopses are pre-
ceded by an introduction, which offers an overview of the topics
under review, several recurrent themes from the conference, and a
list of the participant’s prescriptions for U.S. policymakers on how
to change the dynamic in the Middle East in a helpful way.

I have many outstanding people to thank for making a confer-
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ence of this magnitude and this publication possible: H.E. Issam
M. Fares, founder of the Fares Center and former Deputy Prime
Minister of Lebanon; Mr. Fares I. Fares, trustee and member of the
Fares Center executive committee; President Lawrence S. Bacow
and the Office of the President; Provost Jamshed Bharucha and the
Office of the Provost; Dean Robert M. Hollister and the Jonathan
M. Tisch College of Citizenship and Public Service; Dean Stephen
W. Bosworth and The Fletcher School; Dr. Malik Mufti and the
International Relations Program at Tufts University; Dr. Richard
H. Shultz and the International Security Studies Program at The
Fletcher School; Dr. John L. Esposito and the Fares Center
Academic Committee; The Honorable William A. Rugh, Edward R.
Murrow Visiting Professor of Public Diplomacy at The Fletcher
School; Dr. Vali Nasr, Professor of International Politics at The
Fletcher School, and Dr. Ibrahim Warde, Adjunct Professor of
International Business at The Fletcher School, both Fares Center
Associate Directors, as well as the rest of our colleagues who work
on related topics at Tufts University.

Dr. Leila Fawaz
Founding Director
The Fares Center for Eastern Mediterranean Studies
Tufts University
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Introduction

2009 marks the thirtieth anniversary of the Iranian Revolution. It
marks as well the thirtieth year in which the United States and
Iran have had no formal diplomatic relationship with each other.
This standoff has complicated U.S. foreign policy across the
region. With the advent of a new administration in the United
States and the unrest caused by the presidential elections in Iran
on June 12, 2009, however, change in the American approach to
the Middle East is likely.

At the forefront of American concern with Iran is its continued
development of a nuclear program, a program about which the
world knows very little. The previous administration’s refusal to
engage in talks with Iran proved more obstructive than not and it
has become clear that the Obama administration’s choice of a pol-
icy of engagement might be the only way to resolve tensions
surrounding Iran’s nuclear program. The protests sparked by the
questioned legitimacy of the recent Iranian elections, in which the
incumbent Mahmoud Ahmadinejad surfaced as the winner, has put
the Iranian government on the defensive, and while the Obama
administration has avoided open criticism of Iran, hoping not to
shatter what little foundation for dialogue Washington has begun to
build, the administration may have to wait until the tumult sur-
rounding the elections settles before it can move forward with
engagement. Otherwise, it risks endorsing Ahmadinejad by default
before the Iranian public, and much of the world, has accepted his
presidency. In the meantime, as the U.S. straddles the fence between
containment and engagement, Iran is developing a deterrence strat-
egy, which involves improvements to its weapons technology,
specialization in low-intensity warfare, and further development of
its nuclear program. The normalization of U.S.-Iranian relations
may be a long-term goal, but addressing the nuclear issue is a press-
ing task.

Iran’s disposition during this fragile period has broad implica-
tions far beyond the nuclear issue and its own borders. The
impending withdrawal of American troops from Iraq will leave
Iraq and surrounding areas vulnerable, and the temptation for
Iran to take advantage of the situation will be great. The struggle
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for stability in Afghanistan continues unabated. The U.S. needs
Iran to cooperate with its efforts there, which are plagued now by
the spread of conflict across the Pakistan-Afghanistan border and
into the northern reaches of Pakistan. Despite the recent success
of Pakistani government forces in the Swat valley, a Taliban
stronghold, the battle for this territory is ongoing and extremely
problematic. South Waziristan is next on its list, and Pakistan will
require U.S. support if its counterinsurgency strategy is to suc-
ceed. Stability in Afghanistan will be critical to reclaiming these
troubled regions in Pakistan.

In its role as self-appointed representative of the dispossessed
across the region, Iran has also involved itself in the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict and used the Palestinian cause to keep its
revolutionary home fires burning. The U.S. must urgently re-
engage in this peace process, which suffered during the last
administration. The U.S. must help the Palestinians find common
ground, urge the Israeli prime minister Netanyahu to accept a
two-state solution, convince Israel to end its siege on Gaza, and
provide assurances to Palestinian refugees. Resolution to this
conflict is integral to deflating anti-American sentiments and
increasing stability across the region.

Fortunately, Iran and the U.S. have many common objec-
tives, which can offer a platform for initiating dialogue.
Common interests include desires to stabilize Iraq and
Afghanistan, to avoid Islamic Jihadist regimes from coming to
power in either country, and to tackle drug trafficking in the
region. Neither country will likely achieve these goals without
the support of the other. Cooperation, however, will require
concessions from both sides. Iran will not concede to a dialogue
until it feels secure that the U.S. does not intend to pursue
regime change in Tehran. The U.S. will require guarantees from
Iran that it will limit its nuclear program and not impede U.S.
efforts in pacifying the Middle East.

With these challenges in mind, the Fares Center for Eastern
Mediterranean Studies hosted the conference “Foreign Policy
Challenges for the New Administration: Iran and the Middle
East” at Tufts University in March 2009. While panelists reflected
on the intricacies of the U.S.-Iranian relationship, the conference
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proceedings were certainly not limited to a discussion of Iran.
Participants discussed events across the region, including the
future of the war in Afghanistan, the U.S. withdrawal from Iraq,
the Israeli-Palestinian peace process, new developments in
Pakistan, and the alliances Iran has forged with Syria, Hamas,
Hezbollah, and Islamic Jihad.

COMMON THEMES

A diverse group of experts tackled the many ways in which the sit-
uation in Iran has affected and is affected by a whole host of other
events and dynamics at play across the region. The opening
keynote address reviewed the major challenges in the Middle East
awaiting the new Obama administration. Five panels covered such
issues as historical relations between Iran and the U.S.; concerns
in the Eastern Mediterranean; Iraq, the Gulf, and Afghanistan; the
nuclear debate; and U.S. foreign policy options. The webcast
keynote address offered a military perspective on the security
challenges facing America in the region, while the concluding
remarks synthesized the major questions that came out of the
conference and presented potential avenues for progress.

Several common themes characterized the two-day conference:
• Engagement is a better option than containment.

The most damaging aspect of the American relationship with
Iran is how little the U.S. knows about Iran’s objectives and
intentions. The consensus at the conference was that engage-
ment, in some form, is preferable to a strategy of containment.
Thirty years without engagement, after all, has not moved the
U.S. one step closer to resolving its tensions with Iran.
Engagement will also symbolize a welcome foreign policy shift
in which the U.S. attempts diplomacy before resorting to mili-
tary action.

• The perceived hypocrisy of American foreign policy in the Middle
East, not an aversion to democratic ideals, prevents many people
in the region from trusting U.S. democratization efforts.

Surveys on public attitudes in the Middle East have shown that
many people respect the core values that define a democracy,
including human rights, transparency, and freedom, and desire
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change in their own countries. However, anti-American senti-
ments persist and people are hesitant to trust the U.S. because
it has made foreign policy decisions in the past in the name of
democracy that were based far more on American interests
than on democratic values. Such actions have threatened
American legitimacy in the Middle East.

• Don’t forget Pakistan.
While the U.S. has been embroiled in the wars in Afghanistan 
and Iraq, enclaves of Islamic extremism have taken hold in the
North-West Frontier Province in Pakistan, where a porous
border with Afghanistan allows Taliban insurgents to move
freely between the two countries. Stabilizing Afghanistan will
help neutralize this threat, as will efforts by government forces
in Pakistan to regain these insurgent strongholds. Pakistan
will, however, require support. It is crucial that the U.S. not lose
sight of this region as it addresses other challenges.

• Progress in the Israeli-Palestinian peace process is central to 
making advancements in most other regional stalemates.
The Palestinian cause is symbolic to Muslims across the Middle
East of the way in which many Muslims feel that the West
respects them less than other people. As a result, it will be diffi-
cult to quell anti-Western sentiments in the region until this
conflict is resolved. Without resolution, parties like Iran can
continue to take advantage of the symbolism of this situation to
bolster their own causes.

PRESCRIPTIONS FOR CHANGE

This conference took place six weeks after Barack Obama was inau-
gurated as the new President of the United States and several
months before presidential elections in Iran. While in office,
Obama will face a number of foreign policy challenges in the
Middle East. Conference participants embraced the opportunity to
offer advice on how the new administration should tackle some of
these issues. Many provided counsel on how to restore America’s
image overseas. The focus among all was to move beyond cyclical
conversation on the same old issues. To do so, speakers provided
concrete recommendations that could pave the way for progress.
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Conference participants recommended that the new U.S.
administration:
• Reassume a position of leadership in the global community

bearing a new attitude that reflects respect for all.
• Focus on building international partnerships and coalitions,

rather than bilateral engagement.
• Address with renewed energy the ongoing Israeli-Palestinian

conflict and engage both sides on the difficult issues that have
for so long remained untouched by American politicians.

• Rebuild American legitimacy by sticking to core values and
avoiding double standards.

• Engage in dialogue with Iran in order to determine its objec-
tives and intentions.

• Stress common interests when initiating dialogue with Iran and
work toward common goals in order to build a relationship
with a solid foundation.

• Eliminate the “good-versus-evil” discourse.
• Do not lose sight of the importance of nation-building, good

governance, strong civil societies, and the provision of services
that must complement military endeavors.

• Avoid knee-jerk reactions to Iran; resolution will require
patience and thought, and perhaps several different strategies
at once.

• Do not ignore existing treaties and agreements that govern
Iran’s nuclear program in developing a grand bargain, as this
could open the door for other countries to follow suit.

• Seek input and involvement from the people of the region.
• Broaden contextual horizons, as issues in the Middle East are

undeniably tied to circumstances in South and Central Asia.

* * *

These recommendations are indicative of a pervasive desire
expressed in the 2008 American presidential elections for change.
Most conference participants commended Obama’s willingness to
consider dialogue with nations such as Iran, and the symbolic ges-
ture of his overtures to the Muslim world during his inaugural
address. Their suggestions reiterate the importance of adhering to
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core American values, which it was felt the U.S. has lost sight of in
the last years. Fortunately, the election of a new President offers an
opportunity to shift gears and move in new directions, and Obama
has expressed every intention of doing so.

Amelia Cook 
MALD 2008
The Fletcher School
Tufts University

Note: Conference participants did not review the summaries in the
pages that follow. The author is responsible for the depiction of their
presentations and views as they appear here.
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Keynote Address: “War or Peace?
Obama’s Challenges in the Middle East”

Speaker: R. Nicholas Burns, Professor of the Practice of
Diplomacy and International Politics, Member of the
Board, Belfer Center for Science and International Affairs,
Kennedy School of Government, Harvard University

Chair: Jamshed Bharucha, Provost, Senior Vice President,
and Professor of Psychology, Tufts University

Nicholas Burns began his keynote remarks by emphasizing that
the greatest challenge facing the Obama administration is the
global economic crisis. The meltdown on Wall Street has caused
the loss of hundreds of thousands of jobs, a credit market freeze,
foreclosures across the country, and a climate of uncertainty
around the world. The U.S. economy is the fundamental pillar of
its national strength, Burns argued, and therefore the success of
its foreign policy hinges upon the ability of the Obama adminis-
tration to overcome the economic crisis. Fortunately, Burns said,
the government is under “the fresh and very capable leadership
of a new President.”

Beyond the financial crisis lies a number of staggering foreign
policy challenges. These include the wars in Afghanistan and
Iraq, the threat of terrorism, climate change, global poverty, food
shortages, pandemics, nuclear proliferation, international crimi-
nal syndicates, and trafficking in women, children, and drugs.
The scope and magnitude of these issues is such that the U.S. can-
not tackle them alone. The U.S. must once again assume a
position of global leadership, conveying a new attitude in which
it sees itself not as the superpower but “as the leader of a tightly
interwoven group of like-minded countries.” The U.S., Burns
said, must lead by listening, and must encourage the strengthen-
ing of multilateral organizations, especially the United Nations.
To do so, it must invite into the elite circle of global powers new
guests, including regional powers such as Mexico, South Africa,
Nigeria, Indonesia, and Egypt, as well as rising powers such as
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China, India, Brazil, Japan, and Russia. However, Burns noted,
this transition in no way signifies the dissolution of the U.S. as a
superpower; it is, and will continue to be for some time, the dom-
inant global power. With this position comes responsibility.

While global in nature, these dominant foreign policy chal-
lenges are relevant to the Middle East precisely because they will
assume the attention of the U.S. administration as it simultane-
ously tackles key concerns in Iran, the Occupied Palestinian
Territories, Iraq, and Afghanistan. The Middle East may not be
the epicenter of America’s strategic concerns over the next fifty
years–a position likely to be assumed by Asia–but it certainly is
the epicenter of its foreign policy over the next five to ten years.
Furthermore, Burns stressed, it does not make sense to isolate
foreign policy strategies in the Middle East from those in South
Asia, as the two regions are and have long been intricately linked.

Noting a recent Foreign Affairs article by Robert Kaplan, in
which Kaplan predicted that the Indian Ocean would be the cen-
ter of both global conflict and opportunity in the near future,
Burns suggested that the U.S. would be prudent to create a joint
strategy encompassing both regions. This area would cover
nearly the entire Muslim world. Obama has preempted such a
strategy by sending “the right message” to the Muslim world in a
speech in which he offered an open hand, promised dialogue
with even the toughest regimes should they “unclench their fists,”
and gave an ardent “we will defeat you” to the al-Qaedas of the
world. Obama’s appointment of George Mitchell and Richard
Holbrooke as special envoys to the Middle East and to South Asia,
respectively, is a clear demonstration that the new administration
believes these two regions are critical to U.S. foreign policy.

In Burns’ estimation, the three primary tasks awaiting the
Obama administration in the Middle East are Iraq, the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict, and Iran. In Iraq, Burns recommended the
development of a military withdrawal plan that would include a
broader scheme to reintegrate Iraq into the region, a plan that
would inevitably involve Iran. In the Eastern Mediterranean, the
U.S. can no longer sit on the sidelines of the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict, Burns argued. The Palestinians, on the one hand, must
unite themselves, and convince Hamas to renounce terrorism and
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recognize Israel so that it can join the dialogue. The new Israeli
government, on the other hand, will have to maintain a commit-
ment to a two-state solution.

Burns commended Obama’s fortitude in arguing that it is self-
defeating to boycott talks with certain governments. The absence
of an Iranian-American dialogue over the last 30 years is lamen-
table, most crucially because the U.S. simply has no idea what
Iran’s motivations and intentions are, which does not serve
America’s interests. We cannot, Burns argued, go to war with Iran
before attempting diplomacy. In facing a nuclear Iran, Obama is
best served by a multilateral approach, which by its inclusive
nature could lead to the success of stringent sanctions if negotia-
tions fail. Ultimately, however, the U.S. and its partners may have
to decide whether they should deploy military force or a contain-
ment strategy.

The U.S. has suffered a lapse of character in the eyes of the
world, but the possibility for progress and the potential for a
renewed global faith, Burns concluded, lie in the fact that the U.S.
is the only country capable of bringing the Israelis and the
Palestinians together, it is the key player in Iraq today, and it is the
only country that can successfully assemble a coalition to con-
front Iran.
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Session I: America and Iran: 
The Historical Context

Speakers: Gary G. Sick, Senior Research Scholar and
Adjunct Professor, School of International and Public
Affairs, Columbia University
Karim Sadjadpour, Associate, Carnegie Endowment for
International Peace 
Shai Feldman, Judith and Sidney Swartz Director of the
Crown Center for Middle East Studies, Brandeis University

Chair: Vali Nasr, Professor of International Politics, 
The Fletcher School; Associate Director, The Fares Center
for Eastern Mediterranean Studies, Tufts University

Gary Sick offered his insights on the history of U.S.-Iranian rela-
tions, which he sees as a series of missed opportunities. For
example, the U.S.-Israeli offer of arms to Iran in exchange for assis-
tance retrieving hostages from Lebanon was a strategic opening for
Iran that failed. George H. W. Bush’s statement that “goodwill
begets goodwill” was an invitation to which, unfortunately, Iran
did not respond until Bush was out of office. Madeleine Albright’s
speeches imploring for improved relations were met with stony
silence. Then, in 2001, despite Iranian cooperation on Afghanistan,
George W. Bush proclaimed Iran a part of the “axis of evil.” And in
March 2003, when Iran proposed a negotiating agenda, the Bush
administration was too preoccupied in Baghdad to respond.

U.S.-Iranian relations have not always been sour. Following
WWII, for example, the U.S. defended Iranian independence and
helped rid northern Iran of the Soviets. But since 1953, when the
U.S. intervened and put the Shah back on the throne, Iranians have
assumed that the U.S. is yet another outside power trying to
manipulate internal politics. When Nixon asked the Shah to look
after American interests in the region, the Iranian public consid-
ered the Shah a puppet of America. This perception ultimately
fueled the Iranian Revolution in 1979. Furthermore, the hostage
crisis permanently scarred the American psyche, making wide-
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spread public support for negotiations with Iran an uphill battle.
The real problem between the two countries, Sick claimed, is not
an issue of foreign policy so much as it is an issue of mistrust.

Sick does not share the common view that Iran is behind all
mischievous activity in the Middle East. In fact, the U.S. effectively
gave Iran the influence it appears to have today. The elimination
by the U.S. of Iran’s “worst enemy to the East,” the Taliban, and its
“worst enemy to the West,” Saddam Hussein, followed by the
installation of the first Shiite government in the history of
Baghdad, have increased Iran’s power without it having to lift a
finger. As a result, the U.S. must now confront an Iran “that is
pretty full of itself.” The good news for the U.S. is that “Iran is a
mid-level power with a largely unpopular and dysfunctional gov-
ernment,” Sick argued, “that is headed by a fire-brand populist
president with limited power.” Thus, the U.S. must put the Iranian
threat into perspective.

The U.S. cannot eliminate the nuclear enrichment knowledge
that Iran already possesses nor can it prevent Iran from having any
nuclear capacity. Instead, it should focus on the expansion of safe-
guards, and urge Iran to stop nuclear development as far away
from a bomb as possible. Sick concluded that if Obama is willing
to talk to Iran, the two countries have much to discuss.

Karim Sadjadpour proposed that “life in Iran is either tragedy or
comedy,” tragic because the nation has not fulfilled the potential it
has, but comic in how its people respond to life with wit and
humor. On the thirtieth anniversary of the Iranian Revolution, the
hardliners in Tehran continue to see enmity towards the U.S. as a
central pillar of the Revolution, but Sadjadpour argued that these
people are a minority. Most Iranians feel that the “Death to
America” culture is obsolete. Unfortunately, the remaining hard-
liners are powerful and they want to propagate this notion because
it ensures their continued survival.

Moving forward, Sadjadpour claimed, U.S. policymakers
should not forsake their values in order to strike a deal with Iran.
U.S. support for Saddam Hussein during the Iran-Iraq War,
including presumed acquiescence to the use of chemical weapons
by Iraq, is what really irks Iranians today. A recent deal between
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Libya and the U.S. has implied to Iranians that as long as you for-
sake a nuclear program you can continue to violate human rights.
All of this talk of democracy therefore appears to be “hot air.” In
the future, Sadjadpour advised, the U.S. should adhere to its val-
ues in order to gain credibility. He also pointed out that the U.S. is
best served by not focusing too heavily on the nuclear issue, but
rather it should divert attention to other issues and thus relieve
Iran of its bargaining power. After all, the nuclear program was
“never so important to Iran until it became so important to the
United States.”

Sadjadpour offered several lessons for U.S. policymakers. First,
the U.S. cannot neglect the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Iran fills a
vacuum left by the U.S. when it disengages in the conflict. It has
spent billions of dollars on Hezbollah, money that it could have
invested in education for Shiites from Hezbollah, or Palestinians
from Hamas, but this would not do Iran any good. Iran knows it can
be “the champions of the alienated, the downtrodden, and the dis-
possessed but it cannot be the champions of the upwardly mobile.”
U.S. wars in the region have only amplified this contingent of the
population, and therefore increased Iran’s bargaining power and
status. In fact, Tehran believes that democracy is its friend because
elections in many Middle Eastern countries would bring to power
parties “more akin to Tehran than to Washington.” Interestingly,
Sadjadpour noted, Iran might be the exception to this rule.

Engagement is the most effective course of action, Sadjadpour
concluded. Initially, it should be built upon areas of common inter-
est, and focus on rebuilding trust. Finally, Sadjadpour advised, the
U.S. should not make any grand gestures before the Iranian elec-
tions that could offer Ahmadinejad a card to play in his campaign.

Shai Feldman suggested that in developing a strategy for Iran, the
U.S. must determine its own interests, the strategic choices that it
faces, and the challenges to achieving a grand bargain. The U.S.
must attempt to stop Iran’s progress toward nuclear capabilities by
suspending enrichment immediately and ultimately eliminating it
over the long run, Feldman argued. It must also prevent Iran’s
destabilizing behavior in places such as Lebanon and Palestine, and
among groups such as Hamas, Hezbollah, and Islamic Jihad.
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Regarding the challenge of a nuclear Iran, the U.S. has two
options: containment or a grand bargain. Containment would
require that the U.S. strengthen economic sanctions. The U.S.
would have to explore its options for limited military engagement
and maintain a military presence in the Gulf, in part because the
Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) states would want security guar-
antees. Withdrawal from Iraq, furthermore, will necessitate
vigilance to ensure that Iran does not exploit the opportunity. The
U.S. will need to push for an Israeli-Palestinian accommodation,
and help Syria distance itself from Iran perhaps by assisting in the
development of a treaty between Syria and Israel that will restore
Syrian sovereignty over the Golan Heights. Containment, Feldman
argued, is the optimal choice.

In a grand bargain, the U.S. would seek a long list of demands
from Iran, including that it cease enrichment, stop support of
Hezbollah and Hamas, vow not to pursue destabilization in Iraq
when the U.S. withdraws, and commit its support in Afghanistan.
It is unclear what Iran would seek in the bargain, but perhaps,
Feldman hypothesized, its demands would include the lifting of
sanctions, integration into the international community, recogni-
tion as a regional power, acceptance of its right to become a
nuclear power, and that any limitations on its nuclear develop-
ment come from a regional security framework in which Iran will
play a key role.

The challenges to achieving a grand bargain are numerous. The
U.S. does not even know if Iran is interested in negotiating a bar-
gain, and it is unclear whether both parties will be able to reach a
compromise that recognizes Iran’s right to develop nuclear power
without pursuing nuclear development. What will it mean for Iran
to become a regional power, and how will this threaten the GCC
states? Would Iran be willing to participate in regional talks on
nuclear proliferation alongside Israel? In short, Feldman con-
cluded, the U.S. should maintain tough sanctions, leave all options
on the table, seek a coalition that includes China and Russia, set a
time limit for negotiations, and be careful not to neglect non-
nuclear threats from Iran in the process.
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Session II: Zones of War and Diplomacy:
The Eastern Mediterranean

Speakers: Farhad Kazemi, Professor of Politics, 
New York University
Uri Ben-Eliezer, Senior Lecturer, University of Haifa
Robert Malley, Middle East and North Africa Program
Director, International Crisis Group

Chair: Malik Mufti, Associate Professor of Political 
Science, Tufts University

Farhad Kazemi reflected on the relationship between Iran and
Israel, which remains, as always, in a precarious equilibrium.
Kazemi touched on several historic events regarding the lives of
Jews in Iran. In the past, Iranian Jews for the most part were
accepted and allowed to practice freely as a “protected minority.”
When, in the sixteenth century, Shiism became the primary reli-
gion of Iran, Iranian leaders occasionally made derisive comments
about non-Shiites, including Jews, which led to a rise in anti-
Jewish sentiment. Reza Shah’s period of modernization, however,
represented a golden age for minorities in Iran. Jews, in specific,
benefited from the cordial relationship between the Shah and
Israel, an association that developed out of regional and political
considerations.

In August 1953, when the Shah was restored to the throne, the
relationship between Iran and Israel blossomed once again, anger-
ing many Arab nations. Top officials from both countries visited
one another, albeit often in secret, and cooperation developed in
many areas, including trade, education, agriculture, and military
intelligence. The Shah, Kazemi surmised, felt that a cooperative
relationship between Israel, the U.S., and Iran was essential to
Iran’s ascendency to a position of power in the region. However,
as the Shah’s confidence in Iran’s power grew, the threat Iran felt
from surrounding Arab nations decreased, which altered Iran’s
relationship with Israel.
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The 1979 Revolution led to a severing of ties with Israel. Iran
began to portray Israel as a corrupt regime that is a byproduct of
American imperialism. The execution of a well-known Jewish
businessman in Iran signaled a threat to Iranian Jews, many of
whom emigrated to Israel, the U.S., Canada, Europe, and Australia
at the time. The Iran-Iraq War, in which a resurgence of Iranian
nationalism ignited negative attitudes towards Arabs, offered a
brief opportunity to rekindle Iran’s relationship with Israel. “The
war,” Kazemi proposed,“allowed for a limited, pragmatic, and indi-
rect military relationship between the two sides.”

The current relationship between Iran and Israel is character-
ized by hostility. Israel is threatened by Iran’s nuclear program and
its support of Hamas, Hezbollah, and Islamic Jihad. The number of
Iranian Jewish émigrés to Israel has grown to roughly 250,000 since
the Revolution. Domestic and regional pressures continue to swing
the pendulum of Iran’s relationship with Israel back and forth.
However, Kazemi concluded, Iran is “unlikely to remain perma-
nently at either extreme.”

Uri Ben-Eliezer addressed Israel’s role in the development of the
discourse on the war on terror. The objective of analyzing any
discourse, Ben-Eliezer claimed, is to gain an understanding of the
meaning that people give to their perceptions of reality. Ben-
Eliezer discussed how political and social processes create truths
that eventually become quite powerful. For example, he argued, it
was not the events of 9/11 but the way in which people perceived
these events and the actions they took in response that changed
the world. The terrorist attacks gave birth to the discourse on the
war on terror, which various actors have manipulated to their
advantage.

The opportunity to link the terrorist attacks on the U.S. and the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict became immediately apparent in Israel.
Some Israeli leaders used the events to defend long-held beliefs of
the dangers of certain factions of Islam. The new war-on-terror
discourse, Ben-Eliezer proposed, provided the Israeli leadership
with the ability to define a dichotomous world of good and evil in
support of its claims. The U.S. administration, however, did not
readily align itself with the dialogue coming out of Israel.
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Instead, then-Secretary of State Colin Powell expressed a desire to
garner support from “friendly” Muslim states. Support shown by
Muslims for the U.S. at the time, especially from Palestinians, led
the U.S. to exclude Israel from the group of nations set to develop
a military response to the terrorist attacks.

The capture by Israeli forces on January 3, 2002 of a ship that
carried military equipment financed by Iran gave Israel further
ammunition to decry an “axis of evil” at work in the region. From
this moment, the Israeli discourse focused on two issues: the
Palestinians and Iran. Over time, the U.S. has begun to see the
Iranian threat through the Israeli lens, in which Iran poses an exis-
tential threat to the state of Israel.

Israel’s expansion of the boundaries of the war on terror to
include the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, Ben-Eliezer contended,
allowed then-prime minister Sharon to forgo any progress toward
a compromise with the Palestinians. Developments in the war-on-
terror discourse lessened the bargaining power of the Palestinians,
who were already hindered in reaching a settlement by internal dif-
ferences. In summary, Israel was able to connect the Iranian threat
to the Palestinian struggle within the discourse of the war on ter-
ror. Ben-Eliezer advised that the new U.S. administration eliminate
this good-versus-evil discourse and separate the issue of Iran from
that of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. It is possible even that
resolving the latter conflict could simultaneously diffuse the threat
of a nuclear Iran.

Robert Malley focused his talk on U.S.-Iranian relations and Iran’s
role in the Levant, specifically with regard to Hamas, Hezbollah,
and Syria. Malley emphasized that tensions between the U.S. and
Iran neither originated with nor will end with the nuclear issue.
Both Iran and the U.S. are “revolutionary” forces in the region
attempting to effect change. In many ways, the potential war that
many foresee between these two parties has already begun, through
existing regional conflicts and through the struggle for ideological
control over the region.

In the Eastern Mediterranean, Malley noted, “Iran has become
an accidental regional superpower.” The Israeli-Palestinian conflict
helped Iran rejuvenate its revolutionary identity, and provided it
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with a means to make its message resonate with the disaffected and
downtrodden across the region. The high percentage of
Palestinians who voted for Hamas, Malley argued, reflected their
defiance against the forces that have for so long ignored them, and
was symbolic of the Palestinian quest for self-determination.

As for Iran’s alliances in the Levant, Malley asserted that
Hezbollah is Iran’s most natural ally. Their relationship is not sim-
ply an alliance based on the financial and logistical support that
Iran provides to Hezbollah. The actions of Hezbollah are a reflec-
tion of its ideals, which coincide with certain ideals from the
Iranian revolution. Meanwhile, Iran’s support of Hamas offered
Iran a strategic opportunity to get to “the heart of the heart” of the
Sunni cause in the region, and thus gain favor with this population.
Syria’s alliance with Iran, on the other hand, was born of circum-
stance. When Syria’s relationship with Egypt collapsed, it was in
need of another regional ally. Shared hostility towards Saddam
Hussein helped Iran fill this gap. Interestingly, the alliance between
Syria and Iran has been one of the most stable relationships in the
region for several decades.

The relationships that have developed between Iran and Syria,
Hamas, and Hezbollah offer several relevant lessons for the new
U.S. administration. First, Malley contended, these alliances do not
represent a Shiite coalition; they are simply reactive partnerships
formed in response to regional circumstances. Second, these asso-
ciations are not static. As alliances of convenience, they can be
altered. To do so, the U.S. should move forward on negotiations
with Iran and Syria simultaneously, so that neither nation feels that
it is taking action the other would not approve of. Finally, despite
Iran’s influence in the region, Malley concluded, the U.S. should
not overemphasize its power.
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Session III: Zones of War and Diplomacy:
Iraq, the Gulf, and Afghanistan

Speakers: Robin Wright, Author and Journalist
Michael R. Gordon, Chief Military Correspondent, 
The New York Times
Barnett R. Rubin, Director of Studies and Senior Fellow,
Center on International Cooperation, New York University

Chair: Stephen W. Van Evera, Professor of Political
Science, Massachusetts Institute of Technology

Robin Wright offered accounts of both historical and potential
areas of common interest between the U.S. and Iran that could
help re-ignite relations between them. In the past, both con-
fronted the Soviet Union in Afghanistan, and over the years, both
have supported the Northern Alliance, the main challenger of the
Taliban. During the 1990s, while Iran increasingly allied itself with
factions from within Iraq against Saddam Hussein, U.S. intelli-
gence increasingly depended upon many of these same groups for
information.

Iran has also provided substantial development aid to Iraq,
especially in comparison to Iraq’s other neighbors. Because it does
not approve of the U.S. military presence, Iran also creates trouble
for American forces in Iraq, but stops short of provoking a real
confrontation. Like the U.S., Iran wants neither a Saddam-style
government nor an extremist government such as al-Qaeda in
power in Iraq, Wright contended. It simply wants a stable, pro-Iran
government.

Wright offered several areas for potential cooperation between
the two nations. First, because drug trafficking is a major issue for
Iran–it has lost roughly 3,500 security forces fighting an anti-nar-
cotics campaign along its border–Iran desires international
cooperation on this issue. Collaboration could offer the opportu-
nity, Wright said, for a joint project that determines and develops
an alternative crop to poppies, such as pomegranates. There are
also prospects for cooperation in Iraq. Specifically, Iran might be



22

able to influence the Kurdish population in Kirkuk to move
towards a resolution that would further U.S. stabilization efforts.
Finally, 100,000 Iranians have died due to chemical weapons used
by Iraq in the Iran-Iraq War, and many are still dying to this day.
Cooperation on this front, Wright suggested, would offer an
opportunity for both parties to work together on a humanitarian
issue involving a weapon of mass destruction.

Michael Gordon compared and contrasted the U.S. wars in Iran
and Afghanistan. The general consensus today seems to be that
Iraq is a “bad” war, primarily because the U.S. did not find any
weapons of mass destruction nor establish a believable link
between Iraq and Bin Laden. Many, on the other hand, consider
Afghanistan a “good” war because there was a clear link to Bin
Laden, it involved an international military presence that was
multilateral and desired by the Afghan population, and, initially,
many thought it could be easily won.

Gordon’s view was just the opposite. He believed that Iraq was
more “winnable” for several reasons. Iraq has 500,000 security
forces that can assist U.S. efforts, while Afghanistan has an army of
70,000 and a relatively small police force. Pakistan offers a sanctu-
ary for Afghan insurgents, while Iraq has no neighboring
sanctuary. Differences in infrastructure are huge, as well, and it
costs far more to sustain forces in Afghanistan than it does in Iraq.
Finally, Iraq has oil to help fund its economy while Afghanistan has
very little.

Fortunately, there are signs of progress in Iraq, Gordon noted,
including the success of the surge and, despite doubts, progress in
the political process. However, many concerns remain. The with-
drawal of U.S. troops from Iraqi cities and district and national
elections mark major milestones. Outstanding issues include the
divisions between Sunnis and Shiites and between Kurds and
Arabs, budgetary concerns due to the fall in the price of oil, and the
need to improve governance and the provision of services to the
populace. The Obama administration has verbally committed itself
to help Iraq address some of these concerns. Gordon’s opinion,
however, is that plans to remove troops from Iraq are hurried and
the U.S. should remain flexible on its timeline. He also advises that
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reconstruction, reconciliation, and governance work should
progress while U.S. combat brigades are still in the country, before
American leverage there diminishes too greatly.

In reference to Afghanistan, Gordon questioned the strength of
America’s non-military strategy there. He senses a lowering of
expectations on the part of the U.S. regarding the extent to which
nation-building will progress. There appears to be a shift towards
managing the war, rather than waging it. Although Gordon would
argue that Iraq is a more important battleground than Afghanistan
in the war on terror, he emphasized that progress in Afghanistan is
crucial because even larger threats are emerging next door in
Pakistan. Gordon closed by noting that there is no such thing as
progress in the war in Afghanistan without progress in nation-
building efforts as well.

Barnett Rubin laid out his thoughts on the American position with
regards to Afghanistan, Iran, and Pakistan, remarking that
Afghanistan is a far greater issue than the U.S. understands. War
there has been going on for 30 years, and it continuously restruc-
tures the regional political landscape. The land now known as
Afghanistan has been occupied for a very long time, yet the popu-
lation still questions its political allegiance, vacillating between
loyalty to a government ruled by Afghans, or Pashtuns, or to a state
comprised of mostly Persian-speaking peoples. This struggle dic-
tates the extent of power that either Pakistan or Iran has over
Afghanistan at any given time.

Rubin noted his amazement that there is not more discussion of
Pakistan. Al-Qaeda has recently been departing Iraq for the
Pakistan-Afghanistan border. Thus, it is crucial to stabilize the sit-
uation in Afghanistan to prevent al-Qaeda from developing a base
along this border. Rubin questioned, given the events transpiring
on the border, why the U.S. treats Pakistan as an ally and Iran as an
enemy.

In Iran, Tehran has long been preparing for the U.S. to pursue a
policy of regime change. Given the regime changes the U.S. has
already sought to Iran’s East and to its West, Rubin noted, this
assumption is not overly presumptuous. As a result, Iran has pur-
sued a strategic partnership with Afghanistan in order to prevent
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Afghanistan from functioning as a base from which the U.S. could
further this perceived threat. Iranian fears are reinforced by what it
sees as the irrational strategy of the U.S. in Pakistan, a country the
U.S. has declared an ally despite the fact that it maintains connec-
tions to the very organization responsible for the 9/11 terrorist
attacks that sent the U.S. to war in the first place. Thus, one of the
most effective ways the new administration can stabilize
Afghanistan is to make it clear that it does not intend to pursue
regime change in Iran.

Pakistan, whose main security threat is India, was pressured
into denouncing various extremist groups as it developed its rela-
tionship with the U.S. for fear that the U.S. would otherwise align
itself with India. Many countries in the region now feel that
Pakistan presents the most significant regional threat to them.
Thus, the stabilization of this region, Rubin summarized, may ulti-
mately depend upon convincing Pakistan that it can be secure
without relying on irregular warfare. Doing so might require the
U.S. to seek alternate routes into Afghanistan than through
Pakistan in order to lessen Pakistan’s leverage in this regard.
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Webcast Keynote Address: “Security
Challenges in the Middle East”

Speaker: General (Ret.) John P. Abizaid, Former
Commander of the United States Central Command 
(2003-2007); Distinguished Chair, West Point Combating
Terrorism Center; Distinguished Visiting Fellow, 
Hoover Institution

Chair: Richard H. Shultz, Professor of International Politics
and Director, International Security Studies Program, 
The Fletcher School

John Abizaid offered his perspective on the security challenges fac-
ing the new U.S. administration in the Middle East during a time
when both the region and the U.S. are experiencing periods of
great strategic change. Abizaid emphasized the breadth and length
of U.S. military engagement in the Middle East, where currently
U.S. soldiers have been at combat for longer periods than soldiers
were entrenched in the battles of WWII. This has placed tremen-
dous pressure on a small portion of the U.S. population, who work
in extreme conditions to address the strategic security concerns of
the U.S., Abizaid noted.

At the beginning of Abizaid’s tenure as Commander of the U.S.
Central Command in 2003, spending for military endeavors was
more or less unconstrained. The U.S. entered into the current con-
flicts in Afghanistan and Iraq in a drastically different financial
environment. Commanders in the military today, however, who
manage the same conflicts, are now shackled by severely con-
strained resources. Furthermore, American priorities have shifted.
Today, resolution of conflicts in the Middle East, Abizaid pointed
out, must compete with major issues such as the current economic
crisis and the revamping of our national healthcare program.

Simultaneously, the strategic landscape is shifting. As global
transitions of power take place, the U.S. must not let this region
slip from its purview, Abizaid advised, lest the region snowball into
greater calamity. American leadership in the Middle East, accord-
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ing to Abizaid, should not be synonymous with American control,
as no external player has ever truly controlled this region. The U.S.
goal should be to shape, not control, the outcome of these crises to
benefit both America and the people of the region.

Abizaid presented his ever-changing ranking of the four largest
challenges facing the U.S. in the Middle East today. First is the rise
of Sunni Islamic extremism, which is a powerful movement with
“narrow appeal in the broader population, but great appeal among
the disaffected population.” Over the years, the U.S. has barely
made a dent in this movement. In fact, it is gaining influence espe-
cially along the Pakistan-Afghanistan border. Confrontation of
radical Sunni extremism will require military engagement, Abizaid
argued, and the use of precise military action that can limit the
movement’s military effectiveness from its safe havens.

Second, the rise of Iranian power, or more specifically of Shiite
power, presents another major challenge. The lack of communica-
tion between the U.S. and Iran threatens the unique possibility that
the slightest miscalculation could lead to war. Nuclear proliferation
in this part of the world is not in the best interest of the rest of the
planet. Fortunately, Iran is deterrable, and the President of the
U.S., Abizaid argued, must always have an array of options avail-
able in confronting a nuclear Iran, which stretch from doing
nothing to going to war. However, effective action will require that
the U.S. determines Iran’s objectives, and this entails dialogue.

Third, the inability to resolve the Israeli-Palestinian conflict
drives parties in the region to extremes and allows them to take
advantage of the situation to their benefit. Thus, it is extremely
important that the international community come together to
push for a resolution. Finally, the U.S. must find ways to minimize
its dependence on foreign oil if it wants to withdraw military
engagement from the region.

Abizaid is optimistic about the possibility of resolving these
four concerns because shared interest in their resolution exists
within the region. “We can find ways together to bridge this lack of
respect,” Abizaid concluded, “to figure out how to move forward
together on these important issues.”



27

Session IV: Nuclear Issues

Speakers: Admiral (Ret.) William J. Fallon, Former
Commander of the United States Central Command 
(2007–2008); Robert F. Wilhelm Fellow, Center for
International Studies, Massachusetts Institute of
Technology 
Shahram Chubin, Director of Studies, Geneva Centre 
for Security Policy
George Perkovich, Vice President for Studies and Director
of the Nonproliferation Program, Carnegie Endowment 
for International Peace
Robert L. Pfaltzgraff, Jr., Shelby Cullom Davis Professor 
of International Security Studies, The Fletcher School

Chair: Robert L. Pfaltzgraff, Jr.

William Fallon contended that the focus of world attention on
Iran is aimed at its nuclear ambitions. Iran has claimed that it is
furthering nuclear development for peaceful purposes, but Fallon,
among others, questions this assertion. Generally, Iran’s nuclear
aspirations have been over-hyped, especially by the media, which
have anointed the issue with an air of importance greater than it
perhaps deserves. Nevertheless, it is an issue that requires attention
and Fallon suggested that the U.S. involve other parties in the dis-
cussion, rather than pursue a strictly bilateral engagement.

Current strategies for addressing this concern focus on the mil-
itary option, but Fallon expressed reservations about the
appropriateness of this course of action. The U.S. is well versed in
tactical military engagement, but what are the ultimate objectives
of such an engagement and what are its consequences? A quick res-
olution in this case may not be possible, so the U.S. should avoid
knee-jerk reactions and give pause to hastily pursuing a military
response. Unfortunately, talk on this issue is not progressing and
often appears to be cyclical. All parties, Fallon urged, must recog-
nize that a single solution might not be attainable.



28

Reflecting further on the military option, Fallon was quick to
point out that there is no comparison between the military prowess
of the U.S. and that of Iran. Iran could take certain actions, such as
closing the Straight of Hormuz, which would complicate matters
for the U.S., but not for long. Closing off an export channel for oil,
in any event, would hurt Iran more than any other party it wants
to affect. Iran is aware of the asymmetry of each country’s respec-
tive military might, and thus understands that its use of nuclear
weapons would not be wise.

The way forward begins with treating Iran with some measure
of respect in order to initiate a dialogue that can bring everyone’s
intentions to light. The U.S. must build on its knowledge of Iran’s
intentions, Fallon claimed, before it can undertake any effective
decision-making. There is general consensus that Iran should not
have nuclear weapons, which provides a foundation for uniting
major world powers on this issue in order to initiate dialogue. As
stability increases in Iraq and neighboring Sunni strongholds settle
down in the aftermath of conflict, these countries will also be in a
position to support discussions. Ultimately, all parties must sur-
render the idea of a single solution and look instead at all of the
options in order to move forward.

Shahram Chubin commended the focus of this conference on dia-
logue and engagement, but urged the audience to remember that
engagement is not an end in itself. Engagement aims to learn more
about the other party and ultimately to reach a mutually acceptable
accommodation. The list of things we do not know about Iran is,
unfortunately, very long. It includes their principal motivation in
pursuing a nuclear program, and their ultimate goal. We do not
know the price Iran is willing to pay to continue this program, nor
how united the Iranian regime is on such answers. Nor does the
U.S. understand the relative role of ideology versus pragmatism in
the regime’s course of action. The future of political leadership in
Iran is also unclear.

Among the facts that we do know is that “the regime is fac-
tionalized and the hard-line is in the saddle.” As well, the regime
and the Iranian public are isolated from each other and it is not
likely that their objectives mirror the other’s. However, the
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Iranian government has manipulated nationalism, populism, and
the Shiite sense of victimhood, Chubin argued, very effectively.
We know that the Iranian regime desires independence, respect,
equality, status, and influence. It wants self-reliance in energy
development, including the ability to pursue nuclear enrichment.
It does not want to be singled out in its pursuit of nuclear enrich-
ment by a double standard. Iran points to the nuclear
proliferation treaty to defend this right.

The regional environment, and the Iranian sense of “entitle-
ment and grievance mixed with ambition and vulnerability,” has
empowered Iran far beyond its inherent strength. The U.S. should
recognize this and understand as well that Iran’s involvement in
destabilizing Iraq and Afghanistan has little to do with its strategic
interests and far more to do with sending the U.S. a message. Iran
understands the overall balance of power, yet it also at times
appears to be “tone-deaf” to the international community.

In conclusion, Chubin pointed out that Iran should not
urgently need to continue enrichment over the next year, as no
nuclear reactors are being built. “The nuclear issue,” he concluded,
“is a symptom of the problem that the West has with Iran.”
Unfortunately, no agreement on the nuclear issue will occur with-
out a grand bargain, Chubin added, and a grand bargain will only
occur if Iran fears something or if it wants something.

George Perkovich drew attention to the International Atomic
Energy Association (IAEA) reports, which note that Iran is very
close to having the capacity to produce nuclear weapons. Perkovich
also pointed out that discussions regarding a grand bargain tend to
ignore existing treaties and resolutions, which legally bind Iran to
stop enrichment. A grand bargain, as various parties imagine it,
offers a whole host of options, some of which might allow Iran to
continue enrichment under various forms of supervision and/or
limitations. For example, Iran might assist the U.S. with progress in
Afghanistan and Iraq, but this should not preclude other parties
from demanding a resolution to the nuclear issue. Stopping Iran’s
nuclear enrichment is not simply a U.S. demand, and thus such a
trade-off might not be worth it to other international players.

If Iran continues enrichment, Perkovich argued, the U.S. has no



30

incentive to offer it inducements. Offering positive incentives to
deter Iran from creating nuclear weapons sends the wrong mes-
sage, when Iran does not have the right to do so in the first place.
On the other hand, the threat of war in response to continued
enrichment for energy purposes should not be on the table. If
enrichment continues, Iran must provide security assurances to its
neighbors, including Israel, that it will not use its nuclear capabili-
ties to create weapons. This would include recognition by Iran of
Israel’s right to exist, because Israel would neither support Iran’s
right to enrichment nor give up its own deterrence capabilities if
Iran does not recognize this right.

The international community would be well served by reiterat-
ing Iran’s own admission that it is not pursuing enrichment for
nuclear weapons. The more this is openly recognized, the less it will
seem as if Iran is giving up something if does not develop weapons.
If Iran did break out, the UN Security Counsel could rightfully
denounce this action as an impediment to international peace and
security, and threaten consequences.

If the U.S. pursues a grand bargain that allows for further
enrichment, in clear violation of existing resolutions and treaties, it
will have to address the existing legal framework that precludes this
right, perhaps by creating a new resolution recognizing Iran’s right
to enrich that supersedes the existing one. Ignoring existing agree-
ments allows for other countries to follow suit. A final issue is Iran’s
lack of cooperation as promised with IAEA investigations. Without
the appropriate information, the IAEA cannot certify that Iran’s
program is indeed peaceful. The international community,
Perkovich concluded, must push Iran to cooperate in this regard if
it wants the world to believe in its intentions.

Robert Pfaltzgraff postulated several future scenarios in which
Iran possesses nuclear weapons. In research conducted with
Jacquelyn Davis from the Institute for Foreign Policy Analysis,
Pfaltzgraff developed heuristic models aimed at determining the
military and political challenges posed by a nuclear Iran. Three
models, a defensive Iran, an aggressive Iran, and an unstable Iran,
explore the implications of three possible scenarios.
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The first model, a defensive Iran, assumes that Iran will commit
to a minimal nuclear deterrence posture. In this scenario,
Pfaltzgraff mused, Iran would perhaps eventually develop a
declaratory policy in which it defines the circumstances under
which it would use weapons. Nuclear weapons would be concealed
and dispersed throughout the country to ensure their survival.
Although this is the best possible scenario given an Iran with
nuclear weapons technology, neighbors of Iran would still require
assurances regarding their safety.

The second model is an aggressive Iran, in which it uses its
nuclear weapons capabilities to acquire greater power in the
Middle East. This could include transfer of nuclear technology to
allies in the region, which would in turn embolden these parties to
take actions of their own. In this scenario, Iran’s nuclear capacity
would be far more diversified and robust than in the defensive
model. Iran would, as a result, have far more influence in the
region, and the potential for regional destabilization would be
greater.

The third model is an unstable Iran, in which the state of Iran
has collapsed and various factions gain access to nuclear technol-
ogy. This potentially could allow such information to fall into the
hand of groups like Hezbollah or al-Qaeda. In this scenario, the
American focus would be on preventing the transmission of such
knowledge.

A nuclear Iran presents three major operational challenges to
the U.S.: the potential for use of nuclear weapons against U.S.
allies, U.S forces in the region, or the U.S. itself; the deployment of
Iranian conventional forces under the protection of its nuclear
umbrella; and the transfer of nuclear knowledge to terrorist
groups. The potential for any of these scenarios to exist, Pfaltzgraff
pointed out, should lead the U.S. to develop deterrence forces with
both offensive and defensive capabilities. In addition, the U.S. must
address the fact that extended deterrence could lead to cascading
proliferation. It must consider the implications of a nuclear Iran
for its own security. Improving upon intelligence, Pfaltzgraff con-
cluded, will require the U.S. to increase cooperation and
information-sharing among allies and further develop bilateral
relationships with key countries in the Middle East.
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Session V: American Policies and
Options in the Region

Speakers: John L. Esposito, University Professor and
Founding Director, Prince Alwaleed Bin Talal Center for
Muslim-Christian Understanding, Georgetown University
Jon B. Alterman, Director and Senior Fellow, Middle East
Program, Center for Strategic and International Studies
David R. Ignatius, Associate Editor and Columnist, 
The Washington Post
Rami G. Khouri, Editor-at-Large, The Daily Star (Beirut);
Director, Issam Fares Institute of Public Policy and
International Affairs, American University of Beirut

Chair: Robert M. Hollister, Dean, Jonathan M. Tisch
College of Citizenship and Public Service, Tufts University

John Esposito recollected President Obama’s criticism of the pre-
vious administration’s policies in the Middle East in his inaugural
address, when Obama informed the people of the region that the
U.S. “seeks a new way forward.” Esposito believes that Obama
intends to restore America’s position of leadership, but warns
that this will require the input of the people of the Middle East.

In his work with the Gallup polls, Esposito has found that the
key issues across the Muslim world today are policy and political
grievances, not clashes of religion or ideology. Many people with
anti-American sentiments in fact want to improve relations, but
believe that the U.S. is not invested in making this happen. Polls
show that Middle Easterners admire many things about the West,
including its freedoms and transparency, and that they desire
assistance, only without interference or domination. Many peo-
ple, as well, regard cynically America’s democratization work due
to double standards employed in the past.

In pursuing a “new way forward” the U.S. must specifically
target the political extremists who, more than others, require
convincing of America’s good intentions. Smoothing over its
history of hypocrisy will force the U.S. to rethink its policies
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towards authoritarian regimes, and necessitate the use of diplo-
macy rather than the threat of force. The U.S. must support the
creation of strong civil societies. Educational and economic
development in war-torn countries like Afghanistan, Iraq, and
the Palestinian Territories will be crucial. The U.S. must de-
emphasize its military presence in the region by reducing arms
sales and assuming a reduced military profile on the ground.
Finally, the U.S. must enter into dialogue with opposition and
reform movements, even Islamist ones, in order to prove
America’s support for the democratic process rather than con-
firm suspicions regarding American plans to manipulate
regional politics.

Esposito emphasized both the practical and symbolic impor-
tance of addressing the crisis in Gaza. Gaza stands as a symbol of
Muslim societies that exist on the periphery of American foreign
policy, places where many people feel that the U.S. does not value
the lives of Muslims as it does the lives of others. Gallup polls
have shown that increased pressure by the U.S. on Israel would
improve relations with Muslims “very significantly.” To accom-
plish this, Obama would have to overcome political pressures that
have prevented so many American politicians before him from
confronting Israel on certain issues. It will require a combination
of all of the above, Esposito concluded, to legitimize America’s
foreign policy agenda in the Middle East and ease the fears of
those who have been scarred by double standards and hypocrisy
in the past.

Jon Alterman pointed out that a shift in U.S. priorities in the
Middle East now places Iran at the new geographic “center” of
American foreign policy there. In part, this shift has to do with
increasing financial opportunities in the Gulf; but also American
forces today are far more likely to serve in the Eastern reaches of
the Middle East rather than in the Eastern Mediterranean.
Furthermore, Iran occupies the center of U.S. attention because,
perhaps more than any other country, it is determined to disturb
the regional status quo that the U.S. attempts to preserve.

Given the differences in the relative power of Iran and the
U.S., one would think that preventing Iran’s destabilizing
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behavior would be simple. Yet, Alterman noted, there has been
no resolution. Despite consensus by many parties on the overall
goal of stabilizing Iran, each party has its own intentions. Asia
desires access to Iranian oil. Israel wants to eliminate what it
believes is an existential threat. Europe hopes that an open dia-
logue with Iran will lead to changes in behavior. And many Arab
countries continue to take issue with the historic threat of the
Persian people. Furthermore, some regional partners have an
interest in sustaining tensions between the U.S. and Iran
because resolution would mean U.S. disengagement, thus
increasing their vulnerability.

If the U.S. could resolve the situation with Iran by gaining the
support of the international community, it could ultimately
secure three major objectives of its foreign policy in the Middle
East: no state in the region would actively oppose the U.S., the
U.S. would have energy security, and no major threat to Israel
would exist. Unfortunately, Alterman believes, such an outcome it
not probable, as the international community and especially
regional partners are not likely to provide the necessary support.

To move forward, the U.S. must enlist the help of the many
countries that benefit from the security that American military
presence in the region provides. Ultimately, America’s goal is to
have a docile Iran that no longer incites trouble. In reality, there
will always be tensions between the two parties; thus, the goal
should be to find a way to successfully manage differences. U.S.
policy must take into account its own interests, capabilities, and
alternatives. Doing so will help the U.S. solicit support from allies
and perhaps eventually steer Iran in a more advantageous direc-
tion for the U.S. in the future. While Iran is a threat to some
important American interests, Alterman concluded, in the greater
picture the threat is only minor.

David Ignatius took note of the fact that there had been almost
no mention at the conference of the events of September 11,
2001. He interpreted this as indicative of a shift to a new period
in which diplomatic options have increased in importance over
military options, which would have dominated this same discus-
sion several years ago.
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Ignatius discussed the importance of what he refers to as the
“O factor” (for Obama) in salvaging perceptions of the U.S.
around the world. He reiterated what others have said about the
significance of the overtures Obama made to the Muslim world
during his inaugural address. The U.S. will benefit from Obama’s
focus on strategic, not impulsive, decision-making. Ignatius also
praised Secretary of State Hillary Clinton’s emphasis on strategic
listening as a foreign policy tool.

The policy debate in Washington no longer revolves around
whether to engage with parties like Syria and Iran, but rather how
to go about it and what the objectives should be. Ignatius recom-
mended replacing the term “Grand Bargain” with the phrase “a
new security architecture,” which would emphasize American
objectives more accurately. He pointed out that the time frame for
improving relations between the U.S. and Iran is long term, but
the nuclear issue is a ticking time bomb. Having failed to prevent
Iran from mastering the fuel cycle, Ignatius asked, should the U.S.
now resort to pressuring Iran to stop at its current threshold and
not develop nuclear weapons?

Ignatius highlighted several ways in which the U.S. could learn
from Iran’s use of power. Iran has a tendency to “bet on multiples
horses,” Ignatius claimed. For example, in Iraq, Iran has funded
covertly nearly all of the major Shiite players in addition to some
factions on other sides. Iran’s use of its power with regards to these
parties in Iraq ebbs and flows depending on the tactical situation
of the region and Iran’s objectives at a given time. The U.S. might
benefit from emulating certain aspects of this use of power, accord-
ing to Ignatius. When the outcome is unsure, it is a good idea to
place several bets, or in this case to develop several tactical options.
Iran’s use of surrogates, such as Syria and Hezbollah, to project its
power is another tactic that the U.S. could imitate. And finally, it
would do the U.S. good, Ignatius argued, to emulate Iran’s focus on
maintaining legitimacy by sticking to its own values.

Rami Khouri urged the audience not to examine Iran in isolation.
Iran, he said, represents a wider force at work in the region. Thirty
years ago, when communication between the U.S. and the new
Iranian Republic ceased, several important events occurred. In
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addition to the Iranian Revolution, the Likud party came to power
in Israel, signifying a shift towards the right wing, and Islamist
movements began to rise up across the region, driven primarily by
internal impulses. Today, these three forces, representing essen-
tially three religious groups, the Jews, the Shiites, and the Sunnis,
are linked in a cycle of confrontation and defiance that dominates
much of the Middle East.

A century after the original “Arab Awakening,” a re-awakening
of the people of the Middle East is taking place. Khouri argued that
during Bush’s tenure a fourth group of “divinely inspired warriors,”
emanating from the White House, joined the Sunnis, Shiites, and
Jews in pursuing a divine mission in the region. Tensions between
these four groups have caused an ongoing cycle of “polarization,
militarization, and confrontation.” In this tumultuous period, four
world orders are being challenged: the post-WWI borders of mod-
ern Arab states, the global economic order, the post-1970 Arab
state security systems, and the post-eighteenth-century liberal
democratic order. The Islamist movements have benefited more
than most from the dissolution of and changes within these his-
toric orders. They are growing ever stronger, while many of the
more moderate Sunni Arab groups are collapsing.

Khouri sees signs today that the U.S. is prepared to engage with
the people of the Middle East. He expressed hope that America
will deal with them not as a dominating power, but as a negotiat-
ing power. If Iran represents a contingent of defiance, the U.S.
must determine what this faction ultimately desires. Unfortunately,
one impediment to achieving this is the fact that Islamist groups,
in conjunction with Iran, are essentially “rewriting the rulebooks
of diplomatic engagement,” but have not yet provided the new
rules to the West. The result is a gap in understanding between the
two parties.

In conclusion, Khouri proposed the five R’s that he believes
characterize the current situation in the Middle East: respect, rec-
iprocity, rights, re-birth, and resistance. A grand bargain, Khouri
concluded, is like making a three-way trade between baseball
teams: it takes a lot of time, compromise, and understanding to
reach a deal. To get there, the U.S. must agree to forgo its practice
of double standards and both sides will have to respect the five R’s.
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Concluding Remarks: “The U.S. and the
Middle East: A New Dynamic?”

Speaker: Mark Tessler, Samuel J. Eldersveld Collegiate
Professor of Political Science, Director of the International
Institute, and Vice Provost for International Affairs,
University of Michigan

Chair: William A. Rugh, Adjunct Scholar, The Middle East
Institute

Mark Tessler began his concluding remarks by noting that, with
the entrance of new leadership, people around the world have a
renewed hope for America. This hope, however, must be met with
action.

Tessler synthesized the major questions that came out of the
conference regarding relations between the U.S. and Iran. The
consensus at the conference was for engagement rather than con-
tainment, but Tessler emphasized that the U.S. has not yet
determined the nature of engagement. What will a grand bargain
look like? Is the nuclear issue at the heart of the matter? Once the
U.S. determines its objectives, how will it address the constraints
against achieving those objectives, both from within the U.S. and
among allies in the region? How much freedom does the U.S.
have to pursue its objectives? America must also determine how
serious Iran is about reaching an accommodation. It must con-
sider how its actions will change the political landscape in the
Middle East. Finally, the U.S. must think about how dynamic the
situation is: will it look much the same a year from now, or will it
drastically change?

The Israeli-Palestinian conflict, Tessler proclaimed, is another
major concern. The U.S. must determine the range of approaches
available here, including specific actions that might lead to
progress. It can think in the short term, and aim for goals such as
achieving a ceasefire or lifting the blockade on Gaza. But this
form of resolution would be fragile. On the other hand, the U.S.
could return to the concept of a roadmap, inclusive of confidence
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measures that lead to progress; yet it has already attempted such
a path. Or, the U.S. can identify the core issues that remain unre-
solved. Concrete action might include an American endorsement
of the Arab League Initiative, or pressure on the Palestinians to
begin a conversation with Israel. The U.S. could also engage seri-
ously with Israel on the issue of the settlements. Also, Tessler
argued, the U.S. must engage in some fashion with Hamas, rather
than demonizing it.

The future offers several potential outcomes. Israel could
engage in a settlement freeze and enter into negotiations, and
genuine progress towards a two-state solution might be possible.
Alternatively, people might give up on a two-state solution, and
Israel could capitulate to a bi-national state. Or, Israel could uni-
laterally disengage and simply declare the conflict over. Most
likely, Tessler lamented, things will continue as they are, and
either the situation well settle into relative stability over the long
term or result in a continuous series of fragile ceasefires and
renewed conflicts.

More generally, Tessler stressed, it is crucial for the interna-
tional community to continue encouraging the democratization
of countries in the Middle East. The lack of good governance cre-
ates instability. For the U.S., this is a practical objective as well as
a reflection of its core ideals. To accomplish this, the U.S. could do
several things, including supporting democratization activities
conducted by organizations such as the National Endowment for
Democracy, National Democratic Institute, and the International
Republican Institute. Crucially, Tessler noted, it is not up to
America to determine how these societies are governed. However,
in many cases regional populations desire a different type of gov-
ernment from what they currently have.

Tessler used the example of the “Arab Democracy Barometer”
project to emphasize the importance of opening lines of commu-
nication between leaders in the Middle East and their people. The
project provides a snapshot of the Middle Eastern public’s views
on leadership and democracy. The project’s surveys have found
that people are overwhelmingly discontented with current
regimes, and desire democratic governance. Tessler noted with
interest that people in nearly all eight of the surveyed countries
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were split down the middle regarding the role of Islam in the
democratization process. The surveys also found that only 15-
20% of people were accepting of the idea of acts of terrorism
against the U.S. While demographic information could not pre-
dict whom this group would include, people’s general
interpretation of U.S. foreign policy in the region, in addition to
their feelings regarding their own government, impacted whether
they fell into the 15-20%.

In conclusion, Tessler recapitulated the many remaining ques-
tions the U.S. must answer with regards to Iran before progress
can be made, and noted that neglecting both the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict and the issue of governance will inhibit U.S.
progress at resolving foreign policy challenges in the Middle East.
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