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A War With No Winners

The United States has finally caved in to Israeli pressure and has bombed Iran’s most important
nuclear facilities, located in Isfahan, Natanz, and Fordow. Depending on Iran’s response, the
consequences of a wider war could be catastrophic for Iran and for the rest of the Middle East.
The region is just recovering from George W. Bush’s reckless invasion of Iraq. It could once again be
plunged into the abyss. This is a scenario that benefits Israeli Prime Minister Netanyahu and harms

everyone else.

Netanyahu, meanwhile, has finally gotten the war he has been clamoring for for so long. When Israel
attackedlIranonlJune13,ittriedtoaccomplish several objectives all at once. The attacks were launched
ata politically perilous time for the Israeli Prime Minister, when his fragile governing coalition was at
its weakest and faced defections from at least two coalition members. For the first time in months,
Netanyahu now finds himself in a politically powerful position at home, at least temporarily, with
most Israelis rallying around the flag and determined to support the country’s fight against Iran.

Before long, what started as a massive and unexpected attack on Iran has turned into a full-blown
war. The Iranians had long anticipated an attack on their territory by Israel, and, having decided to
hit back if attacked, they did precisely as expected. More than a week after it started, the attacks and
counterattacks have now turned into a full-blown war, with no end in sight.

Netanyahu’s ultimate goals in Iran remain unclear. Three scenarios are possible: dismantling Iran’s
nuclearprogram;leaving behind aseriouslyweakened and highlyfracturedIran;and affectingregime
change. These objectives could all be complementary and not mutually exclusive of one another. It is
not clear if Netanyahu had a clear objective in mind when he first started the attacks, perhaps simply
seeing a window of opportunity for inflicting major harm on Iran, especially given the dismantling of
the so-called Axis of Resistance and Israel’s own extensive intelligence assets inside Iran.

Iran’s War of Attrition

The Iranian military appears to have braced itself for a prolonged war of attrition.? Israel’s
declaration of victory, as a number of Israeli politicians have already done, and the American
president’s call for Iran’s “unconditional surrender,” have all proven highly premature. Such moves
reveal a fundamental misunderstanding of the mindset of Iran’s civilian and military leadership. In
the past, the Islamic Republic’s leaders have not responded positively to threats and have instead
doubled down on their actions. Over the last several years, for example, as the West has demanded
that Iran dismantle its nuclear program and has imposed punishing sanctions on the country
to induce compliance, the Iranians have increased nuclear enrichment to an unprecedented 60
percent, all the meanwhile unveiling increasingly more advanced centrifuges.? There is no reason

1 Patrick Kingsley, “Striking the Heart of the Iranian Regime, Netanyahu Looks to His Legacy,” The New York Times, (June 23, 2025), https://acr.ps/1L9zRAU.
2 “Israel Must Avoid an All-out, Destructive War of Attrition With Iran,” Haaretz, (June 15, 2025), https://acr.ps/1L9zSjq.

3 “IAEADirector General's Introductory Statement to the Board of Governors,” International Atomic Energy Agency, (March 3, 2025), https://acr.ps/1L9z56j.
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to believe that this time they would simply cave in to Israeli and American demands, regardless of
the price they would have to pay.

In fact, just as military experts in the West and commanders in Israel were beginning to declare Israel
to be victorious in the brewing war, Iran continues to unleash devastating missile attacks on Israeli
cities across the country.

The Israeli endgame is still not fully clear and seems to be evolving from day to day. The objective
of dismantling Iran’s nuclear program appears to have grown into regime change, and perhaps
even efforts meant to undermine Iran’s territorial cohesion. In addition to an end to Iran’s nuclear
program, Israel is now calling for a dismantling of the country’s missile defense system, which, as
amply demonstrated in recent days, constitutes Iran’s only viable means of defense. Moreover, Israeli
politicians are already openly discussing providing security guarantees to Iran’s ethnic communities
if they broke off from the country.

For Iranian leaders, lessons from Iraq, Libya, and Syria are hard to forget. In the late 1990s, under
pressure from the West and the United Nations, Saddam Hussein destroyed his country’s weapons
of mass destruction. In 2003, Iraq was attacked and occupied under the pretext of hiding stockpiles
of such weapons. Under occupation, and de facto dismemberment, the country was turned upside
down by the American occupation forces. But no weapons of mass destruction were found.* In Libya,
although Moammar Qaddafi dismantled the country’s nuclear program in December 2003, the West
wasonlytookeento help facilitate his unceremonious overthrow a few years later.* And in Syria, soon
after Bashar Assad’s brutal rule collapsed, Israel simply took whatever Syrian military equipment it
deemed worthy and bombed and destroyed what was left behind.®

To avoid a similar fate, Iranian leaders have taken steps to ensure the state’s operational continuity
in the face of unforeseen developments. Khamenei has reportedly taken the highly unusual step of
picking potential successors, instructingthe Assembly of Experts, which is constitutionally mandated
to choose the Supreme Leader, to pick one of three unnamed candidates in the event of his death.’
As the country’s Commander-in-Chief, he has also engaged in detailed succession planning among
military commanders in case more are killed or assassinated by Israel.

Iran’s civilian and military leaders see Israel’s objectives as going far beyond the country’s nuclear
program. Israel is after redrawing the map not just of Iran but of the larger the Middle East. It wants
a weakened and divided Iran, a country with no defensive means of its own, a vassal to the United
States and its regional allies. Seen from this perspective, neither defeat to Israel nor capitulation

4 RobertE.Kelley, “Twenty years ago in Iraq, ignoring the expert weapons inspectors proved to be a fatal mistake,” Stockholm International Peace Research
Institute, (March 9, 2023), https://acr.ps/1.9zSek.

5 “Libya After Qadhafi: Fragmentation, Hybridity, and Informality,” in Fragile Politics: Weak States in the Greater Middle East, Mehran Kamrava, ed. (New
York: Oxford University Press, 2016), 99 - 118.

6 “IDF has seized more than 3,000 weapons in Syria since Dec. 8,” Jewish News Syndicate, (January 15, 2025), https://acr.ps/1L9zRPX.

7 FarnazFassihi, “Sheltering in a Bunker, Iran’s Supreme Leader Prepares for the Worst,” The New York Times, (June 21, 2025), https://acr.ps/1L9zSkC.
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to the United States are options to ever entertain. Instead, Iran appears to be preparing itself for a
prolonged war, hoping to use its size and resilience to drain Israeli resolve and resources.

Whether or not Iran can reasonably afford a war of attrition is an open question. Three sets of
factors, revolving around Iran’s military capabilities, its domestic politics, and its economy, come into
play. First, does Iran have the military capability to engage in a prolonged war with Israel, and, by
extension, with the United States? Judging by their behavior so far, Iranian military commanders
appear confident thatthey canindeed outlastIsraelinalengthy and protracted conflict. Significantly,
in the early days of the war Iran appeared to be using mostly older, less sophisticated missiles,
ostensibly to deplete Israel’s defensive capabilities and to increase the economic costs of defending
against relatively inexpensive drones and missiles. Over the last few days, however, Iran seems to
have resorted to more advanced and more lethal missiles, as demonstrated by its attack on Israel on
the morning of June 19.

Economically, Iranhas enduredyears of sanctions and mismanagement. Buttoassumethateconomic
difficulties will hasten the fall of the Islamic Republicis a mistake. To begin with, the assumption that
“misery breeds revolt” has seldom translated into historical reality. It is usually the more affluent
who rebel because they want more, not the poor and destitute, who worry about securing their next
meal.2 Moreover, wars tend to give rise to economies of their own, with elites remaining secure and
at times even getting richer, and the rest eking out a living by whatever means possible. A prolonged
war in Iran will most likely destroy what is left of the country’s middle classes. But it is unlikely to
foster the political system’s demise.

The bigger question is whether the Islamic Republic has the necessary political capital to survive a
lengthy war. Over the last several years, the Iranian system appears to be determined to destroy
whatever domestic legitimacy it once had among urban middle- and upper-class Iranians. It has
excelled not at winning hearts and minds but in advocating a rigid and uncompromising ideology
imbued with fanaticism, misogyny, and archaic notions of divine politics.? There are, not surprisingly,
many Iranians, most of them in the diaspora, who see Israel’s war as an opportunity to finally rid
their country of its governing theocracy. So far, however, these pro-war Iranians appear to be a small
minority amid an overwhelming majority whose sense of nationalism has been agitated by the
Israeli onslaught.

Although the popular mood inside the country is hard toread, Iranian cyber space is full of nationalist
content, even by those opposed to the Islamic Republic. A majority of Iranians may have no love for
Ayatollah Khamenei and his oppressive system of rule. But they have even greater dislike for foreign
invaders or for rulers imposed on them by outsiders."

8 Mehran Kamrava, A Concise History of Revolution, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2020), 32.
9 Mehran Kamrava, Righteous Politics: Power and Resilience in Iran, (Cambridge: Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2023), 26 - 27.

10 Hoornaz Keshavarzian and Nicole K. Stewart. “Make Iran great again’: Apolitical influencers and the revival of a romantic patriarchal
nationalism,” Communication, Culture & Critique, Vol. 18, No. 2, (2025), 164 - 175.
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Meanwhile, there is pervasive fear of the unknown among Iranians of all walks of life. People are
heeding President Trump’s advice to “leave Tehran,” and the roads out of the city are clogged with
traffic. Tehran’s usually bustling streets are now largely empty. Most shops and restaurants are
closed. Metro stations are doubling as bomb shelters. Iranians are blaming “three mad men” for their
predicament—Netanyahu, Trump, and Khamenei.

Wars and Lessons of History

Amid all the talk of the adverse consequences of an America involvement in Israel’s war on Iran, a
simple lesson from history appears to have been forgotten. Whenever a great power wages waron a
middle power—whetheritis the United States against Vietnam, the US againstiraq, or Russia against
Ukraine—it can cause significant loss of life and major damage to infrastructure. But it cannot “win”
the war." None of America’s Vietnam era presidents could legitimately claim to have won that war.
Decades later, President George W. Bush boastfully declared “Mission Accomplished,” only to plunge
Iraq into an unending abyss and his own country faced with the menace of the Islamic State in the
Middle East and elsewhere.

Today, many in Israel are thanking Trump for “finishing the job.” In reality, however, this could be
the start of a deeply perilous journey for all involved. Now that the United States has attacked Iran,
all eyes are on Iran to see how it will react. In the past, Iran’s response to American attacks has been
proportionateand measured. ThiswasthecaseinJanuary2020,wheninresponsetotheassassination
of General Qassem Soleimani Iran attacked US bases in Irag, wounding some 100 American soldiers
but careful to avoid mass casualties. Iran’s response this time will most likely be similar, measured
and designed to avoid escalation. But in military conflicts escalation is often difficult to avoid. As
history has painfully taught us, we might we might now be now be standing at the precipice of
another dark spiral—for Iran, for the Middle East, and ultimately for the United States.

Still, the chances for a diplomatic solution are not yet fully dead, as evident by recent meetings in
Geneva between Iranian and British, French, and German foreign ministers, the exchange of notes
between Iran and the US, and the possibility that an off-ramp of sorts is still possible. The Iranian
foreign minister, Abbas Araghchi, has also met and conferred with his counterparts during the
meeting of the Organization of Islamic Cooperation in Istanbul. Moreover, Araghchi has revealed
that since the outbreak of hostilities with Israel, he has had direct contacts with Steve Witkoff,
the lead American negotiator for the Trump administration to the nuclear talks. Iran’s military
behavior, launching missiles at Israel only in reaction to Israeli attacks, also suggests it is keen to
contain the spread of hostilities and to deescalate.” If reports of Iranian outreach to Oman and
Qatar are also correct, that would be consistent with Iranian objectives of bringing the war to an
end as soon as possible.

1 Jack Houghton, “On the brink of power,” Journal of Global Faultlines, Vol. 11, No. 2, (2024), 245.

12 Alireza Nader, Iran After the Bomb: How Would a Nuclear-Armed Tehran Behave? (Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation, 2013), 3 - 10.
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The region’s security architecture has been in transition for some time. One of Israel’s key objectives
in the war is to change the very nature of the Middle East’s prevailing security arrangement. But the
outcome may not necessarily turn out as Israelileaders envision. If the Iranian state survives this war,
it is bound to seek new and more effective ways of defending itself against future Israeli attacks. For
many Iranians, the current war is certain to drive home the need to weaponize their civilian nuclear
program. Those voices within the Iranian state calling for the nuclear program to remain peaceful
have now been marginalized more than ever before.

Domestically, no country emerges from a war the same as when it entered it. Whatever shape post-
war Irantakes is likely to be far more different from Iran as it was before June 13. Assuming the Islamic
Republicsurvives, itislikelytoease up on some of its demands for conformity —socially, culturally,and
even politically. Any future Islamic Republic is likely to be less Islamic and more republican, opening
up space for some of its own more moderate and pragmatic elements. Many Iranian politicians,
especially those on the left, have often talked of a need for a national reconciliation of sorts. If they’re
still around at the war’s end, they may finally get the chance to put their slogans into practice.

Conclusion

Iran is only one piece in Netanyahu’s chess game. Hamas’s attack on Israel on October 7, 2023 gave
the prime minister the perfect excuse to unleash the full might of the Israeli military on Gaza. Soon
after he attacked Lebanon, and then he went on to pilfer Syria. Now there is an Israeli war with Iran.
Few would call this normal state behavior. The Iranian leadership, of course, is far from innocent, its
incendiary rhetoric of “wiping Israel off the map” going back decades. But to respond to rhetoric with
bombs is not the answer.

One of the main reasons Netanyahu attacked Iran was to divert the world’s attention from Gaza.
As Israel and Iran bomb each other in waves of attacks and counter-attacks, the genocide in Gaza
continues unabated. In that sense, in distracting global attention from what is happening in Gaza, at
least for now, Netanyahu seems to have won.
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