
 

 

 
 

Iran’s Unconventional Counter U.S. Strategy 
 
 
 
 
 
 

by 

Jonathan Herman 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A thesis submitted to Johns Hopkins University in conformity with the requirements for 

the degree of Master of Arts in Global Security Studies 

 

 

Baltimore, Maryland 

May 2014 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© 2014 Jonathan Herman 

All Rights Reserved 



 

ii 
 

 

Abstract 

The United States and Iran are involved in a protracted political conflict over Iran’s 

nuclear program. This conflict has the potential to escalate into a state of military 

conflict.  Iran has attempted to play its perceived military strengths against the United 

States’ perceived weaknesses. This thesis examines three aspects of Iran’s Strategic 

approach. The first aspect of this strategy examined are Iran’s actions in Latin America, 

in particular regarding Iran’s military and terror ties with the ALBA nations compared to 

Iran’s relationship with Brazil its largest trading partner.1 The second chapter studies 

Iran’s actions in the Strait of Hormuz through the lens of traditional naval military 

strategy, specifically the naval strategies of fleet-in-being doctrine and guerre de cours. 

This chapter examines the historic and modern performance of the Iranian Navy, as well 

as other instances of small boat tactics. The final chapter examines the division of the 

Iranian security forces between the regular army, the IRGC2, and Hezbollah and 

determines that this division is successful. When examining the goals of removing 

foreign influence from the region, becoming the regional power, and keeping conflict 

below the threshold for war, this division is effective. 
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Introduction 

The confrontation over Iran’s nuclear programs has brought Iran into political conflict 

with the United States. This has been a recurring theme throughout presidential elections, 

policy debates, and academic literature. These two countries are at many times perceived 

to have a longstanding and deep mutual animosity creating the potential for future 

conflict, particularly with regard to Iran’s nuclear program. Iran maintains the program’s 

civilian purpose, while the United States and allies have called this into question. This 

political conflict has not taken a military turn so far. This may change, however, as both 

sides have prepared for armed conflict.  

It is widely accepted that the United States could military defeat Iran in the event of war, 

but, at what cost is unclear. It is logical to assume that Iran has not viewed the US 

invasions of two of Iran’s neighbors in a vacuum. Iran has learned lessons from the 

American experiences in Iraq and Afghanistan. If Iran takes the feel threatened by 

American precedents of intervention in other states in its neighborhood, it follows that 

Iran would have developed a strategy aimed at countering this very large and real threat.  

This thesis seeks to examine the strategy Iran has developed to counter the United States. 

Understanding Iran’s strategy can help the United States in the event of war. It may also 

help the two countries avoid war by aiding in mutual understanding of actions, helping 

prevent a miscommunication. Simply assuming the United States will win due to its 

overwhelming military force is not enough. If one understands a potential opponent’s 

strategy, it is far easier to defeat them. When applied to the United States and Iran, an 

understanding of Iran’s strategy may help prevent war, lower casualties, or help increase 
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the disparity between the US and Iranian militaries. The two sources of Iranian strategic 

English literature I could find, fail to give any primary sources about Iran’s strategy.3 

This paper draws on both primary and secondary sources, however due to the lack of 

English sources of Iranian Military strategy; this paper relies on others’ translations and 

analyses for the actions of the Iranian Military and attempts to infer the strategy behind 

these actions.  

An understanding of Iran’s strategy can also serve as a framework through which less 

powerful countries aim to balance and defeat world powers. Given the current 

international situation, a war with a more or less equal power is unlikely and great power 

conflicts with less powerful states are more likely. While not all countries will follow a 

strategy based on the Iranian one, a more complete understanding of Iran’s actions can 

serve as a starting point for future examinations.  

The first chapter in this portfolio asks, what is the purpose of Iran’s actions in Latin 

America. I seek to find out if Iran’s activities in the region move beyond simple 

geostrategic positioning and to examine the root causes of Iranian actions. Based on the 

literature review, there is no consensus on the reasons for Iran’s actions In order to 

answer this question, I examine two case studies: Iran’s relationships with the countries 

of the ALBA Alliance, in particular Venezuela; 4 and  Iran’s relationship with its largest 

trading partner in the region, Brazil. Based upon these case studies, I argue that Iran’s 

actions in the region aim to bring Iran’s unconventional forces, namely Hezbollah within 

                                                           
3 The two sources are the Iranian center for Strategic Research and The Iranian Review of Foreign Affairs 

Naser Hadian and Shani Hormozi, "Iran's New Security Environment Imperatives: Counter Containment or 

Engagement with the Us," Iranian Review of Foreign Affairs 1, no. 4 (2011); "Iran's Security Interests and 

Concerns," (2007), www.csr.ir/departments. 
4 Bolivarian Alliance for the Peoples of our America, Venezuela, Bolivia, Cuba, Ecuador, St Vincent and 

the Grenadines, Nicaragua, and Antigua and Barbuda 
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striking distance of the United States, as well as seeking allies and partners in the event of 

conflict with the United States. Through these two actions, Iran aims to deter the United 

States from engaging in conflict by physically threatening the United States with 

retaliatory responses from Hezbollah agents in Latin America and by finding nations who 

are willing to help Iran circumvent sanctions, thereby weakening the US strategy. 

The second chapter in this portfolio asks why Iran has selected its specific naval policies 

with regard to the Strait of Hormuz. Iran’s naval strategy is typically understood to be 

one based solely on an economic rationale: smaller ships and hit and run tactics are 

cheaper than building a traditional navy such as the United States Navy. Iran’s strategy 

involves using its fleet of smaller ships armed with anti-ship missiles to attempt to swarm 

U.S. forces and close the Strait. Iran also has a large number of mines which could be 

used to close the Strait.  To understand the rationale behind Iran’s choices, I examine 

Iran’s naval strategy through the lens of traditional naval strategy, specifically the fleet-

in-being doctrine and guerre de course. I argue that given Iran’s history of conflict in the 

region and with the United States, Iran has adapted aspects of traditional naval strategy to 

form a naval strategy which can be incrementally more violent against the United States. 

Iran, for example can stage symbolic mock attacks against U.S. and allied forces in the 

Gulf in a political gesture, ratcheting up these mock attacks to real ones if the need arises. 

The large number, and hidden nature of Iran’s small boat force means that it is unlikely 

that the United States could destroy all of them, leaving some to prey on merchant 

shipping in the Persian Gulf.   

The final chapter asks if the division of Iran’s military forces between the Artesh 

(traditional/conventional forces), the Iranian Revolutionary Guards Corps, and non-state 
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actors such as Hezbollah is effective at enabling Iran to meet its security goals. This 

division is different from how other nations organized their armed forces. Most countries 

organize their forces based upon the environment in which they fight, the army on land, 

the navy on water, and the air force in the air. Iran does this but in addition each service 

of the Iranian military has at least a rudimentary branch for each environment. I argue 

that this division is based upon the different services’ approach to warfare, and has been 

effective at helping Iran meet its security goals of removing and preventing foreign 

intervention in the Middle East and becoming the regional power, gain prestige and a 

leadership role in the Muslim world, and ensure chat conflict with foreign powers do not 

lead to all-out war. Iran’s military forces are generally regarded as weak, particularly 

when compared against the United States. This division came about as a way to address 

this weakness and attempt to turn it into a strength.  Recently, however the conventional 

army has begun to embrace more unconventional warfare strategies, weakening this 

division, and creating overlap. This overlap may spell the end of the Iranian division of 

forces, or at least lower its efficiency. 

The Iranian strategies examined in these chapters show a trend of attempting to turn a 

perceived weakness into strength. Although the Iranian military is weak, this is not an 

examination of whether Iran can emerge victorious from a conflict with the United States 

rather; this thesis seeks to examine how Iran is attempting to deal with a large perceived 

threat to the state. 
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Chapter One: Iran’s Counter U.S. Strategy: Latin America 

Introduction 
In recent years, attention has been given to Iran’s international activities, particularly its 

activities in Latin America. Iran has found many avenues for cooperation with countries 

in the region. The activities Iran undertakes in the region at times appear disjointed and 

aimless. Iran has recently increased its activities in the region, leading to the question of 

why now and why in Latin America?  The physical distance and seeming lack of cultural 

ties between Iran and this part of the world should suggest a lack of interest on behalf of 

Iranian leadership in partnering with countries of the Western Hemisphere, as countries 

tend to focus closer to home. This anomaly, especially since it is in the United States’ 

traditional sphere of influence, deserves further study to determine what Iran’s grand 

strategy is in Latin America. I will put the puzzle of Iran’s strategy in Latin America 

together and try to prove that this strategy is designed to counter the United States’ 

actions toward Iran. Determining the overarching strategy and the reasons behind it will 

allow the United States to counter Iran’s strategy both prior to and in the event of 

conflict. 

Iran’s nuclear program and international behavior are among the major challenges to the 

security of the United States and its foreign policy. The possibility of this conflict coming 

to a head is a distinct possibility. Both countries are taking measures to prepare for 

conflict. These measures include the well-known posturing and threats against the Strait 

of Hormuz by Iran, and preparations to counter this threat by the United States, such as 

deployments of carrier battle groups to the Persian Gulf and mine clearing exercises by 

the United States 5th fleet. Lesser-known preparations are occurring; however, Iran in 
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particular, is focusing on expanding its presence in the Western Hemisphere. This 

influence has been examined in light of the current state of affairs between the United 

States and Iran, and the region’s geographic proximity to the United States.  

Literature Review 
Concern for Iran’s growing influence in Latin America has reached the highest levels of 

the government of the United States. The United States passed a law in 2012 to develop a 

“comprehensive strategy to counter Iran’s growing hostile presence… in the Western 

Hemisphere.”5  Before and after the passage of this law, scholars examined Iran’s 

strategy in the region. 

 A plurality of the scholarship on the subject examines Iran’s expanding influence 

through the lens of decreasing U.S. imposed isolation. The scholars viewing Iran’s 

influence though this lens views Iran as wanting to gain international legitimacy and 

increase trade. According to Steven Johnson, a scholar at the Center for Strategic and 

International Studies, Iran’s targets for aiding in its isolation avoidance are nonaligned 

countries.6  

These authors, Johnson, Berman, and Goforth examine the economic ties between Iran 

and the countries in Latin America, in particular those ties which aid Iran in decreasing 

the effects of sanctions. These economic ties include such activities as gasoline deals, 

joint factories, and creating joint funds. This claim is present in the rationale for 

countering Iran in Public Law 112-220. These economic relationships, such as gasoline 

deals examined later, often come with the express intent, stated by leaders of Alianza 

                                                           
5 Countering Iran in the Western Hemisphere Act of 2012 112, PUBLIC LAW 112–220. 
6 Stephen Johnson, Iran's Influence in the Americas  (Washington, DC: Center for Strategic and 

International Studies, 2012). p. 10 
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Bolivariana para los Pueblos de Nuestra América7 (ALBA)8 nations, to help Iran avoid 

sanctions.9 These authors explore the economic ties between Iran and ALBA of which 

Iran is an observer.10  While most of the scholars in this school, such as Goforth and 

Caro, focus on the Venezuela-Iran relationship, they also note Iran’s economic 

relationship with Brazil, Iran’s largest trade partner in the region.11 These authors explore 

other facets of the Iranian presence in the region, yet the overarching theme is one of 

attempts to avoid the isolation desired by the United States. These activities reduce the 

effect of the foreign policy of the United States and United Nations toward Iran.  Farah, 

for example, explores military relations in some detail, however, he concludes that “the 

most immediate utility of Iran’s alliance with the Bolivarian axis … is for Iran’s own 

near-term ends: the ability to minimize the impact of international sanctions, especially 

on its financial sector ….”12 While Iran’s strategy in Latin America certainly involves 

sanction busting, it is more complex. Were the relationships with countries in the region 

simply for these economic purposes, they would most likely not include the military or 

revolutionary aspects examined later. While economic arrangements can lead to more 

agreements between countries over time, I will show that Iran’s Latin American activities 

with its largest trading partner, Brazil, are solely economic and do not involve other 

aspects of Iran’s activities with the ALBA nations.  

                                                           
7 Bolivarian Alliance for the Peoples of Our America 
8 Venezuela, Bolivia, Cuba, Ecuador, St Vincent and the Grenadines, Nicaragua, and Antigua and Barbuda 
9 Sean Goforth, Axis of Unity : Venezuela, Iran & the Threat to America, (Potomac Books, 2012). P.42 
10 Joel D. Hirst, The Alba : Inside Venezuela's Bolivarian Alliance  (Miami, FL: InterAmerican Institute for 

Democracy, 2012).p 95. 
11 Johnson, p.69 
12 Doug Farah, "Iran and Latin America: Strategic Security Issues," (Ft. Belvoir, VA: Defense Threat 

Reduction Agency, 2011). 
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Other scholars focus on the stated revolutionary goals of Iran and countries in Latin 

America and suggest that Iran has targeted likeminded revolutionary countries in Latin 

America, such as Venezuela and Bolivia, especially since the ascension of former 

President Ahmadinejad to spur anti-American sentiments.13 The Chavismo movement 

and the subsequent growth of leftist governments in Latin America have given Iran many 

potential targets using this approach. Hunter examines the correlation between the 

domestic politics of countries in Latin America, the election of left leaning self-

proclaimed revolutionaries specifically, and an increase in Iranian relations with these 

countries. Paraguay and Uruguay are used as examples of attempts by Iran to improve its 

relationships under such situations. The support Iran gave to Nicaragua during the 1980s 

under the Ortega regime and the sudden re-establishment of diplomatic relations after his 

re-election serve as examples of this approach.14   

Perdue examines the strategy of the “‘war of all the people’”.15 This strategy, according 

to Perdue, is a “doctrine of asymmetrical and political warfare” aimed at the United 

States.16 The foremost leaders in this strategy were Presidents Chavez and 

Ahmadinejad.17 Perdue explains this strategy as both military and political actions, such 

as the mass mobilization of a population to counter an invasion, as was the case in the 

Iran-Iraq War, or the militia in Venezuela currently being used to suppress the unrest in 

Venezuela. He also analyzes the reason for the cooperation between Iran and the 

                                                           
13 Shireen. Hunter, Iran's Foreign Policy in the Post-Soviet Era : Resisting the New International Order  

(Santa Barbara, Calif. :: Praeger, 2010).p.233. 
14  I. Caro and I. Rodriguez, "La Presencia De Irán En América Latina a Través De Su Influencia En Los 

Países Del Alba " Atenea, no. 500 (2009). P.23 
15 Jon B. Perdue, The War of All the People : The Nexus of Latin American Radicalism and Middle Eastern 

Terrorism, 1st ed. (Washington, D.C.: Potomac Books, 2012). P.1 
16 Ibid.  
17 Ibid. 
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revolutionary countries in Latin America. He concludes that different countries and 

ideologies can be joined together against a common enemy while they are 

“revolutionaries” and militants.18  Purdue links together the concerns regarding terrorism 

in Latin America and the revolutionary ideals of the countries involved. While they do 

establish an overarching strategy for Iranian involvement, especially Purdue, I believe 

Iranian involvement goes beyond revolutionary fervor, to military prudence. I posit that it 

is necessary for these military strategies to be integrated with the economic strategies 

examined by the previous group of authors. The revolutionary governments in Latin 

America have a history of anti-Americanism that can be used by Iran to threaten the 

United States. 

As previously stated, Iran has engaged in military and terroristic activities in Latin 

America. While most authors make some note of the terrorist or military relationship 

between Iran and Latin America, in particular the bombings of the AMIA (Argentine 

Israelite Mutual Association) and the Israeli embassy in Argentina in the early 1990s, 

some see this as the main reason for Iranian involvement in the region. Martínez analyzes 

the relationship between the Iranian nuclear program and terrorist activities. He examines 

the evangelical nature of Iran’s proxy Hezbollah in the region. He also explores Iranian 

Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) activities in the region. These include closed-door 

meetings with high Venezuelan military officials.19  Martínez mostly focuses on the 

assistance ALBA gives Iran on its nuclear program. A large benefit is access to Bolivian 

                                                           
18 Ibid, p.59 
19 Emilio Martínez, Relaciones Peligrosas : El Eje TeheráN-Caracas-La Paz, 1. ed. (Santa Cruz: [s.n.], 

2010). p. 30 



 

10 
 

uranium deposits.20 This activity could be sanction-busting or military in nature; as the 

Iranian nuclear program is assumed to be of a military nature, I have included it here. 

Many previously mentioned authors explore the possibility of Iran using terrorist and 

military influence in Latin America to strike the United States. The Meir Amit Terrorist 

Information Center focuses on the terrorism aspects of Iranian influence in Latin 

America. This report examines the activities of the Quds Force21 in the region. This 

report also claims that the economic agreements with the various countries in the region 

are used to launder money to support the military and terrorist activities in the region.22  

The literature on Iranian activities in Latin America establishes different reasons for the 

recent increase in activity in the region. The literature is mainly written with the goal of 

determining the threat these activities pose to the United States, and written piecemeal. In 

my opinion, the best way to undermine Iranian influence in the region is to examine the 

whole Iranian approach and determine what has caused the increase in activity in the 

region. I posit that the entire Iranian strategy in Latin America is due to the foreign policy 

of the United States and is an attempt by Iran to counter this policy and prepare for a 

possible conflict with the United States.  I aim to show how the subjects studied by these 

authors fit together to show us Iran’s Latin American strategy and how that strategy is 

designed to counter the United States. The pieces studied by the aforementioned authors 

shed light on Iran’s activities in the region, yet at times lose the forest for the trees as they 

do not examine why Iran is embarking on these activities in the big picture. While the 

first group of authors does that acknowledge Iran is attempting to circumvent United 

                                                           
20 Ibid. p. 41 
21 Part of the IRGC 
22 "Latin America as an Arena for Iran and Hezbollah's Terrorist, Subversive and Criminal Activities,"  (Tel 

Aviv, Israel: The Meir Amit Intelligence and Terrorism Information Center 2012). p. 13 
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Nations and United States sanctions, they do not explore how else Iran is attempting to 

weaken the position of the United States. Other groups of authors explore aspects of 

Iran’s policy in Latin America, but they do not directly relate them back to a causal 

factor, which in my opinion is to counter the United States. 

Key Definitions and Assumptions 

 
Iranian strategy in Latin America has many facets. This study of Iranian influences and 

strategy in Latin America includes all countries of South America, Central America, and 

Mexico. I am not looking at the countries in the Caribbean, aside from islands belonging 

to Venezuela.  While I am looking at activity of the Iranian government, the close 

relationship between terrorist organizations such as Hamas and Hezbollah and the Iranian 

Revolutionary Guard Corps Qods Force means that the activities of violent extremist 

organizations in the region must be considered as part of Iran’s activities. This is also due 

to the changing nature of war toward unconventional conflicts.  Especially in light of 

Director of National Intelligence Clapper’s testimony, where he states, “Hizballah‟s 

Secretary General in mid-November publicly warned that an Israeli attack on Iran would 

spark a regional war, signaling that Hizballah may retaliate for a strike on Iran.”23 When 

refering to the conflict over Iran’s nuclear programs, I am dating the start of this conflict 

to after the United Nations and International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) began 

imposing sanctions on Iran in 2007.  

Throughout this study I assume that the Iranian nuclear program is not solely for peaceful 

purposes, but is instead for designing a nuclear weapon. I also assume that following the 

                                                           
23 Senate Select Committee on Intelligence Unclassified Statement for the Record on the Worldwide Threat 

Assessment of the Us Intelligence Community for the Senate Select Committee on Intelligence January 31 

2012. 
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death of President Hugo Chavez, the new government, under newly elected president 

Maduro, will continue his policies toward Iran. Related to the Venezuelan policy, I 

assume that the ALBA nations, as self-proclaimed revolutionary governments, have a 

similar world view and that they can be studied as a group. While they are separate 

countries, the similarity of leaders and philosophies, lends to a study of these countries as 

a group.  I also assume that Iran has an overarching strategy in Latin America, as many 

countries have grand strategic objectives for regions in which they are involved. 

Case Study Selection 

 
In order to determine the cause of Iranian influence and activities in Latin America, I will 

first establish the Iranian strategy for Latin America. To accomplish this, I will look at 

Iranian interactions with the ALBA nations, in particular Venezuela, and non-ALBA 

Brazil.  The countries involved in the two cases are on friendly terms with Iran. After 

determining Iranian strategy, I will compare Iranian strategy before 2007 to Iranian 

strategy after 2007, when international pressure of Iran’s nuclear program greatly 

increased with the passing of multiple UN resolutions. 

I chose my first case study, the ALBA countries, due to the large amount of interaction 

between these countries and Iran. Based on a preliminary study, these countries play a 

key role in Iranian strategy in the region, thereby calling for their inclusion in a study of 

Iranian policy. Also, based on a preliminary study, these countries are engaged with Iran 

in multiple areas, including military, economy, and diplomacy.  



 

13 
 

I have chosen to look at Brazil because Brazil is Iran’s largest trade partner in the 

region.24 This trade has continued even in the face of UN sanctions against Iran, with a 

projected $1.5 billion in bilateral trade in 2010.25 Brazil and Iran have engaged in many 

bilateral meetings and visits under former President Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva. They have 

also engaged in bilateral oil exploration. There is much data involving Iranian-Brazilian 

relations due to these economic ties. In addition to the availability of information, Brazil 

is an emerging power in Latin America and is attempting to emerge into international 

power politics, in particular with regard to Iran.  I would expect there to be more of a 

relationship between Iran and Brazil than Iran and the ALBA countries due to the amount 

of trade between the two countries. 

Case Studies 
 

ALBA 

 

The ALBA nations have a relationship with Iran that begins with Iran’s observer status in 

the organization. This observer status allows Iran to remain aware of the actions of this 

organization. Of the many attempts to bring some level of integration to Latin America, 

such as UNASUR, MERCOSUR, and La Allianza del Pacifico, to name a few, ALBA is 

the most controversial. The ALBA is a far left-leaning trade organization with desires to 

integrate South and Central America created by Hugo Chavez. This officially ties Iran 

with this controversial organization in Latin America. Due to the physical distance 

between the ALBA nations and Iran, it seems unlikely that Iran would have the same 

                                                           
24 Hunter p. 237 
25 Countering Iran in the Western Hemisphere Act of 2012  P.2 
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interest in the activities of ALBA as some of the other observer states and invitees to the 

alliance, such as Haiti, Surinam, and Santa Lucia.26  

The People’s Trade Treaty, a free-trade agreement designed to counter the United States’ 

proposed Free Trade Area of the Americas, is a cornerstone of ALBA, thus while Iran 

may not have a vested interest in Latin American integration, Iran does have economic 

ties to the ALBA nations, as will be discussed below. The trade between two ALBA 

nations, Venezuela and Cuba, and Iran is slim; the total between Iran and these two 

countries was less than €200 million27 in 2008.28 Later I will examine what this trade 

consists of, shedding light of what Iran’s economic strategy may be. These numbers 

hardly justify becoming an observer state, leading me to question why Iran would want to 

become an observer. 

Iran’s entry into agreements with ALBA stems from its engagement with Venezuela. The 

two nations have a historical relationship through their membership in OPEC since its 

founding.  In 2005, the two countries signed a free-trade agreement.29 Much of the 

interaction between these two countries focuses on oil. Over the years there have been 

joint ventures between Petróleos de Venezuela (PDVSA) and the National Iranian Oil 

Company (NIOC). In 2005 and 2006 the two companies signed over $6 billion in joint 

developments. After 2007, Venezuela has made multiple statements about selling 

gasoline to Iran. In 2009, the two nations agreed that Iran would import 20,000 barrels of 

                                                           
26 While not relevant to this part of the discussion, it is important to note the Syria is also an observer. 
27 Approximately $2.81 million  
28 Hunter p.237 
29 Johnson p. 90 
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Venezuelan gasoline daily during Western economic sanctions.30 In 2011, a similar 

agreement was made between Iran and Venezuela but was canceled, with a statement 

saying Iran no longer needed to import gasoline.31 The benefit of these agreements to Iran 

is obvious; this cooperation lessens the impact of any sanctions on Iran by the West, 

especially with regard to such a strategic resource as gasoline. Beyond Venezuela, the 

other ALBA nations in 2010 “publically stated [the] intent … to not comply with the 

United Nations trade sanctions on Iran.”32 This explicit intent of the ALBA nations gives 

Iran aid in circumventing international sanctions; the value to Iran and its strategy in 

Latin America is obvious. 

In addition to oil, the ALBA nations economically and financially aid Iran in avoiding 

sanctions. Iran has set up a bank, the Banco Internacional de Desarrollo, in Venezuela, 

with only one branch in Caracas.33 The Economic Development Bank of Iran has 

financed the purchase of Iranian goods with ALBA members Ecuador and Bolivia. 34 In 

addition to these banking institutions, a binational fund, the Fondo Binacional Venezuela-

Iran, “was established in May 2008 with an initial capital of $1.2 billion. Each country 

provided half of the initial capital.”35 The direct connection of these financial institutions 

to Iran allows Iran to continue receiving foreign capital under sanctions.  While the 

amount of money flowing through these institutions may currently be small, they have set 

up a pipeline that can be expanded if the need arises.  

                                                           
30 House Committee on Foreign Affairs, Subcommittee of the Western Hemisphere; Subcommittee of 

Middle East and South Asia; and Subcommittee on Terrorism, Nonproliveration, and Trade, Iran's 

Relations with Venezuela: Axis of Unity or Strategic Alliance?, 2009. 
31 Johnson p.91 
32 Foreign Relations Committee: Subcommittee on Western Hemisphere, peace Corps, and Global 

Narcotics Affairs, Iran's Influence and Activity in Latin America, February 16, 2012 2012. 
33 Joby Warrick, "Iran Seeks Closer Ties in Latin America," The Washington Post, January 12 2012. 
34 Farah 2011 
35 Ibid. 
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Through these economic and financial interactions with the ALBA nations, Iran has 

secured vital resources and foreign capital even in the face of international sanctions. 

With secure sources of resources and capital, Iran can keep its domestic economy running 

and have money with which to buy foreign goods. While Iran is a large oil exporter, due 

to U.S. sanctions it may not be able to rely on oil exports for its foreign capital. It appears 

Iran has intentionally created a backup network that can kick in when the need arises. 

This will allow it to continue to sell its oil for foreign capital, as well as transfer this 

currency to countries to purchase goods on the world markets, in the face of international 

embargos. This will allow the Iranian economy to function more normally than if it were 

in complete isolation. This may also allow Iran to purchase military supplies and arms for 

use against the United States. 

Aside from the aid in avoiding sanctions Iran receives from the ALBA nations, Iran is 

involved in military and terrorist activities though these nations. Iran used this link to 

create a network of cells in South America headed by the Iranian Republic Guard Corps -

- Quds Force,36 aided by Iranian backed Hezbollah.37 Iran very likely used this network to 

carry out terrorist attacks in Argentina in 1992 and 1994.38  Iran and Hezbollah tried to 

use this network to assassinate the Saudi Arabian ambassador to the United States in 

2011. This plot involved an alleged plan to place an explosive device in a restaurant in 

Washington, D.C. The man admits he was “directed by Iranian military officials.”39 The 

Venezuelan government supported an Iranian cyber-attack against the United States in 
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2011.40 Despite these uses of Iran’s terrorist network, the Meir Amit Intelligence and 

Terrorism Information Center believes that Iran has “focused on constructing covert 

terrorist networks… [to] be activated when the Iranian regime considers it appropriate,”41 

and not on using them. The Iranian government could call for the activation of this 

network in the event of war with the United States, for example. Two known networks, 

“one home-grown Venezuelan clan and another cultivated by Mohsen Rabbani, a 

notorious agent of the Qods Force of the Iranian Revolutionary Guards Corps, 

proselytize, fund-raise, recruit, and train operatives on behalf of Iran and Hezbollah in 

many countries in the Americas.”42  

Another example of military cooperation is that the Venezuelan military adopted the 

principles of asymmetrical warfare as defined by Peripheral Warfare and Revolutionary 

Islam:  Origins, Rules, and Ethics of Asymmetrical Warfare.43 This book advocates the 

use of weapons of mass destruction and terrorist tactics, similar to, and based, on those 

used by the IRGC.  The ALBA nations created a military academy – La Escuela de 

Defensa de la Alianza Bolivariana para los Pueblos de Nuestra América44 – supported by 

Iran to remove U.S. influence from the training of their militaries.45 Iran’s support for this 

military education program was established by the presence of the Iranian Defense 

minister at the inauguration ceremony in Bolivia.46 His presence caused protest in 

Argentina due to a warrant for his arrest from Interpol related to the bombings in 
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Argentina in 1992.47 Considering the ties between the Venezuelan Army and this school, 

it is likely the strategies and tactics outlined in Verstrynge’s book are being taught at this 

school. The school has as its goal the creation of a “Latin American and independent 

doctrine.”48 This type of warfare fits into Iran’s strategy of creating terrorist and 

asymmetric warfare networks in the region, such as the cells that carried out the attacks in 

Venezuela and planned attacks against the United States. In 2006, former Venezuelan 

President Chavez said, “Iran is under threat; there are plans to invade Iran; hopefully it 

won't happen, but we are with you." 49 At the same meeting he stated, "Under any 

scenario we are with you just like we are with Cuba, if the United States invades Cuba, 

blood will run ... We will not have our arms crossed while bombs are falling in Havana or 

they carry Raul off in a plane."50 This shows that Venezuela will stand with Iran in the 

face of armed aggression; it is likely that there are plans to integrate the graduates of this 

program into Iranian and Iranian-proxy operations in 

the event of conflict. It is logical to assume that the 

two allies, after choosing similar doctrines, would 

have plans to jointly implement them. That said, it is 

possible that the Venezuelan government will not stand 

by its rhetoric, especially against the United States. 

 The United States is one of Venezuela’s largest trade partners with over $55 billion in 

bilateral trade between the two countries in 2012. The United States has a trade deficit of 
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$21 billion dollars in this exchange.51 It could be argued that Venezuela would not openly 

support Iran if it means losing this source of income, considering this is compared to less 

than $200 million in trade with Iran. In addition, the change in Venezuelan leadership 

may render these assurances null and void. I believe that while Venezuela may not 

openly join Iran in a war against the United States, Iran is counting on a base of 

operations for its proxy Hezbollah, not actual Venezuelan military assistance, in order to 

strike the United States. Maduro, having won the recent election, will likely continue 

Chavez’s alliance with Iran. Ahmadinejad was, after all, given a place of honor at 

Chavez’s funeral.52  

Iran has also been supporting the development of equipment for its South American 

partners. Iran has supplied Venezuela with UAVs.53 In addition to simply supplying these 

drones, Iran has built Iranian-Venezuelan military factories to build these UAVs.54 These 

drones have become integrated into the Venezuelan military and used in border patrol 

and drug interdiction missions.55 The United States attempted to prevent this by 

appealing to the United Nations to establish a ban on the purchase of Iranian made and 

designed weapons.56 This ban, however, has not stopped the activities of the Iranian 

military.  

While the Iranian military does not have the capability to directly threaten the U.S. 

mainland at this time, I infer that by building relations and their subversive network it is 
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trying to gain this capability. The Iranian Navy lacks the ability to project power far away 

from its home waters, with the exception of some limited excursions to Syria, and 

recently Sri Lanka.57 The Iranian Air Force is not known to have conducted any long-

range operations. Iran’s much talked about ballistic missile program also currently lacks 

the ability to strike the United States. The maximum range of its missiles is currently 

2,000-2,500 km.58 These limitations severely restrict Iran’s ability to take the fight to the 

U.S. main-land. A web of terrorist and fourth-generation warfare-trained operatives could 

give Iran this striking power, as we have seen from the aforementioned attempts.  The 

Iranian government’s use of intelligence services, both Iranian and Venezuelan, to 

attempt to strike the United States shows that the government has the intent to carry out 

attacks in the United States.  Based on these prior incidents, I conclude that Iran will 

make more active use of these strategic tools. 

The economic and military activities of Iran have been helped by Iranian efforts on the 

public diplomacy front. Looking at the Iranian presence in Latin America compared to 

other countries, Iran has 145 accredited diplomats in its embassy in La Paz, more in 

Caracas, compared to only eight in Madrid, 59 and fourteen in Canada before the closing 

of its embassy.60 This presence follows the trend that Iran has almost doubled its 

embassies in the region from six to ten.61 Based on the evidence presented above while 

discussing Iran’s military and intelligence activities in the region, it is likely that some of 
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this embassy staff is involved in training at the ALBA Escuela de Defensa and 

intelligence operations. Military advisors are not usually accredited as diplomats, 

however, there is nothing stopping such an action.  

Iran faces a perception challenge in the region.  A 2011 Latinobarometro survey showed 

Ahmadinejad and Iran were ranked least favorable by citizens of Latin America out of 

nine countries, receiving only 25 percent favorable compared to the United States’ 72 

percent.62  These numbers are an average across the region; when looking at the ALBA 

nations, the average is only slightly more favorable at 35.25 percent.63 I should note that 

the top three favorable countries were ALBA countries. While the governments in Latin 

America may be friendly to Iran, the population does not feel the same way. 

Iran has taken steps to change this negative perception. In December of 2011, it began 

broadcasting an Iranian satellite TV channel in the region, Hispan TV. This channel is a 

24-hour broadcast channel in Spanish.64 According to the Sistema Bolivaria de 

Communication e Informacion, the goal of this channel is to “show the points that unite 

and historical connections between Iran and Latin America to bring [them] closer and 

guarantee a future.”65  The channel follows an Islamic dress code while on air.66 This will 

also serve as a way to link the Bolivarian Revolution to the Iranian Revolution. 
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In addition, Iran and 

Venezuela publicize joint 

construction projects, many of which 

help the poorer segments of the 

population. An example of this is the 

Cuidad Fabricio Ojeda public housing project in Venezuela, a joint project of the two 

governments.67 This could imply that Iran is attempting to garner popular support in the 

region in line with its diplomatic activities. These activities will likely help influence the 

population to support Iran in the event of a conflict. While this might not be enough to 

push these countries into overtly helping Iran militarily, especially since even in 

Venezuela the United States is more popular than Iran,68 an increase in popular support 

for Iran may give the ALBA governments more leeway in supporting Iran. 

There has been a push by Iran to reach out to Islamic communities in the region, in 

particular Venezuela’s Margarita Island.69 There have also been more Islamic websites 

sponsored by figures linked to the Iranian government targeted at Latin America.70 I 

believe Iran desires to tap this growing population in the hope some can become 

radicalized and join Iran’s mission in the region.  

Iranian interactions with the ALBA cover many aspects of national power. Iran is 

involved in military, economic, political, and informational activities with these 

countries. It is clear that Iran is trying to spread its influence among these countries. 
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Compared to the following case of Brazil, the majority of Iran’s activities in Latin 

America are focused on these countries. It is important to note that, at least with 

Nicaragua, this is not a new development; the two countries maintained an alliance from 

1979 to 1990 coinciding with the Sandinista regime.71  

The moves Iran is making in the region are aimed at the United States, whether those 

moves are to secure its supplies of strategic resources or prepare terrorist cells to strike 

targets in the hemisphere. The terrorist cells can be used to extend the range at which Iran 

is able to strike targets, which considering the current political climate are most likely 

American.  

Brazil 

 

Relations between Brazil and Iran revolve around trade. Trade between the two nations 

heavily favors Brazil. In 2012, Brazilian exports to Iran were projected to be $1.3 billion, 

while Brazilian imports from Iran were only $140 million.72 The relative importance of 

bilateral trade between the countries is apparent when looking at the percentage of trade 

of each country going to the other. Imports from Brazil accounted for 2.9% of all Iranian 

imports, making Brazil Iran’s eighth-largest supplier. On the other hand, Brazil does not 

make the top 25 list for purchasers of Iranian exports.73  This is an attempt to secure 

resources that it cannot get as easily from the world market. The top imported goods from 
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Brazil are industrial and mechanical goods, accounting for 21.5 percent of Iranian-

Brazilian imports.74 

An important aspect of Iranian-Brazilian relations is the deal that was proposed by Brazil 

and Turkey for a nuclear fuel exchange with Iran in 2010. These negotiations helped 

boost Brazil onto the world stage as negotiator. This deal would have had “Iran exchange 

1,200 kg of its low-enriched uranium for higher enriched nuclear fuel for use in a medical 

research reactor.”75 The goal of this deal was to help de-escalate tensions between the 

West and Iran over its nuclear enrichment program. In the end, this deal did not go 

through, but it did serve to highlight the relationship between Iran and Brazil. It also 

shows Brazil’s support for what it sees as Iran’s peaceful nuclear program. This is risky if 

it turns out that Iran’s program is not solely peaceful.  

Former President Lula reached out to former President Ahmadinejad on various 

occasions. Once in Ecuador in 2007 when Ahmadinejad was invited to Brazil, and the 

second time was in 2008 when the foreign ministers expressed a desire for both heads of 

state to meet.76 When the two leaders were supposed to meet in 2009, the idea was met 

by protest domestically and did not occur.77 Thus the relationship between Brazil and Iran 

has not reached an official head of state meeting, in contrast to the ALBA nations, known 

for many meetings between heads of state. The relationship between Brazil and Iran is 

more institutionalized and transparent than Iran’s relationship with the ALBA countries.78 

Lula’s successor, President Dilma Rousseff, has stepped back from the closeness between 
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Iran and Brazil.79 She has also called out Iran on human rights issues on many 

occasions.80  

Analysis 
 

Simply in the amount of data available, a difference is visible between the two case 

studies. Iran has more interactions with the ALBA countries across multiple areas than it 

does with Brazil. Considering the difference in trade numbers between the two case 

studies it is strange that the relationship between Brazil and Iran isn’t stronger, and that 

the trade ties between the ALBA nations and Iran are so low. While there are many 

economic ties between the ALBA countries and Iran, they represent small amounts of 

money. I would expect there to be more relationships between Iran and Brazil due to the 

relative amount of trade when compared to the ALBA countries. Looking at the United 

States as an example, of the five countries from which it imports the most, three are treaty 

allies: Canada, Japan, and Germany; one is a very important partner in fighting crime, 

Mexico; and the last is the next largest economy in the world, China.81 This contrasts 

with Iran’s situation in Latin America, with its closest allies not being its largest trading 

partners. It is also interesting to note that while Iran is an observer in ALBA, it is not an 

observer in MERCOSUR. Both Brazil and Venezuela are members of MERCOSUR, 

giving Iran more reason for becoming an observer in MERCOSUR as opposed to ALBA, 

in my opinion. 
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Iranian strategy in Latin America appears to be aimed at securing its supply lines of 

strategic materials from the ALBA countries and Brazil, and foreign capital, in addition 

to establishing bases for terrorist networks. These supply lines may continue even in the 

event of conflict with the United States. The ALBA supply lines most likely will continue 

due to shared anti-American sentiments between the governments. Iran has tried to 

increase the likelihood that these routes will remain open through public diplomacy and 

TV influences in the region. It is important to note that while there have been multiple 

attempts to spread Islam in Brazil,82 there has not been the systematic approach in Brazil 

that there has been in the ALBA nations to convince the population of Iran’s good 

intentions. This is most likely due to Brazil being perceived as friendly to the United 

States. In the event of conflict, I believe Iran thinks Brazil will side with the United 

States, cutting off supplies, and is thus not worth the expense of trying to solidify. On the 

other hand ALBA’s statement of support for Iran may merit more investment on Iran’s 

part to keep these supply routes open. Iran is using its military expertise and technology 

to increase the capability of allied armed forces in the region in both conventional and 

unconventional warfare. This increases the readiness of Iran’s allies in the type of warfare 

expected to be successful against the United States. 

The military part of Iran’s strategy in the region focuses on unconventional warfare. As 

previously mentioned, this is the only way Iran can currently strike the U.S. mainland. As 

their missionaries try to recruit more members into their proxy organizations, the threat 

from these organizations increases. Iran has increasingly used this network to attack the 

United States. Interestingly, the only successful attacks did not attack American interests. 
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These attacks were against Argentine and Israeli interests. Despite previous successes, 

Iran has not attacked Israeli interests in the region since the early 1990s. This plus the 

attempted attacks against the United States leads me to believe Iran is saving this network 

for a conflict with the United States. While the attacks in Argentina occurred long before 

the recent increase in tension between Iran and the United States, I believe this is simply 

an outlier and does not show any major change in the target of Iran’s strategy in the 

region.  

Iran was also active in the 1980s supporting the Sandinista government of Nicaragua. 

Iran and Nicaragua have referred to these past ties recently. Despite the closeness of the 

two countries, Iran closed its embassy once the Sandinistas were voted out of power, only 

to reopen it in 2007 once President Ortega was returned to power. This is another 

example of a pause and reset of Iranian interactions with Latin America. While it could 

be argued this is a simple resurgence of old ties, without the current state of relations 

between the United States and Iran, I do not believe the ties would have progressed as 

quickly as they have since their resumption. 

Conclusion 
 

Iran’s strategy in the region displays patterns of preparation for conflict with the United 

States.  Currently, the main point of conflict between the two nations is Iran’s nuclear 

program. Therefore, I conclude that Iran‘s strategy in the region results partly from U.S. 

policy toward Iran’s nuclear program. Iran’s actions in Latin America demonstrate Iran’s 

ability to threaten the United States in its own region, along a similar vain to how The 

U.S. threatens Iran in the Persian Gulf.The aforementioned activates by Iran correlate 
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with the increasing tensions between the United States and Iran. The gasoline agreements 

occurred once the United States and the United Nations implemented sanctions. Iran’s 

actions are a direct response to counteract U.S. policies. While obviously this is not 

sufficient to explain why or the success with which Iran has engaged in Latin America, 

but without this motivation, Iran would not have looked so far away or close to the 

United States for allies. In light of the death of Hugo Chavez and the election of President 

Rouhani, I predict that the ties will continue, albeit at a slower pace and may even 

slightly decrease. Any decrease will likely be due to the reliance on the personal 

relationship between the two former leaders. 

When looking at the large difference in Iranian activities between the ALBA nations and 

Brazil, the difference in governance must be addressed. The ALBA countries feel they 

are revolutionary countries while Brazil does not. I agree with Purdue and Hunter that 

revolutionary ideals play a part in Iranian strategy. However, I do not believe this is the 

sole reason for its involvement. This relationship is a factor for success and helps explain 

the discrepancy between the two case studies. Related to the idea of revolutionaries 

joining together is the much older “the enemy of my enemy is my friend” idea. The 

governments of the ALBA nations have publicly declared they feel threatened by the 

United States thus are more willing to interact with Iran than Brazil, a friend of the 

United States.  

The use of Iranian assents for the bombings in Argentina shows that Iran has been active 

in this region for decades. While this is evidence that Iran’s involvement in Latin 

America is not solely based on a possible conflict with the United States, it does not 

change the reasons for the recent events and ties between Iran and countries in the region. 
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I believe the lull between these attacks and the current conflict represented a pause and 

reset in Iran’s strategy.  
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Chapter Two: Iranian Counter US Strategy: The Strait of Hormuz   

Introduction 
Following the fall of the Iranian Shah in 1979 and the subsequent hostage crisis involving 

American diplomatic personnel, the relationship between the United States and Iran 

drastically changed for the worse. As this relationship soured, the likelihood of conflict 

between the two countries increased. Today, one of the main points of contention is 

Iran’s nuclear program. This has led to United Nations (UN), European Union (EU), and 

American sanctions.  

Iran is located on the strategic Strait of Hormuz, through which 35 percent or more of 

seaborne oil travels.83 This position allows Iran to threaten to close the Strait in the event 

of conflict.84 This threat is a large part of Iranian naval strategy.  This paper examines 

why Iran has followed certain policies in the development of its naval forces and how 

those polices are important to understanding Iranian naval strategy in the Persian Gulf 

and the Strait of Hormuz. Iran’s military forces, as are any nation’s, are designed to 

counter perceived military threats. In Iran’s case, the perceived threat is the most 

powerful navy in the world, the U.S. Navy. In any conventional conflict, Iran would 

likely be rapidly defeated. For this reason, Iran has had to find other ways to counter the 

United States’ control of the sea without inviting a massive military response leading to 

Iran’s defeat. 
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Literature Review 
 

The Strait of Hormuz 

Given the importance of the Strait of Hormuz, Iran’s ability to close the Strait is the 

center of debate in both the academic and policy worlds. With the disparity in military 

power between the United States and Iran, many studies agree that the United States 

would win a conventional conflict.85 Different viewpoints have arisen, however, with 

regard to the ability of Iran to close the Strait, and if that is possible, how long it would 

take the United States to respond and at what cost in lives, material, and money.86  

In general, the writing on the Strait of Hormuz focuses on mines, missiles, ships, and 

aircraft. All agree that Iran could mine the Strait to some extent. In addition, all agree the 

United States would likely use military force to keep the Strait open. While it is almost 

certain that the United States would respond to a massive Iranian blockade, it is unknown 

if there is a threshold for U.S. involvement. I posit that a threshold for U.S. involvement 

exists. There are actions which Iran could undertake in the Strait to make transit more 

difficult without the United States responding militarily, along a smiliar line to the 

actions taken by President Assad in Syrian and the debate over U.S. involvement, 

specifically the “red line” President Obama issued over the use of chemical weapons, and 

the debate over military intervention once their use was reported.87 
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The accepted Iranian strategy does not involve a traditional blockade posture with surface 

or large numbers of subsurface ships.88 Instead, it involves an initial Iranian mine-laying 

operation in or near the shipping lanes. Iran is estimated to have over 2,000 mines, 

including Soviet, Chinese, North Korean, and homemade mines. These mines would 

likely be backed up by Chinese-made, anti-ship missiles, both mounted on ships and 

deployed from shore. 89 In addition to these missiles, Iran has access to indigenously 

designed air-launched anti-ship missiles. Assumed U.S. air superiority largely counter 

acts any benefit from these missiles.90  

While Iran may be able to mine the Strait and launch anti-ship missiles, it would likely be 

difficult for it to cut off the oil supply transiting the Strait. For example, Eugene Gholz, 

and J. Peter Pham believe Iran has the intent to close the Strait, yet lacks the capability.91  

Conversely, arguments against Iran’s ability to close the Strait completely rely on tankers 

being able to move around the threats, such as mines or the range of missiles.92 

Specifically, ships can move around known minefields to areas that have been cleared or 

are more difficult to mine; they can also move outside of the most effective ranges for 

missiles.  Related to the ability of ships to avoid hazards is the possibility of the 

international community to move the shipping lanes away from the threat.93 Beyond the 

prospect of tankers simply moving out of the way, it is difficult to sink or disable an oil 
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tanker. During the tanker war, a naval conflict during the Iran-Iraq War, 150 larger oil 

tankers were hit with anti-ship cruise missiles, but only about a quarter were disabled.94  

Before being able to hit a tanker, however, the weapons must be deployed. A large part of 

the successful deployment of weapons is training. According to past research, the Iranian 

military lacks the ability to effectively deploy these forces, especially against an 

American response because the conventional Iranian navy is “a hollow force.”95 As 

previously mentioned, mines are a large concern, however, the ability of Iran to deploy 

the mines before the United States and regional allies notice would be difficult if not 

impossible.96 Anti-ship cruise missiles also pose operational difficulties for the Iranian 

military through the challenge of “over the horizon targeting”; unless Iran has mastered 

this technique, the effective range of its missiles will be severely limited.97 During the 

2006 war in Lebanon, the training of Hezbollah troops surprised the Israeli forces, both 

on land and sea.98 It is logical that an organization receiving training from a state would 

not be better trained than the state providing the assistance. Therefore, I disagree with the 

assessment that Iran would be incapable of deploying these weapons successfully. 

Scenarios for closing the strait do exist. For example, Catlin Talmadge examines many 

Iranian Strait-closing weapon systems, strategies and possible U.S. countermeasures. 

While the impact of any closure of the Strait would be felt primarily through oil, 

Talmadge explains the “potential for further military escalation would be high.”99 As she 
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explains, this escalation may put the traffic in the Strait at further risk. This risk would be 

from Iranian actions as well as the risk of sailing in a war zone. Talmadge focuses on 

mine warfare as Iran’s primary means of attack. She concludes that traffic in the Strait 

“could be impeded for weeks or longer, with major air and naval operations required to 

restore the full flow of traffic.”100  

William O’Neil contradicts Talmage and insists she exaggerates the damage that could be 

done by an Iranian attempt to close the Strait. As with the previous authors, O’Neil 

examines the ability of the tankers to move away from the established shipping lanes.101 

He also examines the difficulties of mining the Strait, both the secrecy needed to prevent 

American action and technical difficulties such as laying mines from a submarine in 

shallow waters.102 O’Neil also refutes Talmadge’s claims regarding anti-ship missiles. 

O’Neil explores the difficulties of operating anti-ship missiles in the Strait, including 

background radar returns,103 the difficulty of radar placement, and the countermeasures 

implemented by the United States.104 

As previously stated, most authors examine the threat from mines as one of the most 

severe threats from the Iranian military. While they acknowledge the threat, many reports 

and articles temper this threat with the realization that Iran relies on the Strait of Hormuz 

to export its own oil.105 Mines are indiscriminate weapons; Iranian tankers would be at 

the same risks as other countries’ unless the locations of the minefields were shared, 
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increasing the probability of foreign intelligence services learning the location of the 

minefields or, at least, safe passages. Due to this risk, the importance of Iranian oil 

exports to the Iranian economy and the risk of harming diplomatic relations with 

countries such as China, I forecast that Iran will attempt to close the Strait using 

unconventional means, which are more discriminatory. The prior literature leaves a gap 

in the knowledge of Iran’s overall naval strategy; I address this issue by looking at 

additional aspects of naval power. 

Naval Warfare 

Today’s weapons and strategies may be more technologically advanced than those used 

historically, but they trace their roots to past weapons and strategies. Since at least the 

1800s, mines and coastal fortifications were in use as an anti-access area denial tactic.106 

Naval strategy has evolved over time, one of the first strategists, Mahan, focused on the 

enemy fleet as the target of offensive action.107 While he did believe in the utility of 

disrupting maritime commerce, this was only brought about after the destruction of the 

enemy fleet.108  

Naval strategist Julian Corbett examined the role of the “fleet in being.” This concept of a 

defensive naval posture involves keeping one’s fleet active and able to sortie, even if it 

does not.109 This requires the opposing commander to prepare for a fleet action, and 

resources devoted to defend against one, while the opposing fleet is safely in port. This 
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strategy allows for a smaller force to tie up a larger one, as well as stage minor 

counterattacks from relative safety. While these minor attacks rarely succeed, Corbett 

notes that “the weaker of two belligerents [in] minor-attack has always exercised a 

certain fascination. When a Power was so inferior in naval force that it could scarcely 

count even on disputing command by fleet operations, this strategy remained a hope of 

reducing the relative inferiority by putting part of the enemy's force out of action.”110  

Modern naval strategy revolves around four missions. First, strategic deterrence, which in 

the case of the United States and other nuclear powers is providing a second strike; for 

other countries it is the ability to increase the cost of an opponent’s actions.111 Second, 

naval presence “is the orchestrated use of naval forces below the level of hostility in 

support of foreign policy.”112 Third, sea control is the ability to transit when and where 

you need to or stop your opponent from doing so.113 Fourth, projection of power ashore; 

this includes missiles, aircraft, and amphibious actions.114 

Control of the sea within the fleet-in-being is “essentially guerrilla warfare at sea.”115 The 

side attempting to deny the use of the sea does not always have to confront the other side 

in battle; the commander has the initiative and can choose how and where to attack the 

opposing force. These forces can be smaller than the asserting power’s forces.116 In light 
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of the anti-ship missile threat, modern theorists favor a larger number of smaller ships, so 

the loss of one ship is not as severe.117 

The traditional sea denial strategy used by smaller states is the guerre de course, another 

name for the guerrilla war at sea. The goal of this strategy is to deny the larger force risk-

free operations.118 The use of this strategy enables the building of flotillas of small ships 

that can operate in “littoral waters too dangerous for capital ships.”119 These forces allow 

a commander to strike when and where he wishes by using coastal terrain and swift 

attacks. Following this strategy also entails submarines and larger ships designed for 

destroying commerce, not necessarily enemy capital ships. The increased range of land-

based systems, whether aircraft or missiles, has made the littoral waters more deadly to 

capital ships and commerce.120 Modern naval strategists, such as Till and Turner, point to 

the attacks on Pearl Harbor, Tranato, and Mers- el-Kebir as the death of Corbett’s “fleet-

in-being.” I disagree that the fleet-in-being strategy is dead; the advent of anti-aircraft 

missiles, stronger air defense radars, increased reconnaissance ability, and simple 

awareness of such successful attacks means navies implanting such a strategy can more 

successfully defend their ports. 

The narrow confined waters of the Persian Gulf, in particular the Strait of Hormuz are 

littoral waters. These waters are different from the open ocean in that they are highly 

developed both on land and at sea. Till examines the naval strategy in littoral waters. 

Based on the belief that since the “ the introduction of numerous torpedo boats, coastal 
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submarines, and minefields early in the … twentieth century, contested coastal waters 

have been taboo for capital ships and the nearly exclusive province of flotillas of small, 

swift, lethal fast-attack craft.”121 In this environment, the combat ability of a country’s 

fleets is dispersed among multiple units; the loss of one is less severe than the loss of a 

capital ship. When these forces are integrated properly, Till posits that they have the same 

combat capability of a larger fleet.122  

Case Study Selection 
The case studies I have selected are the Iran-Iraq War, the state of Iranian naval forces 

today, and similar naval strategies and incidents. The Iran-Iraq War was a formative 

experience for the newly founded Islamic Republic of Iran and its military. During this 

time, the Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) was founded, and Iran began 

threatening to close the Strait in retaliation for Iraqi attacks. As with any major military 

conflict, the Iran-Iraq War forced Iran to rapidly develop military strategies in response to 

the progress of the war. Following the war, Iran learned lessons; attempting to understand 

those lessons will help us understand Iran’s naval strategy. 

Due to the lack of English language literature from the Iranian military about the Iran-

Iraq War, the study of the state of Iranian naval forces today helps determine the lessons 

learned from the Iran-Iraq War, as well as sheds light on the forces Iran has to implement 

a naval strategy. Since the availability and composition of forces has a large effect on 

strategy and visa-versa, an understanding of modern Iranian naval forces is essential to 

understanding Iranian naval strategy. 

                                                           
121 Geoffery Till, Seapower: A Guide for the Twenty-First Century  (London: Frank Cass, 2004). p. 259 
122 Ibid. 



 

39 
 

I have included the selection of small boat naval strategies and terrorist incidents because 

the world does not exist in a vacuum. Iran can observe the effectiveness of other 

strategies and tactics, and adapt those to its own strategy so that it learns from others’ 

mistakes and successes. The success or failure of these strategies helps predict the 

success or failure of the Iranian effort. 

Key Definitions and Assumptions 
During my case study of the Iran-Iraq War, while there are many aspects that affect 

Iranian thinking and strategy, I am only focusing on the naval strategy in and around the 

Strait of Hormuz. During the Iran-Iraq War, both sides engaged in attacks on merchant 

shipping. As this is a paper on Iranian strategy, however, I will limit my case study to 

actions that would have an effect on Iranian strategy, and not a general case study of the 

Tanker War. I also assume that Iran has some control over its proxies such as Hezbollah 

and other terrorist organizations. In addition, I assume the Iranian state is not suicidal, 

and is rational and capable of learning from mistakes. 

Case Studies 

Iran-Iraq War and the Tanker War 

One of the defining events of the Middle East in the late 20th Century was the Iran-Iraq 

War, which occurred from 1980 to 1988. As the century’s longest conventional war, there 

are many aspects of the conflict which could be studied. I, however, am focusing on the 

conflict in the Persian Gulf and the Strait of Hormuz. 

On September 22, 1980, one year after the Iranian revolution, Iraq invaded Iran in a 

surprise air and land attack. After some initial success, the Iraqi offensive ground to a halt 
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following the Battle of Khorramshahr in October 1980.123 Following Iranian 

counterattacks into Iraqi territory, the war began to resemble World War I trench 

warfare.124 As in all wars, both sides began to seek ways to gain the initiative over their 

opponent. 

In 1984, Iraq, believing itself immune from Iranian retaliation due to the lack of Iraqi 

traffic using the Gulf, began attacking “any vessel found in what [was] termed the ‘zone 

of military operations.’”125 In addition to targeting Iranian vessels, Iran also targeted 

ships flying the flags of neutral countries such as Cyprus, Turkey, and Greece.126 The 

primary weapon used was the Exocet missile, and in 1984 alone, 32 out of 58 ships (55 

percent) were either sunk or declared a constructive total loss.127  

Subsequently, Iran began to retaliate against Iraqi attacks targeting ships of nations 

friendly to Iraq, such as Saudi Arabia. This led to an expansion of the conflict by both 

sides. In addition to direct air assaults, Iran began boarding foreign ships to inspect them 

for weapons and other materials heading for Iraq.128 Both belligerents encountered 

difficulties during this stage of the conflict; many of these problems were previously 

mentioned such as heat haze, volume of traffic, and radar coverage.129 It is important to 

note that during this stage of the war Iran did not have dedicated anti-shipping missiles as 
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it does today.130 Iran mainly used Maverick missiles or unguided rockets.131 The use of 

anti-tank missiles as opposed to anti-ship missiles put Iran at a large disadvantage. 

Islamic Jihad, a terrorist organization with ties to Iran, claimed to have mined the Gulf of 

Suez, damaging several vessels. However, it is more likely that Libya was responsible.132 

Following this incident, the Iranian Revolutionary Guards Corps began improving the 

Iranian mine capability.133 Before the war with Iraq, the Iranian Navy had only performed 

one mine laying exercise.134 

In the first year of the “Tanker War”, the difference between the effectiveness of the 

Iranian and Iraqi campaigns is clear. Table 1 shows Iraqi attacks and Table 2 shows 

Iranian attacks. The first number is the ships attacked followed by total sunk or CTL.  

 

Table 1 Breakdown of Ships Attacked by Iraq 1984135 

Quarter Tankers Bulk Carriers General Dry 

Goods 

Support 

I 1 5/3 6/3 1/1 

II 9/6 3/2 2/1 - 

III 3/2 8/3 4/2 2/2 

IV 7/6 1/1 2/1 - 
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Table 2 Breakdown of Ships Attacked by Iran, 1984136 

Quarter Tankers Bulk Carriers General Dry 

Goods 

Support 

I - - - - 

II 5 - - - 

III 7 - - - 

IV 3/1 - 1 2/1 

 

As Tables 1 and 2 show, not only was the Iraqi campaign more extensive, targeting in the 

third quarter alone as many ships as Iran did during the entire year, it was more 

successful. This success was most likely due to the specialized anti-ship missiles Iraq 

possessed as opposed to Iran. 

As the war progressed, Iran threatened to close the Strait of Hormuz.137 Iran began 

stopping more Kuwaiti ships along with Italian and Chinese vessels thought to be aiding 

the Iraqi war effort.138 The most volatile action during this time was the attempted 

boarding of a French merchant vessel, “only for the Iranian warships to be warned off by 

a French warship.”139 After similar boardings of British and American ships, the United 

States and United Kingdom gave tacit approval for these searches, however both 

countries expressed reservations, and the United States began escorting merchant 

shipping in the Gulf.140 Iran claims to have boarded 1,200 ships and seized 30 cargos.141 
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During 1986, Iran expanded its attacks on merchant shipping using all weapons at its 

disposal.  This year marked the emergence of the Iranian Revolutionary Guards Corps 

(IRGC) and small boat attacks. On October 22 and November 15, the IRGC attacked two 

ships using RPG-2s and small arms, failing to do significant damage to the ships.142 The 

price and availability of these weapons make them a cheaper alternative to traditional 

naval weapons. While they do not do as much damage, it is still possible to kill crew 

members or damage vital systems.143 Iranian attacks increased from 1984 to 1986, from 

23 to 41.144 In 1986, Iran also received the Chinese-made SS-N-2 “Silkworm”145 

In 1987, the Tanker War greatly expanded. At this time, the Iranian Air Force and Navy 

were feeling the effects of the war. Equipment was suffering from poor maintenance and 

war damage.146 The Silkworm missile is land-based, allowing Iran to launch it without 

using naval assets. This missile has a warhead that is three times the size of the warhead 

on the successful Exocet.147 The missile is able to receive targeting information from air 

and seaborne assets, helping to extend its effective range to 80 kilometers.148 While only 

responsible for two of 88 Iranian attacks, the Silkworm was responsible for damaging 

one-sixth of the ships that were sunk or damaged beyond repair, as well as the highest 

number of casualties in an attack of 19 injuries.149 
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Following the introduction of the Silkworm missile and the threat it posed to shipping in 

the region, in particular Kuwaiti ships, the United States began Operation Earnest Will.150 

The operation began with the reflagging of Kuwaiti tankers under the flag of the United 

States. This allowed the U.S. Navy to escort the tankers though the Strait and Gulf. The 

operation began on July 24, 1987, with the convoy of the Gas Prince and the 

Bridgeton.151 During the course of the convoy, the Bridgeton hit a mine, flooding four of 

31 compartments.152 It was determined the convoy had focused too much on the 

Silkworm and airborne threat and was unequipped to detect mines.153 While the ship did 

not sink, or take long to repair, it served as a wakeup call to the U.S. Navy, and gave Iran 

a propaganda victory in the international media showing the vulnerability of the United 

States.  

 

Figure 3 Ships Attacked By Iran 1987 and 1988 
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Following the start of Operation Earnest Will, the IRGC began conducting more attacks. 

During the first two quarters of 1987, the IRGC conducted 11 of 29 (37 percent) attacks 

with 10 (34 percent) being conducted by the regular Iranian Navy and eight unknown.The 

last two quarters of 1987, in contrast, the IRGC was responsible for 44 of 59 (74 percent) 

attacks while the Navy was responsible for nine.154 It is also important to note that during 

the first half of the year only one ship was sunk or written off, while during the second 

half of the year the number went up to six.155 Another way to look at this is that for the 

first half of the year 3 percent of attacks were successful; in the second half of the year 

10% of the attacks were successful. In December the IRGC was able to sink the Norman 

Atlantic using RPGs.156 In response to these attacks, ships from the United States, United 

Kingdom, France, Belgium, Italy, and the USSR were in the Gulf.157 

In 1987, the confrontations between Iran and the United States came to a head with the 

Iran Ajr incident and Operation Nimble Archer. The Iran Ajr was a roll-on roll-off ship 

owned by Iran.158 This ship was attacked and boarded by the United States after 

intelligence showed the ship was being used to lay mines in the Gulf.159 This was the first 

proof that Iran had been mining the Gulf, something it had denied.160  

The discussion of Operation Nimble Archer returns to the Silkworm threat. On October 

15 and 16, Iran launched two Silkworm attacks against ships in Kuwait. The second 

attack hit a U.S. flagged Kuwaiti vessel, leading the United States to respond, saying 
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“[the US] would protect such vessels anywhere in the world.”161 In retaliation, the United 

States attacked two oil platforms that were being used as bases to attack Gulf shipping.162 

The oil platforms were attacked with naval gunfire and demolished by Navy SEALs.163 

Following these incidents, hostile acts between the United States and Iran continued to 

occur, however both sides went out of their way not to overly provoke the other.164 

In 1988, the last year of the war, the IRGC took over responsibility for the Gulf from the 

Iranian Navy. The IRGC conducted 42 (89 percent) attacks versus five for the 

conventional navy. This year the IRGC managed to sink or severely damage three ships 

using RPGs.165 On April 13, the IRGC increased the mining campaign in the Gulf. The 

next day, the USS Samuel B. Roberts hit one of these mines wounding 10 sailors and 

severely damaging the ship, requiring it to be towed to the United States.166 In response 

to this direct attack on a U.S. warship, the United States began Operation Praying Mantis. 

This operation targeted three oil platforms used by the IRGC.167 Iran attempted to defend 

itself using both IRGC and Iranian Navy assets. This turned the operation into the largest 

surface action for the U.S. Navy since World War II.168 The Iranian response was 

uncoordinated and piecemeal.169 The Iranian ship Joshan, a small attack boat, fired a 

Harpoon missile at the USS Wainwright after declaring it had no hostile intentions.170 

The Joshan was sunk, its missile having missed.171 Following the sinking of the Joshan, 

                                                           
161 Cordesman 1990 p. 329 
162 Ibid. p. 330 
163 Zatarain p. 165 
164 Ibid. p. 185 Cordesman 1990 p. 333 
165 Hooton p. 179 
166 Cordesman 1990 p. 376, Hooton p.171, Zatarain p. 190 
167 Cordesman 1990 p. 376 
168 Harold Lee Wise, "One Day of War," Naval History 27, no. 2 (2013). 
169 Ibid. 
170 Ibid. 
171 Ibid. 



 

47 
 

Iran sortied the Sahand. This frigate opened fire on U.S. aircraft, resulting in its sinking 

by the United States.172 This sinking led to the Sahand’s sister ship the Sabalan firing on 

the USS Jack Williams, missing the US frigate, but inviting an attack by laser-guided 

bombs.173 Iran came out of this engagement having “lost nearly half of its operational 

major ships.”174 In addition, Iran suffered over 160 casualties.175 The United States lost 

one helicopter and its two-man crew to an accident.176  

Over the course of the war, the IRGC became the primary organization used for attacking 

shipping in the Gulf. The percentage of attacks attributed to the IRGC almost reached 90 

percent. Its attacks were also the most successful. The IRGC proved it was more capable 

of producing sorties and accomplishing its mission as opposed to the conventional navy. 

Beyond the military operations underway in the Gulf thought the Iran-Iraq War, Iran used 

other methods to put pressure on the Gulf. The use of terrorist organizations and Iranian 

civilians allowed Iran to distance itself from these actions while still reaping the benefits. 

Examples of this strategy include the 1988 hijacking of a Kuwaiti Boeing 747, Flight 

442, by terrorists supporting Iran;177 various Hezbollah attacks in Kuwait in retaliation 

for its support of Iraq in 1985, and an attack on Haj pilgrimages to Mecca in 1987.178 

“Iranian pilgrims massed after Friday midday prayers for a political demonstration, which 
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is forbidden by the Saudi authorities.”179 Iran accused the Saudi security forces of 

opening fire on the demonstrators. Ayatollah Khomeini’s representative in Mecca called 

for glorious demonstrations in support of Iranian militant Islam.180 There is also evidence 

of Iranian-supplied arms and explosives during the protest.181 Therefore it is highly likely 

this protest was staged to produce support for Iran. A similar event also happened the 

previous year, with less bloodshed.182 

Iranian Naval Power Today 

After the end of the Iran-Iraq War, Iran began to rebuild its naval forces. Today, Iranian 

naval forces number over 38,000 men including the IRGC and regular navy.183 Iran 

began modernizing its anti-ship missiles by ordering Russian, Chinese, and North Korean 

missiles.184 These missiles are both land-launched and sea-launched missiles.185  The 

primary missile in the Iranian arsenal today is the Chinese-made C801/802.186 This 

missile family has multiple variants for air, land, sea, and subsurface launch abilities.187 

There are also solid fueled and turbojet propelled varieties.188 In addition to the flexibility 

these variants give the family, there is also the choice between TV-guided and radar-
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guided missiles, allowing Iran to overcome targeting problems and countermeasures.189 

Hezbollah used the C801/802 family of missiles in 2006 to attack the INS Hanit off the 

coast of Lebanon.190 The ship was damaged but managed to make it back to port for 

repairs.191 The same day, a Cambodian-flagged freighter was sunk by another missile.192 

Both the IRGC and the Iranian Navy have expanded their fleets following the war. The 

Navy has expanded its surface fleet with Iranian-built frigates.193The Iranian navy bought 

three Kilo-class submarines.194 These submarines have been complemented by imported 

and domestic midget submarines.195 These submarines are similar to the submarine that 

sank the South Koran Cheonan.196 These submarines, along with the more traditional 

Kilos, could be used to deploy divers on raids, attack ships, and lay mines. During the 

Iran-Iraq War, the Iranian Navy had no subsurface assets. The acquisition and production 

of these submarines has given the Iranian Navy a completely new capability. 

In addition to submarines, both navies, but in particular the IRGC, have acquired small 

missile boats. The majority of these boats are Chinese-made, such as the Houdong and 

C–14 missile boats.197 Iran has also converted older French missile boats to fire newer 

Chinese made missiles.198 In an effort to become more self-sufficient, Iran has begun to 
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produce its own missile boats based on North Korean designs.199 All these missile boats 

are armed with anti-ship cruise missiles giving them a large amount of firepower relative 

to their size. These missile boats are also difficult to detect, especially in the Strait and 

the Gulf due to the already crowded radar picture.200 These ships are newer and thus more 

reliable than the navy's older surface combatants.201 

The IRGC also operates a fleet of smaller motorboats.202 These ships are armed with 

40mm and 20mm guns, along with smaller automatic weapons and RPGs.203 In addition 

to attacks against ships, these ships can be used to land raiding parties around the Gulf.204 

They are also capable of being used in suicide attacks and are similar to ships used in 

attacks discussed below. These ships do not have the supplies or endurance to “remain at 

sea for more than a few days.”205 In order to ensure the maximum effectiveness of these 

ships, the IRGC operates them from oil platforms and islands in the Gulf and near the 

Strait. The IRGC has also been expanding its network of bases on the Iranian coast to 

hide ships, and stage hit and run attacks.206 An example of this expansion of naval bases 

is the base opened in the town of Jask, near the entrance to the Strait.207 

IRGC tactics for employing the small boats are based off of attacks during the Iran-Iraq 

War but with more sophisticated weapons. Against escorted ships or combat ships, the 
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IRGC hopes to overwhelm the defenses with a high number of small, maneuverable 

attack ships.208 The ships can then retreat into the range of land-based anti-ship missiles.  

The IRGC has been embracing high-tech measures in its strategy in the Gulf. The Iranian 

military has deployed or is developing various unmanned systems.209  These systems are 

both airborne and seaborne.210 These could be used in “suicide” attacks or in more 

conventional attacks. In 2012, Iran unveiled a locally produced drone capable of 

launching missiles and dropping bombs.211 This and other UAVs could be used both in 

attacks and for reconnaissance for missiles and other forces. 

Iran has flexed its muscles in the Strait against both U.S. and British forces. In 2004 the 

IRGC captured eight British personnel by while training the Iraq Navy.212 In 2007, 15 

British sailors and marines were taken captive by the IRGC after straying over the 

border.213 In both instances, the crews were released without major incident. Against the 

United States, Iran demonstrated its small boat “swarm tactics.” During an incident in 

2008, five Iranian small boats closed to within 200 yards of an American surface task 

force in the narrow Strait.214 While no damage was done, it demonstrated how Iran could  

use the small boats in real life. The United States conducted a war game involving small 

boats in 2002 in which the United States navy “lost” 16 ships.215  
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Small Boat Tactics 

Looking beyond the Strait of Hormuz and Iran will help shed light on the rationale 

behind Iran’s naval strategy. Other conflicts around the world have involved tactics 

similar to those developed by Iran. Within the Strait of Hormuz, Iran is not the only actor. 

Terrorist groups are also active in the region around the Strait. The oil tanker M. Star was 

attacked while transiting the Strait by what the Emirati investigators determined to be a 

“homemade explosive aboard a dinghy.”216 The Abdullah Azzam Brigade claimed 

responsibility for the attack. The attack failed to penetrate the hull of the ship; it did 

however injure one crewmember.217 The attack was likely an attempt to replicate a 2002 

attack against the French tanker Limburg. While the attack on the Limburg failed to sink 

the tanker, it killed one crewmember and “sent more than 90,000 barrels of oil pouring 

into the Gulf of Aden.”218 In conducting this attack, terrorists first rammed the side of the 

tanker with a small boat that exploded.219 These two attacks failed to sink their target ship 

or even do a large amount of damage. 

Other groups have had more success with small boats. The Tamil Tigers staged a 

successful suicide attack against a Sri Lankan supply vessel. The Tigers rammed a 

powerboat into the ship and exploded the boat, killing 16.220 The ship was also attacked 

with mortars from the speedboat beforehand. As a result of the damage and subsequent 

fire, the ship sank.221 The Sea Tigers, as the naval arm of the Tamil Tigers was known, 
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was renowned for its use of small boats for hit and run attacks, as well as larger scale 

naval battles against the Sri Lankan Navy.222 The Tigers had small boats designed for 

specific purposes, some were designed to engage in naval combat, other for inserting 

frogmen, and a ship designed to go 45 knots as a suicide boat. Following attacks, the Sea 

Tigers would move their ships 2-3 km inland to avoid detection.223  

Against military targets, the threat of a small suicide boat is well established. The 2000 

attack on the USS Cole by Al-Qaeda severely damaged the ship and killed 17 crewmen.    

224 The ship was attacked while in port, a more simple measure than attacking a ship on 

alert while moving. In addition, due to the double hull of most tankers, it is easier to 

damage a warship than a tanker; however, this does prove suicide attacks can be effective 

against warships. 

The effectiveness of anti-ship missiles against larger surface ships was proven in the 

1967 war with the sinking of the Israeli Destroyer Eilat by Egyptian missile boats.225 

Perhaps one of the best examples of a conventional small boat strategy was the 1973 

Arab-Israeli War. While this war was mainly a land-based conflict, the Israeli Navy 

“quickly established their tactical superiority at sea, and in the second stage of the 

conflict, the Israelis found it necessary to attack … with a variety of exotic craft 

(explosive boats, frogmen, dinghies, and submersibles …”226 The small boats used were 
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the predecessors to the boats in use by Iran today. The 1973 wars showed the only 

counter to these small boats was air cover or other fast attack boats.227  

Another serious threat facing ships in the world is piracy, in particular off the coast of 

Somalia. These pirates have been fairly successful in capturing ships in the region. In 

2008, over half of the pirate attacks were successful that number has significantly 

dropped in 2013 to less than 10 percent.228 These pirates typically hold the crews and 

ships hostage for millions of dollars.229 The pirates have been responsible for over 149 

successful hijackings since 2005. During their attacks, 3,742 crewmembers have been 

taken hostage, with 82 to 97 casualties.230 When compared to the number of ships, 

22,000, that transit these waters, the number is quite small, however once attacked the 

pirates can be very successful.231 The tactics used by the pirates are simple and 

reminiscent of the tactics of the IRGC. The pirates use mother ships as a movable base 

then attack the targeted ship using small boats and small arms.232 During 2010, the pirates 

were able to attack ships even with the area being patrolled by multiple countries. 

Analysis 
Following the first attack by Iraq against shipping in the Persian Gulf, Iran attempted to 

retaliate. During the first years of the Tanker War, Iraq was attacking more ships, more 

successfully than Iran. Iran was only able to sink two ships compared to 33 by Iraq. As 

the war progressed, Iran became more effective in naval warfare and expanded the IRGC 
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to naval operations. Iran also moved away from conventional attacks on shipping, air 

power and traditional sea power. Iran’s shift to the IRGC and away from the navy likely 

involves the degradation of Iranian military power due to the war, as well as the 

perceived ideological purity of the IRGC. While some may say the main reason for the 

shift was the ideological purity of the IRGC, I conclude that the degradation of traditional 

military power was the primary reason, due to the Iranian purchase of Silkworms. These 

missiles allowed Iran to attack without risking its depleted naval power. 

Combat against the United States showed the Iranian navy to be depleted and ineffective, 

especially against a modern navy. Against the Gulf States, the Iranian navy may have 

been effective; however, any conflict in the region will likely bring in the United States, 

forcing Iran to consider this possible enemy in strategic thought. Small boats used in 

action have proven themselves against various targets, both civilian and military. These 

are cheaper than a conventional naval force; the armaments of these ships can be similar 

to those on larger ships, the same missiles for example, just a smaller number.  This 

relates back to Till’s argument that when properly used these craft have the same combat 

capability of a larger fleet at a lower prices, and less vulnerability to the loss of a single 

ship. 

The shift to the IRGC accomplished Iran’s mission of threatening the Gulf and the Strait 

more severely, with more successful attacks. This, combined with the Iranian Navy’s 

defeat in Operation Praying Mantis, led to the IRGC taking more of a role in Iran’s naval 

forces. Today, the IRGC has responsibility for defense of the Strait and the Gulf. 

Strategies of a similar nature to the IRGC’s seem to have been effective in the past; 

however, the effectiveness against the U.S. Navy has yet to be proven and is a risky 
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strategy. On the other hand, a conventional strategy failed. In my opinion it is logical to 

attempt a strategy that has not been proven, despite its risks, over one known to fail. 

The IRGC also possesses the Quds Force and its links to terrorist networks around the 

world. 233 This access may allow the IRGC to coordinate naval actions with attacks on 

foreign installations in the region, as well as terrorist attacks against civilians, similar to 

those against Kuwait during the Iran-Iraq War. Less violent than direct terrorist attacks, 

Iran could orchestrate protests such as those in Saudi Arabia. These protests may even 

lead to positive press for Iran if many of its supporters are killed or arrested. Such actions 

could allow Iran to have plausible deniability for actions undertaken by these 

organizations. While some actions may implicate Iran, such as an attack by Hezbollah or 

other known Iranian proxies, it is unlikely that retaliation would be directed toward Iran 

but toward these organizations themselves.  

The weapons used by terrorist organizations are unlikely to be able to sink an oil tanker. 

The three cases of terrorism against civilian vessels show how difficult it is to breach the 

hull, much less sink the vessel. Weapons used by the IRGC or Iranian supported terrorist 

groups are likely to be larger and more destructive due to state sponsorship. Small boats 

can be used to capture ships, as in the case of the Somali pirates. This tactic could be used 

in the Gulf to board vessels and destroy them, as opposed to suicide attacks against the 

hull. The narrow confines of the Strait are a likely impediment to this strategy as 

patrolling naval forces have less area to patrol, and terrorists would have fewer places to 

hide. That being said, if the perpetrators were Iranian forces during a conflict, they could 

use the Iranian coastal base network to hide.  
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Iran depends on support from other countries, both for weapons and money, and 

protection from the United States in the United Nations. For this reason, I conclude that 

Iran is unlikely to use mines to a large extent in any conflict due to their indiscriminate 

nature. While they are effective and Iran has been increasing its mine laying capability, I 

foresee Iran using mines to boost the firepower of their small boats, for example laying 

mines in the path of a targeted ship. This may help reduce the risk of attacking friendly 

shipping. It is possible that Iran would decide that the damage done to the oil market 

would be worth the risk of sinking a friendly ship; this is unlikely unless the situation is 

at the brink of war.  

The capabilities Iran has in the Gulf allow for an incremental range of responses. The 

increasing conventional capability of the Iranian Navy, and the small boats of the IRGC, 

could be used to board and inspect ships transiting the Strait. This could increase transit 

costs and difficulties of transiting the Strait, as well as serve to send a diplomatic message 

to the world. While it is unlikely other countries would be as understanding as they were 

during the war, I postulate that the world would not respond with military force. While in 

the case of the Somali pirates the world responded with military force, it does not follow 

that the world would respond with such force against a nation state, especially if Iran 

justifies it with some legal maneuver.  

The Iranian military could also execute operations against foreign navies operating near 

its borders. This might bring retaliation against Iran if tensions are very high; on the other 

hand, when Iran conducted operations against British personnel there was no military 

retaliation. Related to this would be maneuvers similar to those against the U.S. surface 

group in 2008. 



 

58 
 

More seriously, terrorist attacks such as those discussed above could be used against 

targets hostile to Iran. While more serious than “inspections,” the plausible deniability 

adds a tool to the Iranian arsenal short of all-out war. Admittedly the support of terrorist 

organizations has led to invasions of countries in the past, such as Afghanistan and 

Lebanon, but a small attack in retaliation for a diplomatic issue, such as more sanctions, 

is unlikely to lead to a response unless Iran is directly responsible, as it was for the 

mining of the USS Samuel B. Roberts.  

The next step in Iran’s incremental campaign would be attacks directly attributable to 

Iran. Such attacks would most likely lead to retaliation against Iran, therefore I see these 

attacks as highly unlikely unless all other methods have been used and have failed. While 

some people see Iran as irrational, I disagree; due to the severity of Iran’s defeat in 

Praying Mantis, Iran has learned not to fight the United States directly. Although it is true 

Iran would directly defend itself against conventional attacks, I do not see this as being 

Iran’s primary means of attack. 

 It seems Iran has learned from its conflict with Iraq what strategies and tactics give it the 

most “bang for the buck.” Small boats and small arms were among the most successful 

against commerce shipping during the war, as well as being useful against warships in 

theory. The building of this strategy does not seem to me to be due to poor resources, but 

experience. 

Iran’s naval strategy in the Gulf is one of the Fleet in Being. Its small boats can stage 

sorties to conduct raids, and although they may face high casualties, they will likely do 

some damage to civilian or military vessels. The threat of Iranian missiles, small boats, 
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submarines, and surface combatants is enough for the United States to maintain a large 

naval force in the Persian Gulf in peacetime. In a conflict their mere existence will force 

the United States to commit forces to protect convoys and its bases even without direct 

raid, part of the principal of the Fleet in Being. While modern strategists have declared 

the Fleet in Being doctrine dead due to the risk of airborne attack, the dispersion of the 

IRGC fleet mitigates this threat. 

Examining Iranian naval strategy with regard to the four missions of naval strategy shows 

it is effective. Iran has strategic deterrence by being able to increase the cost of an attack. 

While the use of the IRGC to capture and harass foreign vessels in the Strait is not the 

traditional method of establishing naval presence, it nonetheless established Iran’s 

presence. Iran’s ability to deny the seas to an enemy has not been established, but other 

actors have been able to deny risk-free transit of the seas using a similar strategy. Lastly, 

Iran has chosen an unconventional method of projection of power ashore. It has elected to 

use proxies, terrorist tactics, and commando raids. These choices are vastly different from 

those made by large conventional navies; however they fulfill all missions of a naval 

strategy. 

Conclusion 
I acknowledge the Iranian threat to close the Strait, but I disagree with the accepted 

interpretations of “close” examined in the literature review of this paper. While it is 

possible Iran intends to completely close the Strait, I feel this must be questioned. Iran 

knows it cannot stand up to U.S military power for long and also knows the United States 

will use this power to keep the Strait open. The Iranian strategy is not limited to 
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physically closing the Strait. If the costs of operating in the Strait, due to any of Iran’s 

possible actions discussed, outweigh the benefits the Strait has been effectively closed. 

The Strait and the Gulf are two connected strategic waterways. Iran’s strategy with regard 

to these waterways is one of deterrence. Iran is positioning itself to be able to counter a 

move by a more powerful hostile force. It does this not by attempting to completely stop 

an action — however this is most likely an end goal of the Iranian military buildup — but 

by increasing the cost of a hostile action. This deterrence moves beyond the military 

sphere. Iran has developed force that can retaliate for diplomatic as well as military 

actions it perceives as hostile. The whole range of Iranian military options must be taken 

into account when looking at its naval strategy, from raids and terrorist attacks to 

conventional naval forces. 

The military forces and strategy Iran is pursuing give it the ability to incrementally 

increase retaliation and deterrence in response to the level of perceived hostile action. 

Iran is attempting to stay below the threshold of massive U.S. or western military action, 

as it knows it cannot win. By increasing the perceived cost of military actions, Iran is also 

raising the threshold for military action. In other words, the higher casualties Iran is 

believed to be able to inflict on attacking forces, the less likely it is to be attacked.   

Given the United States’ strategy with regard to Iran, any violence and escalation by the 

United States would be a large strategic failure. 
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Chapter 3: Iran’s Division of Military Forces. 

Introduction 

Responsibility for Iranian security falls on the shoulders of three different military 

organizations. The Artesh is the traditional military force encompassing air, land, and 

naval forces. The Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) is the military arm of the 

Islamic revolution; the IRGC also controls air, land, and sea forces.  The final piece of 

the puzzle is insurgent and terrorist groups supported by Iran, such as Hezbollah. These 

forces, while not part of the Iranian military, do serve the security interests of the Iranian 

state.  In order to determine if this three pillar security approach is effective, one must 

understand the Iranian security goals and the climate in which these goals were 

developed.  The force structure Iran has chosen mirrors the Iranian government, which 

has power distributed among various organizations, at least on paper. By having two 

militaries, the Artesh and the IRGC, the revolutionary government ensures the two forces 

act as checks and balances against each other.  Each force offers a unique niche to 

accomplishing Iran’s security goals. The specialized nature of each force — the Artesh 

focusing on conventional military power, the IRGC on irregular warfare and weapons of 

mass destruction, and Hezbollah’s focus on Israel and international terror — creates a 

robust system of defense of Iran, given the problems of Iran’s military forces.  

In order to determine the effectiveness of Iran’s security system, I first selected three 

Iranian security goals: to remove foreign intervention; become the regional power and 

gain influence in the Muslim world; and keep disagreements from erupting into all-out 

war. Then I examine the three forces Iran uses to accomplish these goals. Lastly I 

analyzed how each force helps to accomplish each goal. 
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Iranian Security Goals 

The contemporary goals of Iran stem from Iran’s history and current strategic situation.  

Iran is located in one of the most turbulent areas of the world. Throughout modern 

history, Iran has been involved in many conflicts with its neighbors and countries farther 

away. It is important to note that unlike the majority of its neighbors, Iran was never 

colonized. Following the revolution in 1979, the government changed, but prior events 

had a large impact on the revolution and current security goals.   Although this list of 

Iranian security goals is not all encompassing, the major three goals gleaned from 

research and classes on Iran are: 

1. Remove and prevent foreign intervention in the Middle East and become the 

regional power 

2. Gain prestige in the Muslim world 

3. Ensure that conflicts with foreign powers do not lead to all-out war. 

Foreign Intervention 

The first goal of Iranian security policy examined is removing foreign intervention and 

becoming the regional power. Foreign interference has left a very large scar on the 

Iranian psyche, and even today it is perceived to be a large threat to Iran.   

The root of this goal goes back to the early 1900s, when the Middle East was first being 

explored for oil. The British established the Anglo-Persian Oil Company — later the 

Anglo-Iranian Oil Company (AIOC) — in 1909.234 This company was highly important 

to the Royal Navy in that it provided large amounts of oil at a discount, and it was 
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controlled by the British government.235 For many years, the Iranian government was 

dissatisfied with the terms of agreements between the two countries over the Anglo-

Iranian Oil Company. Initially the Iranian government only received 16 percent of the 

sale of oil, and nothing for refining or distribution that took place outside of Iran.236 

Following the First World War, the British secretly negotiated a deal in which, in 

exchange for a loan and a bribe, British advisors “would direct Iran’s civil and military 

affairs.”237 This secret arrangement and the terms of the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company 

severely hurt relations between the two countries and created distrust among upper-class 

Iranians.238 

Adding to the mistrust of foreign powers, in particular the British, Iran was invaded 

during the Second World War by British and Soviet forces.  During the war Iran was 

neutral. There was a large German population living in Iran when Germany invaded the 

Soviet Union.239 This large population was a concern to the British and Soviet 

governments, who were afraid of fifth-column activities. The British and Soviet 

governments applied diplomatic pressure in an attempt to persuade the Iranian 

government to expel the German nationals.240 The Iranian government, unsure of the 

course of the war, attempted to remain neutral. When Iranian response to Allied 

diplomatic pressure was “deemed unsatisfactory” Allied troops crossed the Iranian 

border.241 Despite some preparations by the Iranian military, it could not stand up to a 
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multi-front invasion by two global powers. A result of the invasion was the replacement 

of Reza Shah Pahlavi with his son Mohammad Reza Pahlavi.242  

Following the war, attention returned to the Anglo-American Oil Company and the issue 

of national sovereignty.  Beyond simply controlling large portions of land, the AIOC 

refused to allow Iranian officials to audit the books to ensure Iran was getting the money 

due for its shares of the company.243 The view of the British at the time was one “as a 

nation of satanically clever and shred maneuverers who acted to bring power and 

prosperity to the British Isles while smilingly and secretly planting the seeds of decay and 

impotence elsewhere.”244 Being called an ally of the British became one of the most-used 

political insults. This mistrust and increasing power of nationalists led to the 

nationalization of the AIOC and the appointment of nationalist Prime Minister 

Muhammad Musaddiq.245  In response, the British deployed troops and naval vessels to 

the region.246 

This nationalization and eventual withdrawal of the staff of the British embassy led to 

attempts by MI-6 to overthrow Musaddiq.247 MI-6 was later joined by the CIA, which 

was afraid of a communist takeover.248 The coup succeeded in forcing Musaddiq out of 

office and cementing the power of the pro-western Shah. The British influence during the 

first half of the 20th century, and the US participation in the 1953 coup and subsequent 
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support for the Shah has led to a sever mistrust of foreign forces in the region.  This 

mistrust came to the forefront following the Gulf Wars and the invasion of Afghanistan.   

After the 1991 Gulf War, the United States became the hegemon in the Middle East, a 

goal coveted by Iran. Following the U.S. invasions of Iraq and Afghanistan, Iran was 

surrounded on both sides by British and American troops.  Although the United States 

defeated two of Iran’s historical enemies, Iraq and the Taliban, these enemies were 

replaced by U.S. forces. Given previous history and the conflict between the United 

States and Iran, Tehran felt very threatened by the presence of U.S. troops in neighboring 

countries. This threat grew when Washington began speaking about regime change in 

Iran, echoing in Iranian minds the 1953 coup.249 

Due to the history of foreign interference, specifically by the United States and United 

Kingdom, Iran today is afraid of foreign intervention both overt and covert. A primary 

goal of Iranian military forces is to safeguard the independence of Iran. This is a goal for 

all military forces, however, due to Iran’s history and current strategic situation this takes 

on an extra level of importance.  

Regional Power 

The second goal of Iranian military forces I have chosen to use in this paper is becoming 

the dominant regional power.250 This goal is best examined through the lens of Iran’s 

rivalries with Israel and the Gulf States.  
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The Iranian rivalry with Israel is a relatively modern situation. For a large part of the 

history of Israel, Iran was seen as a clandestine ally. Israel courted Iran in an effort to 

counter its Arab enemies. Iran in turn needed Israel’s clout in Washington and advanced 

technology for economic improvement.251 This cooperation was never directly 

acknowledged by the two countries. The two countries opened secret embassies in each 

other’s capitals and maintained some form of diplomatic relations.252 Despite this 

goodwill, when Israel annexed the West Bank Iran declared the occupation illegal and 

called for a withdrawal.253 Following the Iranian revolution, Israel tried to maintain some 

kind of relationship with the new regime in Iran. Israel, for example,” offered to send 

back a number of American-built Iranian tanks that the Shah had shipped to Israel to be 

refurbished.”254 The new government, while using anti-Israel rhetoric, was engaged in 

some trade and negotiations with the Israeli government.255  

The situation changed drastically following the defeat of Iran’s primary rival, Iraq, during 

the 1991 Gulf War. The primary enemy of the Iranian regime was severely weakened and 

under international sanctions. During the Gulf War Iraq fired multiple missiles at Israel. 

This showed that countries Israel had considered on the periphery now had Israel in 

range.256 With the defeat of Iraq, commonly accepted as one of, if not the, strongest 

militaries in the Middle East, Iran and Israel found themselves unchecked.257 The two 

powers began to compete to be the regional power, second to the United States. Israel felt 
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it had to be the preeminent power in the region in order to ensure its continued existence. 

258 Iran “as a new Middle East Order was emerging, believed that the time for its role 

gratification had arrived; it would be a key player in shaping the new Middle East … and 

would take on what it considered to be its rightful role in the affairs of the regions.”259 

With these two countries competing for preeminence in the region, a rivalry was bound to 

unfold. Israel began to see Iran as a threat due to the lack of any other state balancing out 

Iranian power.260 In the post-Soviet Middle East, Iran was excluded and isolated by U.S. 

policies. Israel saw the peace negotiations with multiple Arab states and the PLO as an 

opportunity to become the economic center of the region.261 In retaliation Iran began to 

increase its support for terrorist organizations such as Hezbollah.262 

Iran had previously vocally attacked Israel, however after the Oslo Accords, the 

frequency and sincerity increased. The Iranian Parliament passed a statement calling for 

the destruction of Israel. 263 With the restarting of the Iranian nuclear program, Israeli 

fears of Iran increased, especially when paired with the development of the Shahab-3 

Missile, which brought Israel into range.264  

The election of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad added to the Iranian-Israeli tensions, particularly 

with Ahmadinejad’s rhetoric. This rhetoric included denial of the Holocaust and calling 

for Israel’s destruction on multiple occasions.265 The conflict over Iran’s nuclear program 
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has driven both countries to enter into an arms race.266 The two countries are now 

mutually suspicious and have fundamental goals that are incompatible with each other. 

The other regional rival in which Iran is involved is the Iranian-Saudi rivalry. Saudi 

Arabia has legitimacy in the Muslim world due to its guardianship of Mecca and Medina. 

Traditionally, it has not been a major power in the region. With the discovery and 

development of oil, Saudi Arabia has become a very wealthy and influential nation.  

Although the two nations had some tensions before the fall of the Shah, over who was the 

true leader of the Middle East and OPEC due to Saudi Arabia’s “unwillingness to be a 

junior partner… and its inability to be an equal partner.”267 These were mitigated by both 

countries being the pillars of U.S. security policy in the Gulf, and thus to some extent 

under the influence of the United States.268  

Following the Iranian revolution, tensions skyrocketed. First, the revolution overthrew a 

monarchy, similar to Saudi Arabia’s. Thus from the beginning, the two governments 

would likely be ideologically opposed.  Iran’s desire to export the revolution and its 

brand of Islamic government by calling the Gulf monarchies illegitimate and appealing to 

the “Arab street” has also created tension between these countries.269 In addition to these 

actions, the anti-Western, particularly anti-United States, nature of the Iranian Revolution 

has hampered relations with close U.S. ally Saudi Arabia. Both countries see themselves 
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as the legitimate leader of the Muslim world. Finally, the Sunni-Shi’a has a large effect 

on this rivalry, however, it is not seen as the primary cause.270 

In the years immediately following the Iranian Revolution, Iran “directed a great deal of 

incendiary propaganda against the Saudis and what Iranians called Riyadh’s American 

brand of Islam.”271 The interstate rivalry was shown through disruptions and protests by 

Iranian Hajj pilgrims, which led to the deaths of over 400 people and Iran calling on 

Saudi Arabia to pass control of Mecca and Medina to Iran.272 During the Iran-Iraq War, 

Saudi Arabia supported Iraq, a fellow Sunni Arab government.273  Both countries 

supported insurgent forces aimed at expanding their influence in the region; anti-Soviet 

forces in Afghanistan were supported by Saudi Arabia, and the Organization for the 

Islamic Revolution on the Arabian Peninsula by Iran.274 This further inflamed Iranian-

Saudi relations. By the late 1990s, Iran and Saudi Arabia attempted to improve relations 

with visits by Iranian President Khatami to Saudi Arabia.275  

Following the fall of Saddam in Iraq, the shared threat to Saudi Arabia and Iran had been 

removed. Iraq became a battleground between Iranian-supported Shias and Saudi-backed 

Sunnis. While both governments have taken steps to minimize the sectarian rhetoric on 
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the international level, the populations of both countries have used sectarian rhetoric in 

support of various factions in Iraq.276 

Iran currently is downplaying the Sunni-Shia divide. In an effort to increase its influence 

in the Middle East, Iran is taking the lead in pan-Arab issues, such as Palestine and 

countering the United States.277  

Iran has called for a regional security framework that excludes external actors following 

the U.S. withdrawal from Iraq. Both countries compare this to the withdrawal of the 

British from the Middle East in the 1960s.278 Iran sees this as an opportunity to become 

the regional power, while Saudi Arabia is opposed to taking what it sees as a junior seat 

to Iran.279  

Limit All-Out War 

Despite Iran’s multiple conflicts and rivalries, Iran aims to keep these conflicts from 

erupting into all-out war.280 This does not mean Iran does not prepare for this eventuality, 

however, given Iran’s history and current military situation vis-a-vis its potential 

enemies, Iran has the desire to resort to shows of force over actual force.281  

One of the most defining events of the revolutionary government was the eight-year Iran-

Iraq War which began in 1980. In the 1960s and 1970s Iran was “quickly outgrow[ing] 
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its neighbors in terms of economic and military strength.”282 This rapid growth stopped 

with the beginning of the Islamic revolution in 1979. This strength was rivaled by the 

increasing threat of Iraq, with the size of the Iraqi Armed Forces increasing “tenfold in 

less than a decade” from 1980 to 1990.283 

In 1980, the military situation between Iraq and Iran, favored Iran on paper. Iran’s 

military expenditure was $4.2 billion compared to Iraq’s $2.67 billion.284 While the 

active-duty Iraqi Military outnumbered the Iranian military 242,000 to 240,000, the 

Iranian reserves outnumbered the Iraqi reserves 400,000 to 250,000.285 The Iranian Air 

Force and Navy largely outnumbered their Iraqi counterparts.286 Simply looking at the 

numbers, Iraq should have been deterred by the larger Iranian military. As we know, this 

was not the case and Iraq invaded Iran in September 1980. While it can be argued that 

without U.S. support, the Iranian military was not at its height of readiness, the 

withdrawal of U.S. support occurred only one year prior, and it is unlikely that the 

deficiencies in spare parts Iran encountered during the war and today would have negated 

the other advantages.  

One key disadvantage that most influenced the beginning of the war was the purge of the 

military by the revolution with 40 percent of officers leaving the service due to arrests or 

exile.287  Despite the Iraqi failure to conquer any portion of Iran and a return to the Status 

Quo ante bellum, the war caused over 1 million deaths and severely damaged the 
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economies of both countries.288 The damage suffered by Iran in this war was a wakeup 

call that the traditional armed forces were not a sufficient deterrent against a regional 

power, much less against the United States or the Soviet Union. This was compounded by 

the rapid Iraqi success early in the war that caught the regular army unprepared.289 While 

the IRGC was also caught unprepared at the start of the war, “Iran was in the early stages 

of transforming the Pasdaran … into a serious alternative to the army.”290 The fact that 

the IRGC was not yet fully operational as well as its successes later in the war made it 

appear to be more effective than the regular army.  

This war left a scar on Iran’s psyche. Even in Iraq’s weakened state following the 1991 

Gulf War, Iran saw Iraq as one of its greatest security threats.291  The high costs of this 

war highly influence Iranian policy to this day.  Skirmishes with the U.S. Navy that 

occurred during the Iran-Iraq War saw the Iranian Navy severely defeated.292 The 1991 

Gulf War served as a wakeup call to the Iranian military. The ability of the United States 

to transport 500,000 troops to Saudi Arabia, defeat the Iraqi army, and maintain a very 

low casualty level startled the Iranian military establishment.293 In light of the eight-year 

and costly war they had fought against the same army this must have come as quite the 

shock. This served to show the United States could easily defeat an army stronger than 

Iran’s. 
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Given the memories of the deadly Iran-Iraq War and Iran’s certain defeat in a 

conventional war with the United States, or any country under its protection, Iran aims to 

keep the conflict below the threshold of war. 

Iran’s Military Forces 

The Artesh 

The Artesh traces its history to the Iranian Army under the Shah. Under the Shah the 

Artesh had access to many Western weapons and was the largest and most well equipped 

armed force in the Gulf. The Iranian Air Force, for example, received F-14 aircraft. 

Following the revolution, the Artesh was viewed with distrust due to its ties with the 

Shah.294 It suffered multiple purges of its officer corps, especially among the higher 

ranks.295 The Iran-Iraq War showed that the army’s experience and heavy equipment 

were needed even in an age of revolutionary fervor.296 Only in 1998, however, was the 

Artesh politically put on the same level as the IRGC.297  

Today, Iran’s armed forces number about 398,000 men, making them the largest military 

forces in the Persian Gulf.298 The Army consists of 350,000 men, the Navy 18,000, and 

the air force 30,000.299 The Artesh is responsible for defending the country against 

conventional attack, receiving support from the IRGC.300 
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The Iranian Army is a traditional military force centered on armored conventional 

units.301  Due to external pressure and financial hardship, much of this equipment is 

obsolete and lacking in spare parts.302 The army’s equipment is a hodgepodge of 

Western, Soviet, and indigenous designs.303 The Army is organized into four armored 

divisions, six infantry divisions, six artillery groups, two commando divisions, an 

airborne division, and other independent units.304 Despite its strength on paper, the 

Iranian Army only has one armored division that is “well enough equipped to be … a true 

armored division.”305 Currently the Army has over 1,663 tanks; only 630 of these are 

considered modern tanks.306 The Artesh must share some of these tanks with the IRGC 

and there is no formal method for determining the division of forces.307 In an attempt to 

extend their life and modernize, Iran has developed multiple tank upgrade packages, such 

as reactive armor and larger guns.308 Despite these attempts, it must be remembered that 

the majority of these forces are over 30 years old. One source of strength for the Iranian 

Army lies in the number of anti-armor weapons it possesses. Iran produces many local 

variants of Russian anti-tank weapons.309 Due the lack of armored vehicles and a large 

dependence on non-mechanized infantry, the Army is most likely incapable of mounting 

a large-scale offensive beyond Iran’s immediate borders. It is, however, very well suited 
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to a defensive battle.310 In recent military exercises, the Iranian Army has been training 

its forces in asymmetric and irregular warfare.311 These exercises were based off of 

American experiences in Iraq and Afghanistan and focused on defeating a U.S. 

invasion.312 

The Iranian Air Force is supplied similarly to the Army, a mixture of old U.S. and Soviet 

equipment. It is also plagued by a lack of spare parts leading to a mission ready rate of 60 

percent for western aircraft and 80 percent Soviet aircraft.313 It is unknown how long 

even these numbers could be maintained during times of increased operational tempo.  

Despite these problems, the Iranian Air Force is one of the most professional forces in the 

Iranian military as it has no conscripts.314 

Despite the advantage the Iranian Air Force had at the beginning of the Iran-Iraq War, 

Iraq gained air superiority due to poor supply and maintenance of Iranian aircraft.315 

After the first years of the war, Iran was unable to “generate more than 30-60 sorties per 

day under surge conditions.”316  Iran was unable to mount strategic air operations against 

Iraq targets after 1982; Iraq on the other hand had almost free range over Iranian 

territory.317 This vulnerability was further highlighted by U.S. airpower during the 1991 

Gulf War.  
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Today the Iranian Air Force and Air Defense Forces are spread very thinly. The majority 

of Iran’s ground-based air defense systems are obsolete Surface to Air Missiles 

(SAMs).318 The low number of these units and the large area they must defend mean 

there is little defensive depth. To counteract this lack of active defensive systems Iran has 

many covered airbases that are more difficult to attack.319  

Despite attempts to increase both the quantity and quality of aircraft, the Iranian Air 

Force still relies on obsolete aircraft. The U.S. made F-14 remains one of the most 

modern aircraft in the Iranian inventory, even with problems updating the aircraft.  Even 

if the Air Force were supplied with advanced aircraft, the lack of advanced training, and 

dedicated training squadrons means that Iran would be at a disadvantage in any air 

conflict. It has also failed to train its force in large unit maneuvers and even today cannot 

produce many sorties, even over a short period of time.320 

The Iranian Revolutionary Guard 

The IRGC is a large institution in Iranian society; for this paper I am solely looking at the 

military aspects of this organization. The IRGC exists to protect and spread the revolution 

domestically and abroad. The IRGC comprises of air, land, and sea forces. It also has 

control over the Basij Militia. The Basij is a lightly armed and manned force in 

peacetime.321 The goal of this force is to augment the IRGC manpower and to engage in 

irregular combat in the event of an invasion.322 
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 During the Iran-Iraq War, there were tensions between the conventional military forces 

and those of the revolution. These tensions ran along the fault lines between the regular 

army, the Revolutionary Guards, and the Basij militia.323 These tensions and the belief 

that Iran’s “lack of reliable suppliers, sufficient hardware, and an experienced officer 

corps was not a disadvantage, but rather an opportunity to prove how revolutionary 

idealism could overcome a stark reality,”324 led to the well-known Iranian strategy of 

using poorly trained Basij militia in human wave assaults to achieve an opening for 

exploitation by regular forces. These operations successfully achieved some victories 

while conserving supplies.325 

The success of the religious and revolutionary forces and the aforementioned failure of 

the conventional forces to deter the Iraqi invasion must have been noticed by Iranian 

leadership. This is reflected in the growing importance of the Iranian Revolutionary 

Guards Corps (IRGC) and the size of the Basij militias. Although the regular forces are 

numerically superior to the IRGC and militias in peacetime, 350,000 to 127,000, the 

budget of the IRCG is three-and-a-half times larger than that of the regular forces.326 

Upon mobilization of the militia, the IRGC easily eclipses the regular forces, with over 1 

million reserve militia members.327 When compared to the IRCG of 75,000 before the 

outbreak of the Iran-Iraq War, the growth is tremendous.328   
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The IRGC controls all of Iran’s strategic weapons, from surface-to-surface missiles to 

weapons of mass destruction.329 This gives the IRGC an important part in any deterrence 

strategy.  In addition to these strategic forces, the IRGC maintains traditional military 

forces that share equipment with the Artesh. The large numbers of Basij forces would add 

vast amounts of manpower to IRGC formations. Both the IRGC and the Basij have paid 

attention the U.S. experiences in Iraq and Afghanistan; they have subsequently increased 

training in independent resistance action in an attempt to bleed U.S. forces in the event of 

an invasion.330  It is unknown how many of the Basij forces would actually engage the 

enemy, however due to their size, even a small number would likely cause problems for 

any invading force. 

Although the IRGC is primarily tasked with internal security, the naval arm of the IRGC 

has over 5,000 men, double the manpower of the Artesh’s marine force.331 This naval 

infantry force, plus control of Iran’s strategic forces, shows that the IRGC is more than 

just an internal security force and can easily be turned on to the offensive. The IRGC has 

been the force used for demonstrations of Iran’s willingness for self-defense. As 

mentioned in the previous chapter, the IRGC has engaged in multiple provocations 

against both the U.S. and Royal navies. 

Relating to Iran’s proxy forces also falls under the umbrella of the IRGC. The main link 

between Iran and its proxies is the IRGC Qods Force, the IRGCs section for the 
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“operation of asymmetric warfare.”332 A more in-depth examination of Hezbollah and 

this relationship follows. 

 

Hezbollah 

Hezbollah was founded in 1982 to help expel the Israelis from Lebanon. At the 

beginning, Iran sent 1,500 members of the IRGC to aid in the establishment of the 

military wing of the organization. Hezbollah and the Qods Force are highly 

interdependent. Iran provides between $100 million to $200 million a year to 

Hezbollah.333 In addition to this funding, the Qods Force trains Hezbollah soldiers in “the 

use of improvised explosive devices, indirect fire…, sniper operations, and insurgent 

tactics.”334 In the years before the 2006 conflict, it was believed that there were 2,500 

Iranian troops in Lebanon.335 This training and equipment paid dividends when Israel 

invaded Lebanon. The support of Iran helped turn “Hezbollah [into] a militia trained like 

an army and equipped like a state.”336 

Even before this conflict between Israel and Hezbollah, Hezbollah was a force to be 

reckoned with. Before the attacks on September 11, 2001, Hezbollah was the terrorist 

group responsible for the most American deaths. Hezbollah was responsible for the 

bombing of the Marine barracks in Beirut, as well as many attacks in Western Europe 
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during the 1980s.337 Immediately following the 9/11 attacks, Hezbollah reduced its 

operations internationally to avoid being “caught in the Crosshairs of Washington’s ‘war 

on terror.’”338 While Hezbollah appears to have lost effectiveness during this time due to 

its lack of international attacks, it emerged more effective, as previously mentioned, in its 

war with Israel. 

Today’s Hezbollah is “the most technically capable terrorist group in the world.”339 

Hezbollah has a core force of fewer than 1,000 men; however, it has between 5,000 and 

10,000 trained reserves.340 In shows of strength, Hezbollah has held military parades in 

Beirut involving tanks and armored personnel carriers. These armored vehicles were most 

likely captured from the Lebanese army.341 Hezbollah is able to conduct attacks against 

Israel from the relative safety of southern Lebanon using Iranian-supplied rockets.342  

Iran has supplied both short and long range rockets for use against Israel. The short range 

rockets are Katushas, relatively small, and only have a range of about 19-28 km.343  Long 

range rockets have a range of 30 to 50 km depending on the model.344 Both categories of 

rockets are unguided, making them more terrifying than lethal.  

In addition to its strength in Lebanon, Hezbollah has a global network. Recently however, 

this global network has had mixed success. In 2008 and 2009, Hezbollah and Qods force 
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operations were foiled in Azerbaijan, Turkey, and Egypt.345  In 2011, operations began to 

turn around, with the successful assassination of the Saudi ambassador in Pakistan.346  

One of the most recent successful attacks was against Israeli tourists in Bulgaria in 

2012.347  In 2011 and 2012, Hezbollah operations were foiled in Cyprus, Thailand, 

Georgia, India, the United States, and Kenya.348  

Use of Forces to Accomplish Goals 

The Artesh 

Remove Foreign Influence 

The Artesh is not responsible for removing foreign influence from within Iran, which is 

part of the IRGC’s goal of protecting the revolution. With regard to removing foreign 

influence from the region, the regular forces lack the combat power to fight the United 

States or the United Kingdom in a conventional war, especially if Iran were to take the 

offensive.  The army lacks the ability to engage in the kind of maneuver warfare that 

would be needed to defeat these external powers. This is especially true following the 

withdrawal of U.S. forces from Iraq. No longer are there massive U.S. forces on Iran’s 

border. In order to engage U.S. forces, the Artesh would have to advance over land 

through Iran and into Saudi Arabia and the other Gulf States and engage the United 

States there.349 Due to the lack of spare parts, experience in large armored warfare, 
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obsolete equipment, and overall lack of mechanization, by the time Iran’s forces arrived, 

if they arrived at all, they would be severally weakened and easily defeated.   

Against an invasion of Iran, the Artesh would likely be defeated by an external power. 

The Artesh is well equipped for a static defense and would likely be able to put up some 

resistance if given time to prepare. If caught off guard, the same lack of maneuver forces, 

training, and equipment would most likely lead to the rapid destruction of the Artesh. 

This is likely to change in the future due to an increased effort to train for asymmetric 

and irregular warfare.  As the Artesh land component continues to modernize and shift to 

irregular warfare, it will not be able to remove foreign influence from the region; it will 

however be more able to protect Iran from any perceived foreign threat. 

The Iranian Air Force would very likely be swept from the sky in any conflict with a 

Western power. Given its inability to defeat the Iraqi Air Force, against a Western power 

it would likely not be able to successfully launch any attacks. On the defensive side, the 

air force and the air defense network are spread very thinly. The Air Force does not add 

much to Iran’s ability to rid the region of foreign influence or to defend its airspace 

against attack from a Western power. 

Become regional leader and gain prestige in the Muslim World 

Despite the insufficiencies of the Artesh, especially with regard to the United States, it is 

the largest military of the Gulf States by more than a factor of two.350 Just in manpower 

alone, Iran is a threat to the Gulf States. In terms of armored vehicles, Iran falls behind 

                                                           
350 Cordesman and Kleiber, Iran's Military Forces and Warfighting Capabillitites: The Threat in the 

Nothern Gulf. p. 41 



 

83 
 

Saudi Arabia but ahead of the Gulf States.351 Iran has 2,978 armored vehicles compared 

to Saudi Arabia’s 5,370.352 Despite this disadvantage in number, Iran significantly 

outnumbers Saudi Arabia in tanks. The majority of Saudi Arabia’s armored vehicles are 

lightly armed armored personnel carriers such as the M113.353 In terms of quality 

however, the Gulf States are armed with U.S. produced weapons such as the M1A2 

Abrams. 354 The Iranian military would face similar problems against this equipment as it 

would against the United States itself. Despite these disadvantages, without the United 

States in the picture it is likely that the size of the Iranian Army will enable it to become 

the regional power.  

One advantage the Iranian military has over its Gulf rivals is that it has its own defense 

industry. Although it does rely on other countries for advanced weaponry, the Iranian 

defense industry is growing and produces its own tanks such as the Zulfiqar and T-72.355 

The ability to design and produce its own weapons grants prestige to Iran over other 

countries in the region.  

In the air, Iran is once again numerically superior to any other single country in the Gulf.  

Quality issues are more severe for the Iranian Air Force than for the Army. The Gulf 

States are well equipped with modern Western aircraft. The majority of the Iranian Air 

Force’s Western aircraft are lacking in spare parts and obsolete. Given the performance 

of the U.S. Air Force against the Russian-equipped Iraqi Air Force in the Gulf War, it is 
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likely the Gulf States will have a similar performance against the Iranian Air Force in the 

event of conflict. 

Keep Conflict from Erupting into All-Out War. 

The Artesh is very effective at accomplishing this goal. Even with the severe problems 

from which it suffers, the Artesh is a large force undergoing rapid modernization. Size 

alone will prevent the Gulf States or Israel from engaging in open warfare due to the risk 

of a defeat. Against the United States the Artesh is likely hoping that it can increase the 

cost of a war so as to deter U.S. intervention.  The switch to an irregular warfare strategy 

is based on Iraq and Afghanistan and is likely to deter the United States from an all-out 

invasion of Iran due to the fear of such a campaign.  

The Artesh is capable of demonstrating Iranian power. The Artesh engages many military 

exercises aimed at defending against foreign aggression. It also engages in more 

threatening offensive exercises.356 These military maneuvers have been held in direct 

response to external provocations such as tensions with Turkey and Iraq in the 1990s.357 

The Artesh is aware of its weakness vis à vis the United States, and therefore has been 

known to act as a voice of restraint.358 

The IRGC 

Remove Foreign Influence 

As the guardians of Iran’s strategic weapons, the IRGC has the ability to project Iranian 

power around the region. The rockets of the IRGC have the range to reach many U.S. 

bases, including the 5th Fleet in Bahrain. As such, the IRGC may theoretically be able to 
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remove foreign influence from the region. However, it is more likely that in the event of 

conflict, the United States would quickly defeat the Iranian missile systems and establish 

anti-missile protection around the Gulf.  The size of the IRGC’s marine forces means that 

it is able to carry out small raids against other countries in the Gulf, potentially damaging 

U.S. interests.359  

The land forces of the IRGC face similar problems as the Artesh with regard to forcibly 

removing foreign influences from the Gulf. If defending against foreign invasion, the 

IRGC offers a flexible response. It can call on its conventional military power, alongside 

the Artesh. Or it can offer a large force trained in irregular warfare, the Basij. It is likely 

Iran would suffer many casualties and damage; these forces may be able to successfully 

protect Iran from invasion.  

Internally, the IRGC is responsible for protecting the revolution. This includes foreign 

and domestic threats.360 The IRGC is also responsible for border security. As the 

guardians of the revolution, the IRGC and the Basij have strict controls in place for the 

press and other media outlets.361 The IRGC and Basij also have organizations to give 

paramilitary and political training to citizens helping to reinforce the revolution’s hold on 

the country. In this the IRGC has been very effective.362 

Become regional leader and gain prestige in the Muslim world 

The IRGC is a very ideological force. By supporting revolutionary Islam, the IRGC has 

attempted to gain the trust of the Arab Street. If revolutionary Islam were to spread and 

                                                           
359 For more information see the chapter on Naval Strategy in the Strait of Hormuz. 
360 Byman et al., Iran's Security Policy in the Post-Revolutionary Era.p.41 
361 Wehrey et al., "The Rise of  the Pasdaran: Assessing the Domestic Roles of Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary 

Guards Corps." p. 53 
362 Ibid. 
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unseat the governments of surrounding states, Iran would assume a leadership position in 

the region. Although Iran has not engaged in such actions since the 1980s, the IRGC 

could arrange for an incident to occur during the Haj and once again call for Saudi Arabia 

to relinquish control of the Islamic Holy sites. Iran’s support of Palestinian causes helps 

Iran pursue this goal. The Iranian government’s support of these forces through the Qods 

Force has made some Arab states seem soft on Israel.363 This is very likely to decrease in 

value due to the conflict in Syria and Iran’s support of Bashar Al-Assad. 

The IRGC’s role in Iran becoming a regional power is also related to the previous section 

about countering foreign influence. The same missiles that allow Iran to threaten 

American interests in the region allow it to threaten the Gulf States as well. This threat 

will only increase if Iran develops nuclear weapons, as many of these states are small and 

one or two nuclear strikes would completely destroy the country. The ability of the IRGC 

to threaten the Strait of Hormuz, as outlined in the previous chapter, severely threatens 

the surrounding Gulf States, due to their dependence on oil exports.  

Keep Conflict from Erupting into All-Out War. 

The IRGC and the Basij militia serve as a large part of the deterrent force against any 

conflict reaching all-out war. Their focus on asymmetrical warfare as previously 

mentioned creates an effective deterrent against invasion even if all of the Basij does not 

resist the invasion.  

Short of war, the IRGC is capable of creating incidents and threats that go beyond the 

ability of the Artesh.  One example of this is the capture of British sailors examined in the 

naval chapter of this thesis. Another example is the incident with the U.S. Navy, also 
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previously examined. These two incidents allowed the IRGC to show its resolve, and 

both had an intrinsic threat of violence and could have led to a confrontation. It is 

unlikely, however, to have escalated into open warfare. 

Once again the threat of missile strikes and possible nuclear weapons or other weapons of 

mass destruction give the IRGC a large deterrent capability. Any use of these forces 

would encourage a response in kind by the United States or another state. The IRGC 

could conduct tests or other activities which threaten force and show resolve without 

actually engaging in conflict. This would bring international condemnation and escalate 

the conflict but would probably not lead to kinetic responses. 

Hezbollah 

Remove Foreign Influence 

Iran’s links with Hezbollah allow it to attack foreign interests around the Middle East. A 

prime example of this is the bombing of the Marine barracks in Lebanon.  Hezbollah can 

help Iran to threaten foreign interests in the region. The main benefit of Iran’s association 

with Hezbollah involves the deniability it gives Iran. 

Hezbollah has turned into an effective tool for Iranian foreign policy. One of Iran’s few 

allies in the Middle East, Bashar al-Assad’s Syria is not religious or revolutionary; it is, 

however, anti-West.364 Since Assad belongs to a minority Shia-esque sect in Syria, if his 

government were to fall, it is almost a certainty this alliance would end. Recent changes 

favoring the government coincided with an influx of Hezbollah fighters. This correlation 

                                                           
364 Avi Issacharoff, "Syria's Assad: Regime Strong Because of My Anti-Israel Stance,"  Haaretz(2011), 
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likely shows how advanced Hezbollah has become. Hezbollah is reportedly accompanied 

by 4,000 troops of the IRGC.365 A victory in Syria will prevent Iran from losing a very 

close partner and may help consolidate Iran’s power in the region while defeating 

Western-backed forces. 

Become regional leader and gain prestige in the Muslim World 

This cooperation between Iran and Hezbollah is a continuation of Iran’s shift to the IRGC 

for defense and of putting its faith in the revolutionary ideals and religiously affiliated 

groups. Hezbollah “emphasized that the 1978-1979 revolution served as an inspiration to 

action.”366 In the past when Iran desired to export its revolution to the Arab Street to 

overthrow “their unpopular and corrupt governments by appealing to the Arabs’ religions 

pride and their frustration with the Arab government’s impotence vis-à-vis Israel,”367 

Hezbollah was the perfect ally, especially with regard to the last issue. It allowed the 

revolutionary ideals of the revolution to engage against Israel and play the public 

relations card. While Iran and Hezbollah have failed to topple the Arab governments, 

Hezbollah’s success in attacking Israeli and American targets most likely raised 

Hezbollah’s stock in Iranian eyes. It also enjoys support on the street, particularly in its 

home base of Lebanon.368  

Hezbollah can strike targets besides Israel. As mentioned in the previous section, 

Hezbollah troops have been reported to be fighting alongside Assad’s forces in Syria. In 

                                                           
365 Fisk, "Iran to Send 4,000 Troops to Aid President Assad Forces in Syria". 
366 Augustus R. Norton, "Hezbollah: A Short History," (Princeton :: Princeton University Press, 2007).p.36 
367 Parsi, Treacherous Alliance : The Secret Dealings of Israel, Iran, and the United States. p. 101 
368 Simon Haddad, "The Origins of Popular Support for Lebanon's Hezbollah," Studies in Conflict & 

Terrorism 29, no. 1 (2006). 



 

89 
 

the event of a conflict, Hezbollah can offer Iranian troops trained in fighting Western 

forces and in irregular warfare.  

Keep Conflict from Erupting into All-Out War. 

The anonymity offered by Iran’s proxy Hezbollah plays an important part in keeping 

Iran’s conflicts from reaching all-out war. Hezbollah allows Iran to attack its opponents 

with less fear of retaliation. When fighting Israel, Hezbollah was able to aid in Iran’s 

conflict with Israel without Iran fearing an Israeli strike.  

On the international stage, Hezbollah allows Iran to have a deterrent force for which it is 

not directly held responsible. While Iran continues to develop its conventional long-range 

deterrence capability, its unconventional deterrence is well developed though its links 

with Hezbollah. Through Hezbollah, Iran has found a way of marrying its domestic 

defense and deterrence strategy to its long-range deterrence strategy. Hezbollah allows 

Iran to rely on religious and revolutionary fervor for its long-range deterrence, something 

conventional forces do not allow. Hezbollah’s network allows Iran to reach beyond the 

range of its missiles and conventional forces. Given the limited range of Iran’s 

conventional forces and the distance of Iran’s primary enemy, the United States, such 

ability is very important. 

Conclusion 
The system Iran has developed to meet its security goals is effective. The division is a 

division of labor, with each force being given different missions for differing military and 

political realities. The Artesh acts as a conventional military force which, despite its 

weakness, is still a powerful force and is attempting to modernize. The IRGC is focused 
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on irregular warfare and massive mobilization. Hezbollah gives Iran limited international 

power projection. 

The IRGC and Artesh overlap in many places. As the IRGC develops its armored force 

and the Artesh trains for irregular warfare, the line between the two forces is becoming 

blurred. While in theory the two forces offer two distinct approaches to warfare, as they 

become more similar, I believe the two forces could be merged. The IRGC ensured the 

forces which had attempted coups following the fall of the Shah did not have free rein; 

the revolution is now solidified in Iran and the Artesh. If the Artesh and the IRGC were 

to be merged, the Iranian government could still ensure the loyalty of the personnel 

controlling weapons of mass destruction and the senior leaders of the Artesh. The 

separation of powers is no longer as necessary, efficient, or stark as it was in the past. 

This union is unlikely to happen due to the nature of the Iranian government, specifically 

its tendency to have multiple organizations undertaking a similar task. 

While the use of terrorist forces may harm Iran on the international stage, the advantage 

these forces give Iran far outweigh the consequences of being declared a state sponsor of 

terror by the United States, the very country Iran may using these forces against.  
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Conclusion 
Understanding a potential opponent’s strategy can help shape one’s own strategy to more 

efficiently defeat an enemy.  This paper has shown how Iran has attempted to counter its 

weakness by learning lessons from its own and other conflicts. Iran’s primary strategy 

vis-à-vis the United States is to create a military capable to deterring the United States. 

As stated in the third chapter, I believe Iran wishes to keep any conflict beyond the 

threshold of armed conflict. The strategies outlined in the first two chapters of this paper 

give Iran the ability to deter the United States. Although Iran does not wish to engage in 

armed conflict a key aspect of any deterrence strategy is the ability to, or at least the 

perception that Iran can, use its military. Iran, I conclude, wishes to use the strategies 

outlined in this paper to deter the United States from challenging its rise to power in the 

Middle East.  Although not examined in this work, Iran’s nuclear program, if it 

culminates in a nuclear weapon may further deter the United States from challenging 

Iran’s rise. It may also push the United States over the edge and end with U.S. military 

action. In the event of such conflict, I conclude that Iran’s strategy will be to attempt to 

inflict as many casualties both of American service personnel and civilians all over the 

world as possible, hoping to break the American political will to fight. Such attacks, if the 

US population sees a war with Iran as necessary may in fact, increase the will to fight. 

 Iran has attempted to offset its comparative military weakness vis-à-vis the United States 

by altering its strategy to target perceived weaknesses of the United States and Iranian 

strength.  Although this is hopefully an obvious conclusion, this thesis attempts to 

combine multiple aspects of Iranian strategy into one work.  I conclude that Iran’s 

primary goal in its counter US strategy is that of deterrence. Iran hopes to increase the 
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costs of any US action to a point where the costs outweigh the possible benefits. Iran’s 

reach into Latin America acts as a long range strike force, possibly capable of launching 

attacks against the U.S. homeland. The global reach of Hezbollah’s forces outside Latin 

American and the Middle East would allow Iran to strike targets in the territory of U.S. 

allies as well. The large number of troops trained in unconventional warfare could turn 

any invasion of Iran into a much larger counter insurgency operation than Iraq or 

Afghanistan. Not counting the initial invasion which the United States would most likely 

win with few casualties as was the case of Iraq. The three aspects of Iran’s strategy 

examine form an overlapping web of long, mid, and local deterrence against the United 

States. 

This paper is far from a comprehensive examination of Iranian strategy. For one, this 

paper does not examine the rationale behind Iran’s nuclear program. As with any state the 

development of nuclear weapons is a large part of its national security strategy. The 

development of a nuclear weapon would fit into the deterrence strategy already outlined. 

Another aspect of Iran’s counter US strategy which merits further study is Iranian cyber 

warfare capability. The novelty of this field and the immense vulnerability of the United 

States to a cyber-attack, mean cyber warfare is a possibility for Iran to deter and attack 

the United States without having to engage with the United States’ overwhelming force.  
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