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A reluctant US Presi-
dent Donald Trump 
certified to the US 
Congress that Iran 
was complying with 

the 2015 nuclear deal but soon after 
slapped additional sanctions on Ira-
nian individuals and entities. Iran is-
sued harsh warnings to Washington 
in response. These moves increase 
the possibility of clashes between 
the United States and Iran but nei-
ther side seems interested in a full-
scale war.

Trump is legally required to report 
to Congress every 90 days on wheth-
er Iran is complying with the terms 
of the agreement between Tehran 
and the P5+1 countries — the United 
States, Britain, France, China, Rus-
sia and Germany — meant to limit 
Iran’s development of a nuclear pro-
gramme.

During the 2016 US presidential 
campaign, Trump denounced the 
agreement and promised to scuttle 
it if elected. Since becoming presi-
dent, however, he has certified twice 
that Iran was in compliance, imply-
ing that the United States will stick 
with the deal — at least for now.

Trump has not had a change of 
heart towards the Iranian regime. 
Reports indicated that Trump re-
mains deeply distrustful of Iran and 
had to be persuaded by US Defence 
Secretary James Mattis and Secre-
tary of State Rex Tillerson to sign the 
recent certification.

These two moderate voices in his 
administration, while harbouring 
misgivings themselves about Iran, 
said that non-certification would 
have isolated the United States in 
the international community and 
put the country on a slippery slope 
towards confrontation with Tehran.

There was no hard evidence, oth-
er than a few minor violations that 
were corrected by Iran, that Tehran 
was not in compliance with the deal.

That said, some Trump aides ac-
cused Iran of not complying with 
the “spirit” of the deal, a reference 
to Iran’s ballistic missile programme 
and its activities in Yemen, Syria, 
Iraq and other areas. One Trump of-
ficial told the Washington Post that 
the nuclear deal is a “symptom, not 
the disease” of Iran’s behaviour, 
which he characterised as one of 
“broader aggression” and said the 
administration would be conduct-
ing a “strategic review” of the Iran 
portfolio.

As a sign of a tougher stance to-
wards Tehran, the administration 
added 18 entities and individuals to 
its sanctions list. These include two 
Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps 
(IRGC) organisations for engaging 
in proliferation activities, five com-
panies that support Iran’s military 
procurement and three individuals 
allegedly associated with an “Iran-
based transnational criminal organi-
sation.”

There is bipartisan support in 
Congress for a tougher stand against 
Iran. The US Senate voted nearly 
unanimously on June 15 to impose 
new sanctions on Iran over its mis-
sile programme, human rights 
violations and support for terrorist 
groups. In July, both the US House 
and Senate passed amendments to 
the defence authorisation bill that 
call on the Pentagon to investigate 
Iran’s use of commercial airliners to 
transport weapons to other coun-
tries.

These amendments are likely 
to block a proposed sale of Boeing 
planes to Iran, a deal that the Obama 
administration had encouraged.

Predictably, Washington’s harsh 
words and the additional sanc-
tions against Iran have elicited a 
tough stance from Tehran. Moham-
med Bagheri, chief of staff of Iran’s 
armed forces, warned Washington 
against putting the IRGC on the list 
of terrorist groups, threatening it 
would be a “big risk” for US forces 
and bases in the region. IRGC com-
mander Major-General Mohammad 
Ali Jafari warned the United States 
to disassemble its bases within 
1,000km of Iran, which happens to 
be the range of the country’s mis-
siles.

Even the relatively moderate Ira-
nian President Hassan Rohani, who 
championed the nuclear deal, stated 
that Iran would “resist these plans 
and actions” of the United States. 
Rohani, whose brother was arrested 
under orders from Iran’s judiciary, 
is under pressure from hardliners 
to act tough against Washington. 
The recent sentencing of an Ameri-
can graduate student to ten years in 
prison on seemingly bogus espio-
nage charges is symptomatic of the 
hardliners’ power.

Does this mean a war between 
the United States and Iran is likely? 
Trump does not want to get bogged 
down in another Middle Eastern 
conflict and the Iranians, for all their 
tough talk, know their forces are no 

match for the US military.
That said, a more aggressive pos-

ture by both sides in the Gulf, where 
naval vessels are in close proximity, 
could lead to clashes. Trump could 
use such incidents to refuse compli-
ance certification to Congress the 
next time around.

Given Trump’s unpredictabil-
ity and the failures of his domestic 
agenda, he may relish clashes with 
Iran to boost his sagging poll num-
bers, especially since he knows that 
the US public holds anti-Iran views.

Gregory Aftandilian is a lecturer in 
the Pardee School of Global Studies 
at Boston University and is a former 
US State Department Middle East 
analyst.

Rising US-Iran tensions could lead to clashes
Gregory Aftandilian

Thinly-veiled threats. Technicians of Iran’s Atomic Energy Organisation in a control room supervise 
resumption of activities at the Uranium Conversion Facility in Isfahan.                                                (Reuters)The Iranians, for all 

their tough talk, know 
their forces are no 
match for the US 
military.

Can America roll back Iran?

O
n the presidential 
campaign trail last 
year, Donald Trump 
vowed more than once 
to “rip up” the Iran 
nuclear deal signed in 

2015 by the other UN Security 
Council permanent members — 
Britain, China, France and Russia 
— and Germany.

Six months into office and despite 
Trump’s personal misgivings, his 
administration told Congress for a 
second time that Iran complied with 
the nuclear deal — it must certify 
this to Congress every 90 days — and 
can keep enjoying sanctions relief. 
The Trump administration, how-
ever, insists that Tehran could face 
consequences for breaching “the 
spirit” of the deal.

This announcement is a pat-
tern emerging in its treatment of 
Iran. Even when it acknowledges 
that Iran is doing something that it 
wants, the White House looks for 
other ways to increase pressure on 
the Islamic Republic.

This latest recertification was 
reluctantly agreed by the president, 
whose foreign policy team — US 
Secretary of State Rex Tillerson, US 
Secretary of Defence James Mattis, 
Joint Chiefs of Staff Chairman Gen-
eral Joseph Dunford and national se-
curity adviser H. R. McMaster — was 
against it. Pessimists in Washington 
say the president is unlikely to cer-
tify the deal in October. It looks very 
much as if the ground is being laid 
for a more aggressive policy.

This apparently cautious behav-
iour does not affect the organising 

principle of the US administration 
that Iran remains at the root of all 
evil in the Middle East.

Before looking at where the 
notion of rollback originates, it is 
worth appreciating what the impli-
cations of a more aggressive policy 
are. The first message it would send 
is that the world cannot count on 
the United States being committed 
to its international undertakings. 
The signal this sends to Iran, Russia, 
Europe, let alone China and India, 
would be disastrous in terms of 
international stability. It would also 
set the United States and Europe on 
divergent paths on Iran.

The very notion of rollback harps 
back to Cold War days when apoca-
lyptic views of the threat represent-
ed by the Soviet Union in Europe 
were defeated in favour of contain-
ment. After 1945, the Soviet Union 
had an asymmetrical greater interest 
in holding on to Eastern Europe — a 
vital buffer after the German assault 
that had killed tens of millions of 
its soldiers and civilians. The policy 
of containment devised by George 
Kennan and which became the basis 
of the Truman administration’s 
foreign policy in 1946-47 avoided an 
uncontrollable escalation between 
the United States and the Soviet 
Union in Europe.

The Saudi view of Iran, which 
Trump and some of his key security 
advisers share, is equally apocalyp-
tic. Iran, in this view, wants land cor-
ridors to strengthen Hezbollah and 
launch a second front against Israel.

In broader strategic terms, the 
Shia threat to the Middle East is 
equivalent to the fascist threat to 
Europe in the 1930s. How much 
the Americans, the Israelis and the 
Saudis believe Iran is an existential 
threat is anyone’s guess. What is not 
is the sense of urgency this kind of 
vocabulary conveys.

Iran’s behaviour in the region 
has been constant since the Islamic 

Revolution. In the 1980s, the Israeli 
assault on Palestinian militants in 
Lebanon encouraged the rise of 
Hezbollah and opened the door to 
Iranian influence in Lebanon. Syria’s 
confrontation with Israel forged an 
alliance of convenience between 
Tehran and Damascus. The collapse 
of Iraq after the US-led invasion 
opened the door to the idea of a cor-
ridor between Iran and Lebanon.

The Obama administration 
toughened multilateral sanctions, 
cyberwar and sabotage against 
Iran but decided to give diplomacy 
another try after Hassan Rohani was 
elected president. Assertiveness fol-
lows anxiety in a repeated cyclical 
pattern of assertiveness and anxiety. 
The 10-year nuclear deal with Iran 
encouraged the Israelis and Saudis 
to move the goalposts and link Iran’s 
behaviour in Lebanon, Syria and 
Yemen but their repeated calls for a 
rollback beg the question of where 
this policy ends. Do all these Iranian 
threats outweigh that of a nuclear-
armed Iran?

Arguing that Tehran is “unques-
tionably in default of the spirit” of 
the deal because of its interference 
in neighbouring countries allows the 
United States to impose non-nuclear 
related sanctions on Iran but carries 
the risk that Tehran could allege 
that Washington is the one violating 
the spirit of the deal and prompt its 
ultimate unravelling.

Hawkish attitudes in Washington 
did not stop the French company 
Total from signing a major deal to 
develop gas in the Pars field a few 
weeks ago. Germany, Russia and 
China have pressed the United 
States not to tear up the deal and do 
not share apocalyptic views of Iran.

Washington is faced with a 
deepening crisis in the Gulf that pits 
Qatar against Saudi Arabia and the 
United Arab Emirates. Tillerson’s 
shuttle diplomacy suggests that US 
capacity to bring its weight to bear 

in favour of a diplomatic solution 
to the crisis goes unheeded. The 
virtual evisceration of the State 
Department in Washington hardly 
argues for an American role; too few 
senior posts are occupied.

This stand-off is all the more dan-
gerous as Turkey has troops based 
in Qatar and says it will back its ally, 
which hosts the biggest US military 
base in the Gulf. Qatar has working 
relations with Iran with whom it 
shares the huge offshore Pars gas 
field.

Both in Iraq and Syria, there is lit-
tle the United States can do to coun-
ter Iran whose Islamic Revolution-
ary Guards Corps and proxy fighters, 
notably Hezbollah in Lebanon, are 
well-armed and well-trained.

Turkey, a key player in the region 
is going through a very unsettling 
time, one year after the coup that 
attempted to overthrow President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan.

A major crisis with Iran is not 
in the United States’ best interest, 
which may explain why officials 
in Washington no longer speak of 
regime change but of “looking for a 
change in the regime’s behaviour.”

Whatever internal divisions there 
may be in Iran, strong US rhetoric 
against the Islamic Republic can 
only unify its people. The same ap-
plies in Russia. Both these countries 
have clear strategic and tactical aims 
across the Middle East, which is not 
the case with this US administra-
tion.

Barring a major upset, we can 
expect the White House to certify 
that Iran is in compliance with the 
nuclear deal when it next has to 
do so – in October. No major upset 
in US policy towards Iran need be 
feared — at least for the next few 
months.
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In Iraq and Syria, there is little the 
US can do to counter Iran whose 
Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps and proxy fighters are well-
armed and well-trained.


