Why Not Attack Iran?


First among many reasons: the deaths and injuries of many Iranians.  Also the destruction of infrastructure and property in Iran.


The human costs to Americans resulting from inevitable Iranian retaliation, especially against our brave forces in Iraq and Afghanistan.


Economic costs: incalculable now, but note that total cost of the war in Iraq, a much smaller country, is estimated at $1.3 trillion or more so far.


Greater economic malaise in the U.S. and the world due to much increased oil prices, as Iran threatens to, and probably actually does, curtail the flow from the Persian Gulf.


Further aggravation of already widespread Muslim hostility to perceived U.S. neo-imperialism.


Increased anti-Israeli violence by Hamas and Hizballah, ending any remaining hopes for an early resolution of the Israeli-Palestinian dispute.


A recruiting bonanza for extremist groups like al-Qaida.


Given these and other reasons not to attack Iran, why would anyone propose doing so?  First, presumably, to wipe out Iran’s nuclear program.  But our intelligence agencies judged last November that Iran had halted its nuclear weapons program in 2003 and, even if the program were restarted, would be unable to produce a usable nuclear weapon for many years.


Another possible reason: to encourage Iranian opponents of the regime there to wise up and overthrow it.  But all experience suggests an opposite reaction: rallying behind the government against foreign attackers.


Or perhaps the U.S. would itself take on the regime change chore – as we did in Iraq in 2003.  We already did that in Iran in 1953, in a surreptitious way – a C.I.A. coup overthrowing a democratically-chosen prime minister.  That got us an increasingly autocratic shah and eventually the Khomeini-led Islamic revolution.


We need to have a longer historical view, not focused simply on those in power today.  Iran had a constitutional revolution more than 100 years ago, in 1906, that gave it an elected parliament.  When an absolutist shah ended the first parliament’s life with artillery shells, supporters of the constitution in the northwestern city of Tabriz held out against a siege by the shah’s military.  One group of defenders was led by an American teacher, Howard Baskerville, who was himself killed.  He is honored today at Constitution House in Tabriz with a gold-embossed bust.


Those early friendly relations between the countries were reversed by unjustifiable actions by both sides: that C.I.A. coup in 1953, and the American Embassy hostage-taking in 1979.  Getting past these obstacles will not be easy, but a start can be made if the U.S. makes clear its respect for Iran’s right to choose its own course and our rejection of any intention to dominate Iran.
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