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			Prologue

			 

			A Diplomatic Ruse

			Since the 1980s, the Islamic Republic of Iran steadily, though erratically, developed the technologies needed to build nuclear weapons. Though the West constructed expansive defenses to stop these advances, it achieved only limited success. This would all change during the second term of President Barack Obama.

			On September 26, 2013, Secretary of State John Kerry, just six months on the job, attended his first international meeting on the Iran nuclear crisis in a dilapidated conference room at the United Nations headquarters in New York. The top diplomats of the five permanent members of the UN Security Council—the United States, Russia, China, France, and the United Kingdom—plus representatives from Germany and the European Union gathered around the table to reach a major advance toward making a nuclear deal with Iran, or so they thought. On Kerry’s left sat the Iranian delegation, headed by its U.S.-educated foreign minister, Javad Zarif, known for his impeccable English and disarming smile. The wooden conference table was bathed in an eclectic mix of purple, red, and gray reflecting off the room’s decades-old wallpaper. Journalists from across the globe jammed into stakeout positions outside the hall anticipating the results of the highest-level meeting ever between diplomats from Washington and the Islamic Republic. Circumstances seemed ripe for a thaw in their relations.

			The meeting between Iran and the so-called P5+1 diplomatic bloc was also the first opportunity for the two sides to discuss their positions on the nuclear talks since Kerry’s appointment and the election of the moderate Iranian president Hassan Rouhani three months earlier in Tehran. Years of failed talks had stoked real fears in the Obama White House and Europe that Israel might attack Iran’s nuclear facilities. This meeting, the diplomats hoped, could ward that off. The Iranian politician and cleric had won the vote on a pledge to improve his country’s ties with the West and end Iran’s economic isolation. U.S.-led sanctions, aimed at curbing Tehran’s nuclear program by targeting oil profits held in banks around the world, were crippling Iran’s economy. The penalties cut Iran’s oil revenues in half and diminished the value of its currency, the rial, by two-thirds. Aides to Rouhani privately warned the president that their country could run short of hard currency and face a crisis if Tehran wasn’t able to quickly get its hands on tens of billions of dollars of oil revenue frozen in Asian, European, and Middle Eastern bank accounts. Iran’s Islamic revolution, which Rouhani had championed since his twenties, was in jeopardy.

			Zarif didn’t let on to the dire state of Iran’s finances and made a self-assured presentation to the room, according to diplomats who took part in the meeting. He described the standoff over Iran’s nuclear program, which had dragged on for nearly a decade, as a “manufactured crisis.” He said his government had no intention of developing nuclear weapons and that it was willing to allow international inspectors from the UN significantly more access to Iran’s nuclear sites. Tehran was also willing to diminish its stockpiles of nuclear fuel, which included enough medium-enriched uranium for at least two nuclear weapons. He said a deal should be easy to put in place.

			“We hope to be able to make progress toward resolving this issue in a timely fashion based on respecting the rights of the Iranian people to nuclear technology for peaceful purposes,” Zarif told reporters after the meeting. “At the same time, [we need to make] sure that there is no concern at the international level that Iran’s nuclear program is anything but peaceful.”

			Kerry and Zarif, however, weren’t exactly being straight with the foreign ministers assembled at the meeting or with the media outside, many of whom thought this meeting marked only a first step. The two statesmen, whose countries had been enemies for nearly four decades, were collaborating in an elaborate diplomatic ruse for the benefit of their presidents and, they believed, peace.

			The meeting at the UN was a coming-out party. For more than two years already, Kerry had been secretly reaching out to Iranian leaders to attempt a compromise on a nuclear agreement. The former Democratic presidential candidate had started this secret diplomatic work in late 2011, while still serving as chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee. He’d used the position for a range of other diplomatic missions, such as attempting to broker a peace deal between Syria and Israel and mending U.S. ties with the mercurial Afghan leader Hamid Karzai. But his efforts on Iran were particularly high stakes and included secret trips to the Persian Gulf country of Oman, where he discussed building bridges to Iran with Oman’s sultan, Qaboos bin Said al Said. Oman’s monarch was one of the only Arab rulers who had strong ties to Tehran’s paramount political figure, Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei. Kerry sent messages to the ayatollah through the sultan’s offices, indicating that the United States was willing to make significant concessions on the nuclear dispute, which had remained deadlocked since Tehran’s vast infrastructure was revealed in 2002.

			The standoff focused more than anything else on Iran’s demands that it had the right to produce nuclear fuel on its soil through the enrichment of uranium. The technology was threatening international stability because it could be used both for powering a nuclear reactor and for producing the core of an atomic weapon. Kerry indicated to Khamenei for the first time that the United States could accept Iran enriching uranium, provided significant monitoring be put in place. Through the Omanis, the politician also discussed confidence-building measures with Iran, such as prisoner swaps and joint efforts to fight terrorism.

			Kerry wasn’t acting alone, nor was he the only American going through Oman. His efforts bolstered President Barack Obama’s own secret initiative to have direct talks with the Iranian regime, which began at the start of his presidency in 2009—like Kerry’s meetings, initially behind the backs of the Security Council and the United States’ closest Middle East allies, including Israel and Saudi Arabia. In 2012, more than a year before Kerry, Zarif, and the rest of the P5+1 met in the conference room in New York, White House and State Department officials sat down with an Iranian delegation in the Omani capital, Muscat, in the first direct meeting between the United States and Iran on the nuclear issue since the revolution in 1979. Kerry was not present. That encounter was kept secret because of the White House’s fears that Israel and the Arab states, and their allies in Washington, might try to upend the diplomacy if they got word. The United States knew that any moves toward rapprochement between Washington and Tehran would be viewed as a threat to these countries, which feared a stronger Iran.

			This first meeting made little progress. But the escalating U.S. sanctions on Iran and Rouhani’s election in June 2013 accelerated the diplomacy to the point where many of the terms of a framework for an accord were already agreed to by the time of the meeting at the United Nations in New York. Zarif hinted at some of the broad outlines of a deal to the P5+1. But neither he nor Kerry let their diplomatic partners know just how far the bilateral track had advanced, or how close they were to an initial nuclear agreement. “I think all of us were pleased that Foreign Minister Zarif came and made a presentation to us,” Kerry told reporters, giving no sign of a larger deal already in the works.

			Exiting the meeting, Kerry and Zarif met privately in an adjacent room at the United Nations not much larger than a phone booth. A scheduled fifteen-minute meet-and-greet turned into a substantive forty-five-minute discussion. The two men exchanged personal email addresses and cellphone numbers to lay the groundwork for what they anticipated would be stepped-up negotiations in the ensuing months. Their staffs were instructed to do the same. Both men privately said they remained deeply skeptical of the other, due to their governments’ historical hostility. But at the same time, they expressed hope their efforts could forge a diplomatic thaw between the United States and Iran, ending more than forty years of estrangement.

			—

			THE SEPTEMBER 2013 MEETINGS in New York marked an important advance in a frantic period of direct diplomacy between Washington and Tehran that ultimately resulted in Iran and the P5+1 signing a landmark nuclear accord in July 2015. The deal was President Barack Obama’s signature foreign policy achievement. Some of his supporters equated it with Richard Nixon’s secret outreach to China in the 1970s that led to a normalization of relations between Washington and Beijing. It cooled a growing feud between Washington and Tehran that the White House believed risked escalating into a military confrontation. “The president and I both had a sense that we were on an automatic pilot towards a potential conflict, because no one wanted to talk to anybody or find out what was possible,” Kerry told me in an interview in early 2016. “I have no doubt we avoided a war. None.”

			Iran, under the deal, agreed to cap or reduce large parts of its nuclear infrastructure, including the number of centrifuges enriching uranium as well as its stockpile of fissile material, for at least a decade. It also agreed to enhance the ability of the UN’s nuclear watchdog, the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), to access and monitor Iran’s nuclear sites to guard against Tehran secretly developing atomic weapons. In return, the United States and Western countries rolled back the crippling economic sanctions they had imposed on Iran over the past decade.

			President Obama, from his first days in office, pursued an opening to Iran and Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei with an obsessive commitment. The White House thought a link to Khamenei would be a critical step toward stabilizing the Middle East and avoiding another regional conflict. Tehran and its military proxies had tentacles spread into most Middle East countries, and they posed direct threats to U.S. allies in Israel, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates. Obama sent at least four letters to Khamenei, called for better relations in speeches and national addresses to the Iranian people, and communicated to Tehran via third-party countries that the United States wasn’t seeking regime change in Iran. This marked a sharp reversal of the George W. Bush administration’s policy, which largely shunned Tehran and sought to keep it outside the diplomatic tent. Iran, for its part, undermined Bush’s major Middle East projects, including the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan and the peace process between Israel and the Palestinians, by backing anti-U.S. militias. Obama viewed détente with Shiite-dominant Iran as crucial to stopping the spread of nuclear weapons, calming the region, and underpinning efforts to counter radical Sunni groups such as the Islamic State and al Qaeda. He saw Iran as part of a solution. Rapprochement with Iran, the White House calculated, would aid the U.S. effort to pivot away from a foreign policy consumed by the Mideast to one focused more on the booming economies of Asia.

			Obama’s hope for an opening was a first step on the way to the historic Iran nuclear deal, which ranks among the riskiest diplomatic bets made by an American president in modern U.S. history. Indeed, while the United States hopes the nuclear deal will curb the spread of nuclear weapons in the Mideast, there’s the threat it could fuel an arms race. Many of the terms of the agreement lapse after a decade, and Iran will then be allowed under international law to rapidly expand its nuclear program and produce weapons-grade fuel. Iran is also developing an expansive ballistic missile program. In preparation for these threats, Saudi Arabia and other Arab countries have vowed to match Iran’s nuclear and military capabilities over the next decade.

			The agreement, what it took to get there, and the tens of billions of dollars now flowing to the Iranian regime could also undermine hopes for a democratic transition in Tehran. Millions of pro-democracy supporters took to the streets in 2009 to protest the allegedly fraudulent reelection of President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad. The political revolt was widely seen as the greatest opening for political reform since the country’s 1979 revolution. But President Obama and his advisors offered almost no support for the demonstrators out of fear that backing the protestors would diminish Khamenei’s willingness to hold direct negotiations on the nuclear dispute. Communications between the two leaders had already begun by then, and the moment for political change in Tehran passed. There are no guarantees, U.S. officials concede, that the nuclear agreement will breed more moderate Iranian behavior, and it could entrench the hard-line regime.

			The story of the nuclear agreement, and the decade of U.S.-Iranian conflict that preceded it, marked a new era in the annals of U.S. national security and diplomacy. The Obama and George W. Bush administrations deployed weapons never used before against an enemy state. These included sanctions on Iran’s entire banking, transportation, and energy sectors and the deployment of cyber weapons, including the Stuxnet virus, which briefly crippled the Iranian centrifuges used to produce nuclear fuel. All of this was aimed at forcing Iran into negotiations on the nuclear issue. In many ways, the United States’ conflict with Iran created and fine-tuned new forms of American warfare that encompassed virtually every corner of the world.

			Iran, for its part, unleashed its militias and its elite military unit, the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, against American troops fighting in Iraq and Afghanistan, killing hundreds of U.S. soldiers through the deployment of sophisticated munitions on those battlefields. Tehran intensified support for its military proxies in Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, and Yemen in a broader bid to challenge the influence of the United States and its allies. Iran also honed its own cyber skills, targeting the computer systems of American banks, oil companies, and government offices, including those controlling critical infrastructure such as dams.

			Who won the decade-long feud is up for debate, but certain facts are not. Iran was severely crippled by years of extreme sanctions when it first seriously approached the negotiating table. Iran’s leaders, emboldened by the nuclear agreement, have not softened their stance toward the United States—the “Great Satan”—even if the deal amounts to a momentary truce.

			The cost to the United States was substantial. The Obama White House needed to cut diplomatic deals with Russia and China to gain their support for increasing sanctions on Tehran. The White House’s decision to secretly engage in direct talks with Iran in 2012 significantly hurt its relations with the United States’ allies in the Mideast—Israel, Saudi Arabia, and the other Persian Gulf states—who view Tehran as a direct threat to their national security. These countries would increasingly follow foreign policies more independent of Washington’s and generate even more instability in the Middle East. Saudi Arabia, Turkey, and Qatar armed and funded Islamist militias in Syria precisely as a means to challenge Tehran and its Shiite allies, giving rise to the Islamic State terrorist organization.

			The Obama administration also touted the Iran deal as a tool to loosen Iran’s notoriously oppressive regime. U.S. officials hope the lifting of sanctions and Tehran’s increased economic engagement with the West will help to open up Iranian society. Supreme Leader Khamenei and other revolutionaries are aging and are expected to exit the scene over time, opening the door, the United States hopes, for leadership more in sync with Iran’s youthful and significantly pro-American population.

			In attempting to fix one problem, hoping it would solve many others, the administration appeared blind to new threats mounting in the Middle East. Some U.S. officials believed that the White House’s obsession with the Iran deal handcuffed the administration, preventing it from acting decisively in Syria. President Obama warned he would use military force to end the civil war in Syria but then repeatedly backed down. This hesitancy came with a cost: hundreds of thousands of civilians died in Syria, and the conflict fueled the rise of Sunni extremist groups such as the Islamic State. Because Syrian president Bashar al-Assad was Iran’s closest Arab ally, “there was definitely a fear that strikes in Syria could alienate the Iranians and make them walk away from diplomacy,” said Fred Hof, who oversaw Syria policy in the State Department during Obama’s first term.

			Contrary to American hopes, Khamenei dug in, reaffirming his country’s anti-West position, regardless of the White House’s actions. “Whether the deal is approved or disapproved, we will never stop supporting our friends in the region and the people of Palestine, Yemen, Syria, Iraq, Bahrain, and Lebanon,” Khamenei said in a speech marking the end of the Islamic holy month of Ramadan, just days after the negotiations in Vienna concluded. “Even after this deal, our policy toward the arrogant U.S. will not change. We don’t have any negotiations or deal with the U.S. on different issues in the world or the region.”

			Obama has wagered that Khamenei and his revolutionary allies won’t outlast the terms of the nuclear agreement. If they do, the United States risks unleashing an even larger nuclear cascade on the Middle East. “The White House bet the farm on reaching an accommodation with the Iranians,” said a senior Israeli official who regularly discussed Iran with U.S. officials. “But they never truly seemed to understand who they were dealing with.”
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			The Persian Domino

			In the northern hills of Tehran lies a tribute to the Islamic Republic’s war dead. The Holy Defense Museum is a multimillion-dollar facility founded in 2004 that chronicles the violent campaign Iran’s Islamist leaders have waged in their region, beginning with the 1979 Islamic revolution. While memorializing the fallen, the monument also looks to Iran’s future goals, documenting Tehran’s obsession with establishing a new world order based on Islamic principles and its opposition to the United States, Zionism, and Western values as a whole.

			At the front of the facility, trash cans wrapped in Israeli flags and human skulls line a walkway. Tanks captured during Iran’s eight-year war with Iraq are on display. Exhibits herald the republic’s growing military might, with replicas of Iran’s long-range Shahab missiles pointed to the sky and fighter aircraft that appear poised for takeoff.

			Starting with the museum’s main hall, a guide takes visitors through the chaotic final days of the revolution and the overthrow of Iran’s last monarch, Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi. One exhibit tracks the day-by-day story of the Iranian students who held fifty-two American diplomats hostage for 444 days at the U.S. embassy. Galleries vividly recount the lives of the hundreds of thousands of Iranians who died fighting Saddam Hussein’s forces during the 1980–88 Iran-Iraq War. Three-dimensional holographs of Iran’s martyrs eerily stare down visitors as they pass by. It’s an illustration, says the guide, that the fallen continue to watch and protect the living.

			The Holy Defense Museum is a monument to Iranian nationalism, the Islamic revolution, and the country’s historic role as the self-declared greatest historical power in the Middle East. Maps of the original Persian Empire show neighboring countries, such as Bahrain and Azerbaijan, as they are meant to be in the eyes of Tehran—under Iran’s writ. The Islamic Republic’s founder, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, is honored as one of the world’s greatest theologians. His successor, Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, seen in photographs and videos, preaches the ideals of the revolution to supplicants and world leaders.

			Beneath this patriotism, however, the visitor confronts the repeated mantra that Iran has been wronged and persecuted throughout its history, particularly by its Arab neighbors in collusion with the West. A section dedicated to Saddam Hussein characterizes the Iraqi leader as the tyrannical face of the Arabs who were committed to destroying Iran’s revolution from its earliest days. A photo of Saddam in his olive-green fatigues shaking hands with former U.S. defense secretary Donald Rumsfeld in 1983 is a reminder of their collaboration, the guide says. (During the height of the Iran-Iraq War the Reagan administration supplied intelligence to Baghdad that Saddam then used to launch chemical weapons attacks against Iranian targets.)

			“How could you have worked with Saddam?” a guide named Mehdi asks me, an American, as we stare up at a photograph of the Iraqi dictator. The picture has been altered so that half his face is bathed in a satanic red. “You then had to fight him yourselves!”

			Outside, on a concrete strip overlooking Tehran, sits the most chilling exhibit, the ghostly remains of four sedans once owned by Iranian nuclear scientists who were blown up or shot by hooded assassins. The cars are wrapped in white shrouds with red dye seeping through the fabric. Red tulips, an Iranian symbol of martyrs, stick out through the windows. Photos of the scientists peer out at visitors.

			Massoud Alimohammadi was murdered when a remote-controlled bomb detonated near his car on January 12, 2010, in Tehran. The fifty-one-year-old, according to the gold-plated plaque displayed near his photo and car, was working as a university professor when agents from Israel’s intelligence service, the Mossad, killed him. The scientist was devout and never took actions in life “without deep understanding and complete study,” reads the inscription.

			Darioush Rezaienejad was shot six times in his car in 2011 by two alleged Mossad assassins, says the plaque. The thirty-four-year-old was a research director in nuclear physics at a Tehran university who was clever and kind and who respected his parents. He died “in the presence of his wife and little daughter.”

			Here, Iran’s defiance against its enemies through its commitment to its nuclear program is on full display. The head of the Atomic Energy Organization of Iran, a U.S.-educated scientist named Ali Akbar Salehi, inaugurated the grisly exhibit when it opened in 2012. A former foreign minister, Salehi was seen as a relative moderate in Iran’s theocratic system by American and European diplomats. But the scientist’s words underscored his commitment to Iran’s revolution and global struggle. “The memorial to the innocent nuclear martyrs is an image of honorable victors and chivalric offspring of science and technology…against the cruelty of global arrogance headed by the U.S. and Zionism,” he said.

			—

			THE DIPLOMACY BARACK OBAMA and John Kerry were pursuing in 2013 was challenged not just by Iran and words such as Salehi’s, and not just by opposition from U.S. allies including Israel, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates, but by history itself. Thirty-five years of frozen relations since the 1979 Islamic revolution have created a generation of Americans and Iranians who have known only conflict. In that time, the bureaucracies in both countries have become entrenched and invested in containing the other side.

			The Iranian revolution in 1979 altered U.S. foreign policy in a way that few other events in our time have. Gone almost overnight was the shah, Washington’s closest Mideast ally outside Israel, who helped safeguard the nearly 40 percent of the world’s oil supply that moved through the Persian Gulf. In his place emerged a theocratic government that was fundamentally opposed to Western capitalism, democracy, and foreign policy and was committed by its ideology to fomenting revolutions in Muslim countries across the Middle East as well as Central and South Asia. There were parallels in the Iranian threat to that posed by Soviet communism. Both relied on heavy promotion and investment in a radical ideology and support for militant proxies internationally.

			U.S. animosity toward Iran was seared into the American collective conscious from the early days of the revolution because of the attacks on American military advisors and the capture of the U.S. hostages. The embassy seizure in Tehran is widely viewed as having put an end to President Jimmy Carter’s reelection hopes in 1980. And it fed into a sense of despondency and hopelessness in the United States following the Vietnam War—a time also marked by economic malaise, sky-high oil prices, and the Soviet Union’s territorial advances.

			The Iranian regime is driven by an Islamist ideology that sees the United States as its principal rival for dominance in the Middle East. Furthermore, while a president is elected every four years in Tehran, the country’s power rests almost solely in the hands of its supreme leader. This cleric directly controls the country’s most powerful military force, the Revolutionary Guard, and oversees clerical bodies that manage the judiciary, the legislature, and the executive. The president may be the public face of the regime, but that’s about it.

			During the shah’s rule, the United States built Iran into its staunchest ally in the Persian Gulf and a policeman of the region’s oil traffic. Washington sent billions of dollars in arms to the Iranian monarchy and showered the country with U.S. loans and development experts from American universities, the State Department, and the World Bank. President Obama’s closest political advisor, Valerie Jarrett, lived in Iran in the 1950s when her father ran a children’s hospital in the city of Shiraz. The United States, ironically, lent support to a nuclear program the shah pursued in partnership with the German conglomerate Siemens AG. The ruler touted the economic benefits of nuclear power, though he also hinted at its military application. Tehran’s Islamist government inherited the nuclear sites, but it appeared initially uncertain about using them.

			The shah’s demise immediately placed the world’s oil supply in jeopardy and resulted in a clerical regime overtly hostile to the United States and its allies. The capture of the American hostages traumatized the American public, and Tehran moved quickly to attempt to spread its revolution into Saudi Arabia, the Gulf emirates, and the wider Mideast region, though with only limited success. It also sent military advisors to support Palestinian and Lebanese militias fighting Israel.

			Out of the public eye, the covert war brewing between the United States and Iran was even more pronounced and extensive than most Americans understood or realized in the 1980s and 1990s. From the ashes of the shah’s despotic state, Ayatollah Khomeini created an ideologically driven military command, called the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC), that was wholly focused on maintaining the religious purity of the new Islamic state. The IRGC, in turn, formed an overseas military and intelligence unit, called the Qods Force, which was tasked with exporting the Islamic revolution and aiding Tehran’s allies in the Middle East. Qods is the Arabic name for Jerusalem, symbolizing the Iranian leadership’s commitment to taking back the holy city from Israel for Muslims worldwide. The shah, by contrast, had been one of the Jewish state’s only military allies in the region.

			Just three years after the shah’s fall, the IRGC also oversaw the creation of the Lebanese Shiite militia Hezbollah, or the “Party of God,” which in the 1980s conducted a string of kidnappings and suicide bombings targeting American diplomats, military officers, and academics based in Lebanon. Hezbollah’s largest attacks were the 1983 bombing of the U.S. embassy in Beirut and the attack on the Marine Corps barracks there the same year. The strikes killed more than three hundred Americans—the largest terrorist attacks against U.S. interests before 9/11.

			For American security strategists, the Revolutionary Guard and their allies presented an unprecedented security challenge because of their ability to mix radical ideology, military training, and guerilla warfare tactics to threaten U.S. interests. Hezbollah’s use of suicide bombers in Beirut in the early 1980s was among the first times the United States faced a contemporary foe willing to sacrifice its own people to inflict such wide-scale damage. Hezbollah commanders would go on to train al Qaeda in bombing tactics, according to U.S. intelligence reports.

			Iran, Hezbollah, and their allies fine-tuned their intelligence capabilities and focused on U.S. and allied targets across the Middle East. The 1983 bombing of the U.S. embassy in Beirut occurred on a day when, as the Revolutionary Guard’s and Hezbollah’s informants had learned beforehand, more than a half dozen of the CIA’s Mideast officers were assembled in the American diplomatic compound there for a liaison meeting. Eight CIA personnel died, including the Agency’s top Middle East analyst and Near East director, Robert Ames, and station chief Kenneth Haas.

			This successful attack marked the beginning of a blood feud between the CIA and the IRGC, which continues today. Indeed, some of the staunchest critics of the nuclear negotiations have been American military and intelligence officers. Former American and Mideast officials argue the United States has not done nearly enough to punish Iran for the attacks in Lebanon. Some in the Reagan administration called for the bombing of Tehran after the attack on the Marine Corps barracks, though no such retaliation occurred. Iran was emboldened, they argue, by the lack of reprisal.

			“You both respect them, but also realize that the Iranians will go to almost any end to inflict damage,” said Bill Murray, a former CIA operative who was based in both Tehran and Beirut. “You waver on whether they’re rational players or not.”

			This profound lack of clarity about Iran’s intentions, Tehran’s decision-making process, and its willingness to take big military risks vexed the United States’ attempts to calculate the regime’s future actions. Did Iran really want to strike Israel, as its leaders claimed? Would they be willing to form some sort of accommodation with the West? Would business and economic engagement temper the Iranian leaders’ revolutionary zeal? The United States just didn’t know.

			Operations by the Qods Force and Hezbollah in Lebanon were followed in the 1990s by equally spectacular global strikes on U.S. and Israeli targets. In 1994, Iran’s government employed Hezbollah suicide bombers to blow up the Jewish community center in Buenos Aires, killing more than 150 Jewish Argentines. Two years later, Iranian-controlled terrorists in Saudi Arabia blew up the United States’ Khobar Towers military compound in Dhahran, killing 19 Americans and injuring 271.

			Iran’s belligerence has inspired a schizophrenic U.S. strategy toward Tehran over the past thirty-five years. It has alternated between seeking to woo the regime and trying to overthrow it. Following the onset of the 1980–88 war between Iran and Saddam Hussein’s Iraq, the Reagan administration vacillated about which side to support. The United States supplied intelligence and advanced weaponry to Saddam’s military in an effort to weaken Tehran in the years immediately after the revolution and the hostage crisis. But by the mid-1980s, the White House, with the aid of Israel, concocted a plan to ship missiles to Iran in exchange for the release of American hostages held in Lebanon. Some officials in Israel and Washington also hoped the deal could support what were believed to be moderate leaders in Iran’s revolutionary government by showing the West’s goodwill. The scheme became known as the Iran-Contra scandal and nearly led to the impeachment of President Reagan. Some involved in the scandal said the United States never identified any moderate Iranian leaders to begin with.

			In the months before President George W. Bush’s 2000 election, a little-known Middle East strategist named David Wurmser wrote a treatise for the American Enterprise Institute (AEI), a conservative Washington think tank. It presaged the U.S. obsession over the coming decade with isolating, weakening, and overthrowing the Islamic Republic of Iran. Wurmser’s work, Tyranny’s Ally, championed the cause of toppling the Iraqi dictator, Saddam Hussein. But the scholar didn’t make his case based solely on Baghdad’s alleged efforts to develop nuclear weapons or its ties to international terrorism. Rather, Wurmser argued, Saddam’s fall would drastically remake the Mideast’s political and religious map and eventually lead to the removal of a much greater threat to the United States, Israel, and the West—Iran’s theocratic government. Iraq had the world’s largest Arab Shiite population and was home to ayatollahs and other religious leaders who directly challenged Tehran’s theocratic system and Supreme Leader Khamenei’s claim to speak for the world’s Shiites. They were suppressed, however, by Saddam Hussein’s Sunni Baathist regime. His fall, Wurmser argued, would free Iraqis to challenge the Iranian state.

			“An effective policy on Iraq offers the United States an opportunity to endanger and ultimately triumph over Iran’s Islamic Revolution as well,” Wurmser wrote in the 1999 book, which drew almost no notice at the time. “Launching a policy and resolutely carrying it through until it razes Saddam’s Baathism to the ground will send terrifying shock waves through Tehran.” He argued that Iraq’s Shiite population would emerge as a rival to Tehran’s government.

			In a broader sense, this challenge to Iran, Wurmser wrote, could lead to the undermining of Tehran’s political and religious legitimacy and break apart its regional system of alliances, known as the “resistance axis,” which comprised Syria’s Assad regime and the militant groups fighting Israel: Hezbollah in Lebanon and Hamas in the Palestinian territories. Wurmser argued that this alliance was among the largest sources of anti-American and anti-Western terrorism and militancy in the world, and Iran was its powerful core. Any weakening of Tehran, he argued, would fray this alliance and serve as the key to a new and stable Middle East, with restored American power.

			“Lebanon-based terror is a major tool used by Iran and Syria to erode American prestige and regional influence,” Wurmser wrote. “For the United States, any strategy that would compromise the eclipsing influence of Iran’s revolutionary clerics…would usefully promote American interests.”

			Wurmser’s short book, written in near obscurity, encapsulated the strategic rationale some in the George W. Bush administration had for invading Iraq, with a weaker Iran as the ultimate goal. Indeed, Wurmser was one of the few neoconservative strategists to last through nearly all eight years of the Bush administration, alternating between posts at the Pentagon and State Department before becoming Vice President Richard Cheney’s top Middle East advisor. During this time, the conflict he had written about in 1999 played out along the very fault lines he envisaged, though not necessarily with the outcome he predicted. A struggle between the United States and Iran for control of the Middle East was taking place with hot wars and proxy battles in Iraq, Afghanistan, the Persian Gulf, Lebanon, and the Palestinian territories. These regional conflicts quickly eclipsed Washington’s focus on al Qaeda and Sunni extremism and exposed the limits of American strategic planning.

			—

			IN THE YEARS FOLLOWING September 11, 2001, the U.S. conflict with Iran emerged as the largest national security challenge for both the George W. Bush and Barack Obama administrations, as hundreds of thousands of American troops occupied Iran’s neighbors Iraq and Afghanistan. American diplomats and military strategists struggled to define a coherent policy somewhere between subverting Iran and trying to negotiate with it. In 2003, Iran’s ambassador to France, a relative of Khamenei’s, sent a memo to the U.S. State Department in Washington though the Swiss ambassador, who represented American interests in Tehran. The correspondence was delivered in the months following the U.S. invasion of Iraq and overthrow of Saddam Hussein, which raised fears in the Iranian government that they could be the next Mideast country targeted by the Pentagon. The letter explained that Iran sought to conduct an extensive dialogue with the United States in a bid to normalize relations. Among the concessions Iran was considering making, according to a copy of the letter, was a suspension of its nuclear program, an end to arming and financing of Hezbollah and Hamas, and Iranian assistance in helping to stabilize Iraq. In return, Iran wanted normalized relations with Washington, an end to international sanctions, and guarantees the United States wouldn’t seek to promote regime change in Iran. U.S. officials didn’t believe the offer was sincere, or that it came from the top.

			To this day, American and Iranian officials differ over whether Tehran’s 2003 offer was legitimate and had been approved by Supreme Leader Khamenei. Two high-ranking Iranian officials told me in interviews the memo was written by one of Khamenei’s relatives through marriage: Sadegh Kharrazi, Iran’s ambassador to France at the time. His uncle was Foreign Minister Kamal Kharrazi. Both had significant political cover to pursue their diplomatic initiatives because of their relationship with Iran’s most powerful man. “You think we wouldn’t have checked every paragraph with the Leader?” said an Iranian official involved in the memo’s drafting. “We would never have risked that.”

			Senior members of the Bush administration, however, including Deputy Secretary of State Richard Armitage, never believed that the Iranian overture was serious. If it had been, they argued, Iran would have made the offer directly through the U.S. ambassador at the United Nations or via Washington’s European allies. Hawks in the Bush administration thought the letter was floated by some Iranian diplomats as a defensive ploy to ward off a possible American attack. The letter was dismissed at the time either as a fake or as a desperate attempt to temporarily relieve U.S. pressure.

			“We thought we were being set up. Dealings with Iran had severely damaged both President Reagan and Carter,” said Zalmay Khalilzad, a top White House and State Department official in the Bush administration. “We were willing to deal with Iran authoritatively. But this was not taken seriously.”

			—

			THE RESPONSE TO THE LETTER revealed how wary the United States had grown over any communications with Tehran. This uncertainty was no help in developing a unified and coherent policy toward Iran. Rather, it exposed deep divisions within Washington’s national security establishment and fueled turf wars and ideological fights involving the State Department, Pentagon, White House, CIA, and FBI. At times these clashes produced internal charges of spying and treason, with catastrophic ramifications for the security of the United States and its allies.

			Nowhere were these divisions more apparent and pronounced than in the buildup to the Iraq War. Hard-line and neoconservative strategists in the National Security Council and Pentagon believed conquering Baghdad would weaken Tehran, as outlined in Wurmser’s book. But many in the State Department and Pentagon, as well as officials in Israel, Saudi Arabia, and Jordan, feared Saddam’s overthrow would only empower Tehran regionally, by removing one of its foremost enemies and opening Iraq to Iranian influence. They took the position exactly opposite to Wurmser’s, arguing that Iraq’s Shiite majority would closely align itself with Iran after Saddam’s fall—which is, in fact, what happened. “I never understood the rationale for the war when it came to the challenge of Iran,” said Michael Oren, who served as Israel’s ambassador to the United States during Obama’s first term. “I can remember telling members of Congress that Iran would move much closer to Israel’s borders once Baghdad fell.”

			The battle over Iran policy also played out inside Washington’s intelligence services. Since 2002, evidence had been mounting that the Iranians were moving quickly toward a nuclear weapon, which could have placed the United States on a path toward war with Iran. But in late 2007, the collective offices of the United States’ sixteen American spy agencies released a report on the state of Iran’s nuclear program. The report, a National Intelligence Estimate (NIE), was requested by Congress and represented the most expansive study to date by the U.S. government on Tehran’s nuclear work. Its conclusions stunned the White House and Israel by arguing that Tehran had ceased a coordinated effort to develop nuclear weapons, akin to the United States’ Manhattan Project, in 2003. The NIE, according to U.S. officials, was based in part on intercepted emails and telephone calls made by the suspected head of Iran’s nuclear weapons program, a Revolutionary Guard officer named Mohsen Fakhrizadeh. He complained in his communications that the Iranian government had cut off funding for his operations.

			The NIE sent shock waves across the international diplomatic community. Iranian president Ahmadinejad cited the study as a “gift from God” and proof that Tehran wasn’t secretly developing nuclear weapons. Many White House officials and allies in Israel, France, and Britain, meanwhile, believed the intelligence report ended the possibility that the Bush administration would use military force against Iran during its final years in office.

			Republicans and some officials inside the White House publicly charged the authors of the intelligence report with launching a policy coup against President Bush. They noted that the authors of the report, former State Department count­erpro­lifer­ation and terrorism experts, had been among the most vocal in challenging the intelligence assessments on Saddam Hussein’s alleged nuclear program in the months heading into the 2003 Iraq War. Vindicated after revelations about Iraq that showed no nuclear weapons, these officials were now seeking further payback against the hawks and the so-called neoconservatives in the Bush administration, and trying to prevent another war.

			“You couldn’t read the key judgments [of the report] and not assume that this was intended to change policy,” said John Bolton, who served as President Bush’s ambassador to the UN and the State Department’s top count­erpro­lifer­ation official. “It shredded the Bush administration policy.”

			—

			BARACK OBAMA FACED NO FOREIGN POLICY issue more pressing than this when he took office in 2009. Despite the NIE’s conclusion, Iran continued to expand and refine its ability to enrich uranium, and UN inspectors could see in the course of their regular visits to Iran that it was close to being capable of producing weapons-grade fuel. The debate focused on when—not if—this might happen, and whether Tehran would take the risk of developing actual weapons. Obama and his aides worried Israel might make good on its threats to attack Iran’s nuclear infrastructure, setting off a regional war. “We just thought this would be a catastrophe. We thought it would collapse the painstaking international house of cards we built,” Benjamin Rhodes, President Obama’s deputy national security advisor, told me in a 2016 interview about the potential for an Israeli attack. “It would invite the Iranian response, so we’d be in the worst of all worlds.” Tehran’s support for militias fighting American forces in Iraq and Afghanistan, meanwhile, placed Iran in the position of being able to either support or sabotage Obama’s plans to end the wars in those countries.

			Obama administration officials say that in their first term U.S. policy toward Russia, China, and Europe was largely viewed through the lens of American efforts to gain these countries’ support for sanctioning Tehran. President Obama shelved missile-defense plans in Europe to win the Kremlin’s buy-in. American diplomats exhaustively sought to find new energy suppliers for China so that Beijing could wean itself off Iranian oil.

			Obama’s White House planned to escalate sanctions by quietly building on the work begun by the Treasury Department during the Bush administration. The Treasury had already cut off Iran’s major banks and financial institutions from the global banking system, but now Washington sought to dry up Iran’s global oil exports, which, for most of the past two decades, were the second- or third-largest within the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC). The Obama administration expanded this financial war by recruiting every country in Europe, the Middle East, and Asia to block trade with Iran and by targeting every sector of Iran’s economy.

			The growth of Iran’s nuclear program, meanwhile, galvanized Washington’s and Israel’s intelligence services to use cyber attacks to thwart Tehran’s acquisition of an atomic bomb. Beginning in 2009, U.S. intelligence agencies covertly inserted a computer virus, called Stuxnet, into the computer systems controlling Iran’s uranium enrichment facility in Natanz. The virus caused the destruction of thousands of Iran’s delicate centrifuges, programming them to spin erratically at supersonic speeds and eventually explode. The computer attacks are the first known use of cyber warfare against a sovereign state.

			Tehran and the IRGC responded by establishing the Cyber Army in 2010 to conduct computer attacks on its domestic and international enemies. Major U.S. banks such as Bank of America, JPMorgan Chase, and Morgan Stanley sustained tens of millions of dollars in damages as a result of cyber attacks in late 2012 that U.S. officials said they traced to Iran. The Department of Justice indicted seven Revolutionary Guard hackers, one for allegedly trying to break into the control system of a New York dam.

			An ugly game of spy-versus-spy intensified between the United States and its allies on one side and Iran on the other as Tehran’s nuclear program progressed. Israeli officials were convinced Iran was close to the bomb, regardless of American intelligence. Beginning in 2008, masked assailants targeted more than a half dozen Iranian nuclear scientists for assassination as they traveled through downtown Tehran commuter traffic or delivered their children to school. Many of them are memorialized at the Holy Defense Museum. Among them was Fereydoun Abbasi-Davani, who later became Iran’s vice president and the head of the Atomic Energy Organization of Iran. The assailants, who Iran claimed were Israeli agents, placed a magnetized bomb on the bottom of his car; Abbasi-Davani jumped out just before it detonated. He was the only scientist to survive the wave of attacks.

			Iran responded by launching a string of its own terrorist attacks on U.S. and Israeli diplomats and tourists. Most of the targets were in Third World countries, such as Thailand, India, Georgia, and Azerbaijan. But in late 2011, U.S. authorities announced that they had uncovered a plot led by the IRGC to kill the Saudi ambassador to Washington, Adel al-Jubeir, while he dined at a posh Georgetown restaurant, Café Milano, which was frequented by Washington politicians and diplomats.

			As President Obama eyed his second term, there were growing fears in both Tehran and Washington that all-out war could break out because of the escalating nature of the tit-for-tat conflict. In response to the sanctions and assassinations, U.S. officials said, Iran was using Hezbollah to take aggressive positions across the Middle East in 2011 and 2012 in a bid to hedge against Western aggression. But it was a battle that neither the Americans nor the Iranians believed they could sustain. On the American side, President Obama was loath to open a third major war in the Middle East in a little over a decade and thought even more sanctions might provoke Iran rather than bring the regime to its knees. For Iran’s rulers, even Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, there was a growing belief that Iran’s economy could be bankrupted by the U.S. financial war, which was already in full swing. In a little over three years, Iran’s international financial transactions had collapsed by around 80 percent, while the value of its currency, the rial, had fallen by nearly 70 percent against the U.S. dollar. Nonetheless, Tehran remained defiant and dangerous.

			—

			THE AMERICAN INVASIONS OF IRAQ and Afghanistan dominated global headlines and cost the United States thousands of lives and hundreds of billions of dollars. The emergence of China, India, and Russia as economic and military powers captivated the Pentagon’s long-term strategic planners. And the specter of al Qaeda terrorism continued to weigh on the American public. But over the past fifteen years, no single country has influenced the U.S. foreign policy agenda so aggressively or has so directly threatened American allies across the Middle East as Iran and its theocratic leadership.

			Although the nature of the U.S. conflict with Iran has been highly visible in many ways, played out in the exhaustive diplomatic efforts Washington has pursued to curb Tehran’s nuclear program and choke off its finances, much of the conflict has played out covertly, in the shadows, and in ways most Americans never saw or comprehended. The wars in Iraq and Afghanistan devolved into proxy battles between the United States and Iran, with the two sides overtly and secretly supporting opposing political parties and militias. The wave of revolutions that swept the Middle East and North Africa beginning in late 2010—the so-called Arab Spring—fractured the region and led to a new fight between the United States and Iran for influence in a rapidly shifting political landscape. This competition has played out in Lebanon, Yemen, the Palestinian territories, Egypt, and Bahrain.

			Nowhere has the fallout from this U.S.-Iranian standoff been more tragic, though, than in Syria, where Iran and the IRGC have propped up and armed President Bashar al-Assad against a nationwide political revolt that’s descended into civil war and left as many as half a million Syrians dead. The chaos has allowed Sunni extremists, in particular the Islamic State, to fill the power vacuum. Iran’s ability to save the Assad government has until now provided Tehran with a major strategic victory over the United States and its allies. The United States, conversely, appeared powerless to stop the carnage in Syria (if not uninterested in doing so), providing only limited supplies to a rebel movement it never entirely trusted.

			The conflict between the United States and Iran has grown ever more intense and sophisticated over the past decade. This book, based on interviews and reporting trips across the Middle East, Europe, and the United States over the past five years, sheds light on just how far Tehran and Washington have gone to combat each other’s roles in the Middle East since 9/11. It also shows the enormous costs both sides have borne in a competition that continues to this day.

			Many in America and Iran are intent on turning the page. But the fifteen years of the Iran wars have been an exercise in engaging an enemy we don’t fully understand or trust. Negotiating the future of the relationship from a point of such uncertainty, Washington and Tehran face dubious prospects for moving forward peacefully.

			“There are two futures. One future will be greater conflict, greater tension, greater mistrust—basically, more of the same as we had in the past. But more of the same may not be easily manageable,” Iran’s foreign minister, Mohammad Javad Zarif, told The New Yorker as the diplomacy with the United States gained momentum in 2014. “And it may even get worse, and more dangerous. So that’s one option, which I hope will not be before us.”
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			The Missed Chance

			In the weeks after the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks on New York and Washington, D.C., the people of Iran expressed more sympathy for the United States and American victims than did the citizens of any other Middle East or Muslim county. Iranians held candlelight vigils at universities and public squares to honor the dead. President Mohammad Khatami, a reformist cleric, restated his call for a “dialogue among civilizations.” Ayatollahs from the holy city of Qom decried the attacks on the United States as a corruption of Islam.

			Even Supreme Leader Khamenei voiced alarm about the global terrorist threat, though in a speech that managed to counter empathy with blame. “In the final analysis, we doubt the sincerity of the American government’s intention to combat terrorism,” the ayatollah said in a speech on September 27, which directly focused on the attacks on New York and Washington. “It is insincere, and does not tell the truth. It has other aims.”

			The cleric’s tone was revealing, betraying both his deep-seated anti-American feelings and his long-standing enmity to radical Sunni groups such as al Qaeda and the Taliban government in Afghanistan, which sheltered al Qaeda there. He accused Washington of helping to create them by arming and funding the Afghan militants who fought and expelled the Soviet Union in the 1980s, essentially inviting an attack on the United States itself. Osama bin Laden was among those in the Pakistan-based insurgency that the United States indirectly supported. Though he despised the Sunni extremists, Khamenei discounted the possibility that Iran would formally ally with Washington in a battle against al Qaeda. “Everybody should know that Iran, the Islamic Republic, will not participate in any movement that is led by America,” he told a national audience.

			Tehran had been a strident enemy of the Taliban government that had taken power in Kabul following the 1996 end of the Afghan civil war. Osama bin Laden and his al Qaeda movement, meanwhile, viewed Iran’s predominantly Shiite faith as a sacrilege that corrupted the world’s Muslim faithful. It’s a belief held by a surprising number of Sunnis and spread by clerics in Persian Gulf countries such as Qatar and Saudi Arabia. Some al Qaeda leaders categorized Shiite Muslims as even lower than Jews, for skewing the teachings of the Prophet Muhammad. The Taliban, upon coming to power, treated Afghanistan’s Shiite minority, known as the Hazara, as second-class citizens.

			The schism between Sunni and Shiite is a profound feature of the Middle East’s conflicts and traces back more than a thousand years to the death of Islam’s Prophet Muhammad in AD 632. The two sects believed power should have been passed along different familial lines: the Sunnis arguing that Muhammad’s father-in-law, Abu Bakr, was the new caliph, or leader of the Islamic world, while the Shiites backed Muhammad’s son-in-law, Imam Ali. This battle between the two branches of Islam continues to this day, as Shiite-dominant Iran competes with the leading Sunni states, particularly Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and the Persian Gulf’s oil-rich monarchies, for the hearts and minds of the world’s 1.6 billion Muslims.

			In Afghanistan, enmity between Iran and the Taliban grew so pronounced that the two nations nearly went to war in 1998. During a military offensive on the northern Afghan city of Mazar-i-Sharif that year, the Taliban laid siege to Iran’s consulate and killed nearly a dozen Iranian “diplomats” who were stationed there. Many of these men were members of Iran’s elite military unit, the Revolutionary Guard. The Taliban was reported to have rounded up and summarily executed hundreds of Hazaras living in the ancient city during the siege. This was an affront to Iran’s theocratic rulers, who view it as their mission to protect the world’s Shiites. Iran’s supreme leader, Khamenei, responded by ordering his military to mass seventy thousand troops on Iran’s nearly six-hundred-mile border with Afghanistan. Many countries in the region believed this was the buildup to an invasion. Although tensions eventually subsided after the United Nations intervened to mediate the dispute, the conflict would lead Tehran to become one of the most active supporters of the Northern Alliance, the rebel movement that sprang up in Afghanistan to fight the Taliban. Some of its commanders said they might not have survived during that time without Tehran’s largesse.

			The months after 9/11 were a period of growing optimism that America’s feud with Iran could be extinguished, or at least placed on hold. “A huge opportunity appeared after 9/11 for the U.S. and Iran to cooperate against al Qaeda and the Taliban,” said Hossein Mousavian, an Iranian diplomat and academic who served as a member of Tehran’s most important strategic body, the Supreme National Security Council, in the months after the al Qaeda attack. “It [the threat] made clear that Tehran and Washington, despite all of the acrimony, actually shared many vital interests,” such as combating Sunni extremism.

			—

			ALMOST IMMEDIATELY AFTER THE al Qaeda attacks, President Bush ordered the CIA to insert a small team of operatives, code-named “Jawbreaker,” into Afghanistan. Jawbreaker’s mission was to link up with the insurgent Northern Alliance, headquartered in the Panjshir Valley, and to plan a joint military operation against the Taliban. The six-man team was specifically tasked with mapping out the battlefield in Afghanistan and guiding U.S. allies in the fight there.

			Located just forty-five miles northeast of Kabul at the foot of the Hindu Kush mountain range, the Panjshir Valley links the capital to northern Afghanistan and Central Asia. Foreign forces have used the Panjshir to insert their armies into Afghanistan dating back to the time of Alexander the Great. It had been a rebel stronghold for the mujahedeen fighters who had successfully driven the Soviet Red Army out of Afghanistan in the 1980s. Its minerals, including diamonds and emeralds, have lured outsiders for centuries. And it was where the Jawbreaker team came face-to-face with the Qods Force, Iran’s most feared military organization.
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