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Abstract—This study examines the geopolitical dynamics governing military and diplomatic
confrontation between the United States and the Islamic Republic of Iran. Integrating neo-realist
balance-of-power theory with asymmetric deterrence frameworks, the paper evaluates structural
drivers of conflict: Tehran’s forward-defense doctrine, Washington’s regional maritime hegemony,
the weaponization of economic sanctions, and the systemic vulnerability of the Strait of Hormuz. By
examining operational mechanisms—such as the "Axis of Resistance" proxy architecture,
anti-access/area-denial (A2/AD) envelopes, and counter-value economic disruption—this paper
illustrates why conventional military superiority struggles to yield decisive strategic outcomes in
modern regional theaters. Finally, it assesses the multipolar dimension of the conflict, tracing how
strategic hedging by China and Russia transforms Persian Gulf stability into a critical node of
twenty-first-century great-power rivalry.
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I Introduction

The adversarial relationship between the United States and the Islamic Republic of Iran represents
one of the most enduring and volatile axes of contemporary international politics. Originating in the
structural realignment that followed the 1979 Islamic Revolution, the conflict evolved from ideological
confrontation and diplomatic estrangement into a persistent, multi-theater state of hybrid warfare.

While traditional security analyses often frame U.S.—Iran tensions through the prism of non-proliferation or
ideological divergence, the confrontation fundamentally reflects a struggle over the balance of power in
West Asia. Washington has historically sought to uphold a liberal regional security architecture anchored by
freedom of navigation and bilateral security pacts with Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) monarchies and
Israel. Conversely, Tehran pursues an anti-hegemonic grand strategy aimed at expelling American military
presence and establishing strategic parity across the Levant and the Persian Gulf.

This paper investigates the geopolitical mechanisms sustaining and shaping direct and indirect military
confrontations between the two states. It addresses a primary research question: How do asymmetric
deterrence structures and great-power multipolarity constrain conventional escalation and perpetuate
geopolitical gridlock between Washington and Tehran?

I Theoretical Framework: Neorealism and Asymmetric Deterrence
2.1 Structural Realism and Regional Hegemony
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Under Kenneth Waltz’s structural realism, international anarchy compels states to maximize their security
via internal balancing (military buildup) or external balancing (coalition formation). In the Middle Eastern
subsystem, the sustained forward deployment of U.S. forces generates an acute security dilemma for Iranian
strategic planners. Tehran views American expeditionary capabilities as an existential threat to regime
survival, incentivizing continuous balancing against U.S. military power.

2.2 Asymmetric Deterrence and the Stability-Instability Paradox

Conventional deterrence assumes relative parity in military thresholds. Iran, recognizing the United States'
decisive advantage in fifth-generation air power, naval surface tonnage, and precision stand-off munitions,
operates under a logic of asymmetric deterrence. This posture is governed by Glenn Snyder’s
stability-instability paradox:

e At the macro-level (direct interstate total war), mutual deterrence functions because Iran imposes
unacceptable regional costs, disincentivizing comprehensive U.S. ground intervention.

e At the micro-level (gray-zone operations, drone swarms, proxy friction), deterrence fails or remains
permeable, enabling low-intensity skirmishes, sabotage, and calibrated retaliatory strikes that stop
short of existential war.

lll. Iranian Grand Strategy: Doctrine, Capabilities, and Geography
3.1 Doctrine of Forward Defense

Iranian operational doctrine is defined by Defa-e Pishgiraneh (Forward Defense). Informed by the traumatic
attrition of the Iran—Iraq War (1980-1988), Tehran’s strategic elite concluded that Iran must project force
beyond its sovereign borders to prevent encirclement and keep military engagements outside Iranian
territory.

Iranian Strategic Command |
(Forward Defense Paradigm) |

v v v
| | | |
Non-State Actor | | A2/ADIMaritime | | Precision Strike |
Networks | | Envelopes | | Missiles/Loiter |
(Lebanon, Yemen, | | (Strait of | | (Ballistics & |
Iraq, Syria) | | Hormuz IControl) | | Shahed Drones) | | |

| |
3.2 The Asymmetric Triad

Tehran projects deterrence through three complementary strategic pillars:

1. The Ballistic and Loitering Munition Arsenal: As identified by the International Institute for
Strategic Studies (IISS), Iran maintains the largest and most diverse missile arsenal in the Middle
East. Through solid-fueled, precision-guided short- and medium-range ballistic missiles
(SRBMs/MRBMs) such as the Fateh and Khorramshahr families, Iran creates a counter-value and
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V.

counter-force threat against forward-deployed U.S. Central Command (CENTCOM) installations
and allied urban centers.

Anti-Access/Area-Denial (A2/AD) in the Persian Gulf: The Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps
Navy (IRGCN) relies on swarming fast-attack craft, sea-skimming anti-ship cruise missiles
(ASCMs), smart sea mines, and unmanned aerial systems (UAS). This network capitalizes on the
shallow, constricted waters of the Persian Gulf to contest U.S. carrier strike group maneuverability.
The Proxy Mosaic ("'Axis of Resistance'): Iran leverages ideologically and operationally aligned
actors—Hezbollah in Lebanon, various factions within the Popular Mobilization Forces (PMF) in
Iraq, the Houthi movement (Ansar Allah) in Yemen, and regional factions—to establish dynamic
strategic depth. This distributed network provides plausible deniability while enabling multi-front
pressure against U.S. strategic partners.

The United States Strategic Posture: Containment, Offshore Balancing, and Sanctions

4.1 Maximum Pressure and Geoeconomic Warfare

United States policy toward Iran operates through a combination of diplomatic isolation, forward military
posture, and extraterritorial economic sanctions. Following the unilateral U.S. withdrawal from the Joint
Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) in 2018, Washington instituted a "Maximum Pressure" campaign.

By weaponizing the centrality of the U.S. dollar and SWIFT clearance mechanisms, secondary sanctions
systematically degraded Iranian hydrocarbon exports and severed its sovereign banking access. However,
real-world implementations have underscored the limitations of economic statecraft: while sanctions
imposed acute domestic fiscal strains, they did not compel structural shifts in Iran’s regional doctrine;
instead, they catalyzed Tehran's expansion of uranium enrichment thresholds and accelerated retaliatory
gray-zone operations.

U.S. Strategic Imperatives |

* Protection of maritime SLOCs (Strait of Hormuz) |
* Preservation of qualitative military edge for allies |

* Non-proliferation and containment of enrichment

* Interdiction of illicit Iranian maritime shipments |

A
| Structural Friction
v

Iranian Strategic Imperatives |

* Deterrence against external regime decapitation |

« Expulsion of U.S. military bases from West Asia |

» Unilateral strategic depth via non-state networks |

* Economic resilience through bypass of USD systems |

4.2 Integrated Deterrence and CENTCOM Architecture

Under contemporary National Defense Strategies, Washington has transitioned from
counter-insurgency campaigns toward "integrated deterrence." Within CENTCOM’s theater of
operations, this translates into:

Deepened operational integration among regional air and missile defense systems (IAMD).
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e The expansion of unmanned maritime task forces (e.g., Task Force 59) to conduct continuous

surveillance across the Gulf of Oman, the Persian Gulf, and the Red Sea.

e Stand-off dynamic force employments, utilizing strategic bomber rotations and submarine

deployments to communicate resolve without overcommitting permanent ground garrisons.

V. Systemic Flashpoints and Escalation Dynamics
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Theater
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Systemic Vulnerability & Impact

Disruption of ~20% of global
petroleum liquids; spikes in energy
futures, insurance premiums, and
tanker rerouting.

Forced diversions around the Cape
of Good Hope; global maritime
container bottlenecks and inflation
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5.1 The Strait of Hormuz Chokepoint

The Strait of Hormuz remains the preeminent geopolitical chokepoint globally. Transiting approximately 20
to 21 million barrels of crude oil and petroleum products per day, it represents the arterial baseline of
Indo-Pacific and European industrial economies.

Iranian military planners have engineered a doctrine centered on the calibrated, partial closure of the
waterway. By interdicting international shipping, deploying anti-ship mines along shipping separation
schemes, or firing shore-based missiles, Iran creates catastrophic uncertainty in global energy markets. This
dynamic functions as a primary deterrent against comprehensive air or ground campaigns aimed at Iranian
territory: any attempt to neutralize Iranian sovereign command structures risks inducing global energy
shocks and stagflation.

VI. The Multipolar Geopolitical Matrix

The bilateral standoff between Washington and Tehran does not exist in isolation; it is deeply
embedded within shifting global power balances.
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6.1 China's Economic Hedging and De-Dollarization

China represents Iran’s single largest crude off-taker, utilizing non-dollar clearing mechanisms, localized
financial intermediaries, and dark-fleet maritime transfers to circumvent Western secondary sanctions.

Beijing’s foreign policy towards the Persian Gulf balances two core interests:

1. Guaranteeing unhindered hydrocarbon flows to fuel its industrial capacity.
2. Expanding diplomatic and institutional influence across the Global South without assuming the high
security costs of underwriting regional maritime defense.

By brokering regional rapprochements (such as the Saudi—Iran normalization accord) and integrating Iran
into the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO) and expanded BRICS architecture, China supplies Iran
with diplomatic insulation while checking American unipolarity across Eurasia.

6.2 The Russian Federation’s Defense-Industrial Convergence

Following the geopolitical rupture provoked by the war in Ukraine, Moscow and Tehran consolidated an
unprecedented strategic partnership. This transactional alliance encompasses:

o Technology Transfer: Iranian exports of unmanned systems (Shahed-136) and missile components
to Russian forces in exchange for advanced Russian aviation platforms (e.g., Su-35 air superiority
fighters), air defense systems (S-400 components), and electronic warfare suites.

o Corridor Integration: Expansion of the International North—South Transport Corridor (INSTC),
creating a multimodal freight transit network linking the Baltic Sea to the Persian Gulf that
completely bypasses NATO-monitored maritime choke points.

e This alignment blurs the distinction between regional conflicts and global competition, effectively
tying Persian Gulf stability directly to European and Eurasian security architectures.

VIl. Strategic Implications and Scenarios

Based on the distribution of capabilities and systemic incentives, three primary scenarios emerge for the
medium-to-long-term trajectory of U.S.—Iran relations:

Scenario A: Calibrated War of Attrition (Status Quo)
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The two states sustain structural deterrence across primary thresholds while waging
low-to-medium-intensity hybrid conflict. Washington relies on selective interdictions, secondary sanctions,
and cyber capabilities; Tehran maintains proxy deterrence and gradual technological developments. The
probability of catastrophic miscalculation remains chronic, yet institutional guardrails and backchannel
diplomacy (frequently mediated by regional intermediaries like Oman, Qatar, or Switzerland) manage
localized spikes in violence.

Scenario B: Uncontrolled Escalation to Open Kinetic War

A critical intelligence miscalculation, proxy overreach, or sudden strike on Iranian nuclear facilities initiates
direct kinetic conflict. In this trajectory:

e CENTCOM executes a comprehensive air and naval strike package targeting IRGC
command-and-control, missile launch sites, and nuclear facilities.

e [ran activates full-scale A2/AD responses, unleashing simultaneous drone/missile barrages against
regional American installations, GCC desalination and energy facilities, and maritime vessels across
the Persian Gulf and Red Sea.

® Qutcomes: Global Brent crude trades well beyond historical ceilings, triggering worldwide
supply-chain shocks, major capital flight, and long-term socio-economic disruption.

Scenario C: Multilateral De-escalation and Geopolitical Compromise

Pressured by escalating domestic economic priorities, sustained naval deployment costs, and geopolitical
pivots toward the Indo-Pacific, the United States engages in a restructured diplomatic framework. In
exchange for durable, verifiable verification protocols over nuclear enrichment and limits on ballistic
missile ranges, Washington eases sectoral sanctions. While ideological friction persists, this path stabilizes
energy transit and reduces direct flashpoints across the Gulf.

VIll. Conclusion

The geopolitical competition between the United States and Iran represents a collision between
global maritime unipolarity and localized asymmetric counter-hegemony. Conventional military
assessments fail to fully explain why Washington’s overwhelming power has not yielded compliant Iranian
posture. The answer lies in the structural geography of the Persian Gulf, Iran’s strategic adaptation of
networked proxy warfare, and the deepening web of multipolar realignments with China and Russia.

Consequently, the prospect of total conventional military victory in a direct U.S.—Iran conflict is structurally
elusive. The astronomical costs of regional economic disruption, combined with the distributed nature of
modern asymmetric warfare, ensure that containment, gray-zone maneuvering, and calibrated deterrence
will define this strategic rivalry for decades to come.
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