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When it comes to its nuclear program, Iran’s government seeks to  manipulate any 
U.S. action to its own advantage, and diplomatic engagement is no exception. The 
instinct of some, such as Andrew Parasiliti, is to engage Iran proactively and soon.  
Others, such as Kenneth Pollack, are skeptical of how Iran will respond to diplomacy 
absent direct pressure. Regardless, Parasiliti and Pollack agreed that U.S. policymak-
ers must have a coherent strategy that allows diplomacy, deterrence and containment 
mutually to reinforce each other in the potentially brief period before Iran acquires 
a nuclear weapon. Parasiliti and Pollack gave their arguments for devising such a 
strategy at a Gulf Roundtable hosted by the CSIS Middle East Program on October 
13, 2010.

Parasiliti, the Executive Director of IISS-U.S., characterized a proactive diplomatic 
approach as the United States’ “first resort” and best tool for dealing with Iran when 
combined with a credible and clear threat of force. He judged that the burden is on 
the United States and its allies to “choreograph” diplomacy with Iran as soon as pos-
sible through a range of multilateral and low-profile bilateral approaches. In doing so, 
Parasiliti argued, the United States ought to take lessons from Brazil and Turkey. The 
Tehran Declaration of May 2010 did not completely halt Iran’s nuclear enrichment, 
but Iran’s willingness to engage with Turkey and Brazil is an opportunity the United 
States can and must seize to intensify its own diplomatic efforts and entice Iran with 
the prospect of another “diplomatic victory.”

At the same time, shaping the Iranian response to such an offer is difficult. Parasiliti 
advocated a credible U.S. deterrent that would come into play if Iran crossed explicit 
“red lines” such as withdrawal from the Non-Proliferation Treaty, expulsion of IAEA 
inspectors, or a nuclear weapons test. U.S. interests in a negotiated solution could 
benefit from Iran being aware of potential consequences, beyond sanctions, should 
it continue to defy UN Security Council Resolutions and decide to pursue a nuclear 
weapon. 
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and how much leverage the United States has. Seemingly 
small details, such as whom Iran sends to the negotiating 
table, can reveal a great deal. Pollack echoed this point, not-
ing that little evidence exists on whether Tehran is open to 
compromises. The United States has to make a “good faith 
effort” at diplomacy along with sanctions, deterrence, and 
other forms of pressure and get used to the difficulty of de-
ciphering the regime’s intentions.

Success for U.S. and international policy on Iran could look 
different depending on how long the United States has be-
fore Iran builds a nuclear weapon, and how it uses this time. 
Pollack estimated a horizon of two to four years based on 
the problems plaguing Iran’s nuclear program. Success will 
come when Iran signs on to an “aggressive and compre-
hensive” inspections and monitoring regime in response to 
various forms of pressure. Tehran’s hardliners would need 
to lose their influence for such a framework to be passed, so 
Iran’s signature would be a clear signal of the regime’s will-
ingness to negotiate. Parasiliti argued that success is more 
about making diplomacy work in the short term given the 
complexity and rigor of existing sanctions. While UN sanc-
tions call simply for the suspension of enrichment, direct 
U.S. sanctions set “high bars” for Iranian behavior by link-
ing issues like biological weapons and terrorist financing to 
the issue of nuclear enrichment. With these stringent stan-
dards in place, the prospect of Iran not meeting its obliga-
tions is increasingly likely in the coming year. The United 
States should seize the next 12 months as an opportunity to 
jump-start diplomacy, and not wait for Iran to come to the 
negotiating table of its own accord.■

Pollack agreed on the principle of red lines, but he depicted 
them more as tools for rallying international support than as 
rigid thresholds for using force.  He stated the United States 
remains able to use force at any time. 

Still, Pollack’s argument for putting pressure on Iran fo-
cused less on the threat of force and more on how to com-
bine creative diplomacy with direct pressure and interna-
tional consensus building. In Pollack’s view, the Iranian 
regime is not “anywhere close” to being ready to negoti-
ate the sort of deal the United States needs. Iran’s strategic 
thinking, its politics and ideology have not brought it to that 
point of diplomatic preparedness, and engaging in aggres-
sive diplomacy now will not produce the results the United 
States wants. Rather, the United States must take gradual 
diplomatic steps, starting with participation in the next 
round of multilateral talks. If the United States can demon-
strate a failure to accomplish anything of substance during 
these talks, it can put pressure on Iran to think about more 
serious diplomacy in line with U.S. priorities and force the 
Iranians to make the next move.

While the United States waits for Tehran to respond, Pol-
lack argued, it should pursue aggressive policies to “turn up 
the heat” on Iran. Sabotage and other covert action against 
Iran’s nuclear facilities could delay nuclear breakout and 
force Iran to consider negotiating in earnest. Support for 
Iranian insurgent groups and the Iranian opposition, when 
calibrated properly, could have a similar effect. The United 
States should also highlight Iran’s human rights abuses pub-
licly and often. This would garner European favor and iso-
late Iran from its own allies in the non-aligned movement 
and elsewhere. “The world is quite comfortable with double 
standards,” Pollack said, citing the example of apartheid’s 
demise in South Africa, and even states with egregious re-
cords will shun other human rights violators in order to save 
face. Finally, Pollack said the United States should forego 
trade sanctions in favor of investment sanctions that specifi-
cally target Iranian officials and the military. Targeting for-
eign direct investment instead of trade would sidestep the 
possibility of a humanitarian crisis—like the one that Iraq 
suffered during sanctions in the 1990s—and make it harder 
for those who hold power in Iran to escape unscathed.

The Iranian regime nevertheless retains a remarkable ca-
pacity to absorb pain and punishment, and U.S. policymak-
ers have often wondered how to pierce this shield in apply-
ing sanctions and diplomatic pressure. Parasiliti cautioned 
against thinking too hard about Iranian internal dynamics 
at the expense of formulating a coherent U.S. strategy. The 
more proactively the United States can engage with Iran, 
the clearer it will become where the regime’s priorities lie 
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