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® FACE-OFF

Gulf crisis escalation may depend on who prevails inside Washington, Tehran

DAVID E SANGER &
DAVID D KIRKPATRICK
Washington, June 16

AS IRAN AND the United
States face off in the Gulf of
Oman, the risk may not be just
at sea,but in Tehran and Wash-
ington, where both Iranian
and American hard-liners are
seizing on the moment for po-
litical advantage.

The attacks this week on
two tankers in the gulf, in-
stantly attributed to Iran by
secretary of state Mike Pom-
peo and then President
Trump, emboldens the hard-
liners in both countries, each
able to argue their longtime
adversary is itching for war.

In the White House, Pom-
peo and the national security
adviser, John R Bolton, were
driving a policy of maximum

signs of reluctance from Presi-
dent Trump.

For more than a year, Iran’s
Islamic Revolutionary Guards
Corps pushed for Tehran’s
leadership to abandon the re-
strictions of a nuclear agree-
ment President Trump had al-
ready exited. They were
drowned out by moderates,
who argued that it was better
to deepen the divide between
the Trump administration and
Europe on the future of the
2015 deal.

But once Washington
ratcheted up the pressure by
targeting oil and the Revolu-
tionary Guards’own revenues,
even foreign minister Moham-
mad Javad Zarif of Iran, who
negotiated the nuclear accord
and urged continuing to abide
by the terms,began complain-
ing of American ‘economic ter-

The attacks this week on two tankers in the gulf,
instantly attributed to Iran by secretary of state Mike
Pompeo and then President Trump, emboldens the
hard-liners in both countries

“It is sort of a toxic interac-
tion between hard-liners on
both sides because for domes-
tic political reasons they each

remy Shapiro, the research di-
rectorat the European Council
on Foreign Relations and a for-
mer state department official.

create that tension, at the very
least,because it will help them
with their domestic politics
and you can see that on both
sides,” he added.

In Iran, tension with the
United States bolsters the ap-
peal of hard-line politicians
aligned with the Revolution-
ary Guards in next year’s par-
liamentary elections.

In Washington, it strength-
ens the hand of hawks in the
administration who may be
trying to urge Trump toward
more forceful action while
weakening the claims of his
critics — including most De-
mocrats — who argue that
President Barack Obama’s out-
reach to Tehran had been
working.

On Friday, Bolton met for
three hours at the White House
with the acting defence secre-

General Joseph F Dunford Jr,the
chairman of the joint chiefs of
staff, to discuss the tanker at-
tacks and a proposal the Penta-
gonisweighingto send as many
as 6,000 additional troops to
the gulf region, including war-
ships and fighter jets.

The question now is
whether escalation prevails,
or whether the instinct to
back away from direct con-
frontation — by Trump and
those in Iran who see some
kind of accommodation with
the West as the only way out
of the country’s isolation —
kicks in.

It is hardly guaranteed, but
it has happened before.

The two countries were
closer to conflict a decade ago
than was publicly apparent at
the time. During the Bush and
Obama administrations, Israel

from attacking Iran’s nuclear
facilities. If retaliation fol-
lowed, that would almost cer-
tainly have sucked in American
military forces.

Both conducted complex
cyberattacks on the Iranian fa-
cilities to buy some time, and
Obama began negotiations be-
hind the backs of the Israelis
and the Saudis. He ultimately
reached the deal that Trump
denounced as one of the worst
in history.

But the national security
team that dominated Trump’s
first 15 monthsin office — the
national security adviser, Lt
Gen H R McMaster; the secre-
tary of state, Rex W Tillerson;
and the secretary of defence,
Jim Mattis — were unanimous
in the view that the president
should expand the deal, rather
than reject it.

Master were forced out, Trump
withdrew from the deal, and
their successors devised a sanc-
tions regime that Pompeo de-
scribed as meant tobring Iran’s
oil revenue ‘to zero’

For a year, Zarif and Presi-
dent Hassan Rouhani seemed
to hold Iran’s hard-line fac-
tions at bay.They asserted that
it was better to stay within the
limits of the nuclear accord —
even if the United Stateswas in
violation of its own commit-
ments to suspend sanctions —
than to incite a crisis.

The Europeans appeared to
side with Iran, declaring pub-
licly that Trump was making a
huge mistake by abandoning
an agreement that, at least for
the next dozen years or so,
would keep Iran from produc-
ing the fuel for a nuclear
weapon.
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