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Strategic Structure of a U.S.-Iran Conflict
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A policy-level model: political endurance and economic leverage matter as much as firepower.
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Generated strategic illustration. It depicts the policy-level triangle of coercive pressure, endurance leverage, and energy-market stability.

It does not identify attack targets or operational methods.

Safety and scope note. This document intentionally avoids operational methods, target lists, weapons-employment
procedures, vulnerability analysis, and instructions for attacking facilities. It analyzes political objectives, strategic logic,

escalation risk, energy-market leverage, and negotiation dynamics.
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Executive Judgment

The strategic center of gravity in a U.S.-Iran conflict is not simply firepower. The United States can dominate high-end
air, naval, intelligence, logistics, and missile-defense contests, but it cannot easily convert tactical superiority into
durable political settlement if Iran can keep the Strait of Hormuz unstable, maintain regime cohesion, and raise costs for
U.S. allies, global energy consumers, and the American public. Iran cannot defeat the United States conventionally, but
it can try to deny Washington a clean political victory by making the conflict expensive, prolonged, and regionally
contagious. [1][2][5][6]

The near-term contest is therefore an endurance contest disguised as a limited war. Washington's desired end state is a
controlled coercive outcome: prevent or roll back the nuclear threat, preserve freedom of navigation, reassure Gulf
partners, and secure a settlement without a major ground war. Tehran's desired end state is survival with leverage:
preserve regime authority, force sanctions relief or asset access, keep some bargaining position over nuclear and
maritime issues, and prove that attacks on Iran carry region-wide economic costs. [2][3][6][7][8]

The most realistic 30-day outlook is neither decisive U.S. victory nor Iranian capitulation. It is a fragile cycle of limited
clashes, intermittent maritime disruption, indirect talks, public information warfare, and pressure from energy markets
and Congress. A limited ceasefire is plausible only if both sides can present it domestically as victory: the United States
as maritime reopening plus nuclear restraint, Iran as sanctions relief plus survival. [2][3][4][9]

Source Discipline: What Is Confirmed vs. Assessed

Category What it supports Reliability / limitation

Government statements CENTCOM reported intercepted missiles/drones and Authoritative for official U.S. claims, not
defensive strikes against coastal surveillance/radar neutral evidence of all battlefield facts.
capabilities. U.S. officials frame sanctions relief as tied to Iranian claims may differ.

nuclear concessions. [1][3]

Public reporting Reuters and other public reporting describe skirmishes, Useful for event chronology and quoted
indirect talks, Gulf-state effects, domestic pressure, oil-price positions, but fast-moving conflict reporting
effects, and Iranian demands. [2][4] can be revised.

Think tank / expert CSIS and RAND frame the conflict as a contest of Analytical interpretation, not confirmed fact;

assessment endurance, coercion, escalation, and regional blowback. often based on public reporting and expert
[6][71[8] judgment.

Energy data IEA estimates the Strait's prewar strategic exposure: roughly  Strong baseline data, but not a real-time
20 mb/d of oil and products in 2025, about 25% of seaborne measurement of current flows or dark
oil trade, and about 19% of global LNG trade. [5] shipping activity.

Confirmed facts for this report

- As of June 6, 2026, U.S. official and Reuters reporting describe a fragile ceasefire environment with renewed U.S.-Iran
exchanges around Gulf maritime security. [1][2]

- U.S. public reporting says Washington is pressing for an interim end to the war while refusing to frame sanctions relief as
a direct trade for Strait access. [2][3]

- Congressional resistance has increased: Reuters reported a House vote of 215-208 on a war-powers resolution designed
to limit continued Iran war operations absent congressional authorization. [4]
Estimates, assumptions, and hypotheses

- Iran's exact remaining missile and drone inventory, command cohesion, and proxy readiness are estimates, not
confirmed public facts.

- The probability of a limited ceasefire depends on political psychology as much as material capability: both sides need an
off-ramp that can be sold as strength rather than concession.
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- Energy-market impact depends on shipping confidence, insurance rates, storage levels, dark shipping behavior, and
whether Gulf producers believe transit will be reliable, not merely open on paper.

Strategic Objectives

United States: political and military end state

The U.S. political objective is to coerce Iran into a settlement that can be described as preventing a nuclear threat,
restoring maritime security, protecting Gulf partners, and avoiding a large land war. The military objective is narrower:
suppress or deter Iranian capabilities that threaten U.S. forces, regional partners, and maritime traffic, while preserving
enough escalation control to keep the conflict from becoming a region-wide war. Official U.S. statements and
congressional testimony emphasize nuclear restrictions as the condition for sanctions relief rather than treating the
Strait of Hormuz as a separate transactional bargain. [1][3]

Iran: political and military end state

Iran's political objective is regime survival under pressure. Its military objective is not to defeat the United States in a
conventional campaign, but to raise the price of continued U.S. pressure by using geography, missiles, drones, proxy
networks, information operations, and economic disruption. Iran's core bargaining goals appear to include sanctions

relief, access to oil revenue or frozen funds, an end to U.S. blockade pressure, and some claim of leverage over
maritime access. [2][6][9]

Strategic Logic Matrix

Military Pressure

Shock without settlement Coercive success

High tactical effect, weak political conversion| Pressure plus credible diplomatic exit

= =
3 £
Strategic drift Endurance contest
Limited gains, growing costs Neither side can impose decision quickly
Low Political Endurance High

Generated analytical image: the matrix shows why military pressure is insufficient unless translated into political endurance and
negotiated settlement.

Seven Strategic Lenses

Limited war. The United States seeks to use limited force to achieve political objectives without full occupation or

regime administration. Iran seeks to keep the war limited enough to avoid annihilation but broad enough to deny
Washington a clean exit.
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Coercive strategy. Washington uses military pressure, blockade pressure, sanctions, and alliance reassurance to
compel concessions. Tehran uses maritime risk, missile and drone pressure, proxy signaling, and energy-market pain
to compel restraint or relief.

Deterrence strategy. The U.S. tries to deter attacks on forces, bases, partners, and shipping. Iran tries to restore
deterrence by showing that attacks on Iran trigger regional consequences.

Attrition warfare. The relevant attrition is political, economic, and psychological as much as kinetic. Iran's bet is that
U.S. domestic tolerance and allied patience erode faster than Iranian regime cohesion.

Escalation management. The central risk is a misread signal: a strike meant as limited retaliation may be interpreted
as preparation for broader war. Repeated ceasefire violations increase this danger.

Economic warfare. Sanctions, port restrictions, oil revenue constraints, shipping insurance, and the price of gasoline
become instruments of coercion. The Strait is the key amplifier because of its global energy role. [5]

Information warfare. Each side seeks to define the narrative: the U.S. as restoring order and preventing nuclear
danger; Iran as resisting aggression and defending sovereignty. Domestic legitimacy is part of the battlefield.

U.S. Strategic Assessment

Strengths

- Air and naval power: the United States has overwhelming conventional reach, logistics, surveillance, carrier and airbase
access, and the ability to defend or escort shipping at scale.

- Missile defense and integrated command: U.S. and partner air defenses can reduce the military value of Iranian missile
and drone barrages, though not eliminate risk.

- Sanctions and financial leverage: Washington can restrict Iranian revenue, target intermediaries, and shape access to
dollars, insurance, banking, and energy markets.

- Allied bases and partnerships: Gulf facilities and partner cooperation give the United States reach, but those same bases
can become political and military liabilities if attacked.
Weaknesses

- Political time horizon: U.S. public tolerance for open-ended Middle East war is limited, especially when fuel prices and
consumer costs rise. [4]

- Victory-definition problem: tactical strikes do not automatically produce compliance. The United States needs an exit
narrative that looks like strategic success, not stalemate.

- Regional dependence: coalition cohesion becomes harder if Gulf partners suffer retaliation, shipping losses, economic
disruption, or domestic pressure.

- Legal-political friction: congressional authority, War Powers Resolution disputes, and separation-of-powers concerns can
narrow presidential freedom of action. [4][10]

Iran Strategic Assessment

Strengths

- Asymmetric warfare: Iran's small-boat tactics, drones, mines, proxy networks, cyber and information tools, and
geography can create uncertainty disproportionate to their conventional power.

- Missile and drone capabilities: even limited successful strikes or credible salvos can force U.S. partners to absorb risk
and raise the political cost of hosting U.S. forces.
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- IRGC regime function: the IRGC is not merely a military actor; it is a political-security institution that helps sustain regime
survival, crisis messaging, internal discipline, and asymmetric escalation.

- Hormuz leverage: Iran cannot outmatch the U.S. Navy, but it can raise risk and opacity around one of the world's most
important energy chokepoints. [5][6]
Weaknesses
- Conventional inferiority: Iran lacks the ability to win a direct air-naval war against the United States.

- Economic fragility: sanctions, reduced oil revenue, port restrictions, and disrupted trade can damage state capacity and
public legitimacy over time.

- Regional backlash: RAND argues that striking or pressuring neighboring states may push them closer to Washington
rather than force a ceasefire on Iran's terms. [7]

- Escalation trap: if Iran's coercive attacks kill large numbers of Americans or civilians, the United States may gain
domestic and allied support for a much harsher campaign.

Escalation Ladder and Negotiated Off-Ramp

=

Off-ramp: maritime access + nuclear limits + staged sanctions relief
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Strategic point: each rung can be reversible if both sides preserve a credible diplomatic exit.

Generated strategic image: escalation pressure rises when ceasefire violations, maritime risk, regional base pressure, and energy shocks
reinforce one another.

Strategic Miscalculation and Escalation Scenarios

The highest-probability miscalculation is not deliberate total war. It is the cumulative effect of limited actions, imperfect
attribution, domestic pressure, and alliance commitments. The following scenarios are policy-level, not operational
plans.

Scenario Trigger logic Strategic consequence Policy-level warning
indicator

Ceasefire frays but Small exchanges are contained Both sides continue talks while Repeated use of indirect

survives by mediators. claiming deterrence. channels; restrained public
language.

Maritime shock A tanker incident, insurance spike, Global pressure on both sides rises; Sustained fall in visible transit

or transit halt raises energy costs. Asia and Gulf states demand stability. ~ and major insurer withdrawals.
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Regional partner Attacks or attempted attacks Gulf states move closer to U.S. Emergency defense
escalation against Gulf-state territory defenses and may support stricter consultations and public partner
increase. pressure on Iran. condemnations.
Proxy-front expansion  Lebanon, Iraq, Syria, Yemen, or The conflict becomes regionally Coordinated proxy messaging or
cyber fronts intensify. distributed and harder to terminate. simultaneous attacks across
theaters.
U.S. political rupture Congress, public opinion, oil Presidential freedom of action narrows; Bipartisan congressional action
prices, and casualties converge. negotiation pressure rises. and sustained polling
deterioration.

Energy Security and Market Impact

The Strait of Hormuz converts regional military pressure into global economic leverage. The IEA baseline states that
about 20 million barrels per day of crude oil and oil products moved through the Strait in 2025, about 25% of seaborne
oil trade, with around 19% of global LNG trade also exposed through Qatar and UAE exports. Alternative routes exist
but are limited relative to the scale of normal flows. [5]

Strategically, this means Iran's leverage is not the ability to hold the Strait forever; it is the ability to make maritime risk,
insurance costs, shipping opacity, and energy-price expectations unstable enough that importing states pressure
Washington and Tehran toward a settlement. The United States' counterobjective is to prove that Iran cannot monetize
disruption without suffering greater military, diplomatic, and economic costs.

Strategic Energy Exposure: Strait of Hormuz
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Conceptual visualization using IEA 2025 transit estimates. Not a real-time flow chart.

Generated data visualization using IEA baseline figures. This is a strategic exposure chart, not a live shipping or targeting map.

Negotiating Leverage and Limited Ceasefire

A limited ceasefire becomes plausible when three conditions overlap. First, the United States can present the
settlement as preventing a nuclear weapon, restoring maritime access, and avoiding an open-ended war. Second, Iran
can present the settlement as survival, sanctions relief or asset access, and recognition that its pressure forced
negotiation. Third, regional states and energy importers see enough stability to restore shipping confidence.

The hard part is sequencing. Washington fears that front-loaded financial concessions reduce leverage over nuclear
restrictions. Tehran fears that early maritime concessions remove its strongest bargaining chip. That sequencing
problem explains why even a technically rational bargain can remain politically blocked. [3][9]

Page 6



The American Newspaper | https://americannewspaper.org AmericanTV | https://americantv.org

The most credible policy-level package would be phased: verified halt in high-risk maritime interference; monitored
nuclear restraints; staged release of limited funds for humanitarian, reconstruction, or trade purposes; no public
humiliation clause; and a mechanism for Gulf-state security guarantees. This is not a prediction of agreement, but the
structure of a feasible bargain.

Impact on Middle Eastern Regional States

Gulf states are not passive terrain. They are energy exporters, U.S. security partners, financial actors, and potential
targets of Iranian pressure. If Iranian actions raise civilian or economic costs in Kuwait, Bahrain, Qatar, Saudi Arabia,
the UAE, or Oman, Tehran risks consolidating a regional coalition against itself. At the same time, Gulf states may
prefer de-escalation because prolonged instability damages their energy revenue, aviation, ports, tourism, investment,
and sovereign economic plans. [2][7]

Israel's priorities may also diverge from Washington's. Israel is more focused on Iran's missile forces, Hezbollah, and
existential threat perceptions. Washington is more exposed to global energy prices, Gulf basing, congressional
authority, and the management of superpower credibility. Divergence between U.S. and lIsraeli end states can
complicate ceasefire terms and escalation control. [6]

Final Comparative Table

Category Strategic conditions

Conditions Under Which the United The United States can claim strategic victory if it achieves a verified nuclear limitation

States Can Win framework, restores credible maritime access through Hormuz, protects Gulf partners without
a large ground war, keeps oil prices politically manageable, and secures at least tacit
congressional and allied support. Tactical success becomes strategic success only if Iran's
cost-imposition campaign fails to outlast U.S. political endurance.

Conditions Under Which Iran Can Iran can endure if the regime remains cohesive, the IRGC preserves enough asymmetric

Endure capability to keep maritime risk alive, proxy fronts maintain pressure without provoking
overwhelming retaliation, sanctions relief or asset access enters the negotiation, and U.S.
public and congressional pressure increases faster than Iranian internal pressure. Survival
plus leverage, not conventional victory, is Iran's realistic objective.

A Scenario in Which Both Sides Lose Both sides lose if repeated limited exchanges produce a wider regional war, major Gulf
infrastructure damage, civilian casualties, a lasting Hormuz insurance and shipping crisis,
higher global inflation, weakened U.S. congressional legitimacy, harder Iranian authoritarian
consolidation, and no durable nuclear or maritime settlement. In this scenario, the United
States wins engagements but loses strategic control, while Iran survives but becomes poorer
and more isolated.

The Most Realistic Outlook for the Next The most realistic outlook is volatile containment: periodic clashes, indirect negotiations,

30 Days maritime incidents below full-war thresholds, intense information warfare, congressional
pressure in Washington, and mediator efforts by regional or third-party states. A limited
ceasefire is possible, but only if both sides can package sequencing as victory: maritime
stabilization for Washington, sanctions or asset relief for Tehran, and reduced energy
volatility for the world market.
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