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Introduction
The geopolitical landscape of the Middle East has long been shaped by the rivalry between Iran and 
Israel, a conflict rooted in deep-seated political, religious, and territorial disputes. In recent years, this 
rivalry has intensified, marked notably by Iran’s expanding military footprint in Syria. According to 
Israeli intelligence, Iran now operates thirteen bases in Syria manned by five divisions of the Islamic 
Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC).1 Additionally, it has established a brand-new proxy unit known as 
the Al-Hussein Division to specifically operate in Syria.2
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The Major Long-Term Impact of Strikes on the Nature of the Iran-Israel Rivalry
The direct confrontations between Iran and Israel in April 2024 mark a significant departure from the 
longstanding pattern of proxy warfare that has characterized their rivalry. For the first time, the two 
nations have engaged each other openly, signaling a pivotal shift in the nature of their conflict. This 
direct engagement has reshaped the strategic calculus on both sides, altering the military, political, 
and diplomatic trajectories. This section explores the profound impact these strikes have had on the 
dynamics of the Iran-Israel rivalry, to understand  they might redefine future interactions between Iran 
and Israel and forecast the potential ramifications for the broader Middle East.

1. Redefinition of Engagement Rules
The longstanding unofficial rule that prevented direct territorial assaults between Iran and Israel has 
been decisively violated. This significant escalation sets a new precedent, potentially leading to more 
open and direct confrontations. This shift not only increases the risk of a broader regional conflict but 
also fundamentally alters each nation’s security and the general trajectory of their military development. 
For example, while the Israeli Defense Forces (IDF) successfully intercepted a large number of 
projectiles launched by Iran, concerns remain about scenarios in which Iran could launch a greater 
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Scenario 4: Iran’s Military Buildup in Response to Vulnerabilities
Reacting to the realization that its territory and existing aerial defenses are vulnerable to Israeli strikes, 
Iran opts to enhance its military presence and capabilities in Iraq and Syria. This includes deploying 
additional troops, constructing new missile launcher stations, and improving radar and air defense 
systems. The strategic goal is to create a more robust buffer zone that can deter or respond to Israeli 
actions. This significant military buildup pressures Israel to increase its preemptive and retaliatory 
strikes, potentially leading to a cycle of escalation reminiscent of the aftermath of the attack on Iran’s 
embassy in Damascus. This scenario could destabilize not just the immediate areas but also have 
broader implications for regional security, drawing in international involvement to prevent further 
escalation.

Scenario 5: Proxy Engagement to Pressure the US and Israel
To manage the conflict dynamics and pressure the United States to remain neutral, Iran might 
strategically use its regional proxies to escalate hostilities without directly engaging Israeli forces. 
By triggering its proxies in Lebanon, Syria, Iraq, and Yemen to increase their attacks against US and 
Israeli interests, Iran aims to create a sustained level of harassment across the region. Although not 
seeking a full-scale war, this strategy could lead to significant casualties and strategic setbacks, as 
exemplified by the attacks on US military bases in Jordan. This approach is designed to complicate 
any direct response by the US and Israel, making it harder for them to justify a full-scale retaliation 
without entering a broader conflict. It also serves as a means for Iran to assert its influence indirectly 
while avoiding the direct costs of warfare.

Scenario 6: Escalation to Semi-Direct Confrontation
As military buildups continue and proxy activities intensify, the situation may evolve into a “semi-
direct confrontation.” In this scenario, Israel could decide to preemptively strike Iranian bases 
and infrastructure in Syria and Iraq to curtail Iran’s ability to project power and coordinate proxy 
attacks. In retaliation, Iran might command its proxies in Syria, Iraq, Lebanon, and via the Houthis to 
launch concerted attacks against Israeli targets. The renewed Houthis’ attacks in the Red Sea against 
international shipments indicate that Tehran is no shy of employing them. Additionally, Iran could 





Combinations and Hybrids
Lastly, it is crucial to recognize that these are not mutually exclusive and the actual course of events may 
involve combinations of different scenarios. The dynamic and fluid nature of geopolitical conflicts means that 
elements from multiple scenarios could manifest simultaneously or sequentially, influencing the trajectory of 
the rivalry in complex ways. For instance, a period of limited military engagements (Scenario 8) might escalate 
into a full-scale armed conflict (Scenario 9) under certain triggers, such as a misjudgment or an unexpectedly 
effective attack. Additionally, the situation could evolve in a manner that lies in between outlined scenarios, 
reflecting a hybrid of strategic decisions and reactions from both sides. It is also possible that Iran would 
employ its proxies (Scenario 6&7) not only to challenge Israel, but also to distract Israel and its western 
allies, especially United States, from its nuclear program to move forward manufacturing a nuclear bomb and 
establishing a nuclear deterrence (Scenario 10). The circumstances are likely to have a mobile nature, with 
the conflict potentially moving from one scenario to another as new information becomes available and as the 
domestic and international contexts change. Thus, while the scenarios provided offer a structured framework 
for understanding potential developments, the actual unfolding of events will likely be more fluid, requiring 
continuous reassessment of the situation and flexible policy responses.

Implications for the United States
The Middle East holds enduring strategic importance for the United States, not only due to the region’s vast 
energy resources but also because of its important position in global security dynamics. Despite the U.S. 
achieving relative energy independence, the reliance of its key allies on Middle Eastern oil links America’s 
economic and geopolitical interests to regional stability.8 Historically, events such as the 9/11 attacks, the rise of 
ISIS in 2013, and the recent activities of ISIS-K have underscored how instability in the Middle East can have 
direct and far-reaching impacts on international stability.9 In light of these precedents, it is critical to assess the 
specific implications of recent developments for the U.S. in the Iran-Israel rivalry, especially considering the 
potential for escalation and the broader geopolitical repercussions. This section will explore how these events 
might affect U.S. strategic interests, its foreign policy posture, and its commitments in the region.
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Escalation Spectrum: From Least to Most Intense Scenarios in the Iran-Israel Rivalry
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Implications
1. Increased Risk for U.S. Troops in Iraq and Syria



encompassing advanced defensive technologies, enhanced intelligence sharing, and a more pronounced military 
commitment. These escalated demands could put additional pressure on U.S. resources and shift its strategic 
priorities in the region. Furthermore, the escalating tensions that have brought Iran and Israel to the brink of war 
highlight a volatile situation that could inadvertently draw the United States into conflict. The persistent sources 
of tension, including territorial disputes and proxy conflicts, maintain a high risk of future confrontations that 
could necessitate U.S. involvement, either through direct military action or as part of an international coalition 
to restore stability. This deepening commitment to regional security significantly increases the likelihood of 
American military engagement in the Middle East, potentially against Iran or its proxies.

5. Nuclear/WMD Proliferation
The effectiveness of Israeli and allied responses to Iranian attacks, coupled with the overwhelming military 
superiority of the United States, could prompt Iran to seek a nuclear deterrent as a security guarantee. Currently, 
there is no evidence of technical developments in Iran’s enrichment facilities that would suggest the country 
is moving toward building a nuclear weapon. However, the recent escalation with Iran over its aerial strike on 
Israel has highlighted other areas of tension with the Islamic Republic, notably its nuclear project. As General 
(Ret.) Frank McKenzie suggests, “What is clear is that Iran’s leadership’s temptation to acquire a nuclear 
weapon has not lessened since the day before the exchange of strikes.”11

However, it is needless to say that any move towards nuclear armament could set off a chain reaction across 
the region, with other countries like Saudi Arabia and potentially Turkey considering similar steps to ensure 
their national security. The prospect of a nuclear arms race in the Middle East presents a dire scenario for global 
security, compelling the United States to intensify its diplomatic efforts and possibly reevaluate its approach to 
nuclear non-proliferation. The statement by Saudi Crown Prince Mohammad Bin Salman, indicating that Saudi 
Arabia would pursue nuclear capabilities if Iran developed a nuclear weapon, highlights the precarious balance 
of power and the critical role of U.S. policy in preventing a destabilizing arms race.12

Takeaways from the Recent Exchange of Strikes
The recent exchange of strikes between Iran and Israel has not only marked a new phase in their long-standing 
rivalry but also brought to light several critical insights into the current state and potential future of regional 





joint military exercises with regional partners will also demonstrate the U.S.’s commitment to maintaining 
stability in the region.
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