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Preface

Why This Book, and Why Now?

As I write these words, Iran is once again at the center of an 
international crisis.

For nearly half a century, American presidents—Republicans and 
Democrats alike—have confronted essentially the same question: 
What should the United States do about Iran?

The answers have changed. Sanctions. Negotiations. Isolation. 
Engagement. Maximum pressure. Military threats. Covert 
operations. Nuclear agreements. Withdrawal from agreements. 
More sanctions. More negotiations. And, eventually, military 
confrontation.

Yet the fundamental problem remains.

Perhaps it is time to ask whether we have been asking the wrong 
question.

For decades, Washington has concentrated on what the Islamic 
Republic does: its nuclear program, ballistic missiles, support for 
armed groups, hostility toward Israel, threats against American 
interests, and repression of its own people.

All of these matters are important.

But they are consequences of something more fundamental: the 
political and constitutional structure that governs Iran.

I am an engineer, not a professional politician.
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Engineering taught me a simple principle: when a system repeatedly 
fails, repairing one malfunction after another does not necessarily 
solve the problem. At some point, one must examine the design of 
the system itself.

That is how I have come to look at Iran.

For almost five decades, the United States has been fighting the 
symptoms while rarely confronting the defective political structure 
that continuously reproduces them.

The Islamic Republic is not merely a government with which 
America has disagreements. It operates under a constitution that 
places extraordinary political and religious authority above the 
ordinary mechanisms of representative government. Until that 
fundamental structure is changed by the Iranian people themselves, 
replacing one president, weakening one institution, signing another 
agreement, or destroying another military facility cannot by itself 
create a durable solution.

This book therefore makes a different argument.

America does not need to choose between accepting the Islamic 
Republic as it is and destroying Iran in order to change it.

There is another battlefield.

The battlefield is the Constitution.

This Is Not a Book for the Iranian Opposition

I have written separately in Persian for an Iranian audience.

That work examines a painful question: why, after decades of exile, 
has so much of the Iranian opposition outside the country remained 
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disconnected from political realities and demands developing inside 
Iran?

The Persian work traces the widening distance between Iranian 
expatriate politics and people living inside the country, and asks 
directly why the opposition has failed to speak with them in one 
national voice.

It ultimately argues for a Constituent Assembly in which Iranians 
themselves determine their future constitutional order.

I will not repeat that book here.

This book is written primarily for Americans.

It is for a President who may have to decide between diplomacy and 
another military operation.

It is for a Vice President and Secretary of State who must think 
beyond tomorrow’s headlines.

It is for senators and representatives who vote on sanctions, military 
authorities, and American policy toward Iran.

And it is for ordinary Americans who reasonably ask:

After all these years, why is Iran still our problem?

Forty-Seven Years of Trying

Since 1979, the United States and Iran have moved from one 
confrontation to another.

Presidents have changed.

Congress has changed.
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Iranian presidents have changed.

Military commanders have changed.

Negotiators have changed.

Strategies have changed.

But the confrontation survives.

That fact alone should make us willing to reconsider the premises 
upon which our policies have been built.

The choice should not be reduced to two alternatives:

Bomb Iran.

or

Do not bomb Iran.

That is the “BB or Not BB” of this book.

Behind those two letters is a much larger question.

What happens after the bombs?

A military can destroy a nuclear installation. It can destroy 
missile launchers, command centers, radar stations and military 
infrastructure.

But no bomb can write a legitimate constitution.

No missile can create independent courts.

No air campaign can establish representative government.
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And no foreign country—not even the United States—should 
choose Iran’s future government for eighty-plus million Iranians.

That belongs to the Iranian people.

A Third Choice

There is therefore a third possibility between accommodation and 
destruction.

The United States can make clear that its conflict is not with Iran as 
a nation and not with the Iranian people.

It can stop allowing the struggle to be defined exclusively by nuclear 
enrichment, missiles, naval confrontations and military targets.

It can instead support a principle that Americans themselves 
understand better than almost anyone:

People have the right to determine the government under which 
they live.

For Iran, the mechanism for doing that is not another foreign-
designed regime-change operation.

It is not choosing a king.

It is not choosing a president in exile.

It is not selecting an opposition organization in Washington, Paris, 
London, or anywhere else and announcing that it represents Iran.

It is something simultaneously more modest and more revolutionary:

A freely elected Constituent Assembly.
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Let Iranians with different political philosophies, ethnic backgrounds, 
religions, regions and economic views compete peacefully for 
representation.

Let constitutional scholars advise them.

Let competing constitutional proposals be debated openly.

And ultimately, let the people of Iran decide.

America does not have to write that constitution.

America only has to recognize the legitimacy of the Iranian people’s 
right to write it themselves.

Why Am I Writing This?

I do not approach Washington as a stranger who discovered Iran 
yesterday.

My correspondence with American political leaders extends across 
administrations and across party lines. Some of the documents 
reproduced or discussed later in this book are part of that record.

In October 2020, for example, I received correspondence from 
the White House acknowledging suggestions I had submitted 
concerning critical issues facing the United States.

My political involvement in America also goes back years. The 
documents I have preserved include Republican Party and campaign 
recognition dating to 2018 and 2019, as well as later records.

But this book is not being written to display certificates, cards, 
photographs or correspondence.

Those documents establish only one relevant fact:
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I did not begin thinking about Iran when the latest war began.

The argument presented here is the product of decades of 
observation, mistakes, conversations, writing, political activity, 
business experience, and repeated attempts to persuade people 
in both Iran and America that the constitutional question cannot 
forever be avoided.

I have watched one strategy after another come and go.

And now, as another generation of American and Iranian leaders 
faces the possibility of repeating the same cycle, I want to put the 
argument in the simplest possible terms.

Before America asks:

Where should we bomb?

Perhaps it should ask:

What are we trying to achieve?

If the objective is merely to destroy a particular military capability, 
military planners can answer the first question.

But if the objective is a peaceful Iran that no longer threatens its 
neighbors, no longer requires endless sanctions, no longer drives its 
best people into exile, and can eventually have normal relations with 
the United States and the rest of the world, then military planning 
alone cannot provide the answer.

That requires politics.

And politics ultimately requires legitimacy.
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In Iran, legitimacy begins with allowing the Iranian people to answer 
the question postponed for nearly half a century:

Under what Constitution do we wish to govern ourselves?

That is where this book begins.
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Chapter One

The Crisis Washington Keeps Trying to Solve

Every new crisis with Iran is presented as though it were the decisive 
crisis.

A nuclear deadline approaches. A tanker is attacked. An American 
installation is threatened. Israel warns that time is running out. Iran 
enriches more uranium. The Revolutionary Guards issue another 
threat. Washington announces new sanctions. Military planners are 
asked for options.

The names and circumstances change, but the pattern is remarkably 
familiar.

Then comes the question that has dominated American policy 
toward Iran for decades:

How do we pressure the Islamic Republic enough to change its 
behavior?

I believe that question contains the reason so many policies have 
failed.

The United States has spent almost half a century trying to change 
the behavior of a political system without adequately addressing 
the nature of the system itself.

That distinction is the foundation of this book.

The Problem Is Larger Than the Nuclear Program

The nuclear issue is serious. No responsible American administration 
can ignore the possibility of nuclear proliferation in the Middle East.
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But suppose, for a moment, that tomorrow morning every 
centrifuge in Iran disappeared.

Would the Iran problem be solved?

Would the hostility toward the United States disappear?

Would the Revolutionary Guards cease to exercise enormous 
political and economic power?

Would Iran’s regional policies automatically change?

Would political prisoners be released?

Would Iranians suddenly possess a government accountable to 
them?

Would the constitutional concentration of religious and political 
authority disappear?

Obviously not.

The nuclear program is therefore an important problem, but it is 
not the origin of the conflict.

The same applies to missiles.

Destroy every missile, and eventually another missile can be built.

Destroy a weapons factory, and another factory can be constructed.

Eliminate one commander, and another commander takes his place.

Sanction one institution, and money finds another route.

This is why treating Iran primarily as a collection of military targets 
can become an endless undertaking.
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An engineer would recognize the problem immediately.

If the same failures repeatedly appear in different components of 
a system, eventually you stop replacing components and examine 
the design.

The Constitution Nobody in Washington Talks About

Americans debate Iran constantly.

They debate uranium enrichment.

They debate sanctions.

They debate Israel.

They debate the Revolutionary Guards.

They debate terrorism.

They debate regime change.

They debate whether the Iranian opposition is united.

They debate whether military action would strengthen or weaken 
the government.

Yet one subject receives remarkably little attention:

The Constitution of the Islamic Republic itself.

That is strange because constitutions matter enormously to 
Americans.

The United States does not regard its Constitution as a ceremonial 
document. It defines the powers of the President, Congress and 
the courts. It establishes limits. It distributes authority. It creates 
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procedures through which political conflict can occur without 
destroying the state.

Why, then, when discussing Iran, do we so often behave as though 
its constitutional structure were irrelevant?

Iran’s problem cannot be understood simply by asking who occupies 
the presidency at any particular moment.

Presidents come and go.

The constitutional system remains.

This is one reason Western governments repeatedly convince 
themselves that a particular Iranian election may produce 
fundamental change, only to discover later that the deeper structure 
of power has survived.

The personalities changed.

The system did not.

1979 Was Not the End of a Revolution

For many Americans, modern Iranian history is compressed into a 
few images.

The Shah leaves.

Ayatollah Khomeini returns.

The American Embassy is seized.

Hostages are taken.

The Islamic Republic begins.
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That simplified history has shaped American thinking for 
generations.

But something essential is missing between the fall of the monarchy 
and the consolidation of the Islamic Republic:

Who had the right to determine the constitutional order that 
followed the Revolution?

That question matters today because it was never satisfactorily 
resolved.

Millions of Iranians who opposed the monarchy did not necessarily 
march in the streets demanding the precise political structure that 
ultimately emerged.

A revolution can tell you what people reject.

It does not automatically tell you what constitutional system they 
consent to afterward.

That requires another process.

It requires debate.

Representation.

Competing ideas.

And ultimately public consent to a clearly defined constitutional 
order.

This is why the idea of a Constituent Assembly is not some academic 
proposal invented decades after the Revolution.
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It goes to the heart of the unfinished political question created by 
the Revolution itself.

Regime Change Is the Wrong Phrase

In Washington, discussions about Iran often reach an apparent fork 
in the road.

Either the United States accepts the Islamic Republic and negotiates 
with it, or the United States pursues “regime change.”

I reject that formulation.

The phrase regime change immediately raises another question:

Changed to what?

And chosen by whom?

If Washington chooses the replacement, it has repeated one of the 
oldest mistakes of foreign policy.

If expatriate politicians choose themselves, that does not establish 
legitimacy either.

If one opposition faction declares itself the representative of the 
Iranian people, its declaration does not make it so.

Iran belongs to the people who live there as much as to those 
of us who left it. No Iranian abroad, regardless of wealth, family 
name, television audience, political organization, or connections in 
Washington, can acquire the right to decide Iran’s future on behalf 
of those people.

This is precisely why I prefer another phrase:
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Constitutional change.

The distinction is fundamental.

Regime change begins by asking:

Who should rule Iran next?

Constitutional change begins by asking:

How should the Iranian people be allowed to decide who governs 
them?

America should not answer the first question.

America can support the principle contained in the second.

The Failure of the Exile Opposition

This is also where much of the Iranian opposition outside the 
country has failed.

After decades abroad, numerous organizations, personalities, 
monarchists, republicans, former officials, activists and self-
appointed transition groups have presented plans for Iran’s future.

Some have written constitutions.

Some have formed councils.

Some have announced governments in waiting.

Some have tried to persuade Washington that they represent the 
Iranian people.

But representation cannot be manufactured in Los Angeles, 
Washington, London, Paris or any other foreign city.
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It must come from the Iranian people.

I have addressed this subject much more extensively in my Persian 
writing. The Persian book examines specifically the widening 
distance between parts of the expatriate opposition and the people 
inside Iran, and asks why the opposition has been unable to develop 
a common national demand with them.

I do not intend to repeat that debate here.

For the American reader, only one conclusion is necessary:

Do not choose an Iranian opposition for Iran.

Support a process through which Iranians can choose for themselves.

That is a much safer principle for the United States and a much 
more democratic one for Iran.

Do Not Replace One Mistake With Another

This distinction becomes especially important during war.

Military crises create urgency.

Urgency creates shortcuts.

Governments want names. Who can take over? Who can maintain 
order? Who can talk to Washington? Who can prevent chaos?

Those are understandable questions.

But answering them prematurely can produce the next disaster.

The United States does not need to identify the future president 
of Iran.
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It does not need to select the future prime minister.

It does not need to decide whether Iran should be a monarchy or a 
republic.

It does not need to write Iran’s constitution.

Indeed, it should not do any of those things.

Those decisions belong to Iranians.

America’s objective should be narrower and more defensible:

Create international political support for a peaceful democratic 
mechanism through which Iranians themselves can make those 
decisions.

That mechanism is a Constituent Assembly.

What Would a Constituent Assembly Mean?

The idea is simpler than its name may sound to an American reader.

Imagine that instead of asking Washington to recognize one 
opposition leader, Iranians are given the opportunity to elect 
representatives for the specific purpose of debating and preparing 
a new constitutional order.

Monarchists could participate.

Republicans could participate.

Secular democrats could participate.

Religious Iranians could participate.

Ethnic and regional communities could participate.
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Women could participate not as symbols but as elected 
representatives.

Constitutional lawyers and scholars could advise the process.

Different drafts could be presented.

Different visions of Iran could compete.

Nobody would need to agree beforehand on the final form of 
government.

That is precisely the point.

The process comes before the outcome.

The final constitution would then require the consent of the Iranian 
people through a genuinely free national vote.

That is democracy.

It is also the opposite of foreign-imposed regime change.

The Two Battles

There are therefore two very different battles that America can 
help fight.

One is the familiar battle:

Ships.

Aircraft.

Missiles.

Bombs.
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Sanctions.

Military bases.

Intelligence operations.

The other is almost never discussed:

Legitimacy.

Representation.

Constitutional rights.

A Constituent Assembly.

A free choice by the Iranian people.

The first battlefield belongs primarily to generals.

The second belongs to the Iranian people.

America is powerful enough to influence both.

But only one of them offers the possibility that someday America 
will no longer need to fight Iran at all.

That is why I have repeated for years:

Move the battlefield from the Persian Gulf to the Constitution.

Before the Next Bomb Falls

This brings us back to the immediate crisis.

When an American President receives military options, those 
options necessarily answer military questions.
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What targets can be destroyed?

With what weapons?

At what risk?

How will Iran respond?

How many days will the operation require?

Those are necessary questions if military action is being considered.

But there is another question that cannot be delegated to the 
Pentagon:

What political result are we trying to produce?

If that question has no clear answer, military success can become 
political failure.

America has learned this lesson before.

Destroying something is measurable.

Building legitimacy is much harder.

That is why the political objective must come before the military 
operation, not after it.

Before the next bomb falls, the President of the United States 
should know what comes the morning after.

And if the answer is merely another round of retaliation, another 
negotiation, another temporary agreement, another sanctions 
package and another crisis several years from now, then we have 
not solved the problem.
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We have only reset the clock.

There is another possibility.

Do not ask America to decide Iran’s future.

Do not ask Israel to decide Iran’s future.

Do not ask the Iranian opposition abroad to decide Iran’s future.

Ask the Iranian people.

That is the idea upon which everything that follows in this book 
rests.



Chapter Two

BB or Not BB: What Happens the Morning After?

The title of this book began with a deliberately simple question:

BB or Not BB?

Bomb or not bomb.

At first glance, that appears to be the decision facing an American 
President during an Iran crisis.

But it is not the real decision.

The real question begins one minute after the bombing stops.

Then what?

Bombing Is an Action, Not a Strategy

Military officers are trained to accomplish defined missions.

If the President orders them to destroy a particular military facility, 
disable an air-defense system, attack missile installations, or weaken 
the Revolutionary Guards, they can develop plans for doing so.

That is their profession.

But no general, however brilliant, can answer the political question 
that follows:

What Iran do we want to see when the military operation is over?

That decision belongs to political leadership.

14
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And this is where the distinction between an operation and a 
strategy becomes critical.

Bombing is an operation.

Sanctions are an instrument.

Negotiations are an instrument.

Even war itself is an instrument.

None of them defines the desired political destination.

If the destination is unclear, success on the battlefield can leave 
everyone standing exactly where they were before—only with more 
dead people, more destroyed infrastructure, greater hatred and 
another generation preparing for the next confrontation.

Iran Is Not a Military Installation

There is another danger in the way Iran is discussed in Washington.

Iran gradually becomes an abstraction.

A nuclear site.

A missile program.

The IRGC.

A map covered with targets.

But Iran is a country.

It has cities, factories, universities, hospitals, roads, bridges, power 
stations, water systems and industries.
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More importantly, it has people.

Those people are not identical to their government.

This distinction should be obvious to Americans.

An American citizen is not personally responsible for every decision 
made in Washington. An Iranian citizen should not be treated as 
responsible for every action of the Islamic Republic.

Yet prolonged confrontation can erase this distinction.

That is dangerous.

The Iranian people should never be made to believe that they 
must choose between defending their country and opposing their 
government.

If foreign military action turns the political conflict into a defense 
of the Iranian homeland, the government may receive precisely the 
nationalist legitimacy that its domestic failures could not provide.

This is one of the reasons I have consistently opposed turning Iran 
itself into the battlefield.

Do Not Destroy the Country You Claim to Want to Save

There is a phrase often heard before military operations:

We are not at war with the Iranian people.

That statement is important.

But words alone are not enough.
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If Iranian families lose electricity, water, homes, jobs, transportation 
and loved ones, they will judge America by what happened to them, 
not by what an American official said at a press conference.

Iran will eventually need enormous investment.

Its energy sector needs modernization.

Its water problems require serious engineering.

Its transportation networks require development.

Its cities need infrastructure.

Its young people need jobs and opportunities.

Its educated population should be building Iran rather than searching 
for ways to leave it.

Why destroy these assets if the long-term objective is a peaceful 
and prosperous Iran?

A bridge does not have an ideology.

A power station does not believe in the Islamic Republic.

A water-treatment plant is not a Revolutionary Guard commander.

Iran’s civilian infrastructure belongs ultimately to the Iranian people.

Protecting it should therefore be part of any intelligent strategy.

The Yemenization of Iran

There is a possibility that concerns me far more than the survival of 
any particular Iranian official.
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It is the fragmentation of Iran.

A prolonged war can weaken a central government without creating 
a legitimate replacement.

Armed groups emerge.

Regional interests compete.

Foreign powers find local clients.

Weapons spread.

Economic life collapses.

Political grievances become territorial grievances.

What begins as an effort to weaken a government can end by 
weakening the country itself.

I call this danger the Yemenization of Iran.

Iran is not Yemen, Iraq, Libya, Syria or Afghanistan. Its history, 
population, institutions, geography and national identity are 
different.

But no nation is magically protected from disintegration if sufficient 
force is applied without a viable political process for what follows.

For those who believe that weakening the central government 
automatically produces democracy, recent history should provide 
enough warning.

A vacuum is not democracy.

Chaos is not freedom.
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The destruction of state authority is not the same thing as the 
creation of legitimate government.

This is another reason the constitutional process must begin before 
a vacuum appears.

The Morning-After Problem

Suppose a military campaign succeeds beyond expectations.

Suppose important Revolutionary Guard facilities are destroyed.

Suppose the nuclear program is severely damaged.

Suppose senior officials lose control.

Suppose demonstrations spread throughout Iran.

Suppose suddenly the government can no longer govern.

Then what?

Who speaks for Iran?

The loudest television personality abroad?

The best-funded opposition organization?

A former royal family?

An armed organization?

A coalition assembled hurriedly in Washington?

A group selected by European governments?

A military council?
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Another clerical faction?

These are not hypothetical details.

If there is no legitimate political mechanism prepared in advance, 
somebody will try to fill the vacuum.

And whoever has the most money, weapons, foreign backing or 
media access may gain an enormous advantage over millions of 
Iranians who possess none of those things.

That would not be democracy.

It would simply replace one struggle for power with another.

America Should Choose a Process, Not a Person

This is where American policy can change dramatically without 
choosing Iran’s next government.

The United States can say:

We do not recognize any individual abroad as the predetermined 
ruler of Iran.

We do not determine whether Iran will be a monarchy or republic.

We do not write Iran’s next constitution.

We do not select its next president.

We support the right of Iranians to determine these questions 
themselves through a peaceful, representative constitutional 
process.

That is a policy Americans can defend.
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It does not require agreement with every Iranian opposition group.

It does not require predicting who will win an election.

It does not require America to become responsible for governing 
Iran.

It requires only consistency with a principle upon which the United 
States itself was founded:

Government derives legitimacy from the consent of the governed.

Intelligence Before Military Action

There is another lesson that Washington must remember.

Military intelligence is not the same as understanding a society.

Satellites can locate installations.

Signals intelligence can identify communications.

Aircraft can photograph facilities.

Intelligence agencies can follow commanders and military 
movements.

But none of these necessarily tells a President what eighty-plus 
million people are thinking.

Who do Iranians trust?

What do they fear?

What political arrangements would they accept?
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How much support does any opposition figure actually possess 
inside the country?

What would happen if central authority suddenly collapsed?

Would security forces remain intact?

Would provinces cooperate?

Would ethnic tensions increase?

Would demonstrations become organized political action—or 
disorder?

These are not secondary questions.

They determine whether military success produces political success 
or political catastrophe.

That is why I use another simple principle:

Intelligence before Military Action.

And by intelligence, I do not mean merely identifying targets.

I mean understanding Iran.

The People Inside Iran Must Come First

For decades, Washington has had a practical problem.

The easiest Iranians for American policymakers to meet are the 
Iranians who are already in America.

They speak English.

They understand Washington.
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They know journalists.

They attend conferences.

They establish organizations.

They write reports.

Some have political connections.

Naturally, they become the people whom American officials hear.

But accessibility is not legitimacy.

A person who can enter a congressional office is not automatically 
representative of someone living in Tehran, Isfahan, Shiraz, Tabriz, 
Mashhad, Kermanshah, Ahvaz, Zahedan or a small Iranian town.

This distinction is essential.

The Persian book I have written addresses precisely the growing 
distance between much of the expatriate political community and 
people inside Iran. Its early chapters examine the development of 
the opposition abroad and why it has failed to create a common 
national demand with those inside the country.

For American policymakers, the lesson is much simpler:

Listen to Iranians abroad—but do not confuse them with Iran.

The people who will live under the next Iranian constitution must 
have the decisive voice in creating it.
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What America Can Do

Supporting a constitutional process does not mean sending 
Americans to Tehran with a draft constitution.

Quite the opposite.

The United States should publicly refuse to endorse a predetermined 
form of government.

It should encourage the international community to recognize the 
principle of a freely chosen Constituent Assembly.

It should encourage access to communications so Iranians can 
debate their political future.

It should distinguish the Iranian population and civilian economy 
from those directly responsible for repression, corruption and 
violence.

It should use diplomatic and economic pressure intelligently rather 
than treating an entire nation as the enemy.

Most importantly, it should make clear that if Iranians themselves 
demand a genuine constitutional process, they will not stand alone.

This changes the psychology of the confrontation.

The message would no longer be:

America wants to overthrow your country.

It would be:

America will not choose your government. You will.
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Those are profoundly different messages.

What Israel Can and Cannot Do

Israel has legitimate security concerns regarding Iran.

No Israeli government can reasonably ignore threats against its 
citizens or the possibility of weapons that could endanger the 
country’s existence.

But Israel cannot solve Iran’s constitutional problem.

Its military can attack threats it considers imminent.

It cannot create political legitimacy inside Iran.

Indeed, the more the future of Iran appears to be determined by 
Israeli military objectives, the easier it becomes for the Islamic 
Republic to portray domestic opposition as collaboration with a 
foreign enemy.

That would be disastrous for Iranians seeking political change.

The interests of Israel, America and the Iranian people may overlap 
in important areas, but they are not identical.

American policy toward a nation of more than eighty million people 
cannot simply become an extension of another country’s security 
doctrine.

The United States must have its own Iran strategy.

And that strategy must extend beyond the next military operation.
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The Real Meaning of BB or Not BB

So the title of this book should not be misunderstood.

I am not arguing that military force can never be justified.

Every President has a responsibility to defend the United States 
and its citizens. Circumstances can arise in which force becomes 
unavoidable.

My argument is different.

Bombing must never substitute for strategy.

Before the first bomb, there must be a political objective.

During military action, civilian Iran must be protected as much as 
possible.

And after military action, America must resist the temptation to 
choose Iran’s next ruler.

The objective should not be to conquer Iran.

It should not be to humiliate Iran.

It should not be to divide Iran.

And it should certainly not be to destroy Iran in order to save it.

The objective should be to reach the day when Iran and the United 
States no longer need to regard one another as permanent enemies.

That cannot be bombed into existence.

It must be built.
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And the foundation of that construction is legitimacy.

For Iran, legitimacy can begin only when Iranians themselves are 
finally permitted to answer the constitutional question.

So when the President is presented with the choice:

BB or Not BB?

I would ask him to add one more question before making his 
decision:

What happens the morning after?

If Washington cannot answer that question, Washington is not yet 
ready to answer the first one.



Chapter Three

Before Washington Chooses Another Iranian

For nearly half a century, whenever Iran enters a period of instability, 
another competition begins thousands of miles away.

Different individuals and organizations approach Washington with 
essentially the same message:

We are the alternative.

This is where America must be extraordinarily careful.

The greatest contribution the United States can make to Iran’s 
political future may be something surprisingly difficult for a 
superpower:

Do not choose.

Do not choose a shah.

Do not choose a president.

Do not choose a council.

Do not choose an exile organization.

Do not choose a constitution.

Instead, help create the conditions under which the Iranian people 
can choose.

That sounds simple.

History shows that it is not.

28
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I Have Seen This Movie Before

My skepticism about political alternatives manufactured outside 
Iran did not begin with today’s crisis.

I have lived long enough to watch Iranian opposition politics change 
names, organizations, alliances and personalities many times.

I have met monarchists.

I have met republicans.

I have known former officials of the Shah.

I have known people associated with the Islamic Republic.

I have spoken with constitutionalists, nationalists, religious people, 
secular people, academics, businessmen, activists and people who 
wanted nothing whatsoever to do with politics.

They disagreed about almost everything.

But over the years I noticed a recurring problem.

Too many people began by deciding who should govern Iran, while I 
wanted to begin with how Iranians should decide who governs Iran.

These are not the same question.

That disagreement eventually became the center of my political 
thinking.

My Obsession With the Constitution

I did not arrive at the constitutional question as a professor of 
political science.
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I arrived there as an engineer.

Perhaps that explains why I have often been impatient with 
ideological arguments.

When engineers disagree about a project, eventually somebody 
must produce drawings, specifications and calculations.

You cannot build a power plant with slogans.

You cannot construct a refinery by announcing that you are a 
socialist, monarchist, conservative or liberal.

You have to define the system.

Politics, of course, is far more complicated than engineering. Human 
beings cannot be reduced to equations.

But the underlying lesson stayed with me:

Before arguing about who operates the system, understand how 
the system is designed.

For Iran, that means the Constitution.

Who possesses power?

Where does that power come from?

Who can remove those who exercise it?

What rights belong to citizens?

Who commands the armed forces?

What is the relationship between religion and government?
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Are judges independent?

What protections exist for minorities?

Can citizens peacefully replace their leaders?

Who has the final word when institutions disagree?

These are constitutional questions.

If they are not answered properly, changing personalities at the top 
changes much less than people imagine.

The Mistake of 1979

This is particularly important because Iran has already experienced 
what happens when the removal of a ruler becomes more important 
than agreement about what follows.

In 1978 and 1979, millions of Iranians agreed on one thing:

The Shah must go.

But agreement on what must end is not the same as agreement on 
what must begin.

That distinction was lost in the excitement and turmoil of revolution.

People with completely different visions of Iran stood temporarily 
on the same side.

Religious revolutionaries marched alongside secular opponents of 
the monarchy.

Marxists opposed the Shah.

Nationalists opposed the Shah.
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Liberals opposed the Shah.

Students opposed the Shah.

Bazaar merchants opposed the Shah.

Ordinary citizens who belonged to no political organization opposed 
the Shah.

They could unite around rejection.

They had not united around a constitutional replacement.

Once the old order collapsed, the most organized forces had an 
enormous advantage.

This should be one of the most important lessons for anyone 
contemplating political change in Iran today.

Removing a government is an event. Building a legitimate political 
order is a process.

Confusing the two can cost a nation generations.

We Must Not Repeat 1979 in Reverse

Today there is a temptation to make precisely the same mistake 
from the opposite direction.

This time the slogan becomes:

The Islamic Republic must go.

For many Iranians that sentiment is understandable.

But then what?



B B  OR   NO  T  B B 33

If the answer is simply the name of another person, we have learned 
very little from history.

Replacing an Ayatollah with a Shah does not by itself establish 
democracy.

Replacing an Ayatollah with a secular president does not by itself 
establish democracy.

Replacing an Ayatollah with a military council does not establish 
democracy.

Even replacing the entire Islamic Republic with people whom I 
personally admire would not establish democracy if those people 
had not received legitimate authority from the Iranian population.

The issue is not whether the next ruler is a good person.

The issue is:

Who gave that person the right to rule?

That is the constitutional question.

Reza Pahlavi and the Wrong Question

Because this book is written for Americans, I must address one name 
that American policymakers and media repeatedly encounter: Reza 
Pahlavi, the son of the late Shah.

My objection is not personal.

Nor do I argue that he should be excluded from Iranian politics.

Quite the contrary.
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If a free constitutional process takes place, Mr. Pahlavi should 
possess the same political rights as every other Iranian. He should 
be free to advocate constitutional monarchy, republicanism, or 
whatever political program he chooses.

Those who support him should also be free to organize, campaign 
and vote.

But there is an enormous difference between having the right to 
participate and being designated in advance as Iran’s alternative.

Washington should understand that distinction.

The question should not be:

Should America support Reza Pahlavi?

The question should be:

Should America support a process in which Reza Pahlavi, his 
supporters, his opponents and every other peaceful political 
tendency can present their case to the Iranian people?

My answer to the second question is yes.

And because I answer yes to the second question, America does not 
need to answer the first.

The Same Rule Must Apply to Everyone

This principle cannot be directed only at monarchists.

It must apply equally to every organization.

No republican coalition should be selected in Washington.
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No former official should be appointed the voice of Iran.

No armed opposition group should gain political legitimacy merely 
because it has access to American officials.

No celebrity should become representative of eighty-plus million 
people because he or she has millions of social-media followers.

No conference in Europe or America can substitute for an election 
inside Iran.

And no collection of distinguished names at the bottom of a 
declaration transforms that declaration into the consent of a nation.

This does not mean these people are useless.

Quite the opposite.

Iran will need political activists.

It will need constitutional scholars.

It will need economists.

Engineers.

Lawyers.

Teachers.

Businesspeople.

Labor representatives.

Women activists.

Representatives of different regions and ethnic communities.
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Religious Iranians.

Secular Iranians.

Young Iranians who have never known any government except the 
Islamic Republic.

And experienced Iranians who remember the country before 1979.

But they must enter a process, not simply divide positions among 
themselves before the Iranian people have spoken.

The Opposition Abroad Has Another Job

If Iranian expatriates should not appoint themselves the next 
government, what should they do?

Here I believe the Iranian diaspora can be enormously useful.

We live in countries where we can speak freely.

We can write.

We can organize.

We can contact senators and representatives.

We can meet scholars and journalists.

We can communicate with governments.

We can explain what people inside Iran cannot always explain 
without risk.

We can help keep communications open.

We can bring expertise accumulated over decades abroad.
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We can help reconstruct Iran economically when the opportunity 
comes.

But our freedom abroad gives us a responsibility, not a superior 
political right.

Our job should be to amplify the ability of Iranians to choose—not 
to choose for them.

That distinction is so important that I have devoted a separate 
Persian work to it. That book examines the widening distance 
between expatriate politics and people inside Iran, and ultimately 
turns toward the Constituent Assembly as the mechanism for 
returning political choice to the people themselves.

What Washington Hears

There is an institutional reason Washington repeatedly falls into 
this trap.

American officials need people to talk to.

They cannot interview millions of Iranians individually.

So they meet organized groups.

Think tanks invite recognizable speakers.

Television networks invite people who speak fluent English and can 
explain complicated events in three minutes.

Members of Congress meet representatives who have offices, 
organizations and schedules.

Gradually, familiarity can be mistaken for legitimacy.
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A person becomes “an Iranian opposition leader” because American 
institutions repeatedly call that person an Iranian opposition leader.

Then the title itself creates more invitations.

More invitations create more visibility.

More visibility is interpreted as more support.

A circle develops.

But the missing participant in that circle is the most important one:

The Iranian citizen inside Iran.

This is why American intelligence and diplomacy must look beyond 
the Washington opposition ecosystem.

Listen Inside Iran

The United States possesses extraordinary intelligence capabilities.

Use some of that capability not merely to identify missiles, 
commanders and nuclear facilities, but to understand Iranian 
society.

Listen to what people actually demand.

Study slogans carefully.

Study labor movements.

Study women’s movements.

Study students.

Study professionals.
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Study provincial differences.

Study what people risk imprisonment to say.

Study what they refuse to say even when expatriate television 
channels encourage them to say it.

And distinguish between what Iranians themselves demand and 
what political organizations abroad would like Americans to believe 
they demand.

This is not easy.

But deciding the future of a major country should not be easy.

The Constituent Assembly Solves the Opposition Problem

This is where the Constituent Assembly becomes more than a 
constitutional concept.

It solves a practical American foreign-policy problem.

Washington does not have to determine which opposition group is 
legitimate.

Let the voters determine it.

Washington does not have to decide whether Iranians want a 
monarchy.

Let Iranians decide.

Washington does not have to decide whether a secular republic is 
preferable.

Let Iranians debate it.
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Washington does not need to determine the balance between 
central and regional authority.

Let elected Iranian representatives negotiate it.

Washington does not need to decide what role religion should have 
in government.

Let Iranian society resolve it through constitutional debate.

The Constituent Assembly converts a dangerous question—

“Whom should America back?”

—into a democratic one:

“How can Iranians be allowed to choose?”

That is a much better question.

A Constitution Cannot Be Written in Advance

I also disagree with another habit of opposition politics: writing the 
finished constitution before the representatives of the people have 
even been elected.

Constitutional scholars should certainly prepare proposals.

Political organizations should publish drafts.

Monarchists should explain their preferred system.

Republicans should explain theirs.

Federalists and advocates of centralized government should make 
their arguments.
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Religious and secular thinkers should debate the relationship 
between faith and state.

But these documents should be proposals, not faits accomplis.

A Constituent Assembly should not be convened merely to approve 
a constitution already written by one faction.

The purpose of the Assembly is deliberation.

That means disagreement.

It means compromise.

It means listening.

It means losing some arguments.

It means accepting that nobody owns Iran.

My Own Constitution Is Not the Answer

Over many years, I have worked with people who had detailed ideas 
about what Iran’s constitution should contain.

I have had my own strong opinions.

After almost half a century thinking about this subject, naturally I 
believe some constitutional principles are better than others.

But if I insist that Iran must adopt my constitution, I have contradicted 
everything I am arguing in this book.

My task is not to write the final law for millions of people.

My task is to argue for the mechanism through which they can write 
it themselves.
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This difference has caused disagreements between me and friends 
whom I deeply respected.

Some believed that if they had prepared an excellent constitution, 
the objective should be to persuade a future assembly to adopt it.

I believed the assembly itself had to remain sovereign in its 
deliberations.

Experts advise.

Citizens propose.

Political groups advocate.

The elected representatives decide what goes before the people.

And ultimately the people ratify or reject it.

Anything less risks turning constitutionalism into another ideology 
imposed from above.

America Should Announce What It Will Not Do

Sometimes foreign policy becomes clearer when a country states 
not only what it intends to do but what it refuses to do.

The United States could make several principles unmistakable:

America will not annex one inch of Iranian territory.

America does not seek the fragmentation of Iran.

America does not seek control of Iranian oil.

America will not select Iran’s future ruler.
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America will not impose a constitution.

America will not decide monarchy versus republic.

America distinguishes the Iranian people from the institutions 
responsible for aggression and repression.

And America will support the right of Iranians to establish a 
representative constitutional process and determine their own 
government.

Imagine the effect of such a declaration if repeated consistently—
not merely as public relations during a bombing campaign, but as 
actual policy.

It would deprive the Islamic Republic of one of its most effective 
arguments:

Foreigners want to control Iran again.

The Lesson America Should Have Learned

Americans know from their own history that constitutions matter.

The American Revolution did not end when the British were 
defeated.

Winning independence did not answer every question about 
governing the new country.

Americans themselves struggled with how authority should be 
distributed, what institutions should exist, and how competing 
interests could live under one political structure.

Iran deserves the same political dignity.
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Not an American constitution.

Not an imported system.

Not a government selected in Washington.

The dignity of being allowed to argue about its own future.

The Most Radical Thing America Can Do

In the end, the policy I propose may appear almost passive:

Let them choose.

But in the context of forty-seven years of confrontation, it is radical.

It means America stops searching for “our Iranian.”

It means Washington stops asking which personality can replace 
the present leadership.

It means think tanks stop treating access to American officials as 
evidence of Iranian legitimacy.

It means the diaspora stops competing for American recognition 
and starts competing for the confidence of Iranians.

And it means that the Iranian government must eventually confront 
a question far more dangerous to authoritarian power than another 
foreign enemy:

Why should the Iranian people not be allowed to choose their own 
Constitution?

A missile can be described as foreign aggression.

A sanction can be described as economic warfare.
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A naval confrontation can be described as defense of the homeland.

But the demand for a Constituent Assembly comes from an entirely 
different battlefield.

It asks not whether America has the right to change Iran.

It asks whether Iranians have the right to change Iran.

That is a question no bomb can answer.

And it leads directly to the subject of the next chapter:



Chapter Four

The Constitution That Created the Crisis

To understand why I believe the battlefield must move to the 
Constitution, we must finally examine the document that 
Washington has spent decades largely ignoring.

The confrontation between Iran and the United States did not arise 
from one president, one ayatollah, one general, or one nuclear 
installation.

Part of it was built into the political order created after the 
Revolution.

To understand today’s crisis, we must return briefly to 1979—not 
to retell the Revolution, but to examine what happened after the 
Shah was gone and before the new system had fully taken shape.

The Question We Failed to Ask

When the Shah left Iran in January 1979, the country was intoxicated 
with revolution.

Some celebrated.

Some were frightened.

Some expected democracy.

Some wanted an Islamic government.

Some wanted socialism.

Some wanted a return to the constitutional principles of 1906.

46
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And many ordinary Iranians simply wanted an end to dictatorship, 
corruption and political repression.

What united these very different people was opposition to the 
existing order.

What did not unite them was agreement on the government that 
should replace it.

This distinction is essential.

A revolution answers one question:

What do we no longer want?

A constitution must answer another:

How do we want to govern ourselves?

Iran moved from the first question to the second far too quickly, and 
the consequences have lasted nearly half a century.

The Referendum Before the Constitution

Shortly after the Revolution, Iranians were asked to vote on whether 
they wanted an “Islamic Republic.”

But what exactly was an Islamic Republic?

Where was its constitution?

What powers would its religious leaders possess?

What would be the authority of the elected president?

What would happen to the judiciary?
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What would be the relationship between religious authority and 
popular sovereignty?

What rights would political minorities possess?

How would the armed forces be controlled?

What limitations would exist on the highest authority?

These questions had not yet been settled in a final constitution 
when the population was asked to approve the name of the new 
political order.

That sequence matters.

The people effectively approved a title before they had the complete 
operating manual.

For an engineer, the problem is obvious.

You would never ask a client to approve an entire industrial plant 
and only afterward decide how the plant would actually operate.

Yet something similar occurred politically.

The name came first.

The full constitutional structure came later.

What Happened to the Constituent Assembly?

During the revolutionary period, the concept of a Constituent 
Assembly was familiar and expected.

That made sense.



B B  OR   NO  T  B B 49

The monarchy had fallen. A fundamentally new political order was 
being created. Representatives of the people should therefore 
debate the constitution of that new order.

But the broad Constituent Assembly that many expected did 
not become the institution that ultimately determined Iran’s 
constitutional future.

Instead, a much smaller Assembly of Experts for the Constitution 
took over the task.

This was not a minor procedural change.

It altered the character of constitution-making.

A true Constituent Assembly is important precisely because the 
final political order has not yet been decided.

Different philosophies must enter.

Different constituencies must be represented.

Different drafts must compete.

The people elect representatives not merely to approve an 
existing ideology, but to debate the fundamental rules under 
which everyone—including those who lose political battles—must 
subsequently live.

Iran lost that opportunity.

From Revolution to Religious Authority

The most consequential development was the incorporation of 
Velayat-e Faqih, the Guardianship of the Islamic Jurist, into the 
constitutional structure.
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For an American reader, the theological arguments surrounding this 
doctrine may be unfamiliar.

They are also not necessary for understanding the central political 
issue.

The practical question is straightforward:

Where does ultimate political authority reside?

In a democratic constitutional system, elected institutions derive 
authority from citizens and exercise that authority subject to 
constitutional limitations.

In the system created in Iran, religious authority became 
constitutionally intertwined with state authority in a way that 
placed crucial powers beyond ordinary electoral control.

Iran could hold elections.

Iran could have a president.

Iran could have a parliament.

People could vote.

But elected institutions existed within a larger structure containing 
unelected institutions and religious authority.

This explains one of the great misunderstandings about Iran in the 
West.

Elections Are Not the Same as Popular Sovereignty

Every few years, American newspapers announce an Iranian 
election.
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One candidate is called conservative.

Another is called moderate.

Another may be described as reformist.

Western observers then ask whether the election signals a new 
direction for Iran.

Sometimes millions of Iranians genuinely hope that it does.

But elections alone do not define a democracy.

The constitutional question is:

What can the elected official actually change?

If fundamental areas of state authority remain outside the control 
of ordinary electoral competition, replacing the president cannot 
transform the entire system.

This is why Washington repeatedly becomes hopeful about 
personalities and then disappointed by institutions.

The problem is not simply that the wrong candidate won.

The problem is structural.

Once again:

The system matters more than the personality.

The Constitution and America

There is another feature of the post-revolutionary political order 
that Americans should understand.
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Hostility toward foreign domination—and particularly toward the 
United States—was not merely campaign rhetoric used by one 
politician.

The revolutionary state developed an ideological identity in which 
resistance to perceived foreign domination became part of its 
political legitimacy.

Historical grievances made this message powerful.

Iranians remembered foreign interference.

They remembered British and Russian influence.

They remembered the 1953 overthrow of Mohammad Mossadegh.

They remembered Western support for the Shah.

These memories were real and politically useful.

The new state could therefore present itself not merely as a 
government but as the defender of Iranian and Islamic independence 
against foreign powers.

Then came the American Embassy hostage crisis.

For Americans, the images were unforgettable.

Blindfolded hostages.

Burning American flags.

Crowds chanting “Death to America.”

444 days.
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A generation of Americans came to understand Iran through those 
images.

At almost exactly the same historical moment, a generation of 
Iranians was being taught to understand America through the 
political ideology of the Revolution.

Two national narratives hardened against one another.

And they have been feeding each other ever since.

Each Side Helped the Hard-Liners on the Other Side

This is one of the tragedies of the relationship.

Every Iranian threat strengthened Americans who argued that Iran 
understood only force.

Every American threat strengthened Iranian hard-liners who argued 
that America sought Iran’s destruction.

Every sanction could be presented as proof of American hostility.

Every hostage-taking, attack or threat could be presented as proof 
that negotiation with Iran was naïve.

Each side produced evidence for the most hostile interpretation 
held by the other.

The cycle became self-sustaining.

This does not mean the two governments bear equal responsibility 
for every event.

History is more complicated than that.
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It means that once confrontation becomes institutionalized, the 
confrontation itself begins producing political beneficiaries.

Fear becomes useful.

Enemies become useful.

Crisis becomes useful.

Crisis as a Political System

This point deserves particular attention.

Governments normally want stability.

But political institutions can also learn to survive through crisis.

An external enemy can justify internal restrictions.

National security can justify secrecy.

Foreign threats can justify military budgets.

Sanctions can create black markets.

Black markets create fortunes.

Isolation can protect monopolies.

And institutions created to defend a revolution can gradually 
acquire enormous political and economic interests in preserving 
the conditions that justify their existence.

At that point, confrontation is no longer merely foreign policy.

It becomes part of the domestic political economy.
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This is one reason another agreement alone cannot solve the 
problem.

You are negotiating not simply with diplomats.

You are confronting a system shaped for decades by confrontation.

The Revolutionary Guards

No discussion of this system can avoid the Islamic Revolutionary 
Guard Corps.

The IRGC was created to protect the Revolution.

Over time, however, its role extended far beyond the narrow 
meaning of a military organization.

Its influence reached security, regional policy, politics and significant 
areas of the economy.

For American policymakers, the IRGC naturally became a principal 
focus.

Sanctions targeted it.

Military planning targeted its capabilities.

Intelligence agencies followed its activities.

That focus is understandable.

But again, we should ask the engineering question.

If the political structure continuously produces and protects an 
institution with extraordinary power, is destroying pieces of that 
institution the same as changing the structure that gives it power?
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No.

You can weaken an organization militarily.

The political system can rebuild it.

The Supreme Leader Is Also Not the Whole Problem

The same reasoning applies to the Supreme Leader.

American discussion sometimes personalizes the entire conflict.

Remove one man, and perhaps everything changes.

But constitutions outlive individuals.

Ayatollah Khomeini died in 1989.

The Islamic Republic did not die with him.

Ayatollah Ali Khamenei eventually replaced him.

Whatever happens to any individual leader, the fundamental 
question remains:

What constitutional structure comes afterward?

This is why I do not want America’s Iran strategy to become an 
assassination list.

Individuals matter.

Institutions matter more.

And constitutional legitimacy matters most.

The Eight Constitutional Provisions
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Over the years, in my writings and correspondence with American 
officials, I have repeatedly tried to draw attention to provisions 
and principles within the Islamic Republic’s constitutional 
framework that, in my reading, help institutionalize the 
revolutionary state’s ideological mission, its religious authority, 
and its posture toward the outside world.

I have particularly drawn attention to the Preamble and Articles 11, 
14, 57, 60, 144, 141 and 154.

My purpose in doing so has never been to conduct an academic 
seminar in Iranian constitutional law.

The point is much simpler:

If the political structure itself contains the mechanisms and 
ideological assumptions that repeatedly generate confrontation, 
America should at least examine that structure before concluding 
that another bombing campaign will solve the problem.

A bomb cannot amend an article of a constitution.

A missile cannot redistribute constitutional authority.

Only political action by the Iranian people can do that.

The Constitution Is Not Sacred

Some will argue that Iran already has a constitutional mechanism 
and that outsiders have no right to demand its replacement.

I agree with the second half of that statement.

Outsiders do not have that right.

Iranians do.
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A constitution exists to serve a nation.

A nation does not exist to serve a constitution.

Americans understand this principle because their own Constitution 
contains an amendment process.

No legitimate constitutional theory can require generations not yet 
born when a political system was created to live forever under rules 
they are forbidden to reconsider.

Iran’s present young generation did not vote in the referendum 
following the 1979 Revolution.

Many of their parents were children then.

Why should they be told that a political decision made almost half 
a century ago permanently exhausts their right to constitutional 
choice?

This is the democratic argument Washington should understand.

The Demand Is Not for Another Revolution

Here I must make another distinction.

I am not calling for another 1979.

Iran does not need another revolution in which everything collapses 
first and everyone argues about the replacement afterward.

That is exactly what I want to avoid.

The constitutional movement I envision reverses the sequence.

First establish the principle:
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The Iranian people have the right to reconsider their constitutional 
order.

Then establish a representative mechanism.

Then debate competing alternatives.

Then place the result before the people.

Political transition should follow legitimacy rather than trying to 
manufacture legitimacy after collapse.

This is why the Constituent Assembly must not be treated as 
something to think about the morning after the government falls.

It should be the political objective before that morning arrives.

Change the Battlefield

Now the phrase I have used repeatedly becomes clearer.

Change the battlefield to the Constitution.

This does not mean abandoning pressure.

It does not mean ignoring nuclear proliferation.

It does not mean ignoring terrorism.

It does not mean trusting officials who have repeatedly violated 
agreements.

And it does not mean that America should surrender its ability to 
defend itself or its allies.

It means adding a political strategy that has been missing.
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Instead of merely telling Iran’s rulers what America demands from 
them, begin telling the Iranian people what America does not 
demand from them.

America does not demand their oil.

America does not demand their territory.

America does not demand their religion.

America does not demand a monarchy.

America does not demand a republic.

America does not demand that they follow an exile leader selected 
in Washington.

America asks only that the Iranian people be allowed to determine 
their own constitutional future.

Then let the Islamic Republic answer the question:

Why not?

The Most Difficult Question for the Islamic Republic

This is the strength of moving the battlefield.

The government knows how to answer military threats.

It mobilizes.

It retaliates.

It invokes nationalism.

It arrests suspected collaborators.
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It tells Iranians that the homeland is under attack.

It knows how to answer sanctions.

It blames economic hardship on America.

It develops methods of circumvention.

It creates alternative trading networks.

It knows how to answer opposition organizations abroad.

It labels them foreign agents.

But how does it answer an Iranian citizen who asks peacefully:

Why can my generation not choose the Constitution under which 
it lives?

That is a much more difficult battlefield.

No aircraft carrier is required.

From 1979 to Today

For nearly half a century, America has concentrated on the outward 
manifestations of Iran’s revolutionary system.

Perhaps understandably so.

Hostages demanded attention.

Terrorism demanded attention.

Wars demanded attention.

Nuclear enrichment demanded attention.
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Missiles demanded attention.

Regional conflicts demanded attention.

But underneath those crises, the constitutional structure endured.

That is why the same conflict repeatedly returned in different forms.

If we want a different future, we must finally confront the question 
that was mishandled at the beginning:

Who has the right to determine Iran’s political order?

My answer is not Ayatollah Khamenei.

It is not Donald Trump.

It is not Benjamin Netanyahu

It is not Reza Pahlavi.

It is not me.

It is not any opposition council.

It is the Iranian people.

Once that principle is accepted, the problem becomes not whom to 
install but how to allow those people to exercise their right.

And that brings us to another part of the story that Washington 
rarely hears.

I did not arrive at these conclusions from books alone.

For decades I tried to carry this argument into American politics—
through Democrats and Republicans, through business contacts, 
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through senators, through letters to presidents, and eventually 
directly to the White House.

That history matters for one reason only:

It demonstrates that this proposal did not begin with today’s crisis.



Chapter Five

Twenty Years Knocking on Washington’s Door

Long before the latest war, long before today’s headlines, and long 
before I began writing this book, I had been trying to persuade 
American policymakers to look at Iran differently.

My experience taught me something unexpected.

The difficulty was not simply getting through the door.

Sometimes I got through the door.

The difficulty was getting Washington to look beyond the choices 
it already knew.

I Came to Washington Through Business, Not Politics

I did not come to America intending to become an Iranian political 
activist.

I came as an engineer and businessman.

That distinction matters because my first serious attempts to 
change relations between Iran and the United States were economic 
rather than ideological.

I believed that business could sometimes accomplish what politicians 
could not.

Americans who knew Iran primarily through television images 
of demonstrations, hostages and burning flags needed to meet 
ordinary Iranians.

64
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Iranians who had been told for years that America was their enemy 
needed to meet Americans who came not as soldiers or intelligence 
officers, but as engineers, executives and businesspeople.

In the late 1990s, I became involved with the Mid-America 
Committee in Chicago.

Through that organization and my business activities, an idea 
gradually developed:

Take a group of American business executives to Iran and let them 
see the country themselves.

It sounded simple.

It was not.

Eighteen Americans Went to Iran

In 1998, we organized a delegation of eighteen American executives 
to visit Iran.

These were not political activists.

They were businesspeople interested in understanding a country 
from which American companies had largely been separated.

The original interest was broader than the final delegation. Major 
American corporate names entered the discussions at different 
stages, although not everyone who initially showed interest 
ultimately traveled.

Even before the journey began, I learned something about the 
economic relationship between Iran and America.



S o h r ab   C h a m a n a r a66

There were people on both sides who benefited from the absence 
of normal relations.

When direct commercial relationships are impossible, intermediaries 
become important.

Representatives become important.

Commissions become important.

People who control access become important.

Normal relations threaten those arrangements.

That lesson would stay with me.

Sometimes a crisis continues not merely because governments 
disagree, but because networks grow around the disagreement.

Iran Was Not What They Expected

When the delegation arrived, the Americans encountered something 
different from the Iran they knew from American news.

They met people.

They visited places.

They talked to Iranians.

They saw a society that could not be reduced to “Death to America” 
chants.

This distinction was extremely important to me.

The Islamic Republic and Iran were not the same thing.
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The government and the people were not the same thing.

The revolutionary slogans that Americans had heard for years 
did not tell the whole story of how ordinary Iranians felt about 
Americans.

At one point during the trip, the experience had been positive 
enough that members of the delegation discussed preparing a 
letter to President Bill Clinton.

The essence of the message would have been extraordinary.

After seeing Iran themselves, these Americans had discovered that 
the country and its people were not what decades of confrontation 
had led them to expect.

They had found considerable goodwill toward Americans and 
believed better relations were possible.

For me, such a letter would have been more valuable than a hundred 
political speeches.

These were Americans reporting what they had seen with their 
own eyes.

Then Three Motorcycles Changed the Ending

Near the end of the visit, something happened.

Three men on motorcycles approached and harassed our bus.

The situation frightened the delegation.

The driver accelerated.
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We returned first to the Intercontinental Hotel and later, using 
several taxis, to the Azadi Hotel.

Whatever the purpose of those motorcyclists was, the effect was 
immediate.

The atmosphere changed.

The proposed letter to President Clinton disappeared.

Think about that for a moment.

Days of meetings, conversations, hospitality and personal 
experience had begun changing perceptions accumulated over 
years.

Then one incident was enough to revive fear.

That small episode became, for me, a miniature version of U.S.-Iran 
relations.

Whenever something begins moving toward normalization, 
something happens.

A provocation.

A threat.

An attack.

An arrest.

A political statement.

A new sanction.

And immediately the old relationship returns.
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Who Benefits From Permanent Hostility?

Over the years, I became increasingly interested in that question.

Who benefits when America and Iran remain enemies?

Certainly not ordinary Iranians.

They have paid through sanctions, isolation, lost investment, 
economic deterioration and emigration.

Certainly not ordinary Americans, who have spent decades worrying 
about another Middle Eastern conflict.

Yet permanent confrontation creates constituencies.

Inside Iran, it strengthens those who justify their power through 
resistance to America.

It strengthens economic networks that function more easily in an 
opaque, sanctioned economy.

Outside Iran, confrontation creates industries of its own.

There are lobbyists.

Consultants.

Political organizations.

Security establishments.

Opposition organizations.

Think tanks.

Media personalities.
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Middlemen.

And governments in the region whose own strategic importance 
increases when Washington views Iran primarily as a threat.

This does not require a conspiracy.

Institutions naturally defend the environment in which they have 
become important.

That is one reason changing forty-seven years of policy is so difficult.

My Relationship With Senator Durbin

Over the years, my effort moved increasingly from business toward 
politics.

In Illinois, one of the political figures with whom I corresponded was 
Senator Richard Durbin.

Our political views were not always the same.

That was never the point.

Iran should not be a Republican issue or a Democratic issue.

If America’s Iran policy changes every four or eight years depending 
upon which party controls the White House, while the underlying 
Iranian system remains intact, the long-term problem remains 
unsolved.

My correspondence with Senator Durbin became important to 
me because I wanted American policymakers to understand that 
Iranian voices existed outside the familiar categories Washington 
usually heard.
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I was not asking America to install me or my friends.

I was not asking America to recognize an exile government.

I was asking American policymakers to pay attention to a 
constitutional solution.

Among the correspondence I preserved is a letter from Senator 
Durbin indicating that when issues concerning Iran arose, my views 
would be kept in mind.

I kept that letter.

Not because a senator’s signature gives my ideas legitimacy.

It does not.

But because it documents something relevant to this book:

I had been carrying the Iran question to Washington for years.

Democrats and the Management of Crisis

My experience with Democratic policymakers gradually led me to 
a broader conclusion.

For many years, American policy often appeared to be based on an 
assumption that the Iranian crisis could be managed.

Contain the danger.

Negotiate when useful.

Sanction when necessary.

Prevent nuclear escalation.
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Protect allies.

Keep the crisis within limits.

There is logic in such a policy.

A government responsible for American lives cannot gamble 
recklessly on unpredictable political change in another country.

I understand that.

But managing a crisis is not the same as resolving it.

If the political structure producing the confrontation remains 
untouched, crisis management can become a permanent doctrine.

One administration manages it.

Then another.

Then another.

The temperature rises and falls.

But the patient never leaves the hospital.

Then Came Donald Trump

Donald Trump’s election changed the psychology of the Iran debate.

Whether one liked him or disliked him, he was willing to question 
assumptions that Washington had treated as permanent.

For many Iranians, particularly those frustrated by decades of 
unsuccessful Western engagement with the Islamic Republic, his 
first administration created hope that American policy might finally 
change fundamentally.
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I became active in Republican political circles.

Over the years, I accumulated membership cards, campaign 
materials, certificates, letters, pins and other records.

Most of them will never appear in this book.

They are not the story.

But they demonstrate that my contacts with Republican politics 
were not created yesterday because Donald Trump happens to be 
President during the present crisis.

The records I have preserved include Republican Party and campaign 
recognition from 2018 and 2019 and subsequent years.

I also corresponded with the Trump White House.

In October 2020, I received two letters from the White House 
addressed to me and bearing President Trump’s signature. One 
thanked me for taking the time to share my suggestions on critical 
issues facing the nation.

Again, I do not reproduce such material to imply that a President 
endorsed my proposals.

He did not.

A White House acknowledgment is not an endorsement.

Its importance is chronological.

I was writing then. I am still writing now.

Across Party Lines
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This history is important because I do not want the constitutional 
argument to become trapped inside American partisan politics.

I have written to Democrats.

I have written to Republicans.

I have communicated with senators.

I have written to presidents.

I have approached organizations and think tanks.

I have written books.

I have spoken publicly.

My objective has remained remarkably consistent even as American 
administrations changed:

Listen to the Iranian people and move the political struggle toward 
constitutional legitimacy.

If a Democratic President does that, I support it.

If a Republican President does that, I support it.

Iran will remain after the next American election.

A serious Iran strategy therefore must be larger than an American 
election cycle.

The Road Map

Eventually, decades of experience had to be reduced to something 
policymakers could actually read.
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Washington does not have time for an Iranian-American to arrive 
with fifty years of memories and ask a senator to spend three days 
listening.

I understood that.

So the argument became shorter.

Simpler.

More practical.

The idea was reduced to a road map.

At its center were two fundamental demands.

The first was political:

Support the demand for a Constituent Assembly so Iranians can 
determine a new constitutional order themselves.

The second was economic and strategic:

Direct pressure toward the powerful individuals and networks 
responsible for repression and the transfer or concealment of 
national wealth, rather than making ordinary Iranians bear the 
principal cost of confrontation.

In other words:

Change the political battlefield.

And make economic pressure smarter.

Smart Sanctions, Not Collective Punishment

Sanctions are among America’s most powerful nonmilitary tools.
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But a sanction should have an objective.

If sanctions impoverish ordinary people while politically connected 
networks learn how to circumvent them, we should ask whether the 
instrument is accomplishing its purpose.

If a young Iranian loses the possibility of employment while a well-
connected official’s family lives comfortably abroad, something has 
gone wrong.

If national wealth leaves Iran while ordinary people suffer from 
inflation, shortages and unemployment, merely tightening the 
same system of sanctions may not correct the imbalance.

Pressure should follow responsibility.

Identify those who benefit from corruption and repression.

Identify assets.

Identify networks.

Use financial intelligence.

Use transparency.

Make it difficult for those who profit from the system to enjoy their 
wealth safely outside it.

The objective should not be to punish an Iranian mother because of 
decisions made by officials she cannot remove.

That is what I mean by smart sanctions.

The Road Map Reaches Washington
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In 2024, we prepared a short bilingual document that we called The 
Road Map.

It was not a thousand-page policy study.

That was intentional.

Policymakers do not need another library of Iranian history before 
they can understand two simple principles.

Copies were delivered to American political figures, including 
senators and members of Congress.

The message remained the same:

Do not begin by selecting Iran’s next ruler.

Begin with the right of Iranians to select their own constitutional 
order.

And do not make the Iranian population the principal economic 
target of American policy.

Target the structure of power and those who profit from it.

Why Didn’t Washington Act?

This is the question people sometimes ask me.

If you wrote all these letters, delivered books, contacted senators 
and sent proposals, what changed?

The answer is uncomfortable.

Very little.

That does not necessarily mean nobody read them.
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It does not mean everybody disagreed.

It means that large governments have established ways of thinking.

Iran arrives on the President’s desk as a national-security problem.

The Pentagon sees military capabilities.

The intelligence community sees threats.

The Treasury sees sanctions.

The State Department sees diplomacy.

Israel sees existential security.

Arab governments see regional competition.

Think tanks see policy options.

The Iranian opposition sees an opportunity for political recognition.

Each institution sees part of the elephant.

Who is responsible for asking whether the elephant itself should be 
understood differently?

A Five-Minute Speech

For years, I have imagined something very modest.

Not an American invasion.

Not a secret operation.

Not billions of dollars.



B B  OR   NO  T  B B 79

Not recognition of an exile government.

Just five minutes on the floor of the United States Senate.

A senator stands and says, in substance:

The United States does not seek to choose Iran’s next government.

We do not seek the destruction or division of Iran.

We distinguish the Iranian people from the government ruling them.

We support the right of Iranians to call for a freely elected Constituent 
Assembly and to determine their own constitutional future.

Imagine that message being heard inside Iran.

Then imagine another senator saying it.

Then a member of the House.

Then the Secretary of State.

Then the President.

Suddenly, the battlefield has moved.

No bomb has fallen.

No Iranian has been asked to accept an American candidate.

No constitution has been written in Washington.

But a political principle has entered the international discussion.



S o h r ab   C h a m a n a r a80

Twenty Years Later

That is why I am still knocking.

I am older now.

The stack of correspondence is larger.

There are more books.

More letters.

More certificates.

More unanswered messages.

More wars.

More sanctions.

More negotiations.

And still the same fundamental problem.

I do not know whether any President will accept the argument in 
this book.

I do not know whether a senator will make that five-minute speech.

But I know something else.

For nearly half a century, we have tried almost everything except 
placing the constitutional question at the center of American 
strategy.

That alone makes it worth trying.
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And today the opportunity may be greater than ever.

Because Donald Trump is again President of the United States, JD 
Vance is Vice President, and Marco Rubio is Secretary of State.

Three men now sit in positions from which American policy toward 
Iran can be redirected.

But they face enormous pressure from people who want them to 
look at Iran through the old battlefield.

And among the most important of those pressures is Israel.

That brings me to the man represented by the other two letters in 
the title of this book.



Chapter Six

The Other BB

“BB” has another meaning.

Benjamin Netanyahu.

For decades, no foreign leader has influenced the American 
discussion of Iran more persistently than Israel’s longest-serving 
prime minister.

I understand why.

Israel has genuine security concerns.

But understanding those concerns does not require the United 
States to surrender its own strategy.

The question facing President Trump is therefore larger than Bomb 
or Not Bomb.

It is also:

How much of America’s Iran policy should be determined by Bibi 
Netanyahu’s view of Iran?

Israel Has a Different Job

This distinction is important because Israel and the United States 
are close allies, but they are not the same country and do not have 
identical responsibilities.

The Prime Minister of Israel has one overriding obligation:

Protect Israel.
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The President of the United States has another:

Protect the United States and advance American interests.

Often those interests overlap.

Sometimes they do not.

There is nothing anti-Israel about recognizing this.

In fact, alliances work best when friends can distinguish between 
common interests and separate interests.

Israel looks at Iran primarily through the lens of Israeli national 
security.

That is understandable.

Iranian leaders have threatened Israel. Iran has supported 
organizations fighting Israel. Israel sees Iran’s missile capabilities 
and nuclear potential as threats that it cannot afford to misjudge.

An Israeli prime minister therefore naturally asks:

How can I reduce Iran’s ability to threaten Israel?

An American President must ask a larger question:

How can I reduce the threat while preventing another generation of 
Americans from inheriting an endless Middle Eastern war?

Those questions overlap.

They are not identical.

Netanyahu’s Iran
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Benjamin Netanyahu has warned the world about Iran for many 
years.

Again and again, he has argued that Iran’s nuclear capabilities could 
become an existential danger to Israel.

American policymakers must take that concern seriously.

But there is a danger when one strategic narrative becomes so 
dominant that every Iranian development is interpreted through it.

Centrifuges.

Missiles.

Proxies.

Military commanders.

Nuclear facilities.

Weapons.

These become the entire Iran story.

But where are the Iranian people?

Where is the Constitution?

Where are the workers?

Where are the women who have challenged compulsory social 
controls?

Where are the students?

Where are the young people who want a normal life?
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Where are the millions of Iranians who have no desire to destroy 
Israel and no desire to fight America?

A military map cannot show them.

That is precisely the problem.

You Can Win Netanyahu’s War and Still Lose Iran

Suppose Israel achieves every immediate military objective it sets.

Nuclear facilities are severely damaged.

Missile capabilities are reduced.

Senior Revolutionary Guard commanders are eliminated.

Military infrastructure is destroyed.

Then what?

Has Iran become democratic?

Has the constitutional structure changed?

Have the Iranian people gained sovereignty over their government?

Has hostility toward Israel disappeared?

Or has Iran simply become weaker, angrier and more determined 
to rebuild?

This is the question that must be asked before, not after, military 
action.

Military victory over Iranian capabilities does not automatically 
produce political victory inside Iran.
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The two should never be confused.

The Danger of Making Israel the Issue

There is also a serious political danger for Iranians seeking change.

The Islamic Republic has spent decades portraying its domestic 
opponents as agents of foreign powers.

If political change inside Iran becomes visibly identified with an 
Israeli military campaign, the government receives a powerful 
weapon.

It can tell the population:

This is no longer a dispute between you and your government.

This is a war between Iran and Israel.

Choose your country.

That is exactly the battlefield on which the government wants to 
fight.

Nationalism can temporarily unite people who otherwise deeply 
oppose their rulers.

An Iranian may hate the Islamic Republic and still refuse to see his 
country bombed.

An Iranian woman may oppose compulsory hijab and still not want 
an Israeli aircraft destroying a facility near her city.

A young Iranian may want secular government and still resent a 
foreign leader speaking as though he will determine Iran’s liberation.
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These positions are not contradictory.

They are human.

Do Not Force Iranians to Choose Between Iran and Freedom

This may be one of the most important sentences in this book:

Do not force Iranians to choose between their country and their 
freedom.

If America and Israel turn the conflict into Iran versus the outside 
world, nationalism can overwhelm the constitutional question.

But if the battlefield is political and constitutional, the government 
must answer its own citizens.

Why can they not choose?

Why can they not freely organize?

Why can they not propose another constitution?

Why can they not elect representatives to a Constituent Assembly?

Why must a constitutional structure created in the aftermath of the 
1979 Revolution bind generations that never voted for it?

Those questions cannot easily be answered by pointing to an Israeli 
fighter aircraft.

Unless we provide the aircraft.

Then the subject changes.

Netanyahu Cannot Liberate Iran
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No foreign leader can liberate Iran.

Not Netanyahu.

Not Trump.

Not any European leader.

And no Iranian should ask them to.

Foreign governments can create conditions.

They can apply pressure.

They can protect their own countries.

They can support communications.

They can defend human rights.

They can isolate officials responsible for repression.

They can prevent stolen wealth from finding safe refuge abroad.

They can recognize the legitimacy of a democratic constitutional 
demand.

But liberation, if that word is to mean anything, must belong to the 
people being liberated.

Otherwise, it is merely another form of dependency.

Nor Should America Abandon Israel

The opposite extreme is equally mistaken.

Nothing I have written means America should abandon Israel.
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Israel exists in a dangerous region and has faced genuine threats 
since its creation.

American friendship with Israel is not the cause of every problem 
in the Middle East.

Nor should the United States tell Israel to ignore credible threats 
to its citizens.

The question is one of strategy.

Supporting an ally does not require accepting every recommendation 
made by that ally.

Friends sometimes have to say:

Your immediate security objective is understandable, but our larger 
strategic objective requires another path.

A President of the United States must be capable of saying that to 
every ally.

Trump’s Advantage

Donald Trump possesses one characteristic particularly relevant to 
this problem.

He does not like inheriting assumptions simply because Washington 
has repeated them for decades.

That can be disruptive.

It can also be useful.

The Iran problem requires disruption of old thinking.
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President Trump does not need to choose between being “pro-
Israel” and “pro-Iran.”

That is a false choice.

He can be pro-American.

And an American strategy can simultaneously protect Israel from 
genuine threats, prevent Iran from acquiring a nuclear weapon, 
avoid destroying Iran, and support the right of Iranians to determine 
their own political future.

These objectives are not inherently incompatible.

They become incompatible only when military action becomes 
the strategy rather than one possible instrument within a larger 
strategy.

Ending a War Is Not the Same as Solving the Problem

President Trump has often emphasized ending wars.

That instinct matters.

But ending a particular exchange of fire is only the first step.

A ceasefire stops shooting.

It does not necessarily remove the reason the shooting began.

A negotiated pause can prevent deaths.

It does not necessarily change the political structure that produced 
decades of confrontation.

A nuclear agreement can place restrictions on enrichment.
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It does not automatically create normal relations between Iran and 
America.

This is why I keep returning to the same point.

The morning after matters more than the night of the bombing.

If the morning after returns us to the same confrontation, we have 
postponed the next crisis rather than solved the present one.

What Netanyahu Wants Is Not the Question

American debate often becomes personalized.

What does Netanyahu want?

What does the Israeli government want?

What does the Iranian government want?

What does the Iranian opposition want?

I suggest that President Trump begin elsewhere.

What does America want Iran to look like ten years from now?

Not next Tuesday.

Not after the next bombing run.

Ten years from now.

Does America want a permanently sanctioned country of more than 
eighty million people?

Does it want an Iran whose economy remains isolated and whose 
young people continue emigrating?
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Does it want repeated Israeli-Iranian wars requiring American 
intervention?

Does it want American forces permanently positioned for the next 
crisis?

Does it want a fragmented Iran with armed factions competing for 
territory?

Surely not.

Then define the desired alternative.

A peaceful Iran.

A sovereign Iran.

A prosperous Iran.

An Iran that does not threaten Israel.

An Iran that does not threaten America.

An Iran whose government receives legitimacy from its citizens.

An Iran capable eventually of normal relations with the United 
States and with all its neighbors.

Once that destination is defined, policy can be measured against it.

Does this action move us toward that Iran or away from it?

That is strategy.
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Iran and Israel Are Not Natural Eternal Enemies

Americans who know only the last several decades may assume that 
hostility between Iran and Israel is somehow permanent.

It is not.

Political systems created the present relationship.

Political systems can change it.

Iranians and Jews share a history for older than the Islamic Republic.

Iran’s national history contains one of the most important names in 
Jewish history: Cyrus the Great.

Whatever modern politicians do with ancient history, one fact 
remains useful:

There is nothing inevitable about permanent hatred between the 
Iranian and Israeli peoples.

That should matter enormously to strategic thinking.

If hostility is not inevitable, then the objective should not merely 
be to manage it.

The objective should ultimately be to end it.

Bombing alone cannot accomplish that.

Imagine Another Middle East

Imagine Iran ten or fifteen years from now under a constitutional 
order accepted by its own people.

Imagine normal diplomatic relations with the United States.
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Imagine sanctions removed because their purpose no longer exists.

Imagine Iranian engineers working openly with American 
companies.

Imagine Iranian oil and gas developed transparently for the benefit 
of the country rather than through networks created by isolation.

Imagine Israeli and Iranian scientists meeting again.

Imagine tourists traveling.

Imagine trade.

Imagine the enormous resources currently spent preparing for 
war being invested instead in water, energy, transportation and 
technology.

Some will call this naïve.

I call endless war naïve.

After nearly half a century of trying the same confrontation in 
different forms, imagining a different destination is not naïveté.

It is strategic necessity.

Bibi’s Job and Donald’s Job

So, I return to the two men.

Benjamin Netanyahu must do what he believes protects Israel.

Donald Trump must do what protects America.

They can cooperate.
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They can share intelligence.

They can coordinate defense.

They can disagree.

But the President of the United States should never outsource the 
political future of Iran to the Prime Minister of Israel—or to anyone 
else.

America needs an American Iran policy.

And the center of that policy should not be:

Who can destroy the most targets?

It should be:

How do we reach a political condition in which those targets no 
longer need to exist?

That is a far more ambitious objective.

It is also the only one capable of ending the cycle.

BB or Not BB—or Something Better?

Now the double meaning of this book’s title becomes clearer.

BB or Not BB.

Bomb or not bomb.

Bibi or not Bibi.

But neither is the real question.
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The real question is whether the United States will continue allowing 
Iran policy to be organized around military crises—or finally develop 
a political strategy aimed at ending the conditions that repeatedly 
produce them.

President Trump has an opportunity that previous presidents did 
not use.

He can say to Netanyahu:

America will defend Israel, but America will determine American 
policy.

He can say to the Islamic Republic:

America will defend itself, but America does not seek to destroy 
Iran.

And most importantly, he can say to the Iranian people:

We will not choose your ruler. We support your right to choose your 
government and your Constitution.

Those three sentences would change the battlefield more 
profoundly than another hundred bombs.

But words must eventually become policy.

What would such an American policy actually look like?

That is the subject of the next chapter.



Chapter Seven

The Trump Doctrine for Iran: Two 
Fundamental Demands

After forty-seven years, America does not need another complicated 
Iran doctrine that requires hundreds of pages to explain.

It needs objectives that an American President can state in minutes 
and that an Iranian citizen can understand immediately.

I propose two.

I have advocated them for years.

First: support the right of the Iranian people to demand a 
freely elected Constituent Assembly and determine their own 
constitutional future.

Second: replace broad punishment of the Iranian population with 
intelligent pressure directed at the officials, oligarchs, corrupt 
networks and exported wealth that sustain repression and profit 
from the present system.

One political.

One economic.

Neither requires America to occupy Iran.

Neither requires America to choose Iran’s next ruler.

And together they could move the confrontation from the battlefield 
on which the Islamic Republic has learned to survive to one on which 
it has never been forced to compete:
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the freely expressed will of the Iranian people.

Demand One: Let Iranians Decide

The first demand is deliberately simple.

The United States should publicly recognize the right of the Iranian 
people to seek a Constituent Assembly.

Not an American-sponsored government.

Not a government in exile.

Not a transition cabinet assembled in Washington.

Not a monarchy selected by foreigners.

Not a republic selected by foreigners.

A process.

That distinction is the heart of everything I am proposing.

The President of the United States does not have to know what 
Iran’s next constitution will say.

Neither do I.

That is not our decision.

The President needs only to defend the principle that the Iranian 
people have the right to make that decision themselves.

The President Could Say It in Five Minutes

Imagine President Trump addressing the Iranian people directly:
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America does not seek your territory.

America does not seek your oil.

America does not seek to destroy your country.

America will not choose your future ruler.

America will not decide whether Iran should be a monarchy or a 
republic.

Those decisions belong to you.

If you demand the right to elect representatives to a Constituent 
Assembly and peacefully determine a new constitutional order, the 
United States recognizes that democratic right.

Nothing in that declaration requires an American soldier to enter 
Tehran.

Nothing requires a bombing campaign.

Nothing requires the CIA to manufacture a political leader.

Nothing requires Iranians to become pro-American.

They are merely asked to become responsible for their own political 
future.

Let the Government Answer

Then Washington should stop talking for a moment.

Let the Iranian authorities answer.

Why should the Iranian people not possess this right?
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Why should a young Iranian born decades after 1979 be permanently 
bound by constitutional decisions made before he or she existed?

Why should an Iranian woman not have an equal voice in determining 
the constitutional order under which she lives?

Why should religious Iranians fear a free constitutional debate?

Why should secular Iranians be excluded from one?

Why should monarchists not be permitted to make their case?

Why should republicans not be permitted to make theirs?

If the existing Constitution truly represents the will of the Iranian 
people, its defenders should not fear allowing the people to compare 
it freely with alternatives.

That is the political power of the proposal.

It requires no American ideology.

It requires only a choice.

Do Not Write the Answer Before Asking the Question

This is where opposition groups often make their greatest mistake.

They arrive with answers.

Here is our leader.

Here is our transition government.

Here is our flag.

Here is our cabinet.
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Here is our constitution.

Here is what Iran will become.

But the Iranian people have not yet been asked.

I would reverse the sequence.

First:

Do you want to reconsider the constitutional order?

If the answer is yes, elect representatives.

Then let those representatives debate.

Then let competing ideas be heard.

Then produce a constitutional proposal.

Then let the population vote.

The legitimacy comes from the process.

The Constituent Assembly Must Belong to Iran

America can support the principle without controlling the institution.

That point must be explicit.

The United States should not determine who qualifies as a candidate.

It should not decide how many monarchists participate.

It should not decide how many republicans participate.

It should not allocate seats among ethnic groups.
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It should not determine the role of Islam.

It should not write provisions concerning federalism, language, 
natural resources, the military, or the judiciary.

Those are Iranian arguments.

They may be difficult arguments.

They may become emotional.

That is democracy.

The alternative is to suppress those disagreements until they 
explode later.

Better to argue around a table than fight over the ruins of a country.

Demand Two: Follow the Money

The second demand is different.

It concerns economic power.

For decades, sanctions have been one of Washington’s principal 
responses to the Islamic Republic.

But sanctions should be judged by their results, not by how severe 
they sound in a press release.

The central question should be:

Who actually pays?

If ordinary Iranians lose purchasing power while politically connected 
families preserve wealth abroad, something is wrong.
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If a worker suffers while an official’s relative owns property outside 
Iran, something is wrong.

If sanctions make ordinary commerce difficult but sophisticated 
networks continue moving money through intermediaries, 
something is wrong.

If isolation creates monopolies that enrich the very people America 
intends to weaken, something is seriously wrong.

Economic pressure must become more intelligent.

Smart Sanctions

I have used the expression Smart Sanctions for this reason.

The objective should be to separate the Iranian population from 
those who exploit the system.

That requires financial intelligence.

Follow ownership.

Follow shell companies.

Follow beneficial interests.

Follow unexplained overseas assets.

Follow the movement of money through intermediaries.

Examine the relationship between political power and accumulated 
wealth.
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And where the law permits, prevent individuals responsible for 
corruption, repression, or sanctioned activities from enjoying 
abroad the fortunes they accumulated through power at home.

This is much more difficult than simply sanctioning an entire sector.

But difficulty is not an argument against intelligence.

Do Not Make Poverty the Weapon

There is something morally and strategically wrong with a policy 
whose principal visible accomplishment is making ordinary people 
poorer.

Economic suffering does not automatically create democracy.

Sometimes it creates desperation.

Sometimes emigration.

Sometimes black markets.

Sometimes criminal networks.

Sometimes dependence on the very government that sanctions 
were intended to weaken.

And sometimes it allows the government to say:

Your suffering comes from America.

Why give it that argument?

The American message should instead be:

Your national wealth belongs to you. Those who stole it should not 
be able to enjoy it safely abroad.
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That is a very different message.

The Two Demands Reinforce Each Other

The two demands are not separate policies.

They reinforce each other.

The first says:

Political sovereignty belongs to the Iranian people.

The second says:

Iran’s national wealth belongs to the Iranian people.

Together they create a coherent American position.

We do not want your government.

We do not want your land.

We do not want your oil.

We do not want to choose your leader.

We want those choices and those resources to belong to you.

That is a much more difficult message for anti-American propaganda 
to attack.

Sanctions Need an Exit Door

There is another essential feature of intelligent economic pressure.

People must know how it ends.
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Sanctions without a political destination become permanent 
punishment.

The United States should therefore connect pressure to a positive 
future.

If Iran moves toward representative constitutional government, 
normal economic relations should become possible.

If confrontation ends, sanctions should not remain simply because 
bureaucracies have become accustomed to administering them.

The Iranian people need to see not only what America opposes.

They need to see what becomes possible if the confrontation ends.

Trade.

Investment.

Technology.

Banking.

Infrastructure.

Education.

Travel.

Normal diplomacy.

Economic reconstruction.

The purpose of pressure should be to reach the day when pressure 
is no longer necessary.
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Iran Could Become an Economic Giant

I have spent most of my professional life as an engineer and 
businessman.

So when I look at Iran, I do not see only politics.

I see an enormous development opportunity.

Iran has energy resources.

It has an educated population.

It has major cities.

It has access to important regional markets.

It has a strategic geographic position connecting Central Asia, the 
Persian Gulf, the Caucasus and beyond.

It has industrial experience.

It has engineers.

Doctors.

Scientists.

Entrepreneurs.

And it has millions of Iranians abroad with education, capital, 
technology and international experience.

Imagine what those resources could accomplish if Iran were no 
longer organized economically around sanctions, isolation and 
political uncertainty.
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From Sanctions to Prosperity

This is why my political thinking eventually became connected to 
another idea:

prosperity after constitutional change.

Political freedom without economic opportunity can become 
unstable.

People who risk everything for change must see something better 
than another decade of unemployment and reconstruction.

The world should therefore begin thinking now about the economic 
morning after.

Energy.

Water.

Transportation.

Waste management.

Sewer systems.

New industries.

Technology.

Artificial intelligence.

Ports.

Railroads.

Housing.
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Modern cities.

These are not luxuries.

They are part of political stability.

A young Iranian should be able to imagine a future inside Iran rather 
than believing success requires leaving the country.

The Iran Prosperity Initiative

For this reason, I have also worked on what I call the Iran Prosperity 
Initiative.

Its premise is straightforward.

If Iran eventually achieves a legitimate political transition and 
normal relations with the international community, the objective 
should not merely be to remove sanctions.

It should be to unlock the country’s productive capacity.

Iran will need enormous investment.

American companies could participate.

European companies could participate.

Asian companies could participate.

Iranian expatriates could participate.

Most importantly, Iranians inside the country must participate and 
benefit.

The transition from confrontation to cooperation must have an 
economic architecture as well as a political one.
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Make Iran Prosperous, Not Dependent

This is not foreign aid in the traditional sense.

Iran is not a poor country without resources.

Its tragedy is that extraordinary human and natural resources have 
existed alongside political isolation, mismanagement, corruption 
and confrontation.

A prosperous Iran should not become dependent on Washington.

It should become independent precisely because its economy 
works.

That is good for Iran.

It is also good for America.

Prosperous countries with normal commercial relationships have 
more to lose from war.

Trade does not eliminate every conflict.

But permanent isolation almost guarantees that constituencies for 
normal relations never develop.

The Iranian Diaspora Can Finally Become Useful

This is where millions of Iranians abroad could perform a historic 
service.

Not by appointing themselves Iran’s next rulers.

By helping rebuild.
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An Iranian engineer in California does not need to become a cabinet 
minister.

He can help design infrastructure.

An Iranian physician in Chicago does not need a seat on a political 
council.

She can help modernize healthcare.

An Iranian entrepreneur in Europe does not need to declare himself 
a representative of the Iranian people.

He can invest.

Professors can teach.

Scientists can collaborate.

Businesspeople can create jobs.

Lawyers can help build transparent commercial institutions.

The diaspora’s greatest contribution may not be political leadership.

It may be the transfer of fifty years of accumulated knowledge back 
to the country from which so much talent departed.

Trump Understands Prosperity

This is one reason I believe President Trump may understand this 
argument differently from traditional foreign-policy thinkers.

He thinks in terms of deals.

Investment.
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Construction.

Energy.

Business.

Jobs.

Economic leverage.

Those instincts can be applied to Iran.

Instead of asking only:

How much damage can we inflict?

Ask:

What could become possible if the conflict ends?

The answer is enormous.

Iran does not have to become an American ally tomorrow.

It merely has to stop being a permanent American enemy.

That alone would transform the region.

The Doctrine in One Minute

If President Trump asked me to explain the entire strategy in one 
minute, I would say:

Mr. President, do not choose Iran’s next ruler. Support the 
right of Iranians to choose their own Constitution through 
a Constituent Assembly. Do not punish eighty-plus million 
people for the actions of those who rule them. Follow the money 
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and target those responsible for repression and corruption. 
Protect Iran’s civilian infrastructure. Prevent the country from 
breaking apart. And show Iranians the prosperous future that 
becomes possible when forty-seven years of confrontation 
finally ends.

That is the doctrine.

No thousand-page report is required.

And Then Comes the Hard Part

But a doctrine is useless unless someone implements it.

The President cannot do everything himself.

The State Department must understand the objective.

Treasury must redesign economic pressure around it.

Intelligence agencies must distinguish Iranian society from 
expatriate political marketing.

Congress must understand the constitutional argument.

America’s allies must understand that Washington is not seeking 
the destruction or division of Iran.

And most importantly, the message must reach the people inside 
Iran without being rewritten by either the Islamic Republic or the 
opposition abroad.

That requires a different kind of American campaign.
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Not a military campaign.

A political one.

And it begins with something Washington has too often neglected:

listening before acting.



Chapter Eight

Intelligence Before Military Action

The United States knows more about Iran’s military capabilities 
than perhaps any country in the world except Iran itself.

It can watch installations from space.

It can intercept communications.

It can follow ships.

It can track aircraft.

It can analyze enrichment.

It can identify commanders.

It can map missile sites.

But there is one intelligence question more important than all of 
them if America is contemplating the political future of Iran:

What do the Iranian people actually want?

If Washington gets that answer wrong, it can win every military 
battle and still lose the peace.

Intelligence Is More Than Finding Targets

When politicians hear the word “intelligence,” they naturally think 
about secret information.

Where are the missiles?

115



S o h r ab   C h a m a n a r a116

Where are the centrifuges?

Where are the commanders?

What is the enemy planning?

Those questions are essential during a military confrontation.

But political intelligence requires something different.

It requires understanding a society.

What are people discussing privately?

What do young Iranians believe?

What do workers want?

What do women want?

What do merchants want?

What do ethnic and religious minorities fear?

What does the professional class want?

What do people in Tehran believe compared with people in smaller 
cities and provinces?

What political ideas can unite them?

And perhaps most importantly:

What are they willing to risk their lives for?

A satellite cannot answer that.
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Washington Has an Accessibility Problem

There is a simple reason American policymakers repeatedly hear 
more from Iranian expatriates than from Iranians inside Iran.

We are accessible.

I live in America.

I can write to a senator.

I can send a book to a member of Congress.

I can contact the White House.

I can telephone people.

I can speak without fearing that the Iranian government will arrest 
me tomorrow morning.

Someone living inside Iran does not necessarily have those 
freedoms.

That creates a dangerous distortion.

The people easiest for Washington to hear are not necessarily the 
people Washington most needs to hear.

I include myself in that warning.

Do not believe me merely because I live in America and can 
reach you.

Examine what I am saying.

Then compare it with what people inside Iran have been demanding.
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That is intelligence.

I Do Not Claim to Represent Iran

This distinction is important enough for me to state personally.

I do not represent eighty-plus million Iranians.

Nobody elected me.

I have no right to tell an Iranian living in Iran what government he 
or she must accept.

I can offer an argument.

I can present my experience.

I can write to presidents and senators.

I can advocate a Constituent Assembly.

But ultimately, I must accept the same democratic rule I demand 
from everyone else:

The people decide.

If Iranians freely choose something different from what I prefer, 
democracy requires me to accept their decision.

That is the test.

Test Every Opposition Leader the Same Way

Washington should apply the same test to every Iranian political 
figure who approaches it.

Ask:
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Who elected you?

How do you know what people inside Iran want?

What evidence demonstrates your support?

Are people free to disagree with you?

Will you participate in a process you might lose?

Will you accept an election in which another political tendency wins?

Will you accept a constitution different from the one you prefer if 
it is freely adopted?

These questions are more useful than asking whether the person 
is pro-American.

America should not be searching for the Iranian who loves America 
most.

It should be searching for a process that Iranians themselves 
consider legitimate.

The Most Dangerous Intelligence Failure

The greatest intelligence failure would be to mistake hatred of the 
Islamic Republic for support for a particular replacement.

Those are entirely different things.

A person can oppose the Islamic Republic without supporting 
monarchy.

A person can oppose monarchy without supporting the present 
government.
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A secular Iranian can distrust every expatriate opposition 
organization.

A religious Iranian can oppose clerical government.

Someone can want political change without wanting foreign 
military intervention.

Someone can hate the Revolutionary Guards and still oppose 
attacks on Iran.

Someone can admire America and still reject American interference 
in Iranian politics.

Human beings are complicated.

Intelligence that reduces them to two camps will produce bad policy.

1953: The History Washington Cannot Ignore

Any American strategy toward Iran must also understand the 
shadow of 1953.

The overthrow of Prime Minister Mohammad Mossadegh remains 
part of Iran’s political memory.

Different Iranians interpret Mossadegh, the Shah, British 
involvement and American involvement differently.

Historians continue to debate aspects of that period.

But for present policy, one fact matters enormously:

Millions of Iranians believe foreign powers once helped determine 
who would govern Iran.
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Whether an American policymaker thinks that historical 
interpretation is complete or incomplete is almost beside the point.

Political memory has consequences.

If Washington now appears to select Iran’s next ruler again, the 
Islamic Republic will immediately reach back to 1953.

It will say:

See?

Nothing has changed.

America still wants to decide who rules Iran.

Why give it that gift?

My Own Family Taught Me to Distrust Simple History

My understanding of that period did not come only from books.

Like many Iranians of my generation, I heard history through people 
who had lived it.

I heard stories involving the Shah, Mossadegh, military officers, 
political actors and people whose names later appeared in very 
different historical narratives.

Those experiences taught me something important:

History becomes dangerously simple after enough time passes.

Heroes become entirely heroic.

Villains become entirely villainous.
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Complicated events become slogans.

Then a new generation makes political decisions based upon those 
slogans.

I do not want America to make that mistake again.

Nor do I want Iranians to make it.

The purpose of history should be to improve judgment, not imprison 
us inside old battles.

Intelligence Before Ideology

Washington has another problem.

Information about Iran often arrives already packaged inside an 
ideology.

One organization says the monarchy is the answer.

Another says republicanism is the answer.

Another says ethnic federalism is the answer.

Another says centralized government is essential.

Another says economic collapse will produce revolution.

Another says military strikes will cause people to rise.

Another says strikes will instead rally people around the government.

Everybody arrives with evidence supporting what they already 
believe.

American officials then have to decide which experts to trust.
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I suggest another approach.

Start without choosing the outcome.

Ask what evidence exists inside Iran.

If the evidence changes, change the analysis.

That sounds obvious.

It is surprisingly rare.

Do Not Mistake Social Media for a Ballot Box

Modern politics has created another illusion.

Numbers on a screen look precise.

Followers.

Views.

Likes.

Shares.

Hashtags.

Trending subjects.

Millions of views can create the impression of millions of supporters.

But social media is not an election.

Some users live outside Iran.

Some people have multiple accounts.



S o h r ab   C h a m a n a r a124

Algorithms amplify emotion.

Governments manipulate platforms.

Political organizations organize campaigns.

And people who loudly support something online may not represent 
the quieter majority.

Social media is valuable intelligence.

It is not a ballot box.

The only reliable way to discover what people choose politically is 
eventually to let them choose.

Again we return to the Constituent Assembly.

Listen to What People Risk Saying

There is another measure of political importance.

Risk.

A person in Los Angeles can make almost any statement about the 
Islamic Republic without fear of Iranian police arriving at his door.

A person in Iran may risk employment, education, imprisonment, 
injury or worse.

Therefore Washington should pay particular attention when 
demands repeatedly emerge inside Iran despite those risks.

Not because every slogan represents the entire country.

It does not.
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But because political demands expressed under repression carry 
information that cannot be measured merely by the size of an 
expatriate rally.

This is why America needs much better political intelligence from 
inside Iranian society.

Intelligence Must Come Before the Morning After

Suppose tomorrow the Islamic Republic suddenly loses control.

Washington will have very little time.

Television networks will demand answers.

Allies will demand coordination.

Opposition leaders will demand recognition.

Military commanders will worry about weapons.

Markets will react.

Neighboring governments will intervene politically.

Every organized group will attempt to shape events.

That is the worst possible moment to begin asking:

Who are these people?

The work must be done now.

Before collapse.

Before another war.
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Before Washington is forced to make decisions in forty-eight hours.

Map political tendencies without selecting favorites.

Understand institutions.

Understand provinces.

Understand economic networks.

Understand civil society.

Understand the military and security structures.

Understand what can remain functioning during transition.

And above all, understand the difference between dismantling an 
authoritarian political structure and dismantling the Iranian state.

Do Not Destroy the State

This distinction could determine whether Iran becomes democratic 
or chaotic.

The state and the regime are not identical.

Iran will still need police.

Courts.

Municipalities.

Electric utilities.

Water systems.

Hospitals.
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Airports.

Customs.

Civil servants.

Teachers.

Engineers.

Military forces capable of protecting national borders.

A constitutional transition should not mean firing everyone who 
worked for the state.

Millions of people perform ordinary functions under governments 
they did not design.

If the entire state apparatus collapses because outsiders confuse 
government institutions with ideological leadership, Iran could 
descend into disorder very quickly.

That is precisely how Yemenization becomes possible.

The Armed Forces Will Matter

American intelligence must pay particular attention to Iran’s armed 
institutions.

Not simply because they possess weapons.

Because during any political transition, their behavior can determine 
whether the country remains intact.

What happens if soldiers are ordered to fire on demonstrators?

What happens if commanders refuse?
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What happens if different security organizations split?

What happens to weapons depots?

What happens at borders?

What happens in provinces with existing grievances?

What happens to strategic facilities?

These questions require preparation.

The objective should be to encourage national institutions to protect 
Iran and its people rather than protect any one political faction.

A soldier should not have to choose between Iran and democracy 
either.

An Amnesty Question Will Eventually Arise

Every political transition confronts a difficult question:

What happens to people who served the previous system?

There must be accountability for serious crimes.

Those responsible for murder, torture, corruption or major 
abuses cannot simply disappear into a new political order without 
investigation.

But collective revenge would be disastrous.

If every civil servant, soldier, police officer, teacher, engineer 
or government employee believes political change means 
imprisonment, unemployment or death, millions of people will fight 
change simply to protect themselves and their families.
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A successful transition must distinguish between responsibility and 
association.

That distinction should be considered before transition begins.

Again:

Intelligence before action.

Planning before collapse.

The Pentagon Cannot Write This Plan Alone

The Pentagon can prepare for military contingencies.

It should.

But the morning after Iran changes politically cannot be a Pentagon 
project.

The State Department must prepare.

Treasury must prepare.

Intelligence agencies must prepare.

Congress must understand the objective.

American allies must understand it.

And Iranian civil society must ultimately own it.

The political plan should be simpler than the military plan:

Preserve Iran.

Protect civilians.
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Prevent fragmentation.

Do not impose a ruler.

Support a constitutional process.

Target individuals responsible for serious abuses rather than entire 
classes of people.

Keep essential institutions operating.

Allow Iranians to decide.

What I Would Ask the CIA

If I had five minutes with the Director of the Central Intelligence 
Agency, I would not ask:

How many missiles does Iran have?

The President can obtain that briefing without me.

I would ask:

What percentage of your Iran analysis is devoted to understanding 
the political demands of ordinary Iranians rather than the intentions 
of the government?

Then:

How do you distinguish genuine internal political support from 
expatriate lobbying?

Then:

What evidence do we have about what Iranians would choose if they 
could vote freely among competing constitutional systems?
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And finally:

What is our plan if every assumption we have made about the 
Iranian opposition turns out to be wrong?

Those are intelligence questions too.

What I Would Ask the President

My question to President Trump would be even simpler.

Before authorizing any future military action, ask every person 
around the table:

What happens if this works better than expected?

That may sound strange.

Presidents normally ask what happens if an operation fails.

But success can create its own crisis.

What happens if military pressure weakens the government so 
rapidly that political authority begins collapsing?

Who fills the vacuum?

What does America do?

What does Israel do?

What do neighboring countries do?

What do Iranian opposition groups do?

What do the armed forces do?
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If there is no answer, America is not prepared for success.

Intelligence Before Military Action

That is why this phrase means much more than gathering better 
targeting information.

Intelligence before Military Action means understanding the 
country before altering its political equilibrium.

It means knowing the people before claiming to liberate them.

It means understanding the opposition before recognizing it.

It means understanding institutions before destroying them.

It means anticipating political consequences before military success 
creates them.

And it means admitting something that great powers sometimes 
find difficult to admit:

We may not know.

When we do not know, the answer is not to invent certainty.

The answer is to create a process in which the Iranian people provide 
the answer themselves.

That process remains the Constituent Assembly.

From Intelligence to Peace

But even the best intelligence and the best constitutional process 
will fail if the final American objective is merely a weaker Iran.

Iran must be offered a path back into normal international life.
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The United States must know what it is prepared to offer if Iran 
changes direction.

Israel must know what peace could look like.

The Iranian people must know what becomes possible when 
confrontation ends.

And the region must understand that a new Iran need not mean a 
vacuum, partition or another war.

We therefore arrive at the final strategic question.

Not how to defeat Iran.

Not how to punish Iran.

Not how to select Iran’s next ruler.

But:

What would peace actually look like?



Chapter Nine

The Day After Peace

For forty-seven years, enormous intellectual energy has been 
devoted to preparing for conflict with Iran.

Perhaps it is time to devote some energy to preparing for peace.

What happens if, one day, the enemy relationship ends?

What would America ask from Iran?

What would Iran reasonably ask from America?

What happens to sanctions?

What happens to Israel?

What happens to Iran’s economy?

What happens to the millions of Iranians who left their homeland?

And most importantly:

Can we imagine the peace before we create another war?

Peace Is More Than a Ceasefire

A ceasefire is valuable because people stop dying.

But a ceasefire is not peace.

A nuclear agreement may reduce one danger.

But a nuclear agreement is not peace.
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A diplomatic meeting may lower tensions.

But diplomacy conducted while both countries prepare for the next 
confrontation is not peace.

Peace requires something more fundamental:

The two countries must stop needing each other as enemies.

That is much harder.

For decades, hostility toward America has served political purposes 
inside Iran.

At the same time, Iran has become a permanent national-security 
problem in Washington.

Entire political narratives have developed around the confrontation.

Breaking that relationship requires more than signing another 
agreement.

It requires changing expectations on both sides.

What America Should Want

The United States should define its objectives clearly.

America should want an Iran that does not seek nuclear weapons.

An Iran that does not threaten American citizens or forces.

An Iran that does not threaten Israel with destruction.

An Iran that does not use armed organizations in other countries as 
instruments of foreign policy.
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An Iran whose government is accountable to its own people.

An Iran that can trade normally with the world.

And an Iran that is stable enough that its internal problems do not 
become another international military crisis.

None of these objectives requires America to control Iran.

In fact, the most durable way to achieve them is precisely the 
opposite:

Iran must become responsible for itself.

What Iranians Should Be Able to Expect

Peace cannot be a list of American demands.

Iranians must also know what changes if confrontation ends.

If Iran develops a legitimate constitutional order, abandons policies 
that threaten other countries, and accepts normal international 
obligations, the United States should be prepared to normalize 
relations.

Sanctions should be removed as their reasons disappear.

Iranian assets legitimately belonging to the country should become 
available to Iran.

Normal banking should return.

Commercial relations should return.

Travel should become easier.
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Students should be able to study without being treated as 
representatives of an enemy country.

American companies should be able to evaluate opportunities in 
Iran under transparent rules.

And Iranian companies should be able to participate normally in 
international commerce.

There must be a reward for peace.

Otherwise confrontation becomes easier to sustain than 
reconciliation.

No Versailles for Iran

America should avoid another historical mistake.

If political change comes to Iran, the objective should not be 
humiliation.

A defeated government and a humiliated nation are not the same 
thing.

The Iranian people should not be made to feel that their country lost 
its dignity because its political system changed.

There should be no effort to divide Iran.

No seizure of Iranian territory.

No foreign control over its natural resources.

No political arrangement designed to make Iran permanently weak.
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A proud country humiliated by outsiders can produce the next 
generation of extremism.

A proud country allowed to rebuild itself can become a partner.

The objective should therefore be reconciliation, not revenge.

Keep Iran Whole

I return again to the danger I have called the Yemenization of Iran.

Iran is a multiethnic and multilingual country.

Persians.

Kurds.

Azeris.

Arabs.

Baluch.

Turkmen.

And others.

These communities must have their rights protected in a future 
constitutional system.

But protecting diversity is not the same as encouraging 
fragmentation.

Foreign powers should be extremely careful not to turn legitimate 
grievances into instruments for breaking Iran apart.
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I am particularly sensitive to this question because Iran’s diversity 
is part of Iran.

A democratic constitution must provide room for cultural identity, 
language, local government and equal citizenship without 
converting every difference into a border.

The Constituent Assembly is the proper place to negotiate these 
questions.

Not a battlefield.

Not a foreign intelligence office.

Not a conference in Washington.

Israel and the Day After Peace

The relationship between Iran and Israel will be one of the most 
difficult issues.

Decades of hostility cannot disappear in one afternoon.

Trust will not suddenly appear.

Israel will demand security.

Iranians will remember attacks and threats.

Both societies will carry grievances.

But diplomatic relations do not require love.

They require governments capable of acting rationally in their 
national interests.
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A future Iranian government deriving legitimacy from its citizens 
would no longer need permanent hostility toward Israel as part of 
a revolutionary identity.

That alone would change the strategic equation.

Iran does not need to become Israel’s ally.

It needs to stop treating Israel’s destruction as a political objective.

Israel, in return, must be willing to see a peaceful Iran as a country 
rather than a permanent target.

That transformation will take time.

But it is possible.

Cyrus Is a Better Beginning Than Hatred

Iranian-Jewish history did not begin in 1979.

Long before Islam, long before modern Israel, and long before the 
United States existed, the name of Cyrus was associated with the 
return of Jews from Babylonian captivity and the restoration of their 
religious life.

I do not invoke Cyrus to turn ancient history into modern foreign 
policy.

History cannot solve today’s security problems.

I invoke him for another reason.

He reminds both peoples that permanent hatred is not their only 
historical relationship.
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If politicians created the present hostility, future political leadership 
can create another relationship.

Iran and Israel do not have to love each other.

They only have to stop preparing to destroy each other.

That would be a historic achievement.

The Economic Peace

Political peace will survive more easily if ordinary people benefit 
from it.

This is where my engineering and business background again shapes 
my thinking.

I cannot look at Iran without seeing projects.

Water.

Power.

Waste.

Sewage.

Transportation.

Oil and gas.

Renewable energy.

Housing.

Ports.
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Railways.

Technology.

Artificial intelligence.

New industrial development.

Iran needs all of them.

These are also areas in which international companies possess 
enormous experience and capital.

Imagine replacing sanctions conferences with investment 
conferences.

Imagine engineers discussing desalination instead of generals 
discussing targets.

Imagine American and Iranian companies negotiating power 
projects instead of governments negotiating prisoner exchanges.

That is not romanticism.

That is how normal countries interact.

The Iran Prosperity Initiative

This is the thinking behind the Iran Prosperity Initiative.

The idea is not that foreigners should arrive after political change 
and buy Iran.

Quite the opposite.

Iranian prosperity must belong primarily to Iranians.
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International capital and technology should help unlock the 
country’s potential under transparent rules.

The scale could be enormous.

Oil and gas modernization.

Rail and road networks.

Ports.

Artificial intelligence and advanced technology.

Renewable energy.

Municipal solid waste and sewer infrastructure.

Water and desalination.

New cities and economic zones.

These are not merely engineering projects.

Together they create jobs, stability and reasons for young Iranians 
to build their future at home.

The People Who Left

There is another Iranian resource no geological survey can measure.

The diaspora.

Over nearly half a century, Iran has exported an extraordinary 
amount of human capital.

Doctors.
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Engineers.

Professors.

Scientists.

Entrepreneurs.

Artists.

Businesspeople.

Technologists.

Their success has benefited America, Canada, Europe and many 
other countries.

That is good for the countries that welcomed them.

But imagine if even part of that knowledge were connected again 
to Iran.

Not necessarily by permanent return.

People can invest.

Teach.

Consult.

Create companies.

Build laboratories.

Mentor younger Iranians.

Transfer technology.
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Establish academic partnerships.

The diaspora can become a bridge instead of an opposition industry.

Do Not Replace Clerical Corruption With New Corruption

Economic reconstruction also carries danger.

Political transitions create opportunities for people who want to 
become rich quickly.

State assets can be sold cheaply.

Foreign companies can seek privileged arrangements.

Former insiders can rebrand themselves overnight.

Opposition figures can decide that political service entitles them to 
economic rewards.

That would betray the entire purpose of change.

A new constitutional Iran will require transparency from the 
beginning.

Contracts should be public where appropriate.

Ownership should be identifiable.

Competitive bidding should become normal.

Courts must protect property without protecting corruption.

Natural resources must be treated as national assets.

The Iranian people should not discover ten years after political 
change that one oligarchy merely replaced another.
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Justice Without Revenge

The same principle applies politically.

Iran will have to confront the past.

Families have lost loved ones.

People have been imprisoned.

People have been tortured.

Property has been taken.

Careers have been destroyed.

People have been forced into exile.

Those experiences cannot simply be erased in the name of national 
unity.

There must be accountability.

But justice and revenge are different.

The purpose of justice should be to establish responsibility under law.

The purpose of revenge is to transfer fear from one group to another.

A new Iran should reject collective punishment.

Not every person who held a government job committed a crime.

Not every soldier is responsible for political decisions.

Not every religious person supports clerical rule.
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Not every member of an institution bears equal responsibility for 
everything that institution did.

Individual responsibility should replace revolutionary vengeance.

Otherwise the next revolution merely prepares the next 
counterrevolution.

The Constitution Must Protect the Losers

This is perhaps the greatest test of any future Iranian constitution.

Democracy is easy to praise when your side wins.

A constitution proves its value when your side loses.

Will a monarchist be protected under a republican government?

Will a republican be protected if constitutional monarchy wins a 
free vote?

Will a religious Muslim be protected under a secular political order?

Will an atheist be protected?

Will minorities be protected?

Will government critics be able to publish?

Will a defeated political party be allowed to organize for the next 
election?

Will judges rule against the government without fear?

That is constitutional government.

The objective is not to guarantee that good people always win.
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No constitution can do that.

The objective is to prevent winners from acquiring unlimited power.

America Should Be Prepared to Leave

There is one final test of American intentions.

If Iran becomes peaceful, representative and responsible for its own 
security, America should be willing to step back.

The purpose of American policy should not be to create a permanent 
dependency.

A successful Iran policy is one that eventually requires less American 
management.

Fewer sanctions.

Fewer military deployments.

Fewer emergency meetings.

Fewer threats.

Fewer intelligence crises.

Less attention from the President.

That may sound strange in Washington, where importance is often 
measured by how much attention a problem receives.

But the true measure of success is when Iran stops being an 
American crisis.
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What Success Would Look Like

Imagine an American President ten years from now receiving his 
morning intelligence briefing.

Iran is mentioned.

Not because a missile was launched.

Not because uranium enrichment crossed another threshold.

Not because a tanker was seized.

Not because an American was detained.

Not because Israel is preparing an attack.

Iran is mentioned because an American company won a contract.

Or because Iranian students are arriving at American universities.

Or because Tehran and Jerusalem are holding difficult but normal 
diplomatic talks.

Or perhaps Iran is not mentioned at all.

That would be success.

The Day After Peace Begins Before Peace

None of this can be improvised after a government collapses or a 
war ends.

The economic plan must begin now.

The constitutional thinking must begin now.
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The intelligence work must begin now.

The diplomacy must begin now.

The message to the Iranian people must begin now.

The assurances to Iran’s neighbors must begin now.

We should prepare for peace with at least a fraction of the 
seriousness with which we prepare for war.

Because if we prepare only for war, war will always be the option for 
which we are best prepared.

The Choice

We have now reached the argument at the center of this book.

America faces a choice.

It can continue the cycle that began in 1979.

Crisis.

Sanctions.

Negotiation.

Threats.

Military action.

Ceasefire.

Another negotiation.

Another crisis.
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Or it can attempt something fundamentally different.

Move the battlefield to the Constitution.

Let Iranians determine their political future.

Target responsibility rather than an entire population.

Preserve the country.

Prevent fragmentation.

Prepare for prosperity.

Give Israel security without giving any foreign government control 
over America’s Iran policy.

And make the ultimate objective not victory over Iran, but the end 
of the need for victory over Iran.

That brings me to the person who can make that decision today.



Chapter Ten

Mr. President, This Decision Is Yours

Mr. President,

I have spent much of this book explaining why I believe forty-seven 
years of American policy toward Iran have reached a dead end.

Now I want to speak to you directly.

You have generals who can explain the military options far better 
than I can.

You have intelligence agencies with information I will never possess.

You have diplomats who have spent careers studying Iran.

You have Vice President JD Vance.

You have Secretary of State Marco Rubio.

You have Israel asking America to consider its security.

You have Iranian opposition figures telling you what they believe 
Iran should become.

You have advisers presenting sanctions, negotiations, military 
targets and political scenarios.

I ask only that before making the next historic decision, you ask one 
question that is larger than all of them:

What do the Iranian people themselves want their country to 
become?
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And then give them the opportunity to answer.

You Do Not Need Another Iranian Leader

Mr. President, you do not need to find the next leader of Iran.

That is not your job.

You do not need to decide whether Reza Pahlavi should become 
king.

You do not need to find a republican president.

You do not need to recognize an opposition council.

You do not need to assemble a transitional government.

You do not need another Ahmed Chalabi.

You need something much simpler:

A legitimate process.

Tell every Iranian who wants American recognition:

Go first to the Iranian people.

If they elect you, America will talk to you.

If they reject you, accept their decision.

That single rule would save the United States from becoming 
trapped in the internal politics of the Iranian opposition.

Do Not Repeat Our Old Mistakes

America has enormous power.
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But enormous power creates enormous temptations.

When a crisis develops, it is natural to want an immediate answer.

Who is our partner?

Who is the alternative?

Who takes control?

Who signs the agreement?

Who protects the weapons?

Who governs tomorrow morning?

Those are legitimate concerns.

But urgency should not cause America to manufacture legitimacy.

We have seen what can happen when military victory arrives before 
a political order capable of replacing what was destroyed.

Iran must not become another experiment in regime change 
followed by improvisation.

Iran is too large.

Too important.

Too complicated.

And the consequences would extend far beyond its borders.
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Preserve Iran

Whatever you decide, Mr. President, preserve the country.

Do not allow the destruction of Iran to become confused with the 
destruction of military threats.

Protect civilian infrastructure.

Protect the energy system.

Protect water.

Protect transportation.

Protect hospitals.

Protect the ordinary economy.

And above all, make unmistakably clear that the United States 
opposes the fragmentation of Iran.

The Iranian people must hear from the President of the United 
States:

We are not coming for your country.

That sentence matters.

Separate the Government From the Nation

For decades, both Washington and Tehran have benefited politically 
from confusing governments with peoples.

The Islamic Republic tells Iranians:

America is your enemy.
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America should answer:

No.

We oppose policies and institutions that threaten us, our allies, and 
your own freedoms.

We do not oppose Iran.

There is a difference between Iran and the Islamic Republic.

There is a difference between Persian civilization and revolutionary 
ideology.

There is a difference between an Iranian child and an IRGC 
commander.

Make that distinction the center of American communications.

Do not merely say it after bombs fall.

Build policy around it.

Ask for One Thing

America has presented Iran with long lists of demands over the 
years.

Nuclear demands.

Missile demands.

Regional demands.

Terrorism demands.

Hostage demands.
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Human-rights demands.

Some are entirely justified.

But I would place one political demand above all others:

Let the Iranian people choose.

Not choose between candidates already approved by the existing 
system.

Choose the system itself.

Allow a freely elected Constituent Assembly.

Allow competing political ideas.

Allow constitutional debate.

Allow the Iranian people to decide what comes after the Islamic 
Republic—or, if they freely choose, what parts of the existing order 
they wish to retain.

If the government claims to represent the people, why should it 
fear this?

Let the Constitution Become the Battlefield

This is where you can change the history of the confrontation 
without firing a shot.

Every time the Islamic Republic threatens America, return to the 
constitutional question.

Every time it claims America seeks regime change, answer:
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We do not seek to choose your government. Your people should 
choose it.

Every time it invokes sovereignty, answer:

Sovereignty belongs ultimately to the Iranian people.

Every time an opposition group asks you to recognize it as the 
alternative, answer:

Win the confidence of Iranians.

Suddenly everyone is forced onto the same battlefield.

Not the battlefield of missiles.

The battlefield of legitimacy.

Use American Intelligence Differently

Mr. President, you have perhaps the greatest intelligence apparatus 
in the world.

Ask it a different question.

Not only:

Where are Iran’s missiles?

Ask:

Where are Iran’s political demands?

Not only:

Who commands the Revolutionary Guards?
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Ask:

Whom do ordinary Iranians trust?

Not only:

Which opposition personalities can reach Washington?

Ask:

Which ideas actually have support inside Iran?

Not only:

How can the present government be weakened?

Ask:

How can Iran remain stable if that government weakens?

Those answers may be more valuable than another target list.

Smart Sanctions

Then change the economic battlefield.

Do not measure success by the number of Iranian institutions under 
sanctions.

Measure it by whether those responsible for corruption, repression 
and hostile activity actually pay the price.

Follow the money.

Follow overseas assets.

Follow intermediaries.
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Follow hidden ownership.

Follow the fortunes accumulated by people whose political power 
insulated them from the suffering experienced by ordinary Iranians.

And whenever American law permits, make it harder for those 
people to enjoy abroad what they acquired through power at home.

At the same time, create an exit path for ordinary Iran.

The message should be:

Confrontation has a cost, but peace has a future.

Give Them Something to Hope For

People do not build political movements only against something.

Eventually they need to believe in something.

Show Iranians what becomes possible.

Normal banking.

Investment.

Modern infrastructure.

International travel.

Technology.

Jobs.

Universities connected to the world.

Energy development.
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Water projects.

New industries.

A country in which an engineering graduate thinks first about 
building a company in Iran rather than obtaining a visa to leave.

That is where the Iran Prosperity Initiative belongs.

Not as a reward handed to a new government by foreigners.

As a vision of what Iranians can build when their country is no longer 
trapped inside permanent confrontation.

Mr. Netanyahu Is Your Friend, Not Your President

Mr. President, Israel is an ally.

Benjamin Netanyahu has a responsibility to protect Israel.

Listen to him.

Take Israeli intelligence seriously.

Protect Israel when necessary.

But remember the distinction I made earlier.

His job is Israel.

Your job is America.

The United States cannot allow its long-term policy toward more 
than eighty million Iranians to become identical to the security 
calculations of another government.

Sometimes your interests will be identical.
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Sometimes they will not.

A friend should be able to understand that.

The objective is not merely to make Iran incapable of attacking 
Israel tomorrow.

The greater objective is to create an Iran that does not want to 
attack Israel ten years from now.

Only political change inside Iran can accomplish that.

You Have Something Netanyahu Does Not Have

Israel has extraordinary military capability.

But America possesses something even more important for the 
strategy I am proposing.

America has an idea.

The Declaration of Independence says that governments derive 
“their just powers from the consent of the governed.”

You do not need to export the American Constitution to Iran.

You do not need to export the American presidential system.

You need only stand behind that principle.

Consent of the governed.

Let Iranians decide what that principle means in Iranian civilization.

That would be American influence at its best.

Vice President Vance
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Vice President Vance can play an important role.

His generation did not grow up with exactly the same assumptions 
about American power as the generation that governed during the 
wars following September 11.

That matters.

America can be strong without believing that every political problem 
can be solved through military dominance.

Restraint is not weakness when restraint serves a larger strategy.

Nor is military force strength when nobody knows what political 
result follows it.

The Vice President should therefore ask the morning-after question 
every time military options are discussed:

Then what?

Two words can prevent very long wars.

Secretary Rubio

Secretary Rubio brings another perspective.

He has spent years dealing with national security and authoritarian 
governments.

He understands that political systems matter.

The State Department should therefore be instructed to develop 
the constitutional track as seriously as it develops negotiations over 
nuclear and security questions.
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Talk about the Constitution.

Talk about representative government.

Talk about the right to a Constituent Assembly.

Talk to Iranians inside and outside the country.

But do not turn the State Department into the agency that chooses 
the winner.

America should protect the playing field.

Iranians should play the game.

The Speech I Have Waited Years to Hear

For years I have wanted an American political leader to make a very 
short speech.

Perhaps you could make it.

It does not require an hour.

It does not require a new treaty.

It does not require Congress to appropriate billions of dollars.

It might sound something like this:

The United States has no desire to choose Iran’s future 
government. We seek neither the destruction nor division of 
Iran, nor control over its territory or resources. We recognize 
the right of the Iranian people to determine their own political 
future, including through a freely elected Constituent Assembly. 
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America will support the right of Iranians to choose their 
government peacefully and freely.

Then stop.

Let Iranians discuss it.

Let the government answer it.

Let the opposition answer it.

Let Israel consider it.

Let Congress debate it.

The political battlefield will already have begun to move.

What If the Iranian People Choose Something We Dislike?

This is the difficult test.

What happens if Iranians freely choose a political arrangement 
Washington does not prefer?

Then America should respect it, provided that government respects 
basic international obligations and does not threaten other nations.

Democracy cannot mean:

You may choose anyone America approves.

That is not democracy.

The entire credibility of this policy depends on Washington accepting 
that the Iranian people own the outcome.

We can advocate principles.
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We can defend human rights.

We can negotiate over international security.

But Iran belongs to Iranians.

What If They Choose a Monarchy?

Then it should be their monarchy.

What If They Choose a Republic?

Then it should be their republic.

What If They Reject Every Famous Opposition Figure?

Then Washington should accept that too.

Perhaps the people who will eventually lead Iran are people whose 
names we do not yet know.

That possibility should not frighten us.

It should remind us what democracy means.

My Two Requests

So after all the history, letters, books, meetings, arguments and 
years of trying to be heard, my request to you can still be reduced 
to the same two principles:

First: Move the battlefield to the Constitution. Support the 
Iranian people’s right to a Constituent Assembly.

Second: Use Smart Sanctions against the powerful people and 
financial networks responsible for repression and corruption 
rather than treating the Iranian population as the enemy.
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Everything else can follow.

BB or Not BB

And now we return to the title.

BB or Not BB.

Bomb or not bomb.

Bibi or not Bibi.

Those may be the questions dominating the room when the next 
crisis reaches your desk.

But I hope this book has persuaded you to put another paper on 
that desk.

On it would be only three words:

Then what, Mr. President?

If bombing is necessary to defend America, you possess the 
authority and military capability to act.

If Israel must be defended, America knows how to defend an ally.

But neither bombing nor Bibi can answer the political question of 
Iran.

Only Iranians can answer it.

Give them that chance.

One Decision Could End Forty-Seven Years

Presidents inherit problems.
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Very few get the opportunity to end one that has lasted nearly half 
a century.

Eight American presidencies have lived with the consequences of 
the Iranian Revolution.

Some confronted Iran.

Some negotiated.

Some sanctioned.

Some sought engagement.

Some applied maximum pressure.

None ended the underlying conflict.

You may not be able to either.

No President controls history.

But you can change the question America asks.

Instead of:

How do we force this Iranian government to behave differently?

Ask:

How can the Iranian people peacefully acquire the right to determine 
the government under which they live?

That is the change I have sought for decades.

It requires no American occupation.
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No American constitution.

No American shah.

No American-appointed president.

Only an American decision to stand behind a principle Americans 
already believe belongs to themselves:

Government by consent.

Mr. President, the military options will always be there.

Before choosing among them, try the option Washington has 
neglected for forty-seven years.

Change the battlefield to the Constitution.





Epilogue

This Book Does Not Ask You to Agree With Me

Most political books are written to convince the reader that the 
author is right.

I would prefer this book to do something else.

I want it to make you think.

Perhaps my analysis is wrong in places.

Perhaps some of my conclusions will be challenged.

They should be.

I have spent almost half a century arguing that no individual, no 
cleric, no monarch, no opposition organization and no foreign 
government possesses a monopoly on Iran’s future.

It would therefore be contradictory for me to end this book by 
claiming a monopoly on the truth.

I offer an argument.

The Iranian people must provide the answer.

I ask only that before the next bomb falls, before another opposition 
leader is selected, before another sanctions package is announced, 
and before another generation inherits this confrontation, America 
ask a question it should have asked long ago:

What if the solution to Iran is not another ruler, but the right of 
Iranians to choose the rules by which they are ruled?
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Perhaps then BB or Not BB will no longer be the question.

And perhaps, after forty-seven years, Iran and America can finally 
begin asking a better one:

How do we build the peace?
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Afterword

From an Engineer Who Never 
Intended to Become a Politician

I could have ended this book with the letter to the President.

Perhaps politically, that would have been the proper ending.

But there is one more thing I want the reader to understand.

I did not spend most of my life preparing to write a political book.

I was trained to build things.

Electrical systems.

Industrial plants.

Energy projects.

Businesses.

Later, projects involving waste, water, power and infrastructure in 
different parts of the world.

Politics entered my life because Iran entered my engineering life, my 
business life, my American life, and eventually almost everything I 
tried to do.

And somewhere along that journey I became obsessed with one 
question:

Why can we Iranians build complicated engineering systems, but 
after more than a century of struggle we still cannot agree on the 
political system under which we wish to live?
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I Am Still an Engineer

Even after all these years of writing about politics, I still think like 
an engineer.

When something does not work, I look for the cause.

When the same failure occurs repeatedly, I begin to suspect the 
design.

When people keep repairing individual components but the machine 
continues to fail, I ask whether we are repairing the wrong thing.

That is how I arrived at the Constitution.

I did not begin with monarchy.

I did not begin with republicanism.

I did not begin with left or right.

I did not begin with Islam or secularism.

I began with the system.

Who has authority?

Who gives it to them?

What limits it?

How can citizens remove those who misuse it?

And who gets to write those rules?

Everything eventually returned to the same place.
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The Constitution.

Fifty Years of Arguments

Over the years I have argued with almost everyone.

Monarchists thought I was too critical of monarchy.

Republicans sometimes thought I gave monarchists too much room.

Religious people could dislike my criticism of clerical government.

Secular people sometimes wanted me to go further.

Opposition organizations wanted support for their particular 
program.

I kept returning to the same answer:

Bring your program to the Iranian people.

If they accept it, you win.

If they reject it, you lose.

And if you are not prepared to lose a free election, you are not yet 
a democrat.

That rule applies to everyone.

It applies to Reza Pahlavi.

It applies to republicans.

It applies to religious parties.

It applies to secular parties.
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It applies to people inside Iran.

It applies to people outside Iran.

And it applies to me.

I Have My Preferences Too

I am not politically neutral.

No thinking person is completely neutral.

I have opinions about the kind of government that would serve Iran 
best.

I have opinions about religion and government.

I have opinions about parliamentary systems.

I have opinions about the rights of citizens.

I have opinions about Iran’s relations with America, Israel and its 
neighbors.

I have spent years developing those opinions.

But my opinions do not give me sovereignty over another Iranian.

That is the dividing line.

I am free to persuade.

I am not free to impose.

The same must be true for everybody else.

Why I Kept the Letters
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During the preparation of this book, I went through old papers.

Letters.

Cards.

Certificates.

Membership documents.

Correspondence from senators.

Letters from the White House.

Political memorabilia accumulated over many years.

At my age, looking through such material produces a strange 
feeling.

Each document brings back a moment when I thought:

Perhaps this time somebody will listen.

Somebody did listen occasionally.

Sometimes I received a response.

Sometimes a signed letter.

Sometimes an acknowledgment.

Sometimes nothing.

The documents preserved from my American political involvement 
include White House correspondence addressed directly to me in 
October 2020, as well as political recognition and membership 
records from earlier and later years.
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But none of those papers proves that I was right.

They prove only that I kept trying.

That is why only a few belong in this book.

This is not an album.

It is an argument.

I Have Written Enough Books

I have also written books.

Perhaps too many.

Every author believes the next book will finally explain what the 
previous one failed to explain.

I am probably guilty of the same optimism.

But this book is different for me.

I am not trying to explain all of Iranian history.

I am not trying to settle the argument about the Shah.

I am not trying to write another history of the Revolution.

I am not trying to prove which opposition personality has behaved 
badly or which political faction deserves blame for the last forty-
seven years.

There are enough books about those subjects.

This book has one purpose:
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To prevent the next mistake.

The Next Mistake Could Be Enormous

Iran is not a laboratory.

More than eighty million human beings live there.

If another war expands without a political strategy, those people will 
live with the consequences long after the politicians who ordered 
the war have left office.

If the country fragments, putting it back together may be impossible.

If civilian infrastructure is destroyed, engineers will spend decades 
rebuilding what missiles destroyed in minutes.

If an opposition government is installed without legitimacy, another 
generation may eventually revolt against it.

And if America again becomes identified with selecting who rules 
Iran, the historical wound we should be closing will instead be 
opened again.

We know enough now to do better.

To My Fellow Iranian Americans

I also have something to say to Iranian Americans.

America gave many of us opportunities that Iran could not.

We built lives here.

Our children became Americans.
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We became doctors, engineers, professors, businesspeople, 
scientists and professionals.

Some of us became wealthy.

Some became politically influential.

We have every right to participate in American politics.

But when we speak about Iran, we should remember something.

Living in America does not give us more ownership of Iran than the 
people who remained there.

Our access to senators does not make us their representatives.

Our English does not make us their representatives.

Our organizations do not make us their representatives.

Our television appearances do not make us their representatives.

If we want to help, amplify their right to choose.

Do not take their choice away from them in the name of liberation.

To Iranians Inside Iran

If this book ever reaches readers inside Iran, I would say something 
different.

I cannot tell you what risks to take.

I live in America.

You live with the consequences.
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It would be irresponsible for someone sitting safely outside Iran to 
demand sacrifices from people inside the country.

I can only defend your right to decide.

You may disagree with me.

You may want a monarchy.

You may want a republic.

You may want a parliamentary system.

You may want something I have never considered.

That is your right.

My only request is that whatever system you choose, write rules 
that also protect the Iranian who disagrees with you.

Because someday you may be that Iranian.

To Americans

And to the American reader, I ask for one distinction.

Do not confuse Iran with the Islamic Republic.

Iran existed long before 1979.

It will exist after the present political system is gone.

Its civilization does not belong to one government.

Its people are not a military target.

They are not a sanctions statistic.
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They are not a television image of someone burning an American 
flag.

They are people trying to live their lives under circumstances they 
did not individually create.

America does not have to save them.

It should simply avoid making their task harder by choosing their 
future for them.

Perhaps I Will Never See It

I am realistic about time.

Political change can take years.

Constitutional change can take longer.

Reconciliation between Iran and America may take a generation.

Perhaps I will see it.

Perhaps I will not.

That does not change the argument.

An engineer who begins building a bridge does not have to be the 
last person who crosses it.

Someone has to draw the first line.

Someone has to lay the first foundation.

Someone has to insist that the two sides can eventually meet.
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For me, that bridge begins with one principle:

The future of Iran belongs to the Iranian people.

One Last Time

So I will finish where I began.

Mr. President:

Before the next bombing order, ask what happens afterward.

Before accepting another foreign government’s strategy, ask what 
America’s strategy is.

Before recognizing an Iranian opposition leader, ask who recognized 
that leader inside Iran.

Before imposing another broad sanction, ask who actually pays 
for it.

Before planning for the collapse of the Islamic Republic, plan for the 
preservation of Iran.

And before anyone writes Iran’s next constitution in Washington, 
Paris, London, Los Angeles—or even in my own home in America—

stop.

Let the Iranian people write it.

That is not weakness.

That is not isolationism.

That is not abandoning Iran.
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It may be the most profoundly American policy available.

Consent of the governed.

After forty-seven years, perhaps three words are enough.

Let Iran Choose.
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Appendix

Documents Behind This Book

The documents reproduced in the following pages are included for 
one purpose: to establish the historical record behind this book.

For many years, I have written to American political leaders—
Republicans and Democrats, members of Congress, the White 
House, and others involved in American policy—about Iran and the 
relationship between the Iranian and American people.

These letters, replies, cards, photographs, and other records are 
not included to suggest that every recipient agreed with my views, 
endorsed my proposals, or even necessarily read everything I sent. 
They demonstrate something simpler and more important: the 
ideas presented in this book did not originate with the latest crisis.

They are part of a continuing effort, extending across many years 
and different American administrations, to make essentially the 
same argument:

America should distinguish between Iran and the Islamic Republic, 
between the Iranian people and those who govern them, and 
between changing a government from outside and supporting the 
right of a people to determine their own constitutional future.

I have preserved these documents because history is better served 
by records than by recollections.

What follows is a selection from that record.

Sohrab ChamanAra
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Appendix A

A Letter From Senator Richard J. Durbin

For many years, I corresponded with Senator Richard J. Durbin 
of Illinois regarding Iran and American policy toward the Iranian 
people.

The letter reproduced on the following page is particularly 
important to me because Senator Durbin stated that, whenever 
matters concerning Iran came before him, he would keep my views 
in mind.

I include this letter not to suggest that Senator Durbin endorsed 
every position I have taken. He did not. Nor do I reproduce it as a 
political credential.

I include it for a simpler reason: it documents that the arguments 
presented in this book did not arise from the crisis of 2026. For many 
years, through Democratic and Republican administrations alike, 
I have tried to bring essentially the same message to American 
policymakers:

The political future of Iran must ultimately be decided by the Iranian 
people.
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S o h r ab   C h a m a n a r a188

June 5, 2018
Mr. Sohrab Chamanara
315 Wilkins Drive
Des Plaines, IL 60016-2446

Dear Mr. Chamanara:

Thank you for contacting me to share your thoughts about U.S. 
foreign policy toward Iran. I always enjoy hearing from concerned 
citizens like you.

Your ideas can be part of the conversation as I work with my 
colleagues on related matters. As we make these major decisions, 
I will make sure that the voices of Illinoisans are heard every step 
of the way.

Our nation’s foreign policies should advance security and prosperity 
while promoting American values of freedom, democracy, 
tolerance, compassion, human rights, and the rule of law. At times, 
international crises demand additional U.S. attention, including the 
potential use of our military. In those situations in which U.S. military 
action may be warranted, I will exercise the utmost deliberation for 
this most critical of Congressional responsibilities.

Additionally, U.S. policy extends beyond diplomatic and military 
initiatives to include humanitarian and development assistance. 
U.S. assistance that helps provide clean water to the world’s most 
poor or reduces rates of HIV/AIDS and malaria is not only the moral 
thing to do in terms of saving lives, but also strengthens our nation’s 
standing abroad as a global leader.

I will keep your thoughts in mind should this issue be considered by 
the full Senate.
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Thank you again for contacting me. Please feel free to keep in touch.

Sincerely,
[Senator Richard J. Durbin’s signature]
Richard J. Durbin
United States Senator
RJD/jw





Appendix B

Correspondence From President 
Donald J. Trump

The following letter from President Donald J. Trump is included as 
another part of the documentary record behind this book.

Over the years, I communicated with both Democratic and 
Republican political leaders regarding Iran. My purpose was 
never simply to establish political connections. It was to place 
before American policymakers a different approach to the long 
confrontation between the United States and Iran.

The correspondence reproduced on the following page 
demonstrates that these efforts also continued during the first 
Trump administration.

Again, the significance of the document is not that President Trump 
necessarily agreed with all of my views. Its importance is that my 
efforts to bring these questions before the highest levels of the 
American government began long before the present crisis.
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Appendix C

Correspondence From Vice 
President Mike Pence

The following letter from Vice President Mike Pence is another part 
of the same documentary record.

I include it together with the letters from Senator Durbin and 
President Trump for an important reason. These documents cross 
party lines and different branches and levels of American political 
leadership.

My concern regarding Iran has never been based on loyalty to one 
American political party. Presidents, vice presidents, senators, and 
administrations change. Iran remains.

For years, my message has remained remarkably consistent: 
America should distinguish between the Iranian people and the 
government ruling them, avoid policies that punish an entire nation 
for the actions of its rulers, and recognize that lasting political 
change must ultimately come through the right of Iranians to 
determine their own constitutional future.

The documents in these appendices are therefore not presented as 
endorsements of my ideas.

They are presented as evidence of a long effort to have those ideas 
heard.
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Appendix D

The Road Map: Two Fundamental Demands

After years of writing, speaking, meeting with policymakers, and 
studying the repeated failures of American policy toward Iran, I 
eventually reduced my argument to two fundamental demands.

They are deliberately simple.

First: A Constituent Assembly

The United States should recognize and publicly support the right of 
the Iranian people to elect a Constituent Assembly and determine 
their own future constitutional system.

America should not choose Iran’s next ruler.

It should not choose between monarchy and republic.

It should not select an opposition organization abroad and declare 
it the representative of the Iranian people.

It should support the principle of free choice and allow Iranians 
themselves to determine the result.

Second: Smart Sanctions

Sanctions should be directed against those responsible for 
repression, corruption, and the transfer or concealment of Iran’s 
wealth—not against ordinary Iranian citizens.
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The objective should be to identify the powerful individuals and 
financial networks that benefit from the existing system and hold 
them accountable.

These two demands became the foundation of The Road Map.

They also summarize the central argument of this book:

Move the battlefield from bombs to the Constitution.
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Cyrus Force Typical Letter to the US Senators

Dear Senator xxxxxxxx, Date:xxxxxx

We, the Iranian Americans of Cyrus Force, left our birth country, 
Iran, due to a Constitution that was imposed upon our countrymen 
and women by the Ayatollahs. We now find that we must have the 
privilege of bringing this to your attention today and asking for a 
voice in the Senate. We believe that bringing this to your attention 
is the only manner in which Iranian Americans can facilitate the 
downfall of the repressive and murderous regime of the Ayatollahs 
with the help of the American government. Please bear with us as 
we explain.

In contrast to the American Constitution of freedoms of speech 
and peaceful protest, the Iranian Constitution includes many pro-
terrorism sentiments included in which, but not limited to, are anti-
American and anti-Israel rhetoric. Due to this, we believe that a 
change in the Iranian Constitution is the first step in removing this 
murderous regime until the complete Fall of Ayatollah’s Regime.

The true nature of the Ayatollahs’ Constitution came to the surface 
when they took American hostages for 444 days. Since then, they 
have been committing these types of cruel acts of inhumanity, 
including incarcerating and murdering innocents. Due to these 
precise actions, we, as Iranian Americans, have two issues on our 
minds when thinking about the US policy in the Middle East.

1. The first is Israel’s security—This should be the number one policy 
of the US administration in the Middle East, no matter who is in 
the White House or Congress. Israel is, to quote President Reagan, 
“the strategic treasure of the United States”; it is also the only 
democracy in the Middle East.
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2. The second is the balance of power, human rights, and freedoms 
of the peoples of the Middle East.

In light of these two all-consuming global issues, let us look at the 
two ideologies of Wahhabism all over the World and Shia Iran, which 
are imminent threats to Israel. It would indeed be a long discussion 
to argue which one is worse for Israel.

However, it has been argued and proved in the book “Imagine! The 
Fall of the Ayatollah’s Constitution”, that full recognition of Israel 
by Saudi Arabia will eliminate both threats to Israel forever. The 
beginning chapters of the book describe the intent of the Wahabi, 
Suni, and Shia sects of Islam. The book states,” If a gun with one 
bullet is in the hand of a Wahabi and four people, Israeli, Christian, 
Bahai, and Shia stand In front of him.” “The Wahabi will use that 
one bullet to kill the Shia.

By mentioning this quote, we mean that the Wahabis will never 
relinquish their religious power. Still, we can manage to change the 
spiritual hunger that fuels the atrocities brought upon the people 
of Iran by helping to change the rule that had been put into place 
some 70 years ago.

The hatred between religions is so extensive and never-ending in 
that part of the world. Because of this tribal hatred, there are no 
other tools or means left for the people of Iran to get rid of the 
Ayatollahs in Iran, except for a narrative in the US. Senate to help 
the Iranian people change the Constitution in Iran that will eliminate 
hatred and terrorism.

Instead, please become familiar with these egregious sections of 
the Iranian Constitution.

1.	 The Introduction- Introducing anti-American rhetoric and 
demanding that the world convert to Islam.
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2.	 Article 11- Institution of Jihad and Islamic custom

3.	 Article 14- Retribution of non-respect and Jihad

4.	 Article 57- The governing powers in Iran, the legislative, 
the executive, and the judiciary powers, operate under the 
supervision and absolute authority of the religious leadership 
of “the community of believers,” the Islamic Republic

5.	 Article 60—The executive powers are exercised by the President 
of the Republic and his ministers, except in matters directly 
related to the leadership in Article 57, Meaning that the Supreme 
Ayatollah Leader exercises all law.

6.	 Article 144- The Army of the Islamic Republic of Iran must 
be an Islamic army, committed to the Ideology of Islam, with 
individuals who are faithful to and devoted to the goals of the 
Islamic revolution.

7.	 Article 151- This is a call to arms for the people to fight against 
all who do not believe in their religious ideals.

8.	 Article 154- Supports the struggle of the oppressed for their 
right to get rid of the oppressor anywhere in the world, called 
Jihad.

As you can see, the Constitution is directly influential in creating 
chaos and hatred in the world of non-Islamist, and therefore, 
changing the Constitution is the first step in normalizing and 
creating a democracy for all the inhabitants of Iran who desperately 
want this democracy and normalization.

Today, we, as Iranian Americans, are writing to you, our Senators, 
emphasizing the key to the removal of the Ayatollahs from power 
and the key to the Saudi’s recognition of Israel starts with a change 
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of the Iranian Constitution. We are hoping that with your guidance, 
we can make this happen.

We believe that when our Senators and the US Administration 
object to the Anti-American and Pro-Terrorist sentences in the 
Iranian Constitution, the US policy will be in harmony with the 
Iranian Youth and Girls, who are presently protesting articles 5 and 
8 of the Constitution, which constitute the rights and freedoms of 
Iranian humanity.

The US intelligence agencies know, and Henry Kissinger wrote: “A 
democratic regime in Iran makes this nation the most natural ally 
of the United States of America.”

Therefore, we request your assistance in this matter and ask you for 
an audience to address these issues as quickly as possible
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Appendix E

A Record Of Political Involvement

The documents reproduced in the preceding pages are only a small 
part of a much larger record.

Over the years, I accumulated letters, membership cards, campaign 
materials, certificates, invitations, pins, photographs, and other 
records of my involvement in American political life.

I do not reproduce them all here.

This is not a scrapbook, and political access does not make an 
argument correct.

I include only a representative selection because it establishes 
something relevant to the history behind this book: my efforts 
concerning Iran were not created in response to the latest war, the 
latest President, or the latest headline.

They developed over many years and across party lines.

I have communicated with Democrats and Republicans. I have written 
to senators, members of Congress, presidents, vice presidents, 
and government officials. At different times I agreed with them, 
disagreed with them, supported them, or criticized their policies.

But the central question remained the same:

How can America help end the confrontation with Iran without 
destroying Iran, choosing Iran’s rulers, or denying the Iranian people 
their right to choose their own future?

The political memorabilia shown on the following page is included 
only to document that long journey.
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Appendix F

Letters During The Present Crisis

Long before the present stage of the crisis, I had begun writing 
repeatedly to Israeli leaders and to the White House, warning against 
the direction events were taking; I continued writing before June 
2024, throughout the Twelve-Day War, and during the prolonged 
period of almost daily bombing, and I reproduced those letters in 
my earlier book, Mr. Ayatollah, Tear Down This Constitution, 
carrying that documentary record through the ceasefire of May 8, 
2026. The letters presented here continue that record after May 8, 
2026.

As tensions increased and military confrontation again threatened 
to determine the future of Iran, I repeatedly wrote to President 
Donald J. Trump and members of his administration.

The individual letters addressed different developments, but the 
central message remained the same.

Military power can destroy military targets.

It cannot determine what comes afterward.

I urged the administration to look beyond the immediate question 
of bombing or not bombing, and beyond the strategic preferences 
of any foreign government, including Israel.

My argument was that the United States needed its own long-term 
political strategy for Iran.

That strategy should begin by separating the Iranian people from 
the Islamic Republic and publicly recognizing the right of Iranians to 
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determine their political future through a freely elected Constituent 
Assembly.

I also warned against allowing military action to produce the 
fragmentation, prolonged instability, or “Yemenization” of Iran.

The letters reproduced on the following pages are only a few 
selections. They are included not because every prediction or 
recommendation must prove correct, but because they document 
the argument being made while events were unfolding—not 
afterward.

The question running through all of them is the same question 
running through this book:

After the bombing, then what?

And my answer remains:

Move the battlefield to the Constitution.
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June 8, 2026
President of the United States
The White House
CC: The Vice President of the United States
CC: The Secretary of State

Mr. President,

Three years ago, Cyrus Force and the Stand Up America US 
Foundation launched a public campaign guided by two primary 
objectives:

1.	 Strengthening the security of Israel.

2.	 Promoting a stable balance of power, human rights, and 
individual freedoms throughout the Middle East.

As part of this effort, four principals of our organizations signed and 
submitted a letter to members of the United States Senate. Our 
work over the following year resulted in the publication of a booklet 
entitled *The Road Map*. During a Senate election campaign for 
Senator Rick Scott, copies of this booklet were presented to Senator 
Marco Rubio, Senator Tom Cotton, and Representative Mike Waltz.

The central theme of *The Road Map* was that meaningful and 
lasting change in Iran requires two fundamental actions:

1.	 Reform of the Constitution of the Islamic Republic of Iran 
through the establishment of a Constitutional Assembly chosen 
by the Iranian people.

2.	 The application of targeted Smart Sanctions as the principal 
non-military tool available to the United States to encourage 
the formation of such a Constitutional Assembly.
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The positive reception of *The Road Map* encouraged General 
Paul Vallely to draft and propose a Senate floor speech for Senator 
Cotton addressing these concepts.

Unfortunately, as tensions in the region escalated and the prospect 
of war grew during 2025, our proposal was pushed aside. Following 
the June 2025 conflict involving Israel and Iran, and President 
Trump’s decisive actions that helped prevent a broader regional war, 
we found ourselves once again confronting the same unresolved 
issues.

For many months, we continued our campaign and submitted 
numerous letters urging policymakers to avoid another military 
confrontation. Throughout that period, we consistently emphasized 
that regardless of whether the region faced war, ceasefire, or 
peace, our two fundamental proposals remained applicable 
and represented a practical path toward reducing hostility and 
encouraging peaceful change.

During the conflict, we regularly submitted letters through the White 
House website on a variety of subjects. Yet each communication 
returned to the same core message: constitutional reform in Iran 
and targeted Smart Sanctions remain essential components of any 
long-term solution.

On May 9, 2026, we concluded that phase of our campaign with a 
final letter entitled *Mr. Ayatollah, Tear Down This Constitution.*

Ten days later, we compiled our articles, essays, letters, and policy 
proposals into a single volume bearing the same title. The book is 
now available through Amazon and serves as a permanent record 
of our efforts and recommendations. We believe that history should 
reflect that a peaceful alternative was proposed, documented, and 
consistently advocated.
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We respectfully submit this work for your consideration and 
hope that the ideas presented within it may contribute to future 
discussions concerning peace, stability, and democratic reform in 
Iran and throughout the Middle East.

Respectfully,
Sohrab ChamanAra
For Cyrus Force and Stand Up America US Foundation
www.CyrusForce.org www.standupamericaus.org
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June 16, 2026
President Donald J. Trump
The White House
Washington, D.C.

Subject: A Song That Reminded Me of Your Approach Toward Iran

Dear Mr. President,

Today I happened to listen again to an old song by the late Iranian 
singer Mahasti. As I listened to the lyrics, I could not help thinking 
about your approach toward Iran during the past decade.

The song describes a person with many different sides:

“One day a man of faith,

One day a man of appearances.

One day a man of modesty,

One day a man of great generosity.

One day a fire of anger,

One day a symbol of kindness.

One day devoted to love,

One day choosing separation.

One day offering comfort,

One day rejecting compromise.

One day humble and down-to-earth,
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One day independent and rebellious.”

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=c9F-YXyjErY&list=RDc9F-
YXyjErY&start ​radio=1

As an Iranian-American who has followed both American and Iranian 
politics for many decades, I found these words surprisingly relevant. 
Your supporters see strength, determination, and unpredictability 
as strategic assets. Your critics see contradictions. Perhaps both are 
observing different sides of the same person.

For nearly fifty years, the world has focused on Iran’s leaders, 
military programs, sanctions, and regional conflicts. In my opinion, 
too little attention has been paid to the Constitution of the Islamic 
Republic itself—the document that institutionalizes hostility toward 
the United States and the West.

That is why I continue to advocate a peaceful constitutional solution 
for Iran: encouraging the Iranian people to replace the current 
constitution through a Constituent Assembly and democratic 
means.

I share this song not as a criticism, but as a friendly observation from 
an Iranian-American citizen who hopes to see peace, freedom, and 
friendship between the American and Iranian people.

And perhaps one day, history will remember you as the President 
who helped the Iranian people achieve a new constitution and a 
new beginning.

With respect,
Sohrab ChamanAra
Author of “Mr. Ayatollah, Tear Down This Constitution
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June 19, 2026
The Honorable Donald J. Trump
President of the United States
Cc: Vice President J.D. Vance
Secretary of State Marco Rubio
Members of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee

**Subject: Have We Read the Constitution of the Islamic Republic 
of Iran?**

Mr. President,

It is time to ask a simple but essential question of your critics and 
of those who do not understand your ultimate objective in dealing 
with Iran:

**Have they read the Constitution of the Islamic Republic of Iran?**

Do they know that the Iranian regime behaves largely in accordance 
with the principles and mandates contained in its constitution?

Do they know that when this constitution was debated and imposed 
in the summer of 1979, many protesters were killed while much of 
the Western world believed that another Gandhi-like figure had 
emerged in Iran?

Do they know about the mass executions carried out during the 
early days of the revolution and the images that shocked the world?

Do they know that the hostage crisis and later attacks carried out by 
Iranian-backed groups were not accidental deviations, but reflected 
the revolutionary ideology embedded in the constitution itself?

Do they know that the roots of many regional conflicts, including 
the Iran-Iraq War and decades of proxy warfare, can be traced to 
constitutional doctrines that promote the export of the revolution?
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Do they know that many of the regime’s actions during the past 
forty-seven years—including support for proxy forces, militant 
organizations, and revolutionary expansionism—are rooted in 
provisions found in the preamble and key articles of the constitution?

The failure of previous administrations and policy experts to 
seriously examine Iran’s constitution has contributed greatly to the 
challenges we face today.

The United States now has an opportunity to place the region on a 
more stable path.

Those who advocate military confrontation should also give peace 
a chance.

A lasting peace requires addressing the root cause of the problem. If 
the Constitution of the Islamic Republic is replaced by a democratic 
constitution that respects the rights of the Iranian people and seeks 
peaceful relations with the world, the strategic landscape of the 
Middle East could be transformed.

In that case, the nations of the region could become natural partners 
of the United States rather than perpetual adversaries.

Respectfully,
Sohrab ChamanAra*
Author of *Mr. Ayatollah, Tear Down This Constitution*
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July 1, 2026
The Honorable Donald J. Trump
President of the United States
Cc: Vice President J.D. Vance
Secretary of State Marco Rubio

Subject: My Dream Is Bigger Than My Fear

Mr. President,

Recently, I came across a simple yet powerful quotation in the 
memoir of an African American singer: “My dream is bigger than 
my fear.”

As America prepares to celebrate the 250th anniversary of its 
Independence, those words remind us why this nation has remained 
a beacon of hope for millions around the world. For two and a half 
centuries, the United States has given ordinary men and women the 
opportunity to dream, to build, and to flourish under a Constitution 
that belongs to the people.

Your vision to *Make America Great Again* reflects that same 
spirit. Whether your critics agree with your policies or not, you have 
continued to pursue your objectives without allowing criticism to 
deter you.

I leave domestic policy to the American people. As an Iranian 
American, however, I have watched with admiration as the 
nation prepares to celebrate this historic milestone with renewed 
confidence and optimism.

My concern is Iran.

As negotiations continue, your team will eventually discover that 
the real obstacle is not the three Iranian officials sitting across the 
negotiating table. The real obstacle lies elsewhere. It is something 
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previous American administrations never fully recognized, and it is 
a misunderstanding your Administration has inherited.

For nearly half a century, the Iran problem has resembled a tangled 
ball of string. Every time one knot is untied, another knot appears. 
Diplomatic efforts solve one issue only to create another.

Yet there is one central knot. Untie that knot, and the rest of the 
tangle begins to unravel.

That knot is the *Constitution of the Islamic Republic of Iran*.

For more than three decades, through my books, proposals, and 
correspondence with American policymakers, I have tried to bring 
attention to this fundamental issue. Last month I published a 250-
page volume entitled *Mr. Ayatollah, Tear Down This Constitution*, 
bringing together years of research, analysis, and letters. I 
respectfully believe it is essential reading for anyone seeking to 
understand the true source of the conflict between Iran and the 
West.

The people of Iran have repeatedly demonstrated that they seek 
constitutional change. Their voices have been heard through 
decades of protests, many of them ending in bloodshed, and 
more explicitly through the *Manifesto of Fourteen* in 2019, the 
*Manifesto of Eight Hundred* in 2025, signed by former Prime 
Minister Mir-Hossein Mousavi and approximately 160 university 
professors, the *Manifesto of Seventeen Women*, signed by Nobel 
Peace Prize laureate Narges Mohammadi and distinguished human 
rights lawyer Nasrin Sotoudeh, and finally the *Manifesto of Four 
Hundred* issued during the recent war in 2026.

These courageous voices reinforce Secretary Rubio’s important 
observation:
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“The people of Iran are different from the regime.”

That distinction is fundamental.

The Iranian people seek constitutional reform and representative 
government. The regime relies upon its Constitution as the legal 
foundation for perpetual hostility toward the United States and 
the free world.

Mr. President,

As America celebrates 250 years of liberty under a Constitution that 
belongs to its people, my dream is that the people of Iran may one 
day enjoy the same opportunity—the opportunity to live under a 
Constitution that derives its legitimacy from the will of the people 
rather than from a ruling ideology.

That is why I respectfully believe that the Constitution of the Islamic 
Republic of Iran is not merely a legal document; it is the principal 
obstacle to lasting peace between our two nations.

On the eve of America’s 250th Independence Day, my dream is not 
only to *Make America Great Again*, but to help make *Iran Free 
Again*.

*My dream is bigger than my fear.*

Respectfully,

Sohrab ChamanAra

Author of, Mr. Ayatollah, Tear Down This Constitution
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July 14, 2026
The Honorable Donald J. Trump
President of the United States
CC: Vice President J.D. Vance
Secretary of State Marco Rubio

Subject: A Strategic Opportunity – The Hormuz Security and 
Insurance Initiative

Mr. President,

Please do not abandon the strategic idea you mentioned yesterday. 
I believe it deserves serious consideration because it reflects a new 
way of thinking about America’s role in protecting one of the world’s 
most important maritime corridors.

For decades, the United States Navy has carried much of the burden 
of safeguarding freedom of navigation in the Strait of Hormuz. 
American taxpayers have financed this enormous responsibility, 
while many nations and international businesses have benefited 
from the uninterrupted flow of global commerce.

The question is simple: if others benefit from American security, 
should they not share fairly in its cost?

For centuries, the great colonial powers expanded their influence 
by controlling trade routes and strategic ports. The United States 
chose a different path. It championed liberty, open commerce, 
and the freedom of navigation. American military strength has 
protected not only America’s interests but also the prosperity of 
countless nations that rely on secure international trade.

Today, however, the world has changed.

The United States is far less dependent on imported Middle Eastern 
oil than it once was. Yet many countries remain highly dependent 
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on the uninterrupted passage of energy and commercial goods 
through the Strait of Hormuz. They continue to benefit from the 
stability that American power provides.

Perhaps the time has come for a new model.

Instead of asking American taxpayers alone to bear this 
responsibility, the nations and companies that depend on secure 
shipping could participate in financing it through an international 
security framework. Such a system could operate much like an 
insurance program: those who receive the protection contribute to 
its cost, while the United States continues to provide leadership in 
maintaining stability and freedom of navigation.

This would not simply be a financial arrangement. It would establish 
a fair partnership based on shared responsibility rather than 
unilateral burden-sharing.

If governments and major commercial stakeholders agree with this 
principle, the next step would be to design a practical framework 
involving participating nations, shipping companies, insurers, and 
financial institutions. The result could strengthen maritime security 
while reducing the burden on American taxpayers.

Mr. President, great ideas often begin with a single sentence. Your 
observation has opened the door to a broader strategic concept 
that deserves careful examination. It aligns with the principle that 
America’s leadership should remain strong while ensuring that 
those who benefit from that leadership contribute fairly to its cost.

Respectfully,
Sohrab ChamanAra
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A Strategic Alternative for U.S. Policy Toward Iran
Mr. President	  August 3, 2026
**CC:** Vice President J.D. Vance
**CC:** Secretary of State Marco Rubio

Mr. President,

I have just learned that you have asked the Pentagon to develop new 
options for increasing pressure on the IRGC.

The world’s finest military leaders, including Admiral Cooper and his 
colleagues, can prepare military plans for every possible scenario. 
Their responsibility is to be ready if the United States is attacked or 
if military action becomes necessary.

However, deciding **whether** military action is the best course 
is ultimately not a military decision. That responsibility belongs to 
you, as Commander in Chief, together with your elected civilian 
leadership.

As someone who supports your goal of making America stronger, 
I respectfully ask you to consider one additional option before 
expanding the military battlefield.

I am a U.S. citizen originally from Iran. During the past twenty years 
I have written several books about Iran. Two months ago, I published 
my latest book, *Mr. Ayatollah, Tear Down This Constitution*. For 
the past year I have repeatedly written to the White House with one 
simple proposal:

**Move the battlefield from the Persian Gulf to the battlefield of 
Iran’s Constitution.**

This is not merely an idea. The foundation for such a strategy 
already exists inside Iran.
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* In 2019, fourteen respected Iranian political activists publicly 
called for fundamental constitutional change.

* Shortly before the recent war, a statement signed by approximately 
800 Iranians—including Mir-Hossein Mousavi and about 160 
university professors—called for a Constituent Assembly and a new 
constitution.

* Seventeen prominent Iranian women, including Nobel Peace 
Prize laureate Narges Mohammadi and human rights lawyer Nasrin 
Sotoudeh, also called for constitutional change.

* Even during the war, another declaration signed by approximately 
400 Iranians continued that same demand.

Mr. President,

The conflict between the United States and the Islamic Republic is 
not only about nuclear weapons, missiles, or sanctions. The root of 
the problem is the Constitution of the Islamic Republic itself.

Just as President Putin cannot permanently achieve his objectives 
in Ukraine without addressing Ukraine’s constitutional framework, 
the Islamic Republic cannot permanently satisfy America’s demands 
while remaining bound by its present Constitution.

Military pressure may weaken the regime, but constitutional change 
can transform Iran.

I respectfully ask that your advisers read my book before 
recommending further escalation. Then, after considering both the 
military and constitutional paths, you can make the final decision.

Respectfully,
**Sohrab ChamanAra**
**Author of *Mr. Ayatollah, Tear Down This Constitution***
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