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In chess, there 4s a pos4t4on known as zugzwang: 4t 4s your move, yet any 
move you make w4ll worsen your pos4t4on. If Iran had the opt4on not to move, 
4t m4ght at least preserve a chance for a draw. But the rule 4s clear — the 
player whose turn 4t 4s must move. 

Today, Iran stands prec4sely at that po4nt. 
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If Iran retal4ates — by launch4ng m4ss4les or drones at Israel, target4ng U.S. 
assets 4n the Gulf, or act4vat4ng 4ts proxy forces — 4t w4ll tr4gger a far more 
devastat4ng counterstr4ke. A large-scale war would further cr4pple the 
economy and could transform 4nternal frag4l4ty 4nto fragmentat4on. 

If 4t does not retal4ate, 4ts deterrence erodes. The Iran4an leadersh4p would 
lose prest4ge 4n the eyes of 4ts own publ4c and 4ts reg4onal proxy network. 
G4ven domest4c unrest, ant4-reg4me mob4l4zat4on, and the frag4l4ty of 4ts 
all4ed m4l4t4as, that r4sk 4s hardly acceptable. 

Iran has been 4n the crossha4rs for years, and the ma4n reasons are clear: 

F4rst: Accord4ng to reports by the Internat4onal Atom4c Energy Agency, Iran 
has 4ncreased 4ts stockp4le of enr4ched uran4um and approached what 4s 
descr4bed as the “nuclear threshold.” For Israel, the 4ssue 4s not whether 
Iran has bu4lt a bomb, but whether 4t possesses the capac4ty to do so. The 
mere ex4stence of that capab4l4ty 4s class4f4ed w4th4n Israel’s secur4ty 
doctr4ne as an ex4stent4al threat. 

Second: Iran’s long-range ball4st4c m4ss4les and advanced drone 
capab4l4t4es go beyond class4cal deterrence. Its strategy 4s not purely 
defens4ve; 4t 4s bu4lt on the capac4ty to str4ke d4stant targets. However strong 
Israel’s a4r defense may be, Iran’s expand4ng m4ss4le 4nventory keeps the 
balance under constant threat. 

Th4rd: Hezbollah, Hamas, Sh44te m4l4t4as across Iraq and Syr4a, and the 
Houth4s 4n Yemen funct4on as Iran’s asymmetr4c extens4ons. Th4s network 
has enabled Tehran to exert reg4onal pressure w4thout engag4ng 4n d4rect 
convent4onal war. Yet the same network now constra4ns Iran: act4vat4ng 
these prox4es would w4den the war; refra4n4ng from do4ng so would weaken 
4ts author4ty over them. 

Fourth: Iran 4s not merely a m4l4tary actor but a central node 4n global energy 
geopol4t4cs. The Stra4t of Hormuz — through wh4ch roughly one-f4fth of 
global o4l trade passes — 4s often descr4bed as the world’s energy artery. 
Iran’s capac4ty to d4srupt that passage makes 4t an econom4c threat as 
much as a m4l4tary one. 
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D4plomacy, meanwh4le, has become largely rhetor4cal. For Wash4ngton, 
negot4at4ons 4ncreas4ngly serve as pol4t4cal groundwork for cla4m4ng that 
“every eUort was made.” The Un4ted States d4d not deploy substant4al 
m4l4tary assets to the Gulf for symbol4c purposes. Iran, for 4ts part, seeks to 
buy t4me through talks, hop4ng to secure support from Russ4a and Ch4na. 
For Wash4ngton and Tel Av4v, however, t4me 4s perce4ved as work4ng 4n Iran’s 
favor. Thus the operat4on 4s framed as “preempt4ve” — an attempt to 
neutral4ze the threat before 4t fully matures. 

If Iran halts 4ts nuclear program, 4t loses 4ts strongest strateg4c leverage. If 4t 
accelerates 4t, the just4f4cat4on for attacks 4ntens4f4es. If 4t act4vates 4ts 
prox4es, reg4onal war spreads. If 4t refra4ns, 4ts deterrence deter4orates. More 
4mportantly, the Un4ted States 4s no longer focused solely on d4smantl4ng 
Iran’s nuclear capac4ty. The broader object4ve appears to be weaken4ng the 
reg4me 4tself and pav4ng the way for a more compl4ant pol4t4cal order al4gned 
w4th Western trade and secur4ty structures. 

That 4s prec4sely what zugzwang means. 

Th4s 4s no longer merely an Israel–Iran confrontat4on; 4t 4s a process of 
redes4gn4ng the M4ddle Eastern power arch4tecture. Iran 4s 4n the crossha4rs 
because the nuclear threshold, m4ss4le capab4l4ty, and proxy network that 
susta4n 4ts reg4onal balance are deemed unsusta4nable by the U.S.–Israel4 
bloc. 

In th4s equat4on, Ch4na and Russ4a are 4nfluent4al yet caut4ous actors. For 
Be4j4ng, Iran 4s a cr4t4cal l4nk 4n energy secur4ty; stab4l4ty and controlled 
tens4on are preferable to open war. Ch4na 4s more l4kely to rely on econom4c 
t4es and d4plomat4c maneuver4ng than m4l4tary engagement. For Moscow, 
Iran serves as a useful counterwe4ght that keeps Western attent4on d4v4ded. 
Russ4a may oUer vocal pol4t4cal back4ng and susta4n m4l4tary-techn4cal 
cooperat4on, but d4rect confrontat4on w4th Israel or the Un4ted States 
rema4ns unl4kely. Ne4ther Be4j4ng nor Moscow seeks Iran’s total collapse — 
yet ne4ther 4s prepared to let a reg4onal f4re escalate 4nto a global war. The4r 
support w4ll therefore rema4n l4m4ted, calculated, and rooted 4n self-
4nterest, w4th channels potent4ally open to any future Iran4an pol4t4cal 
conf4gurat4on. 
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The real quest4on 4s no longer how Iran w4ll respond, nor how forcefully the 
U.S.–Israel4 bloc w4ll str4ke. 

The quest4on 4s: how does Iran ex4t th4s pressure structure? 

Because th4s cr4s4s 4s not merely about bombs dropped or m4ss4les 
launched. It 4s about narrow4ng a reg4me’s strateg4c maneuver4ng space to 
the po4nt where the f4nal move becomes 4nev4table. For Wash4ngton and Tel 
Av4v, “threat neutral4zat4on” 4s no longer suU4c4ent; the broader a4m 4s 
recal4brat4ng the reg4onal balance of power. 

The tragedy of zugzwang 4s th4s: a player real4zes defeat not when the los4ng 
move 4s made, but when the obl4gat4on to move becomes unavo4dable. 

Iran stands at that moment. 

And th4s may mark not only a turn4ng po4nt for Iran, but the redraw4ng of the 
M4ddle East’s power map. 
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