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Key points 
 

1. The war between Israel and Hamas has increased the threat to U.S. troops in the Middle East, 
particularly for the 3,400 personnel in Syria and Iraq. Since October 7, 2023, dozens of U.S. troops 
have been injured in attacks perpetrated by Iran-backed Shia militias in both countries, at times 
resulting in U.S. retaliatory strikes. 

2. Defensive measures and luck have prevented U.S. fatalities thus far. But U.S. forces in Syria and 
Iraq are at significant risk as long as they remain deployed there. 

3. If a U.S. ground presence served a core security interest, that risk might be reasonable. But there is 
no good reason to risk U.S. forces in Syria and Iraq, where ISIS’s capabilities have been degraded, 
capable local actors eagerly hunt the group’s remnants, and the United States can still strike from 
long distance, if necessary, without local bases. 

4. Instead of enhancing U.S. security, the U.S. force presence in Syria and Iraq pointlessly risks war 
with Iran. Sending additional troops to the Middle East compounds the problem and grants U.S. 
adversaries in the region added leverage by giving them the ability to threaten U.S. forces. 

5. The added danger to U.S. forces is one more reason to withdraw from Syria and Iraq as a step 
toward de-prioritizing the Middle East more generally. 

 
The Israel-Hamas war increases the danger to U.S. troops 
 
With 46,000 troops spread across a network of bases throughout the Middle East, the United States has far 
more force there than necessary to serve its key interests of defending against anti-U.S. terrorist threats, 
preventing disruptions to the flow of oil, and ensuring no regional power can achieve hegemonic status.1 
The United States can meet these narrow interests without the high cost and baggage of a bloated force 
posture.2 The U.S. counterterrorism apparatus, consisting of intelligence assets, high-technology 
surveillance, and strike capabilities, allows the United States to strike terrorists wherever they operate in 
the region.3 The prospects of any Middle Eastern state attaining hegemony are slim to none; Iran’s 
conventional military capabilities are unimpressive, and the region’s major powers are frequently divided 
against themselves.4 While oil shocks are a concern, previous price hikes have been quickly settled after a 
short period of disruption.5 
 
The U.S. troops in Syria and Iraq are in an especially dangerous situation compared to bases in the Persian 
Gulf. Approximately 3,400 U.S. troops (roughly 2,500 in Iraq and 900 in Syria) remain deployed in pursuit of 
a mission—the enduring defeat of ISIS—that is defined in such maximalist terms as to demand a perpetual 
U.S. deployment in both countries.6 Once viewed as critical assets to accomplish counterterrorism goals, 
U.S. bases in Syria and Iraq have turned into liabilities and enable U.S. adversaries, including Iran and 
Russia, the opportunity to dial up the pressure. 
 
The risk to U.S. military personnel has grown since October 7, when Hamas perpetrated the deadliest 
terrorist assault on Israel since its establishment in 1948. Since the Hamas attack, the Biden 
administration has sent more forces into the region in what U.S. officials justify as an attempt to deter 
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escalation and prevent the war in Gaza from spreading to other fronts in the region. On October 14, the U.S. 
Department of Defense deployed a second carrier strike group, the USS Dwight D. Eisenhower, to the 
Eastern Mediterranean.7 An additional F-16 squadron and air defense systems accompanied the carrier 
strike group.8 At the time of writing, approximately 17,000 additional U.S. troops have been deployed to the 
Middle East, both as a force protection measure and to deter Iran and Hezbollah from getting more 
involved in the fighting.9 The Biden administration has also sent messages to both actors stressing that 
the United States has no intention of expanding the war while warning Iran and Hezbollah from doing the 
same.10 
 

U.S. forces in the Middle East 

 
The United States still maintains a robust military presence in the Middle East with 

approximately 46,000 forces stationed across the region. 
 
Enlarging the U.S. force presence could restrain Iran from entering the war directly, although Iran has 
expressed little desire to intervene. But it also entails significant risk for the United States of being drawn 
into a needless war, potentially with Iran. Some escalation has already occurred. Hezbollah, which is 
backed by Iran, has fired rockets and drones at Israel since the attack, drawing Israeli counterfire.11 
Casualties occurred on both sides. The Houthis, which control most of Yemen’s population centers, 
launched several drones and ballistic missiles in Israel’s direction, shot down a U.S. drone off Yemen’s 
coast, and have periodically fired missiles near the vicinity of U.S. warships in the Red Sea.12 The United 
States has shot down some of these drones as a force protection measure and is discussing possible 
military options against Houthi targets in Yemen.13 
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Most important from a U.S. perspective, between October 17 and December 15, Iran-backed militia groups 
have attacked U.S. forces in Syria and Iraq more than 100 times, injuring more than 60 servicemembers.14 
On October 26, November 8, and November 13, the Biden administration responded to these attacks by 
conducting airstrikes against militia sites in eastern Syria also used by Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guard 
Corps (IRGC).15 On November 21, November 22, and December 3, the United States expanded its target set 
to include militia facilities in Iraq, angering the Iraqi government in the process.16 
 
Attacks against U.S. forces in Syria and Iraq between October 17 and 

December 15, 2023 

 
Since the start of the Israel-Hamas war, attacks on U.S. forces in Syria and Iraq have 
spiked. Such attacks by Iranian proxies endanger U.S. forces and could spark a larger 

conflict. 
 
Despite U.S. retaliation, drone and rocket attacks on U.S. bases in Syria and Iraq have continued and will 
be a persistent, lethal threat as long as U.S. troops are stationed there. The best way to mitigate risk and 
prevent escalation that could lead to regional war is for the Biden administration to order a withdrawal 
from Syria and Iraq. As this paper argues, all of the conventional arguments used to rationalize a continued 
U.S. presence in both countries—a possible resurgence of ISIS, concerns about U.S. credibility after a 
withdrawal, and an emboldened Iran taking advantage of a U.S. departure—are overstated and wrong. 
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Why withdrawal is the right choice 
 
ISIS is no longer a coherent organization that threatens the United States. ISIS’s military capabilities have 
been significantly degraded by U.S. and coalition counterterrorism pressure and its scattered remnants do 
not justify perpetual U.S. forces in Syria and Iraq. ISIS fighters, relegated to a low-grade insurgency in Syria 
and Iraq, no longer control or govern territory in either country. Yet U.S. troops continue to prosecute a 
counter-ISIS mission whose objective is so maximalist as to be unattainable. Meanwhile, non-ISIS threats 
such as Shia militias target U.S. positions, at times resulting in U.S. military retaliation that has failed to 
deter the attacks. The costs of an indefinite U.S. troop deployment in Syria and Iraq simply outweigh the 
benefits. 
 
The U.S. accomplished its counter-ISIS mission 
 
In September 2014, the Obama administration began striking ISIS targets in Syria.17 The goal at the outset 
of the military campaign was achievable: roll back the territorial gains ISIS accrued in the years prior to the 
U.S. intervention and eliminate its so-called territorial caliphate. At the time of the first U.S. airstrikes, ISIS 
was a formidable organization, with the Central Intelligence Agency estimating as many as 31,000 fighters 
in its ranks.18 The group, having ousted the Iraqi military in the north and west, once controlled territory 
from Raqqa in north-central Syria to the suburbs of Baghdad.19 ISIS served as the de-facto governing 
authority in this wide area, and its control of approximately eight million people provided it with the ability 
to raise significant funds through taxation and fees.20 In 2014, at its height, ISIS also made an estimated 
$1 million a day by selling oil on the black market.21  
 
The U.S. air campaign in Syria and Iraq, coupled with corresponding ground operations by U.S. special 
operations forces, the Iraqi army, the pro-Iraqi government Popular Mobilization Forces (PMF), and the 
Kurdish-led Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF), eliminated the ISIS caliphate. In September 2014, ISIS lost 
control of Baquba, Iraq. In March 2015, ISIS forces were pushed out of Tikrit, a major Iraqi city in the north. 
Ten months later, the Iraqi security force captured Ramadi, and the organization would be pushed back 
from Fallujah, Abu Ghraib, and Manbij in 2016.22 In December 2017, five months after Mosul was liberated, 
the Iraqi government officially declared the end of the ISIS caliphate in Iraq.23 By March 2019, the last 
patch of ISIS-controlled territory in Syria was eliminated. 
 
Instead of declaring success and withdrawing, the United States enlarged the mission by embracing goals 
that would require a long-term U.S. troop investment—if they could be realized at all. In Iraq, U.S. troops are 
now tasked with training, advising, and equipping the Iraqi security forces to the point where it becomes an 
independent, professional fighting force capable of defending Iraq from all threats foreign and domestic. 
However, U.S. officials have never explicitly defined what “professional” means in this context or explained 
what benchmarks are being used to determine whether Iraq has met the threshold. Joint statements 
between U.S. and Iraqi defense officials, most of which stress generalities about ongoing U.S. efforts “to 
develop Iraq’s security and defense capabilities,” tell us little.24 
 
Across the border in Syria, U.S. policy is even more complicated. In contrast to Iraq, the Biden 
administration has multiple objectives: deterring a Turkish military offensive against Kurdish-administered 
territory in the east, keeping the peace between the Kurdish-led SDF and Arab tribes in Deir ez-Zor, 
preventing the Syrian government from re-capturing Syria’s northeast, and the enduring defeat of ISIS. 25 
The first three goals on the list are not core to the limited U.S. security interests in Syria or the broader 
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region, while the last goal—the “enduring defeat” of ISIS—implies destroying the organization in its entirely 
and resolving the political and socioeconomic conditions that make its reemergence impossible. Such a 
task in a best-case scenario would involve reordering Syrian society and governance over decades, which 
is ill-defined and infeasible.26 
 
ISIS is a shell of its former self 
 
Since 2019, ISIS has degenerated from a proto-state to a rural insurgency limited to unsophisticated 
attacks against local targets like Iraqi army checkpoints and SDF patrols. Iraq’s counterterrorism forces 
are increasingly capable of mounting independent operations against ISIS targets in the north and west, 
where the bulk of the group’s activity is located.27 Although ISIS has exploited the lack of security 
coordination between the Iraqi government and the semi-autonomous Kurdistan Regional Government 
(KRG) in disputed territories like Kirkuk province, a U.S. troop presence in Iraq does nothing to resolve this 
long-running governance problem. ISIS’s senior and mid-level ranks are under constant military pressure, 
compelling the group to operate as more or less independent bands and undermining its ability execute 
attacks. Four ISIS “caliphs,” or rulers, have been killed since 2019.28 The last ISIS caliph, Abu Hussein al-
Qurashi, was killed five months after being appointed to the position.29 Breaking ISIS detainees out of 
Iraq’s prison system and the SDF’s makeshift detention facilities is now one of its top priorities, a reflection 
of desperation as it seeks to sustain its numbers.30 In Iraq, ISIS’s ability to execute operations in urban 
areas is significantly curtailed, a product of the Iraqi security forces’ improved competence relative to its 
previous iteration in 2014, when it largely fled ISIS offensives without a fight. Iraq’s Sunni community is 
also more willing to collaborate with the Iraqi government than it was in the past. Iraqi Sunnis no longer 
see ISIS as a better alternative to a predatory Shia-dominated Iraqi army.31 
 

ISIS territorial control (2015–2023) 

 
With the ISIS territorial caliphate destroyed four years ago, the United States could 

withdraw its forces without undermining its security. 
 

ISIS’s prospects are not any more promising in Syria. Most ISIS activity is confined to the Badia desert, an 
inhospitable area with a small population, which limits ISIS’s capacity to extort financial resources.32 
Previous ISIS attacks in the Badia desert have instigated strong retaliation from the Syrian military, 
including ground campaigns with Russian air power in support.33 The SDF, the Syrian government, Iranian-
linked militias, Russia, and Turkey have all conducted counter-ISIS operations in select parts of the 
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country. Because preventing the regeneration of ISIS is a core security interest for all of these actors, 
these operations will continue after U.S. troops depart.34 
 
U.S. military presence is poor policy 
 
Some claim that an indefinite U.S. troop presence in Syria and Iraq is a low-cost endeavor, or at the very 
least a lower cost option than withdrawal.35 Others state that withdrawal would create a vacuum that Iran, 
Russia, and Syria would fill and thereby become more threatening.36 Still others promote the notion that 
withdrawal from Syria would betray Washington’s Kurdish partners, harm U.S. credibility, and embolden 
U.S. adversaries in other regions of the world to take actions that challenge or undermine U.S. interests.37 
All of these arguments are wrong.  
 
First, a continuous U.S. troop presence is not low-cost to the men and women responsible for carrying it 
out. U.S. troops have been attacked by a multitude of actors hundreds of times since the 2019 elimination 
of ISIS’s territorial caliphate, some of which caused fatalities. According to the Defense Intelligence 
Agency, Iraqi Shia militias attacked U.S. positions in Iraq more than 300 times between late 2019 and April 
2021.38 Before the Israel-Hamas war, 83 such attacks occurred during the Biden administration.39 Dozens 
more have transpired since then.40 If U.S. ground troops were essential to keeping ISIS contained, then a 
case could be made that the risks posed by militia strikes were the cost of doing business. But as stated 
above, other actors are highly likely to continue pressuring ISIS militarily for their own reasons regardless 
of U.S. policy—and such pressure may even increase once U.S. forces are gone. 
 
Second, U.S. bases in Syria and Iraq may not cost much now, but they create great risk. The bases are 
strategic liabilities, providing Iran and the militias it sponsors with an easy way to target the United States 
to register disapproval of U.S. policy. When the Trump administration assassinated IRGC-Quds Force Gen. 
Qassem Soleimani, Iran retaliated by launching a dozen ballistic missiles at two U.S. facilities in Iraq.41 
Fortunately, no Americans were killed in this specific attack. Even so, the United States nearly attacked 
Iran in retaliation.42 If U.S. fatalities had occurred, the United States probably would have retaliated harshly 
against Iranian assets in Syria and perhaps even in Iran itself. The odds of a limited clash spiraling into a 
regional war would then increase markedly, putting the U.S. military’s entire base network in the Middle 
East at risk. The same dynamic holds true today and will continue to hold true for as long as U.S. ground 
troops are present in bases across Syria and Iraq. 
 
Third, according to the so-called “vacuum theory,” a U.S. withdrawal would not only degrade U.S. power 
and influence in the Middle East but also encourage its adversaries. Yet the relatively stable balance of 
power among states in the region will likely hold after a U.S. troop departure in Syria and Iraq.43 Even if Iran 
did succeed in exploiting a U.S. withdrawal for its own purposes, regional powers like Saudi Arabia and the 
United Arab Emirates would not be passive spectators. In Iraq, for instance, Saudi Arabia and other Gulf 
Cooperation Council (GCC) states have sought to improve relations with Baghdad to maximize their own 
geopolitical flexibility and balance Tehran’s influence in the country.44 Syria, which will remain poor, 
unstable, and politically fractious for the foreseeable future, is more likely to be a burden for those who fill 
the so-called vacuum than a benefit.45 
 
Fourth, with respect to credibility, what the United States chooses to do in Iraq or Syria tells us little about 
how the United States would act when direct or higher priority U.S. security interests were at stake. 
Despite the conventional wisdom, foreign leaders don’t rely on a state’s past behavior to predict how that 
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same state will behave in the future.46 Hard power and national interests, not past actions, are far more 
important factors in assessing a state’s willingness to act in a given contingency.47 Just as the U.S. 
withdrawal from Vietnam didn’t break the U.S. alliance system in Europe or Asia, a U.S. withdrawal from 
Syria and Iraq won’t push U.S. allies into the arms of Russia or China, who are unable and unwilling to 
become the region’s external security guarantor anyway. 
 
Fifth, while Iran and Iranian-backed militias would welcome a U.S. withdrawal from Syria and Iraq, the 
United States also benefits by not having to fight militias that would otherwise have no interest in 
targeting Americans. Unlike Al-Qaeda, which has a transnational agenda, the top priority of Syria and Iraq-
based militias is compelling a U.S. troop departure. At times, this mission has been shared by the Iraqi 
parliament.48 Without those bases, the attacks would not be occurring and the militias would no longer be 
a security concern for the United States. 
 
U.S. deterrence against Iranian-backed militias will continue to fail 
 
The Biden administration has struck Shia militia targets in Syria six times in response to militia and drone 
attacks against U.S. bases in both Syria and Iraq. In each case, the United States explained these 
operations as a way to restore deterrence against Iranian-backed militias to prevent similar attacks in the 
future.49 “The whole point of deterrence theory is not just to put stuff out there, but to demonstrate a 
credible preparedness to use military force,” a U.S. defense official said after the U.S. strikes on October 
26, 2023. “What you saw us demonstrate is readiness to take military action to defend our forces, and 
we're ready to do it again -- sort of core deterrence theory.”50 
 
But the United States isn’t deterring anything. Despite multiple rounds of retaliatory strikes since October 
26, militias continue to conduct drone and rocket strikes on U.S. positions throughout Syria and Iraq.51 At 
times, militias have retaliated on the same day the United States conducted airstrikes.52 
 
Some analysts suggest the United States can bolster deterrence by increasing the set of militia targets it 
holds at risk of retaliation, striking more often, and using greater force during its operations.53 Yet these 
recommendations miss the underlying problem: at its core, deterring non-state actors is extremely difficult. 
Unlike states primarily concerned with maintaining control over their territory and defending their 
constituents, non-state groups are largely unencumbered by such concerns and therefore have less 
restraints on their ability to act.54 Like states, non-state actors go through similar cost-benefit 
calculations.55 But in places like Syria and Iraq, where militias aren't necessarily loyal to the state, compete 
for prominence, and are committed to expelling U.S. forces, attacking the main antagonist—the United 
States—and enduring the risk of retaliation may be a price worth paying. 
 
Outside of precision airstrikes, the United States has also tried to pressure the Iraqi government into 
curbing the militia groups. In September 2020, the Trump administration threatened to close the U.S. 
Embassy in Baghdad unless the Iraqi government stopped the militia rocket attacks.56 On November 5, 
2023, Secretary of State Antony Blinken met with Iraqi Prime Minister Mohammed Shia al-Sudani in 
Baghdad to re-emphasize the need for Iraq to crack down on the groups’ activities.57 Defense Secretary 
Lloyd Austin reiterated this message to Prime Minister Sudani a month later, stressing that “attacks 
against U.S. forces must stop.“58 But those threats and pleas fell on deaf ears, both because the Iraqi state 
is incapable of demobilizing the militias and because Iraqi prime ministers rely on them to sustain 
counterterrorism operations against ISIS. Moreover, these militias have built up formidable military and 
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economic resources on their own accord, which enables them to make their own calculations independent 
of the Iraqi state. 
 
Taking such considerations into account, U.S. deterrent efforts in Syria and Iraq will continue to fail in the 
future as they so consistently have in the past. Similar attacks on U.S. bases will be a way of life as long as 
U.S. forces are operating in Syria and Iraq. For the United States, the most effective and efficient defensive 
measure is not stronger acts of retaliation but rather withdrawing its troops. 
 
Don’t pick an unnecessary fight with Iran 
 
Preventing war with Iran should be a top U.S. priority, particularly today, when tens of thousands of U.S. 
troops are stationed in the Middle East.59 While Iran's conventional military has limited force projection 
capacity relative to the United States, a war with Iran would nevertheless be a highly costly enterprise. Iran 
boasts the largest missile inventory in the Middle East and has spent decades building a network of non-
state proxies in Iraq, Syria, Yemen, Lebanon, Gaza, and the West Bank, which could be utilized in the event 
of hostilities with the United States. Some of those proxies, like the Houthis, possess missiles with ranges 
that can reach U.S. bases in the Persian Gulf.60 Iran may conclude that even limited U.S. military action is 
confirmation that acquiring a nuclear weapon for deterrence purposes is the best option—a decision the 
Iranian government has not yet made.61 U.S. military action would be a gift to Iran’s hardliners, who would 
opportunistically exploit a war imposed by outsiders to tout their nationalistic credentials to the Iranian 
people. Similar to the wars in Kosovo, Afghanistan, Iraq, and Libya, a bombing campaign against Iran 
would also be unpredictable and likely last longer than the United States expects.62 
 
Even so, some lawmakers and analysts believe the United States has been overly deferential toward Iran. 
Hamas’s October 7 attack against Israel has accelerated calls for a tougher U.S. policy on Iran. Sen. 
Lindsey Graham has advocated for U.S. military action against Iran's oil infrastructure to undermine its 
ability to finance groups such as Hamas, Hezbollah, and Iraqi Shia militias.63 Foreign affairs scholar Hal 
Brands says the United States “must make clear, through the available channels, that attacks on U.S. 
forces will be met with disproportionate responses against the Iranian military itself."64 The Biden 
administration seems to sympathize with the sentiment, to a point. “The United States has taken — and as 
necessary, will continue to take — military action against the IRGC and its affiliates,” Deputy Assistant 
Defense Secretary for the Middle East Dana Stroul told the House Foreign Affairs Committee on November 
8. “This includes the use of force against IRGC and IRGC-affiliated personnel and facilities in the U.S. 
Central Command area of responsibility.”65 
 
Yet these recommendations, among other flaws, overstate Iran’s control over proxy groups and would lead 
to the very escalation the United States should seek to avoid. 
 
Iran’s control of Iraqi militias is unclear 
 
In part to compensate for its conventional military weakness, Iran has cultivated partnerships with various 
terrorist and militia groups in the region to project power, weaken regional rivals, and deter the United 
States from attacking Iran itself.66 Some of these relationships, like the one with Hezbollah, are decades-
old. Others, such as those with Hamas, cross the Middle East’s sectarian divide and are driven more by a 
common adversary (Israel) than ideology. Iran’s financial, military, and political support to these groups is 
well-documented. The State Department’s 2020 Country Reports on Terrorism stated that Iran provided a 
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combined $100 million a year to Palestinian terrorist groups based in Gaza and the West Bank.67 A 
segment of Hamas’s rocket inventory is powered by Iranian technology.68 In Iraq, more than twelve political 
parties are connected in some fashion to Iran, and the most powerful militia groups under the Iraqi 
government-affiliated PMF have pledged direct allegiance to Iranian Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali 
Khamenei.69 
 
But client-proxy relationships are complicated phenomena. A sponsor’s funding or arming of a proxy does 
not necessarily translate into the sponsor possessing command-and-control over a proxy’s decision-
making.70 The United States has first-hand experience with how difficult it is to control a proxy. In Syria, 
despite U.S. military support, the armed Syrian opposition didn’t share the same priorities as the United 
States did, preferring to fight the Syrian government rather than ISIS.71 In Afghanistan, the approximately 
$90 billion spent training, arming, and equipping the Afghan security forces didn’t give the United States 
much influence over how the Afghan government behaved on matters like corruption and war policy 
against the Taliban.72 
 
Iran runs into similar obstacles. Despite a years-long military and political relationship with Hamas, the 
Iranian government was apparently unaware of the group’s October 7 operation.73 Although U.S. officials 
frequently hold Iran ultimately responsible for Iraqi militia attacks on U.S. bases, the truth is that Iran 
doesn’t have full control over their operations—a common problem sponsors face with proxies in general.74 
In Iraq, the militias backed by Iran have agency of their own and aren’t necessarily direct arms of the 
Iranian state. Even the militias most deeply associated with Iran, such as Katai’b Hezbollah and Asai’b Ahl 
al-Haq, have their own internal decision-making processes and agendas.75 Indeed in the past, the 
commander of the IRGC-Quds Force has sought to restrain the militias in order to prevent a wider conflict 
with the United States—and often fails.76 For all these reasons, assuming Iran is deliberately approving, let 
alone planning and executing, all of the attacks against U.S. troops in Syria and Iraq is dangerous. In the 
extreme, it could lead the United States to pursue actions, like a military strike on Iranian military personnel 
or territory, that would result in higher risk to U.S. forces in the region. 
 
Escalation fuels more escalation 
 
Graham and Brands’ proposals are wrong for another reason: taking the fight to Iran would be an 
escalatory action the Iranians would no doubt respond to. Iran has consistently retaliated whenever it 
perceives its interests to be under attack. Unlike the United States, which can pull back from the region 
and preserve its power at the same time, Iran is a principal actor in the Middle East and doesn’t have the 
luxury of withdrawing in the face of direct threats to its territory or economic interests. During the Trump 
administration, Iran sought to degrade the oil export capacity of its neighbors to penalize the United States 
for implementing a strategy of maximum pressure. In 2019, after the United States rescinded oil sanctions 
waivers for Iran's top importers and designated the IRGC as a foreign terrorist organization, four oil tankers 
in the Persian Gulf were mined in what U.S. officials at the time called an Iranian-orchestrated attack.77 In 
May 2023, weeks after the United States seized a tanker carrying Iranian crude in violation of U.S. 
sanctions, Iran seized two oil tankers of its own.78 Iran has even retaliated against the United States for 
operations the United States did not conduct.79 
 
If Iran was willing to retaliate for the seizure of a single vessel, the prospects of Iran retaliating in an even 
more forceful way to U.S. strikes on its oil industry or military personnel (as Graham and Brands advise) 
are high. U.S. troops in Syria and Iraq would be the most obvious targets of Iranian retaliation, just as they 
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were in January 2020, when Iranian ballistic missiles caused severe injury to U.S. personnel in Iraq after 
the U.S. assassination of Soleimani. Back then, the United States wisely chose to deescalate. But the 
United States can’t assume de-escalation will occur in every instance. If even a single American was killed 
in an Iranian missile barrage, the pressure on any U.S. president to hold Iran accountable militarily would 
be high, which in turn would increase the chance of a regional conflict erupting. The United States would 
be put in the position of having to defend a constellation of bases in the Middle East, all which are within 
range of Iran's ballistic and cruise missile stockpile. American casualties could be high, even after the 
deployment of land and sea-based anti-missile systems. 
 
Stop turning U.S. troops into targets 
 
Keeping U.S. troops in Syria and Iraq is high-risk and no-reward. The ISIS caliphate, the reason U.S. ground 
troops were deployed there in the first place, is destroyed. Whatever capability ISIS has left is no match for 
the pool of local actors who have the intent, interest, and capacity to combat them whether or not the 
United States maintains a presence. Far from being an asset, U.S. bases in Syria and Iraq are leverage 
points for its adversaries, who would be far less able to threaten the United States otherwise. Withdrawing 
from Syria and Iraq removes that leverage, reduces escalation risks for a wider war, and is a good first step 
toward a broader U.S. drawdown in the Middle East. 
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