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Decapitating The Hydra: Irana??s Response Options To Israela??s Offensive

Description

Israela??s recent decisive operations targeting Hamas, Lebanese Hezbollah (LH), and the Houthis
signal a bold attempt to dismantle Irana??s proxy networks. These strikes raise critical questions about
Tehrana??s response options in the context of irregular warfare. For Iran, these groups form the
backbone of its regional influence, and the loss of key commanders across multiple theaters through
Israela??s a??decapitation strikesa?e leaves the regime with difficult choices. Iran must balance the
imperative to maintain its credibility among its remaining proxies while avoiding a direct confrontation
with Israel and its Western allies, particularly given the current state of internal instability in Iran and the
operational constraints of its remaining surrogates.

https://irregularwarfareinsider.podbean.com/e/decapitating-the-hydra-iran-s-response-options-to-israel-
s-offensive/

The Consolidation Dilemma: Hezbollah&??s Tactical Conundrum

The Israeli strike that decimated Hezbollah&??s leadership, including many of its key commanders,
presents a tactical masterstroke. Hezbollah faced a no-win situation: either remain dispersed following
the compromise of its electronic communications and face the inability to effectively have command
and control (C2) in defense against a potential invasion or consolidate and risk devastating Israeli
airstrikes. By consolidating forces around Secretary-General Hassan Nasrallah, LHa??s leadership
appears to have chosen the latter. However, this decision likely led to Hezbollaha??s significant
leadership losses in the strike.

Israela??s tactic of targeting Hezbollah leadership while simultaneously signaling the potential for a
ground invasion forced Hezbollah into a defensive posture that left them exposed. From an operational
perspective, this could weaken Hezbollah&??s ability to resist an Israeli advance, especially given that
their C2 capabilities are now severely degraded. Strategically, the question remains: Will this gamble
by Israel pay off in the long term? While tactically brilliant, the destruction of Hezbollaha??s command
could provoke an unpredictable Iranian response.

The Dismantling of Irana??s Proxy Network
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In parallel to the blow against Hezbollah, Israeli strikes on Hamas and the Houthis suggest a broader
Israeli strategy aimed at weakening Irana??s entire proxy apparatus. Hamas, Hezbollah, and the
Houthis serve as crucial pillars of Irana??s influence in Gaza, Lebanon, and Yemen. By severely
degrading their operational capabilities, Israel may be attempting to reshape the regional balance in its
favor, clearing Iranian proxies from the board and diminishing Tehrana??s ability to exert asymmetric
pressure through its surrogates.

For Iran, the loss of key commanders in both Hamas and Hezbollah creates a leadership vacuum that
will be difficult to fill quickly. The Houthis, having faced massive Israeli strikes, are also likely to find
their capacity to project force against Israel diminished, especially in the near term. These
developments significantly weaken Tehrana??s proxy network, making organizing a coherent,
immediate response more difficult.

The Credibility Dilemma: Tehrana??s Need to Respond

Iran faces a major credibility dilemma in the wake of these strikes. The loss of key figures and
capabilities within Hezbollah, Hamas, and the Houthis undermines Tehrana??s image as the protector
and benefactor of its surrogates. If Iran fails to respond decisively, it risks losing influence over these
groups and other potential regional partners. In the realm of irregular warfare, credibility is paramount.
Without a response, Irana??s surrogates may question the regimea??s ability to defend their interests,
leading to a weakening of Tehrana??s broader influence in the Middle East.

However, Irana??s options for retaliation are limited. A direct Iranian military attack on Israel would
likely trigger a broader regional conflict, one Tehran is ill-prepared to win, especially if Israel receives
military support from the United States and its NATO allies. Previous conflicts have demonstrated the
strength of Israeli air defenses, and any Iranian attempt at a missile-based retaliation would likely be
met with overwhelming Israeli and Western responses. The impotence of this approach was again
demonstrated days ago, when a massive Iranian ballistic missile attack on Israel resulted in minimal
damage as Jordan, the U.S., and others came to aid in the defense of Israel. Having now ineffectually
responded to Israela??s successes against its proxies, many experts believe that Iran will try to avoid
uncontrolled escalation.

The Role of Iragi Militias and the Lack of Proxy Mobilization

Given Irana??s weakened position, the Popular Mobilization Forces (PMF) in Iraq present one of the
few remaining viable options for retaliation. The PMF, which consists of various Shia militias aligned
with Iran, has historically been Tehrana??s most reliable proxy force in Irag. However, the relatively
impotent response from the PMF indicates that even these groups may be hesitant to engage in a
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broader direct conflict with Israel at this juncture. The destruction of Irana??s other surrogates,
including Hezbollah and Hamas, may have instilled caution among Iraqi militias. They, too, risk
suffering the same fate if they engage in overt acts of aggression.

Irana??s other proxies, particularly in Syria, have also remained conspicuously inactive. Despite the
Syrian regime condemning the death of Nasrallah as a a??despicable aggressiona?e by Israel, it
seems disinterested in serving as a base for counter strikes against Israel, given its current focus on
maintaining internal stability. In fact, many Syrians have celebrated the Israeli killing of the
controversial LH leader. The usual pattern of pro-Iranian groups launching retaliatory strikes against
U.S. and NATO forces in Iraq and northeastern Syria following Israeli operations has not materialized,
further signaling that Tehrana??s network is spooked and uncertain about its next moves.

Internal Instability in Iran and the Regimea??s Calculus

Irana??s domestic situation further complicates its response options. The regime is currently grappling
with significant internal unrest, with protests and economic turmoil threatening the stability of the
government. The Iranian leadership may not wish to escalate a confrontation with Israel that could
spiral into a broader conflict, one that could inflame public dissatisfaction with the regimea??s regional
adventurism and lead to further destabilization. Moreover, the regime is likely acutely aware that the
United States and its allies stand ready to support Israel in the event of an Iranian escalation, as they
have in past conflicts.

Conclusion: Irana??s Limited Options and the Strategic Implications

In the current context, Irana??s most viable response options are constrained by its loss of proxy
capability, internal instability, and the overwhelming superiority of Israeli and Western forces.
Tehrana??s credibility is on the line, but further direct confrontation with Israel is unlikely to succeed
and could further erode the regime&??s stability. The Iragi militias, while a potential option, have shown
little indication that they are prepared to engage more fulsomely. Irana??s influence in the region may
wane without a significant response as its surrogates question Tehrana??s ability to protect their
interests. In the broader strategic sense, Israela??s dismantling of Irana??s proxy networks may
weaken Tehrana??s regional power, but the long-term effects will depend on how Iran adapts to these
challenges and whether it can rebuild its proxy forces in the coming years.

Doug Livermore is the Senior Vice President for Solution Engineering at the CenCore Group and the
Deputy Commander for Special Operations Detachment 4?? Joint Special Operations Command in the
North Carolina Army National Guard. In addition to his role as the Director of Engagements for the
Irregular Warfare Initiative, he is the National Director of External Communications for the Special
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Forces Association, National Vice President for the Special Operations Association of America,
Director of Development of the Corioli Institute, and serves and the Board of Directors and as Chair of
the Advocacy Committee for No One Left Behind.

Main Image: Israeli Lt. Gen. Herzi Halevi, chief of the general staff, Israeli Defense Forces, answers
questions at a news conference aboard the Nimitz-class aircraft carrier USS George H.W. Bush in the
Mediterranean Sea during exercise Juniper Oak, Jan. 26, 2023. Photo by Navy Petty Officer 3rd Class
Chandler Ludke, DOD.
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