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Abstract

The present study seeks to analyze Iran’s strategies and objectives during
the Twelve-Day War. The authors argue that Iran’s actions were defensive
in nature and aimed at preserving the country's relative security. To test
this hypothesis, Defensive Realism is employed as the main theoretical
framework, while neoclassical variables are utilized as intervening domestic
factors to explain state behavior. Four pillars were considered for aligning
theory with political behavior: the security dilemma, domestic politics,
structural factors (offense-defense balance, geographical proximity, and
access to raw materials), and leaders’ perceptions. Based on the logic of the
security dilemma, the Islamic Republic did not allow Israel to enhance its
own security through the reduction of Iran’s security. From the perspective
of domestic politics, a distinct level of cohesion emerged following the
attack on lIran. Through its defensive and offensive actions, the Islamic
Republic was able to alter Western leaders’ perceptions regarding the
deterrent capability of the Islamic Republic of Iran. Concerning the offense-
defense balance, the Islamic Republic focused on managing the conflict
rather than escalating tensions. At the same time, while avoiding strategic
miscalculations that could lead to a larger war, it pursued the logic of
survival. The combination of these strategies, objectives, and actions
enabled Iran’s deterrence to become understandable and tangible for the
Western side and led Trump to shift from a policy of “regime change”
toward proposing a “ceasefire request.”
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Extended Abstract

Introduction: On the morning of June 13, 2026, Israel attacked Iranian soil. Iran
was taken by surprise. Senior military commanders targeted nuclear scientists and
several important radars in the initial attack. The success of the terrorist operation
led them to believe that the country's defense structure had collapsed and Iran was
unable to respond. Israel's idea was that the people would separate from the system
and with the help of the people, they could overthrow the Islamic regime. However,
the Supreme Commander appointed replacements for the martyred commanders in
less than 24 hours, and the Iranian armed forces also responded seriously to the
attacks. The further we got from the first days of the war, the more the scene changed.
Iran's military responses became more effective and the signs of concern from the
West increased. Mediators became active from the ninth day of the war and offered
negotiations and peace. Netanyahu and Trump thought that they could bring the
Islamic Republic to its knees through the (theory of peace through strength), but the
Islamic Republic sought to manage the problem by taking practical action and
choosing the theory of defensive realism. Therefore, the purpose of this article is to
examine the applicability of the theory of defensive realism to Iran's actions during
the 12-Day War.

Research Question: The twelve-day war between Iran and Israel and the nature of
Iran's behavior raise the key question of the article: how and based on what
framework can the management, goals, and strategies of the Islamic Republic of Iran
be analyzed?

Research Hypothesis: A study of the actions and policies that Iran implemented
during the 12-Day War shows that this country managed the battlefield with the
Israeli regime based on a defensive realism model.

Methodology and Theoretical Framework: Considering the purpose of this
research to apply defensive theory in explaining Iran's foreign policy, the authors
have sought to study the 12-Day War and explain the propositions of this theory and
its correspondence with the actions of the Islamic Republic of Iran's government in
the 12-Day War with Israel; hence, the descriptive-explanatory method has been
used.

Research Findings: Israel's initial success in attacking Iranian soil led them to
conclude that Iran's deterrence and defense cohesion had collapsed, paving the way
for weakening the legitimacy of the regime and even overthrowing it. Hence, in the
early days of the Twelve-Day War, they spoke of "Iran's complete surrender.”
However, by relying on the logic of defensive realism and avoiding escalation, the
Islamic Republic of Iran was able to demonstrate its deterrence and crisis
management capabilities, ultimately forcing the West to offer negotiations and
peace. The Islamic Republic of Iran attempted to respond to Israel's attack on Iranian
soil within the framework of the four assumptions of defensive realism, in order to
prevent the escalation of the crisis and rebuild the foundations of its deterrence. The
security dilemma refers to a situation in which a government's efforts to increase its
own security reduce the security of others. By attacking scientists, commanders, and
nuclear facilities of the Islamic Republic of Iran, Israel attempted to expand its
security in the Middle East. But the Islamic Republic's ability to respond to Israel
was based on defensive realism and a security-focused strategy, and it did not allow
Israel to create security for itself by reducing Iran's security.

Conclusion: The unrest in Iran over the past ten years has led Westerners to believe
that the Islamic Republic of Iran does not enjoy popular support and that an Israeli
attack on Iran would trigger unrest and a repeat of past unrest in the country.
However, after the Israeli attack on Iran, a special cohesion was formed in society.
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An existential threat that had targeted Iranian society turned into an opportunity in
this war and was able to create maximum convergence among the people. Another
factor on the basis of which Iran’s war strategy with Israel and the United States can
be analyzed based on defensive realism is the issue of “offensive-defensive balance.”
The level of power resources means that the Islamic Republic did not go overboard
in attacking Israel after the Israeli attack on Iranian soil began, and a kind of offensive
and defensive balance can be observed in Iran’s behavior. Instead of escalating
tensions, the Islamic Republic was managing the conflict. At the same time, it was
pursuing the logic of survival while avoiding strategic mistakes that could lead to a
major war.

Another of the most important strategies of the Islamic Republic has been to shape
and reform the perception of Israel. The ability of the Islamic Republic of Iran to
change the perception of Israel and the United States is clearly demonstrable. In the
early days of the war, the West talked about “system collapse”, “regime change” and
“immediate and unconditional surrender”. But after Iranian missiles reached Israeli
soil and caused enormous destruction, the view of Western leaders changed and they
were forced to call for a ceasefire.
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