Will U.S. boots march on Iran?
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America was conceived in revolution. Perhaps that’s why this country’s leaders have demonstrated a reflexive fondness for regime change over the years.

That hasn’t always worked out well for them. Thomas Jefferson wanted to side with the disastrous French Revolution and lost an election over it. George W. Bush thought repressed Iraqis would welcome U.S. troops with open arms rather than with improvised explosive devices.

And in one of history’s great paybacks, Jimmy Carter allowed the Iranian revolution of 1979 to topple the shah. The Iran hostage crisis then toppled his presidency. Ronald Reagan ran into trouble when his administration helped facilitate the sale of arms to Iranians who might oppose the mullahs, in what mushroomed into the Iran-Contra scandal.

Which brings us to the current sort-of, kind-of, might-be revolution that’s roiling Iran. What began as allegations of massive voter fraud has become something altogether more combustible.

Late last week, the country’s current supreme religious authority, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, sided with embattled President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad and pre-emptively blamed the opposition for the blood that was about to be shed.

On cue, the country’s hardened Revolutionary Guard attacked protesters with gusto. Iranian state media also reported a bombing at the shrine of the late Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini.

There are conflicting reports on the body count. But there are no doubts that there is a body count and that it is growing. 
Losing presidential candidate and former Iranian Prime Minister Mir Hossein Mousavi has cautioned his supporters against violence, but this supposed human rubber stamp for the mullahs hasn’t backed down. Mousavi has even declared himself “ready for martyrdom” to protest a stolen election. 
The whole situation is a mess. Domestic protesters are not packing it in. Iranian authorities, both nominally secular and religious, are getting nervous and desperate. Iranians inside and outside the country are demanding a number of changes, from making Mousavi president to stripping the mullahs of some of their powers to bringing back the late shah’s son, Reza Pahlavi.

Will U.S. forces get dragged into this conflict? President Barack Obama clearly does not want to go there, but here are five reasons why that could — and, unfortunately, might — change.

*1. Americans hate the mullahs:* Americans are often foggy on many historical facts, but something about the Iran hostage crisis has stuck. Polls have shown that Americans are, at the very least, not all that hostile to bombing Iran. When George W. Bush included Iran in his “axis of evil,” it was a cheer line.

*2. We’re already in the neighborhood:* The deployment of troops into Iran would be made much easier because the U.S. has all those troops parked right next door in Iraq.

*3. Chaos:* If the situation in Iran deteriorates further, people will flee the country, and calls for humanitarian intervention will arise. Conflict could spill over into Iraq, which would cause U.S. troops to push back.

*4. Wag the great Satan:* Iran’s supreme leader warned against outside interference for a rhetorical reason. He wants to paint the conflict in terms of proud Iranians versus the rest of the world instead of the people’s will versus a corrupt mullahocracy. He might provoke an international confrontation to rally the country, reasoning that Obama wouldn’t dare react.

*5. Did I mention that Americans really hate the mullahs?* Obama wants dialogue with Iran, but that will be hard if there’s no undisputed ruler to talk to. His patience is finite, and domestic pressures will matter. The U.S. president can shrug off calls for intervention by neoconservatives, but he will worry that the drumbeat will take a toll on his credibility. Already, the sting of the charge that he’s “soft on Iran” has forced him to use harsher language to condemn abuses of Iranian protesters.

Remember, the most convincing authority is a reluctant one. In that sense, you couldn’t have genetically engineered a person better equipped to make the case for sending U.S. forces into Iran than Barack Obama.

