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“Impotent and Obsolete:”1

Adam Roberts 
 The Case for Nuclear Weapon Diplomacy with Iran 

 
 Introduction 

 Iran’s nuclear program has received significant media attention in recent months, and has 

been a notable talking point on the campaign trail for 2012 presidential candidates. Sharp 

differences exist between the rhetoric of Republican candidates, and the policies advocated by 

President Obama. The Democrats and President Obama have been pushing for meaningful 

dialogue, while Republican candidates, including Mitt Romney, have pushed for a stronger 

approach more consistent with Israel’s drive for a military attack. In this analysis, an airstrike is 

counter to American interests, but the current diplomatic proposals are insufficient. For 

diplomacy to succeed the United States cannot simply treat the Iranian nuclear program as a 

disarmament dispute. A frank assessment of Iran’s threat environment and the U.S.-Iranian 

relationship is necessary to create a comprehensive diplomatic package that addresses Iran’s 

underlying motivations for exploring a military component to its nuclear program. Only by 

addressing the security threats facing Iran, and levering Iranian political ambitions in a 

meaningful way, can the United States and Israel achieve a long-term solution.  

 America and Iran once had a positive relationship, but that relationship deteriorated in 

1953 when America sponsored a coup that ousted the democratically-elected Mohammad 

Mossadegh and installed the dictator, and Western puppet, Mohammad Reza Shah. Stephen 

                                                           
1 The title “Impotent and Obsolete” comes from an address to the nation on national security made by President 
Ronald Reagan on March 23, 1983. In that speech, President Reagan said, “I clearly recognize that defensive 
systems have limitations and raise certain problems and ambiguities. If paired with offensive systems, they can be 
viewed as fostering an aggressive policy, and no one wants that. But with these considerations firmly in mind, I call 
upon the scientific community in our country, those who gave us nuclear weapons, to turn their great talents now to 
the cause of mankind and world peace, and to give us the means of rendering these nuclear weapons impotent and 
obsolete.” Full text of Pres. Reagan’s speech can be found at: http://www.fas.org/spp/starwars/offdocs/rrspch.htm 
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Kinzer wrote that, during a trip through Iran, when he asked what people thought of Mossadegh 

one woman begged of him “Why did you Americans do that terrible thing?” and explained “We 

always loved America. To us, America was the great country, the perfect country, the country 

that helped us while other countries exploited us. But after that moment, no one in Iran ever 

trusted the United States again.”2

 An integral part of Khomeini’s message and foreign policy was anti-Americanism—

which included the West, especially Britain for its imperial role in Iran and the exploitation of oil 

resources in the early part of the 20th Century, as well as Israel. A year later, Iran found itself 

fighting Iraq in September 1980—a war which lasted eight years. For the Iranian regime the 

lessons were clear: Iran was a Shiite state surrounded by Sunni enemies, and complicating the 

mix was the ever-present hand of U.S. foreign policy stirring the pot. Looking beyond its borders 

Iran could only see enemies. 

 Additionally, Americans quit trusting Iran in 1979 when 

Mohammad Reza Shah was ousted in a revolution led by Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, and 

Iranian students stormed the American embassy in Tehran taking hostage the embassy workers 

for 444 days. These two watershed events in the second half of the 20th Century laid the 

groundwork for the dysfunctional relationship the United States presently has with the Islamic 

Republic of Iran. 

 Now in 2012, with the effects of this history carrying into the present, Americans wonder 

if war with Iran is just around the corner. So rampant has been the talk of military strikes that 

President Obama warned the nation’s leaders to not let the talk of war get too carried away. To 

many, the idea that America could find itself in another engagement in the Middle East is 

                                                           
2 Kinzer, Stephen. All the Shah's Men: An American Coup and the Roots of Middle East Terror. Hoboken, NJ: John 
Wiley & Sons, Inc., 2003. Page ix. 
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disconcerting. However, if this country is willing to fundamentally reassess its relationship with 

Iran an agreement can be made with Iran on its nuclear program without shedding blood. 

Why does Iran want the bomb? 

 Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei and President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad are 

crazy. They are irrational. They want to have nuclear weapons to wipe Israel off the map and 

attack the United States. Iran wants to take over the Middle East and spread its own brand of 

Islamic theism around the region. All of these are common answers to the question “Why does 

Iran want the bomb?” All of these answers are also half-baked, lack any real depth of analysis, 

and frame the issue as a kill-or-be-killed conundrum where the only real way to move forward is 

to attack Iran before they have the ability to attack us.  

 So why does Iran want the bomb? Most scholars and foreign policy analysts agree that is 

the central question to be answered. Iranian historical identity, an assessment of security threats, 

and a forecast of strategic gain resulting from a nuclear capability all play a role.  

Iranian identity 

 Several tomes can be written about how Iranians think of themselves collectively. That 

being said, though any analysis of this will likely be oversimplified, even an elementary 

understanding is better than ignoring the subject completely. Also, not all knowledge of Iranian 

culture is useful in explaining the nuclear question, so the points covered are selective. 

 Ironically, the Persian Empire and the culture which stems from it are comparatively as 

old as the ancient Western Civilization such as the Greeks. The Persian Empire famously fought 

the Greeks in Thermopylae, and ruled large tracts of Asia Minor. This Persian heritage is not lost 

upon the modern Iranian, but pride in this Persian heritage often breeds conflict with Iran’s Arab 

neighbors. Yet, the Islamic Republic of Iran, and the core ideals upon which the nation was 
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founded, only dates back to 1979. When one acknowledges this fact it is easy to see that Iran is 

still a nation in transition. Iran has many internal conflicts over how the country should relate to 

the rest of the world, and at the core of many of these debates is a clash between the very old and 

the modern world. This is especially pertinent to a nuclear weapons program. Ayatollah 

Khamenei has said repeatedly that nuclear weapons are haram, or forbidden by Islamic 

theology.3

 A noteworthy part of Ayatollah Khomeini’s vision for the Islamic Republic was that it 

stood in sharp opposition to the West, led by America, as well as Israel. This is important to 

recognize as the U.S. tries to engage Iran diplomatically, especially in terms of managing 

expectations. Often when people hear “diplomacy with Iran” they think of attempts to “make 

nice” with Iran or “become friends.” At least in the near-term, this strategy is ill-advised. Iran’s 

anti-American identity is a crucial part of the Islamic Republic regime. A European ambassador 

in Iran once asked Karim Sadjadpour, a Senior Associate and nuclear weapons expert with the 

Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, “If you take away ‘death to America,’ and you 

take away the hijab, what will be left of the Islamic Republic?”

 However, evidence pointing to the military nature of the Iran’s nuclear program 

suggests that there is, at minimum, a possibility that Khamenei will reconsider this policy given 

the perceived security guarantee a nuclear arsenal can offer. 

4

Importantly, critics of diplomacy are right—it is unlikely that the U.S. will have friendly 

relations with Iran under the current regime, but that does not necessarily need to be the goal. 

The overall objective of diplomacy is to keep nuclear weapons out of the hands of Iran, and this 

 Diplomacy, then, needs to 

account for this as it creates the goals for a diplomatic package.  

                                                           
3 Tannenwald, Nina. "Using Religion to Restrain Iran's Nuclear Program." Foreign Policy. 

http://walt.foreignpolicy.com/posts/2012/02/24/guest_post_using_religion_to_restrain_irans_nuclear_progr
am. 

4 Sadjadpour, Karim. "The Nuclear Players." Journal of International Affairs 60, no. 2 (2007): 125-134. Page 127. 
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is not predicated on cordial, friendly relations. Instead, diplomacy needs to be predicated on a 

minimization of Iran’s threat environment, political and military cooperation where Iran’s 

strategic interests intersect with the United States, and leveraging Iran’s political identity in a 

manner that is consistent with Iranian principles and international goals. Putting forth a 

diplomatic package that does not account these three elements of the U.S. – Iran political 

relationship is likely to be viewed by Iran as an attempt to engage in regime change, and will 

result in the failure of the diplomatic process. 

Iran’s security threats 

 A major security threat Iran faces is that the country completely lacks any true allies in 

the region. As a specifically Shiite state, Iran often finds itself ideologically opposed to Sunni-led 

states in the region. Also, many other Middle East states have Arab majorities. This lack of 

common ideology and ethnic background does not result in natural alliances for Iran.  

 To be sure, Iran has friendly relations with other states in the Middle East. Syria is about 

the closest example of an ally, but the differences between the countries are too stark for a true 

alliance to exist. In terms of religion, 74 percent of Syrians are Sunni Muslim; the official 

language of Syria is Arabic, and 90.3 percent of Syrians are of Arab ethnicity.5 This is in sharp 

contrast to Iran where 61 percent of Iranians are of Persian ethnicity, the official language is 

Persian, and 89 percent of the Muslim population in Iran is Shiite.6

                                                           
5 CIA World Factbook, Syria. https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/sy.html 

  Comparatively, the United 

States and Britain have a shared language, shared religious history, a long history of 

cooperation—despite a former imperial-colonial relationship, and their values stem largely from 

the same foundations. Iran is not so fortunate to have that kind of relationship with its neighbors. 

6 CIA World Factbook, Iran. https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/ir.html 
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While there are plenty of examples of cross-cultural alliances in the international community, 

this lack of cultural ties in the region is exacerbated by the instability of the Middle East.  

 A second threat to Iran’s security is the regime change taking place in the Middle East. 

Robin Wright explains that many young people throughout the Middle East, who are the largest 

regional demographic, are tired of the oppressive traditional structure present in many of the 

Arab countries. They are unemployed, cannot envision a prosperous future, and are tired of the 

dominant message the international community receives about the Islamic world being 

controlled by extremists.7

 A third threat that Iran sees in the region is the presence of the American military. On 

both its east and west borders the American military had a massive presence. To the east, the 

United States is still struggling to find a way out of Afghanistan, and to the west a massive 

military contingent was stationed in Iraq until only recently. The American navy is also the 

dominant naval power in Persian Gulf, just off the coast of Iran. Wherever Iran looks it can see 

 In 2009, Iran experienced this first hand. Following the election of 

Mahmoud Ahmadinejad to president Iranians took to the streets to protest what they believed 

was an unjust election. The regime responded with widespread violence and crushed the Green 

Movement opposition. In the years that followed internet access was controlled and monitored, 

and the regime kept average citizens under close surveillance. Anything that could have been 

construed as going against the regime was stopped. If the international community learned 

anything from the Arab Spring it is that the people of the Middle East are finding their voice, and 

iron fist of regional dictators may not last forever. Iran’s nuclear program is one of the few 

national issues which unites Iran—particularly the civil nuclear program. This only hardens 

Iran’s resolve to relentlessly pursue the power of the atom.  

                                                           
7 Wright, Robin. Rock the Casbah: Rage and Rebellion Across the Islamic World. New York: Simon & Schuster, 

2011. 
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some contingent of the American military. The United States repeatedly tells the world that it is 

in the Middle East solely to protect its interests, but America’s interests occasionally come in 

conflict with Iran’s.  Recently the U.S. overthrew Saddam Hussein’s regime, and the Taliban’s 

future is far from certain.   This works in Iran’s favor, but the Iranian government can’t help but 

wonder if its country is next. To be sure, the U.S. has meddled in Iranian national affairs to the 

point of regime change in the past, and there indications that many of the covert assassinations 

and mysterious explosions could potentially be the work of either American or Israeli spy 

agencies. The strong American presence in the Middle East is the opposite of reassuring from 

Iran’s perspective. 

 Finally, there are eight countries with confirmed nuclear weapons arsenals. The U.S., 

Russia, the United Kingdom, France, China, India, Pakistan, and North Korea all have nuclear 

arsenals. Importantly, Israel has a nuclear arsenal, even though the Israelis have never confirmed 

or denied the fact. Obviously, Israel and Iran view each other as security threats, and Israel tips 

the balance of power in its favor with a stockpile of nuclear weapons. Russia also has the 

capability to fire missiles at Tehran, should it choose to do so. While Russia and Iran have 

largely had a cooperative relationship as of late the two countries do have serious points of 

disagreement. Also, Pakistan and India are not far away at all. Generally, their weapons are 

pointed at each other, but in the event that either country had an inkling to point their weapons in 

Iran’s direction they could do so, and many Western nuclear powers support Israel. Of course the 

U.S. has the ability to strike anywhere in Iran with a nuclear weapon, and could deliver a 

warhead there in a number of different ways. Again, Iran finds itself outgunned on multiple 

fronts and without the ability to defend itself.  To be sure, strictly from a security perspective, 
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Iran hardly sees itself as a secure nation, and the threat environment facing Iran gets worse when 

taking into account economic and other domestic factors. 

Perceived benefits of a nuclear weapon 

 So what could Iran hope to gain from acquiring a nuclear weapon? How could having a 

nuclear arsenal specifically address the aforementioned issues? With regard to Israel and the 

other nuclear powers Iran could successfully create a deterrent from nuclear attack. Importantly, 

the only instance where nuclear weapons were used in a conflict was when Japan did not have a 

nuclear capability with which to retaliate against the American use of the bomb.  

Further, knowing that the most likely candidates to attack Iran are the U.S. and Israel, 

Iran finds solace in the fact that when two states have nuclear weapons “the odds of war drop 

precipitously.”8

 A nuclear arsenal would have a couple of other benefits for Iran. In the international 

community, nuclear weapons are a signal to the world that the nuclear armed state is a powerful 

state that has to be respected. There is a sense that legitimate states that profoundly shape the 

international community have nuclear arsenals.

 While the issue truly is much more complex than “more nuclear weapons means 

less war,” this previously mentioned fact is not lost upon Iranian strategists. A nuclear arsenal 

would also have the benefit of balancing the strategic power between Israel and Iran. Currently, 

Israel has a strategic advantage over Iran with its nuclear arsenal. If Iran developed its own 

arsenal this would tip the balance of power between the two countries in Iran’s direction and 

create a more level playing field. From this perspective, the idea that a nuclear arsenal can 

bolster Iran’s security environment is not irrational at all. 

9

                                                           
8 Rauchhaus, Robert. "Evaluating the Nuclear Peace Hypothesis: A Quantitative Approach." Journal of Conflict 
Resolution 53, no. 2 (2009): 258-277. Page 260. 

 Many Arab countries fear the potential power 

9 Sagan, Scott D. "Why Do States Build Nuclear Weapons? Three Models in Search of the Bomb." International 
Security 21, no. 3 (1996): 54-86. Page 74. 
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that Iran can project, but not so much that they knuckle under to its every whim. In the mind of 

the Iranian regime, a nuclear arsenal would be proof positive that Iran is the regional hegemon it 

believes it should be, and with that in mind its behavior will likely adjust accordingly. Given that 

none of the other Arab states have nuclear weapons, Iran will be able to throw its weight around 

politically more than ever.  Currently, Iran may have to work more closely with other regional 

states, but with nuclear weapons Iran will be powerful enough militarily that states might not 

have much of a choice but to go along with Tehran’s desires. Not only would this be beneficial 

from a practical point of view of achieving one’s foreign policy goals, but it would also be the 

culmination of Khomeini’s promise in 1979—to restore Iran to its rightful place as the one true 

power in the Middle East. 

Why an Iranian nuclear arsenal would be a strategic threat to the U.S. 

 Some argue that Iranian nuclear arsenal would not necessarily be a threat to U.S.  

strategic interests, and cite the fact that two nuclear powers have never gone to war. This 

argument is reminiscent of the classic debate between Scott Sagan and Kenneth Waltz. 

Proponents of this argument might be inclined to take Waltz’s side in the debate—that more 

nuclear weapons in the world can be better because war will be less likely to breakout between 

nuclear powers.10

                                                           
10 Sagan, Scott D., and Kenneth N. Waltz. The Spread of Nuclear Weapons: A Debate Renewed. New York: W.W. 
Norton & Company, 2003. Waltz explains his argument more fully throughout Chapter 1 of the book.  

 In the case of Iran, an overwhelming majority of observers disagree with this 

sentiment, however, and would lean in Sagan’s direction: more nuclear weapons in the world 

will be worse. While Sagan’s work has a lot to offer in terms of understanding Iran we have to 

go beyond the black-and-white mentality characteristic of the Sagan-Waltz debate if we are to 

understand the true impact that an Iranian nuclear weapon will have on the world, and the United 

States specifically. 
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 Scott Sagan takes an organizational approach to explaining why nuclear proliferation will 

be worse for international security. He has two central arguments: first, military organizations 

“display organizational behaviors that are likely to lead to deterrence failures and deliberate or 

accidental war;” and second, “future nuclear-armed states will lack the positive mechanisms of 

civilian control.”11 To his second point, Sagan explains that organizations which employ nuclear 

weapons, usually militaries, have a “strong and direct influence on policymaking” which means 

the “biases, routines, and parochial interests of powerful military organizations, not the 

“objective” interests of the state, can determine state behavior.”12 This is especially true in Iran. 

While Ayatollah Khamenei has supreme authority over the Iranian government, the leadership 

does not function in a strictly top-down manner. Khamenei does not unilaterally make decisions 

and demand compliance.13

Sagan had specific concerns about Iran. During the eight year conflict between Iran and 

Iraq, Iran developed a chemical weapons program and used those weapons after Iraq attacked 

Iranian military forces with chemical weapons. Iran has repeatedly said that these capabilities are 

strictly for defensive and deterrent purposes, but at the same time drill offensive uses of the 

weapons.

 The leaders of various government factions have considerable power 

in influencing the Supreme Leaders opinion, and then are expected to carry out the decision 

Khamenei makes.  

14

                                                           
11 Sagan, Scott D., and Kenneth N. Waltz. The Spread of Nuclear Weapons: A Debate Renewed. Pages 47 and 48.  

 This is especially problematic for Sagan because it suggests that if Iran develops 

nuclear weapons “the leaders of the military or revolutionary guards in control of nuclear 

12 Sagan, Scott D., and Kenneth N. Waltz. The Spread of Nuclear Weapons: A Debate Renewed. Page 48.  
13 More information about foreign policy decision making processes in Iran can be found in Chapter 3 of: Byman, 

Daniel, Shahram Chubin, Anoushiravan Ehteshami, and Jerrold D. Green. Iran's Security Policy in the 
Post-Revolutionary Era. RAND, 2009. 

14 Sagan, Scott D., and Kenneth N. Waltz. The Spread of Nuclear Weapons: A Debate Renewed. Page 62. 
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weapons may not be fully controlled by central authorities.”15

 Matthew Kroenig offers a more nuanced analysis than the “good or bad” nature of the 

Sagan-Waltz debate. In Kroenig’s analysis, nuclear proliferation threatens powerful states more 

than it does weak states.

 Countries like Saudi Arabia find 

this particularly troublesome and may come to the same conclusion. This would be used this as 

justification to create their own nuclear arsenal to deter Iran. 

16

 Clearly, if Kroenig’s theory, as applied to our Iranian example of proliferation, has a 

differential effect on the United States and Burundi, then it has to apply to Israel as well. 

According to Kroenig’s model, the threat that Israel faces depends on its ability to project power 

into Iran. Since Israel does have the ability to project power onto Iran, although not to the same 

 States with a capability of projecting a conventional military force 

onto the new nuclear state are more threatened by that state’s acquisition of nuclear weapons 

than a state that is unable to project conventional military power. For example, the United States 

will be more threatened by Iran acquiring nuclear weapons than will, say, Burundi which does 

not have a capability to have a strong military presence in Iran. Since non-power projecting 

states have no capability to wage any significant military campaign in Iran, the deterrent effects 

of a nuclear arsenal are minimal since the weak state could not really threaten Iran in a 

significant way. In essence, there was little to actually deter. For the United States, on the other 

hand, an Iranian nuclear arsenal would be much more of a deterrent. The U.S. has the capacity to 

maintain a military presence in Iran for an extended time, and an Iranian nuclear arsenal would 

imply Iran’s ability to inflict massive damage on the United States if it invaded Iran. So 

according to Kroenig’s analysis, for the United States, Iran’s nuclear weapon program is a 

strategic threat. 

                                                           
15 Ibid. 
16 Kroenig, Matthew. Exporting the Bomb: Technology Transfer and the Spread of Nuclear Weapons. Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press, 2010. Page 3.  
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extent the United States can, we can readily conclude that an Iranian nuclear weapon capability 

would be a threat to Israel.  

The threat becomes even greater when we look outside the bounds of what Kroenig’s 

theory describes. First, any country, in assessing the threat Iran poses to their country, would 

have to look at Iran’s capability to deliver a nuclear warhead to their country. The most common 

way of doing this is through a missile. Iran’s missiles have the range and capability to reach 

Israeli cities.17

Further pursuing the logic described by Kroenig’s theory of nuclear proliferation the 

United States would face the gravest strategic threat of all if Iran develops or acquires a nuclear 

weapon. Since the U.S. is the strongest military power, and is a global superpower, nuclear 

proliferation anywhere threatens the U.S. more than any other state with more limited spheres of 

influence and less capability to project power.

 Notably, Iran does not yet have the capability to put a nuclear warhead inside one 

of those missiles yet, but that is something the IAEA suspects them of researching. On the other 

hand, Iranian missiles do not have the capability of reaching the U.S. homeland, so one might 

argue that from this perspective Israel faces a greater threat than the U.S. Additionally, Israel is 

routinely the subject of Iranian rhetoric espousing to wipe the country off the map, and Iran has 

never acknowledged Israel’s right to exist. This might suggest to some that Israel faces the 

gravest threat of all, but decisions to wage war are not made on rhetoric alone.  

18

                                                           
17 For more information about Iranian missile capabilities see: Nuclear Threat Initiative. http://www.nti.org/country-
profiles/iran/delivery-systems/ 

 While Kroenig’s theory is definitely useful in 

describing how nuclear proliferation will threaten the strategic interests of a state it is not the 

whole picture. Capability and intent are two very important factors here. Iran is much more 

capable of developing a nuclear weapon and using it against Israel, and would have greater 

difficulty using a nuclear weapon against the United States. As far as capability goes, it is 

18 Kroenig, Matthew. Exporting the Bomb: Technology Transfer and the Spread of Nuclear Weapons. Page 188. 
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unlikely that Iran would use a nuclear weapon for purposes other than deterrence, but were it to 

hypothetically do so Israel would be a very likely candidate for a first strike. In short, both the 

U.S. and Israel can readily determine that an Iranian nuclear strike is a threat to its security, but 

for slightly different reasons. 

Finally, the U.S. calculates that Iran acquiring a nuclear weapon will be a significant 

problem for the world because other regional states will seek nuclear weapons. On the surface, 

this works counter to the foreign policy goal of a successive line of U.S. presidents—stopping 

proliferation and reducing the number of nuclear weapons in the world. Many presidents and key 

government officials ascribe to the Global Zero goal—the elimination of all nuclear weapons 

around the world. The fear is that not only would Iran work counter to that goal but that Iran 

becoming a nuclear power would set off a successive chain of nuclear proliferation in other 

states.  

Subscribing to the logic that Iran is attempting to deter an external threat, it is likely that 

other states will respond to this new threat in kind. Thinking back to the Persian-Arab and Sunni-

Shiite divide in the Middle East it is apparent which states might be threatened enough by Iran as 

a nuclear power to develop its own nuclear weapons. Iraq shares a border with Iran and has 

fought a long and bloody conflict with Iran. The Iran-Iraq relationship has benefited from the 

U.S. intervention in Iraq, but the two states are not yet allies. Also, Saudi Arabia is another prime 

candidate for considering nuclear weapons.19

                                                           
19 Jamestown Foundation, Iranian Crisis Spurs Saudi Reconsideration of Nuclear Weapons , 23 February 
2012, Terrorism Monitor Volume: 10 Issue: 4, available at: http://www.unhcr.org/refworld/docid/4f4b58c92.html  

 There is extensive competition and tension 

between Saudi Arabia and Iran in economic, political, and cultural terms. Saudi Arabia and Iran 

are almost like a microcosm of the Cold War between America and the Soviet Union. Saudi 

Arabia, representing the Arab and Sunni way of life, and Iran, representing the Persian and Shiite 
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way of life, both believe that they are destined to be the legitimate and ultimate regional power.20

Current U.S. Assessment of the Iranian nuclear program 

 

It would not be surprising at all, therefore, if Saudi Arabia responded to an Iranian nuclear 

weapon program in kind. Scholars speculate how Egypt and Turkey will respond to an Iranian 

nuclear development as well. One thing is for sure, and it is that a nuclear armed Iran would 

create great instability and uncertainty in an already volatile region of the world. 

Key Iranian facilities 

 The term “Iranian nuclear program” gets thrown around quite a bit without adequately 

describing what exactly the “Iranian nuclear program” is. There are several facilities which exist 

in Iran that comprise the Iranian nuclear program.  

Bushehr nuclear power plant 

 The Bushehr nuclear power plant is one of the better known facilities making up the 

Iranian nuclear program. The Bushehr facility is Iran’s first commercial nuclear reactor, and is a 

1,000 mega-watt light-water reactor used to generate electricity located twelve kilometers south 

of the city of Bushehr. Originally, the Germans had signed an agreement with Iran to build the 

nuclear reactor in 1974, but this contract was ended after the 1979 revolution. The reactor was 

heavily damaged during the Iran-Iraq war from an Iraqi bombing raid. Later, Russia agreed to 

incorporate Russian technology into the original German design, and by November of 2011 the 

reactor was completed and fuel installed into the reactor core.21

 

  

 

Natanz Fuel Enrichment Plant 
                                                           
20 Rubin, Michael. "Iran and Saudi Arabia's "Hate-Hate" Relationship." CNN. 
http://security.blogs.cnn.com/2011/10/11/iran-and-saudi-arabias-hate-hate-relationship/. 
21 For more information see the Nuclear Threat Initiative. http://www.nti.org/facilities/184/. 
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 The Natanz Fuel Enrichment plant is an operational facility which is using centrifuges to 

enrich uranium to the levels necessary for production. Iran is producing nuclear fuel at 3%, for 

use in power generation facilities like Bushehr, and at 20% for a medical research facility.22

Fordow Uranium Enrichment Plant 

 In 

order to create fuel for a nuclear weapon, Iran would have to enrich fuel to over 90%. There is no 

indication that Iran is doing this, however. Natanz is currently the main focus of Iran’s 

enrichment effort. 

 The Fordo facility is another uranium enrichment facility which is located near the holy 

city of Qom. The facility at Fordow is buried deep under a mountain and is surrounded by anti-

aircraft weapons at the surface making it incredibly difficult to destroy by aerial bombardment. 

Iran’s plan is to move fuel enrichment from the more vulnerable facility in Natanz to the highly 

protected facility at Fordow. Israel views such a move as a significant red line. This transition 

from Natanz to Fordow is what Israel refers to as the “window of opportunity” to strike Iran.23

Arak Heavy Water Plant 

 

Currently, Israel calculates that it has the capability of striking the Natanz facility, but knows it 

cannot strike Fordow. Once production is completely transferred to Fordow, Israel will not be 

able to stop Iran’s nuclear program. This “window of opportunity” that Israel refers to is the 

amount of time before uranium enrichment ceases at Natanz and begins at Fordow. 

 The heavy water plant at Arak is used to reprocess spent uranium into plutonium, which 

could be used in a nuclear bomb. The IAEA says that satellite imagery suggests that the plant 

seems to be in operation, but has not been able to confirm that with access to the facility. Under 

                                                           
22 Albright, David, Paul Brannan, Andrea Stricker, and Christina Walrond. "Natanz Enrichment Site: Boondoggle or 
Part of an Atomic Bomb Production Complex? ." Institute for Science and International Security. http://isis-
online.org/isis-reports/detail/natanz-enrichment-site-boondoggle-or-part-of-an-atomic-bomb-production-comp/. 
23 "Iran "Zone of Immunity" Resonating with World." The Jerusalem Post, March 19, 2012. 
http://www.jpost.com/Defense/Article.aspx?id=262463. 
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the IAEA Additional Protocol, the IAEA would be allowed access to heavy water production 

facilities, but Iran has never ratified the Additional Protocol, so access to the facility has not been 

obtainable. It seems that Iran is not producing plutonium at the facility due to a Chinese 

contribution of an unknown amount of heavy water which meets the needs of Iran’s research 

reactor.24

Tehran Research Reactor 

 

 The Tehran Research Reactor is a combination of multiple facilities where Iran conducts 

several research projects, many of which are unspecified. Currently, the reactor is producing only 

about 3 megawatts, due to a shortage of fuel. Iran admitted to having conducted polonium-210 

tests at the facility. Polonium-210 is a radioactive material which is used in a “beryllium-

polonium neutron initiator that starts the chain reaction in a nuclear weapon.”25

Gachin Uranium Mine 

 Iran claims that 

this research was used in a non-weapon capacity and was not meant for a nuclear weapon. 

 Gachin is a uranium mine which began mining operations in 2004. In December of 2010, 

Iran said the first batch of domestically produced yellowcake uranium—uranium ore concentrate 

used for enrichment into nuclear fuel—had been mined out of Gachin and sent to the enrichment 

facility at Isfahan.26

 

 The Gachin uranium mine is important to Iran’s security of its own supply 

of yellowcake, as Iran was believed to be running out of yellowcake imported from other 

countries. 

 

Isfahan Uranium Conversion Plant 
                                                           
24 For more information see the Nuclear Threat Initiative. http://www.nti.org/facilities/175/. 
25 Institute for Science and International Security. http://www.isisnucleariran.org/sites/detail/tehran/. 
26 BBC News. "Iran's Key Nuclear Sites." http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/mobile/world-middle-east-11927720. 
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 The purpose of the Isfahan facility is to take yellowcake uranium and convert it into a 

form that is usable in various components of the nuclear program. Yellowcake is converted into 

three forms at Isfahan. First, hexafluoride gas, which is used in the gas centrifuges at facilities 

like Natanz. Second, Isfahan converts yellowcake into uranium oxide, which is used to fuel 

reactors but not the type of reactor that Iran has. Finally, Isfahan converts yellowcake into 

uranium metal. Often uranium metal is used in the core of nuclear bombs, and the IAEA is 

concerned that Iran’s uranium metal will be used in that way because Iran’s reactors do not use 

uranium metal fuel.27

Parchin military base 

  

 Parchin is an Iranian military base which specializes in the “research, development, and 

production of ammunition, rockets, and high explosives.”28 Controversy first surrounded the 

Parchin site when satellite imagery suggested that Iran was conducting research into explosives 

that were specifically used in nuclear weapons. When IAEA inspectors visited Parchin in 2005 

they took environmental samples which did not indicate the presence of nuclear material, and 

they did not observe anything that suggested nuclear weapon research.29

 All of these facilities mentioned above play a significant role in the U.S.’s threat 

assessment of the Iranian nuclear program. Each facility represents some kind of link in the chain 

which constitutes Iran’s nuclear program, and therefore each of the facilities is a potential target 

for an Israeli or American strike. To be sure, some facilities make better targets than others, and 

some are more important than others. Theoretically, it would make more sense to strike the 

facilities suspected of having a component related to a weapons program, and leaving the 

 Suspicion of the Parchin 

facility still remains, and Iran has blocked recent IAEA attempts to gain access to the facility. 

                                                           
27 For more information see the BBC. http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-east-11927720. 
28 Institute for Science and International Security. http://www.isisnucleariran.org/sites/detail/parchin/. 
29 Ibid. 
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facilities that have strictly a role in the civilian nuclear program alone. Importantly, Iran is 

allowed to have a peaceful nuclear capacity under the NPT. The treaty does not forbid 

enrichment of fuel to levels usable strictly for peaceful capacities, and it does not forbid the 

existence of nuclear power plants.  

Assuming that intelligence information suggests that Natanz and Fordow are enriching 

uranium strictly to peaceful levels it would be more difficult to justify having these facilities on 

the target list. The same applies to Bushehr which only provides electricity. Evidence of 

plutonium production at Arak would make that facility a viable target just the same as evidence 

of weapons-related research being conducted at one of the complexes at the Tehran research 

reactor or at the Parchin military base. The Isfahan uranium conversion facility might be a 

plausible target as well, depending on the intelligence communities understanding of how the 

products that can be used for weapons programs are used. 

In the event that a military strike is launched it would be important for the United States 

to keep in mind which facilities are used in a civil capacity and which facilities are used in a 

military capacity. If the U.S. indiscriminately attacks components of Iran’s nuclear program it 

would be difficult to justify our actions under the NPT. It would also send the wrong message to 

Iran. Importantly, Israel would likely disagree with on this point, and that is a profound 

difference between the American and Israeli analysis of the situation. The Israeli government 

does not believe that Iran should be allowed to have enrichment capability and would be more 

comfortable without the Bushehr power station in operation. Where the U.S. generally advocates 

drawing the line so as to be consistent with the NPT, meaning that Iran is allowed to maintain a 

civilian nuclear program that is fully inspected and monitored by the IAEA, the Israelis draw the 
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line at mastery of the fuel cycle.30

An analysis of Khomeini’s nuclear logic 

 Iran has already mastered the nuclear fuel cycle, as is 

evidenced by its stockpiling of uranium and the operation of the Bushehr facility. This is an 

important difference between the U.S. and Israeli analysis of the threat, and is the driving factor 

behind Israel’s incessant talk of striking Iran’s nuclear facilities.  

 In light of the discussion of what is happening in Iran’s nuclear facilities, and the 

ambiguous implications of a military nature to some of the work happening there, how does the 

U.S. intelligence community come to the conclusion that Khamenei has not yet decided to 

develop nuclear weapons? The answer is that Khamenei is pursuing a strategy of nuclear 

hedging.  

 Many of the other activities which Iran is pursuing, such as it’s missile work and the 

suspected test bunkers and high-explosive test equipment at the military base in Parchin, when 

considered in tandem with its developments in the nuclear fuel cycle, ultimately constitute 

nuclear hedging. John Carlson defines nuclear hedging as “a national strategy of maintaining a 

viable option for the relatively rapid acquisition of nuclear weapons, based on an indigenous 

technical capability to produce them within a relatively short time frame.”31

                                                           
30 CBS News. "GOP Rep.: Israel has Different "Red Line" on Iran." http://www.cbsnews.com/8301-505267_162-
57391294/gop-rep.-israel-has-different-red-line-on-iran/. 

 Nuclear hedging is 

also known as establishing break-out capacity, and is not permissible under the NPT. While the 

NPT does not explicitly address nuclear hedging itself, it does require that any enrichment 

capability be limited to peaceful purposes and fall under Articles I and II on non-proliferation, as 

31 Carlson, John. "Iran Nuclear Issue - Considerations for a Negotiated Outcome." Institute for Science and 
International Security (2011) http://isis-online.org/isis-reports/detail/iran-nuclear-issue-considerations-for-
a-negotiated-outcome/8. 
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well as Article III on safeguards.32

 Why hedge at all? Why not just make an all-out lunge for a nuclear weapon? Doing such 

a thing would not be in Iran’s security interest. A nuclear weapon requires extensive background 

work to create. Just mastering the fuel manufacturing process is an exhaustive undertaking that 

can take a long time. Having a half-assembled nuclear weapon (smoking gun evidence of an 

intent to create a weapon) sitting around waiting for other relevant technologies to develop 

would not be a wise approach with the IAEA and foreign intelligence agencies looking over 

Iran’s shoulder. Understanding all of the components separately before constructing a bomb 

allows Iran to minimize the amount of time necessary to construct a weapon. 

 Since nuclear hedging has to do with creating weapon 

capability one could easily argue that the NPT would not apply to hedging, and any efforts to 

engage in hedging fly in the face of the NPT. Therefore, Iran could not claim to be protected by 

the same treaty which it clearly fails to meet the standards of. 

 By pursuing the nuclear hedging strategy Iran can claim that all of its work is for non-

military purposes because all the background work can occur independent of an actual plan to 

create a bomb. In fact, there does not even need to be a desire to actually have a bomb to do the 

research. Acquiring a nuclear arsenal is a dramatic change in a state’s policy, and it completely 

changes its orientation to and relationship with the international community. There is too much 

regime instability in the Middle East for Iran to have any concrete idea of what its relationship 

will be like with its neighbors in ten years. By engaging in nuclear hedging, Iran can respond 

nimbly to any threat environment. If the future looks positive it can quickly back away from the 

program and if the future looks bleak it can rush the production process and acquire a nuclear 

arsenal in short order. In brief, Iran can establish the nuclear capability it needs, survey and 

                                                           
32 The text of the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) can be found at: 
http://www.un.org/en/conf/npt/2005/npttreaty.html 
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assess its threat environment when it has the means to actually do something about it, and then 

decide from there whether or not a nuclear weapon will be useful. 

Lessons from Other States 

 Other countries have examined the idea of constructing a nuclear weapon arsenal, but not 

every country has come to the same conclusion. Pakistan, China, and North Korea are examples 

of countries that successfully developed nuclear weapons programs despite strong international 

opposition. Brazil and Argentina are examples of countries that decided not to develop nuclear 

weapons programs once the capability to do so was established. Also, South Africa successfully 

constructed a nuclear arsenal, but years later decided to abolish its weapons program and become 

a nuclear weapon free state. What explains the difference in outcomes? Why did some states 

choose nuclear weapons programs and some did not? More importantly, what can these 

experiences teach us about Iran’s nuclear program? 

South Africa 

 In 1976 South Africa successfully tested its first gun-type nuclear weapon using natural 

uranium instead of enriched uranium. By 1982 the country had developed its first bomb—a very 

simple design that was later upgraded. South Africa had developed an arsenal of six nuclear 

weapons by 1989.33

 However, South Africa’s thinking changed in 1989 when President F.W. de Klerk was 

elected in September. The president wanted to end apartheid and regain the acceptance of the 

international community, and South Africa’s nuclear weapons program was seen as an obstacle 

to accomplishing that goal. Further, by late in the year Cuban forces had left Angola, the Soviet 

Union had fallen, and the Namibia had become independent. All of this changed South Africa’s 

 

                                                           
33 All information in this paragraph comes from: Albright, David. Massachusetts Institute of Technology. 
http://web.mit.edu/ssp/seminars/wed_archives01spring/albright.htm. 
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security environment.34 In 1991 South Africa joined the NPT and not long thereafter IAEA 

inspectors were in the country verifying the program was abolished. David Albright, of the 

Institute for Science and International Security, concluded “the international sanctions placed on 

South Africa in the 1970s slowed but did not stop its nuclear program. In fact, the imposition of 

the sanctions in the 1970s may have South Africa’s determination to build nuclear weapons.”35

Brazil and Argentina   

 

Albright came to this conclusion back in the spring of 2001—long before the Obama 

Administration, the Presidency of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, the current sanctions regime on Iran, 

and certainly before Iran’s nuclear program was worrying the American public. 

 Brazil began researching nuclear power in 1975 with the help of Germany. The U.S. was 

highly suspicious of the Brazilian program and placed sanctions on Brazil. Argentina, which had 

started its program before Brazil, installed “several nuclear reactors and build a small gas 

diffusion enrichment plant.”36

 In the 1990s civilian presidents replaced the military leaders in both states, and the 

nuclear programs were re-examined. Both states realized that special civilian and military 

interests were served by the nuclear program more so than the state’s interests. As a result, a host 

of bi-lateral and multi-lateral treaties were signed, the nuclear programs were ended, and 

 Efforts by the U.S. and its allies to restrain the nuclear programs 

ended up going nowhere. 

                                                           
34 More information about South Africa’s nuclear program can be found at: Sagan, Scott D. "Why Do States Build 
Nuclear Weapons? Three Models in Search of the Bomb." International Security 21, no. 3 (1996): 54-86. Pages 60-
61. 
35 Albright, David. Massachusetts Institute of Technology. 
http://web.mit.edu/ssp/seminars/wed_archives01spring/albright.htm. 
36 All information in this paragraph comes from: Goldemberg, José. Arms Control Association. 
http://www.armscontrol.org/act/2006_04/LookingBack. 
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Argentina joined the NPT in 1995 and Brazil joined in 1998. According to Goldemberg, both 

states monitoring each other’s programs worked well.37

Importantly, foreign countries imposing penalties for pursuing nuclear weapons did not 

prevent either Argentina or Brazil from halting their nuclear programs. Addressing the 

underlying factors driving the security calculation was what ultimately changed Argentina and 

Brazil’s assessment of the benefits of nuclear weapons.  

 

China 

 In China Mao launched an effort to build a nuclear weapon in response to American 

nuclear threats at the end of the Korean War. At President Kennedy’s request, in 1963 the Joint 

Chiefs started outlining various military options to deal with China’s nuclear program which 

included sabotage, naval blockades, conventional air attacks, and even using tactical nuclear 

weapons to destroy targets.38 The fear was that if China went the whole of Southeast Asia would 

fall in line with China and become Communist—the Domino Theory. In vehement opposition to 

China’s nuclear program the United States actively sought to pressure China into giving up its 

nuclear program. However, Mao observed that the U.S. was mainly using its nuclear arsenal as a 

tool to threaten and leverage China, and as a deterrent, and calculated that the U.S. would not 

strike China; when it came time to test a nuclear device the Chinese announced that their aims 

were purely defensive and that they would never use nuclear weapons first.39

                                                           
37 Goldemberg, José. Arms Control Association. http://www.armscontrol.org/act/2006_04/LookingBack. 

 In the end, nothing 

changed in China’s analysis of its threat environment, U.S. actions only served to increase 

China’s threat perception, and China joined the club of nuclear powers. 

38 Goldstein, Lyle J. "When China was a "Rogue State": the Impact of China's Nuclear Weapons Program on US-
China Relations During the 1960s." Journal of Contemporary China 12, no. 37 (2003): 739-764. Page 742. 
 
39 Goldstein, Lyle J. "When China was a "Rogue State": the Impact of China's Nuclear Weapons Program on US-
China Relations During the 1960s." Page 747. 
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India and Pakistan  

 India was having border disputes with China in the late 1950s, and massive numbers of 

troops were building up on the border of the two countries. India followed Chinese nuclear 

weapons development throughout the early 1960s, and an embarrassing military defeat in a 

border battle spurred on the first demand for Indian nuclear weapons in 1962.40 India was not 

surprised when China tested its first nuclear weapon in 1964, and in 1965 India began exploring 

nuclear weapon options, which left Pakistan gravely concerned.41

 Despite India’s commitment to non-proliferation, and its general belief that nuclear 

weapons posed “incalculable risks and dangers to humanity” they successfully developed an 

arsenal.

 This set the stage for the future 

nuclear confrontation between India and Pakistan. 

42 Ironically, India’s security environment prevents the state from giving up nuclear 

weapons, even though India is firmly committed to the priority of getting rid of all nuclear 

weapons around the world.43

 A summation of Pakistan’s nuclear proliferation is that it was in response to India’s 

proliferation. As India explored nuclear weapons Pakistan became greatly concerned about this 

development, especially in light of the Kashmir dispute. As Prime Minister, in 1965, Ali Bhutto 

famously remarked that if India acquire a nuclear weapon “then we should have to eat grass and 

get one, or buy one, of our own.”

 

44

 In short, India developed nuclear weapons because China began looking into them and 

the two countries had a significant border dispute. Pakistan began researching nuclear weapons 

 Later, when Bhutto became president, Pakistan’s nuclear 

program began which, later on, resulted in a nuclear arsenal.  

                                                           
40 Nuclear Weapon Archive. http://nuclearweaponarchive.org/India/IndiaWDevelop.html. 
41 Ibid. 
42 Raghavan, VR. "India's Quest for Nuclear Legitimacy." Asia-Pacific Revew 13, no. 1 (2006): 60-67. Page 61. 
43 Raghavan, VR. "India's Quest for Nuclear Legitimacy." Page 62. 
44 Nuclear Weapon Archive. http://nuclearweaponarchive.org/India/IndiaWDevelop.html. 
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because India acquired them, and those two countries had a significant border dispute as well. 

Clearly, security concerns drove these two countries to develop nuclear weapons to act as a 

deterrent. All the ill feelings India had about nuclear weapons, and the belief in the necessity of 

preventing further proliferation, was not enough of a factor in the 1960s to prevent India from 

developing an arsenal. At the end of the day, a strategic deterrent was more important.  

 These examples from other states teach us that strategic calculations matter greatly. 

Nuclear weapons are a component of a larger strategy, and so their presence fundamentally 

changes the strategic capabilities of a state. Therefore, whether or not to build a nuclear weapon 

arsenal often is a strategic decision based on an analysis of threats. Even when identity and 

politics play a significant factor in a state’s decision to pursue nuclear weapons the fact that a 

nuclear arsenal fundamentally changes that state’s strategic environment cannot be denied.  

 To influence the decision a state makes to develop nuclear weapons one has to affect the 

threat analysis. For Brazil, Argentina, and South Africa the strategic threats they faced 

diminished, which made a nuclear arsenal less valuable, and a threat to the state in its own right. 

In the examples of China, India, and Pakistan the threat analysis never changed. Focusing on a 

state’s strategic calculus is of the utmost importance for states basing the value of a nuclear 

weapon on strategic, or realist, concerns. However, the undeniable effect that nuclear weapons 

have on a state’s strategic environment also makes these realist concerns of utmost importance 

even when politics and identity, factors that constructivists would focus on, play a fundamental 

role in driving a state’s strategic calculus. In this sense, realism and constructivism are not 

mutually exclusive. Both theories will likely explain a portion, but not the entirety of, a state’s 

decision-making process with respect to nuclear weapons. To gain a more comprehensive 

understanding of a state’s nuclear ambitions it will likely be necessary to consult both theoretical 
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paradigms. Truly, because nuclear weapons undeniably affect a state’s strategic environment, 

changing a state’s security environment in a powerful and important foreign policy tool 

regardless of whether constructivism or realism best describes a state’s nuclear ambitions. 

 These lessons from other states are very important for U.S. policy toward Iran. The U.S. 

needs to continually be aware of Iran’s threat analysis of the world and how U.S. actions impact 

that threat analysis. U.S. leaders worry that if the U.S. appears to be too weak in its dealings with 

Iran the negotiations will fail, and, in the worst case scenario, the U.S. could be attacked by 

terrorists. This concern is completely legitimate. History shows that that state will readily take 

advantage of other states that it perceives to be weak, especially in negotiations. However, the 

U.S. also has to be concerned about threatening Iran too greatly. If Iran calculates that it has 

nothing to gain from negotiations with the U.S., and only stands to lose, then it has no incentive 

to negotiate. Iran might as well pursue a nuclear weapon to create a deterrent, and depend on the 

American public’s low tolerance for casualties if war does breakout as a result of its decision. 

 The U.S. has to walk a very fine line between appearing too soft and weak, and appearing 

as yet another strategic threat to Iran’s security if it hopes to solve this crisis diplomatically. 

Striking a firm posture in negotiations does not mean that the U.S. has to be threatening. The 

U.S. can set the tone in negotiations as a “last chance” to resolve this diplomatically before the 

patience of the international community runs out. At the same time, it can offer the security 

guarantees necessary to calm the waters and make diplomacy plausible. This assertive middle 

ground is the place where American diplomats have to operate when engaging Iran. 

 These examples from the international community teach us another lesson. China, India, 

and Pakistan all responded to external threats by creating their nuclear programs; whereas South 

Africa, Brazil, and Argentina all made domestic decisions to end their nuclear programs. These 
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decisions were not imposed upon them from the outside. Therefore, a key to convincing Iran to 

fully disclose its nuclear research and turn away from nuclear weapons will be to deal with 

Israel’s nuclear program. One could argue that Iran’s nuclear program is a response to Israel’s 

program, much like the previously mentioned states in this example. Unfortunately, the U.S. can 

only control the course of its own foreign policy—it cannot dictate foreign policy to the Israeli’s 

or the Iranians. However, the U.S. can control how it responds to the decisions of those states, 

and it can provide incentives and disincentives to cooperate with the U.S. agenda.  

The examples of proliferation and nonproliferation described above do not necessarily 

lead one to a specific conclusion on how to proceed with respect to Israel’s nuclear program, 

although coordinating with regional powers to minimize Israel’s threat environment will be 

important. This analysis focuses on U.S. policy toward the Iranian nuclear program, not the 

Israeli nuclear program, but it is very clear the two are inter-related. A similar analysis of Israel’s 

major threats needs to be conducted in order to determine a concrete course of action for the 

U.S., and that is outside of the scope of this analysis. Certainly, more work needs to be done. 

However, it is abundantly clear that the futures of the two programs are intertwined, and action 

taken on one state’s nuclear program will surely necessitate action on the state’s nuclear 

program. Finding the previously mentioned assertive middle ground in Iran, and minimizing both 

Israeli and Iranian threat calculations to reduce the number of nuclear weapons in the Middle 

East is a diplomatic imperative for the U.S. 

U.S. Policy Options 

Sanctions 

 The United States has had a sanctions program in place against Iran for several years, and 

within the last few months sanctions have been ramped up significantly. That which is projected 
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to have the biggest impact on the Iranian economy is the sanction against the Central Bank of 

Iran (CBI). The CBI sanction is comprehensive in the sense that it all but shuts down Iranian oil 

exports. When states import Iranian oil they pay the CBI, so this particular sanction prevents any 

country from conducting any kind of financial transaction with the CBI.45 The sanctions are 

having a significant effect on the Iranian economy, but several countries have refused to sign on 

to the sanctions package. China, India, Japan, and South Korea are some of the biggest buyers of 

Iranian crude and have refused to sign on to the sanctions package.46

On one hand, the present sanctions regime is hurting Iran’s economic productivity. On 

the other, that economic impact does not seem to translate into a decline in Iran’s uranium 

enrichment program, and is actually having a negative effect on the global economy as well. A 

recent report by JPMorgan suggests that Iranian oil production could decline as much as one 

million barrels per day by July to below 2.5 million barrels per day.

  

47 Several indicators all 

suggest that Iran’s economy is suffering as a result of this. However, economics is a two-way 

street, and the United States is affected by these sanctions as well. Gas prices around the United 

States are rising, and energy experts suspect that the Iran sanctions are responsible for about 25 

cents per gallon of that increase.48

 On the other hand, sanctions have not convinced Iran to halt its work on its nuclear 

program. Despite the economic pressure placed on the government and on Iranian citizens the 

 This gasoline increase has significant, albeit short-term, ripple 

effects throughout the American economy. 

                                                           
45 Lee, Carol E., and Keith Johnson. "U.S. Targets Iran's Central Bank." Wall Street Journal, January 4, 2012. 
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424052970204720204577132923798499772.html. 
46 Younglai, Rachelle, and Timothy Gardner. "U.S. Not Backing Off as Iran Sanctions Bite." Reuters, April 6, 2012. 
http://www.reuters.com/article/2012/04/06/us-usa-iran-sanctions-
idUSBRE8341AE20120406?feedType=RSS&feedName=topNews&rpc=71. 
47 Sheppard, David. "Iran Crude Output May Fall 1 Mln Bpd by July - JPM." Reuters, April 6, 2012. 
http://www.reuters.com/article/2012/04/05/iran-jpm-sanctions-idUSL2E8F546E20120405. 
48 LaFrench, Howard. "Iran Sanctions Cost You? About 25 Cents a Gallon, Experts Say." The Christian Science 
Monitor, April 6, 2012. http://www.cnbc.com/id/46976806. 
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regime still pushes forward with uranium enrichment. The centrifuges in the Natanz facility 

continue to spin and enrich uranium to the 20% level, and Iran’s stockpile of 20% enriched 

uranium is continually increasing beyond any need for such a quantity.49

Diplomacy 

 As an independent 

policy, the sanctions themselves have not served to deter Iran’s progress. However, the sanctions 

might damage the Iranian economy enough that a space will be created for serious diplomacy to 

resume. The sanctions regime gives Iran an incentive to speak frankly in negotiations, and gives 

the United States the capability to remove pressure from the Iranian regime as it complies with 

international demands.  

 Attempts at diplomacy over the past few years have all failed miserably. Had they 

succeeded the international community would not be in its current predicament. The West has 

generally lost much of its confidence that it can even negotiate with Iran. Any concession made 

by the U.S. is interpreted by the Iranians as proof that the previous American bargaining position 

was illegitimate and the target of the discussion is readjusted.50

                                                           
49 More information about Iran’s uranium stockpile can be found in the International Atomic Energy Agency’s latest 
Board Report from February 24, 2012. This report can be found at: 
http://www.iaea.org/newscenter/focus/iaeairan/iaea_reports.shtml 

 Further, when IAEA inspectors 

enter the country they are frequently promised access to facilities and information they wish to 

see, but then are routinely denied access to that same information. Preconditions going into talks 

are not tolerated by the Iranians, and negotiations with them have historically been seen as delay 

tactics designed to get the international community off Iran’s back while it continues to do 

exactly the same thing it was doing before. Surely, it is quite understandable why negotiating 

with the Iranians is not a prospect American diplomats look forward to.  

50 Rubin, Michael. "Iranian End Game." National Review 63, no. 23 (2011): 46-48. Page 48.  
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 Yet, diplomacy remains one of the only viable options left and it is an absolutely 

necessary component of the sanctions regime. Simply allowing sanctions to gradually bankrupt 

the Iranian government, and hoping that happens before the country acquires an operational 

nuclear weapon is a policy doomed to fail. In order to effectively engage Iran diplomacy has to 

be part of the sanctions regime. Taking a carrot and stick approach to Iran is necessary to 

adequately engage the regime. Sanctions serve as the stick, and diplomacy provides the 

opportunity for the carrot.  

 It matters greatly, though, how the U.S. engages Iran diplomatically. Treating this dispute 

just like any other disarmament dispute is not likely to get the concessions from Iran that the 

U.S. and its allies require. It will likely require the U.S. and its allies to make concessions as well 

if America hopes to keep Iran from acquiring nuclear weapons. American diplomats cannot 

simply go to Iran and explain to the Iranians that nuclear weapons are not in the United States 

interest. They have to sit down with the Iranians and explain that nuclear weapons are not in the 

Iranians interest, and to do that the United States and Israel, primarily, will have to take 

significant actions to change Iran’s threat analysis. Changing the Iran’s threat environment is the 

only way for diplomacy to stand a reasonable chance of succeeding.  

Military action 

 An all-out invasion of Iran is not being proposed by even the most hawkish of foreign 

policy experts, but a “surgical airstrike” is something many consider necessary. Some even 

believe it is the best course of action—or at minimum, the least bad option. This proposal is 

problematic for several reasons. 
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 First, Pentagon planners say that attacking Iran’s nuclear infrastructure will not destroy 

the nuclear program—it will only delay it by about one or two years, at best.51

 If there were ever any doubt in the minds of Iranians that a nuclear weapon would help 

prevent an attack on their country, to actually attack them would be the proof that convinced 

them of a weapon’s necessity. Much in the same way America rallied around the flag in 

September of 2001 the Iranians will rally after an Israeli or U.S. strike. Robin Wright, in her 

book Rock the Casbah, speaks extensively of the many Iranian citizens who reject the anti-

American and anti-Israeli rhetoric of their leaders. They tire of the constant hatred and simply 

want to live their lives, according to their own traditions and beliefs, in peace with the rest of the 

world.

 This delay would 

be helpful in the sense that it would give the United States more time to pursue alternative ways 

of ending Iran’s nuclear program, but the risks and negative consequences of the attack will 

likely outweigh the benefits of the attack. 

52

 Second, an airstrike, even a “surgical airstrike,” will surely be a massive engagement of 

U.S. forces. Iranian nuclear facilities are spread out all cross Iran. To strike all of the facilities 

would require a dedicated force for each target, and not just the planes that plan to drop the 

bombs. There would have to be fighters devoted to protecting the attacking aircraft, aerial refuel 

jets to ensure the aircraft have enough fuel for a round trip, electronic warfare planes to jam 

 An attack on Iran would run the very powerful risk of turning many Iranians, who want 

to see peaceful relations with America, against the United States. An airstrike will only make the 

U.S.-Iranian relationship worse. It will be one more instance of U.S. intervention in Iranian 

affairs that will fuel the hatred for yet another generation of Iranians. 

                                                           
51 "Panetta: Iran Not Building Bombs Yet." USA Today, January 8, 2012. 
http://www.usatoday.com/news/world/story/2012-01-08/iran-nuclear-weapons/52451620/1. 
52 Wright, Robin. Rock the Casbah: Rage and Rebellion Across the Islamic World. New York: Simon & Schuster, 

2011. 
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radars and other sophisticated electronic countermeasures the Russians sold Iran, 

communications aircraft that ensure all the various units in the operation could talk to each other, 

and command-and-control aircraft to coordinate the entire operation. 

 Third, most problematic is the Iranian response. When this massive American contingent 

enters the skies over Iran do we expect the Iranians to sit on their hands and watch us blow up 

the trophy of their entire regime? What happens when Iranian aircraft scramble from their 

airbases to shoot down American aircraft? Do we shoot back and escalate the situation? What if 

they use surface-to-air missiles against our airplanes? Do we take those out and escalate the 

situation? Or do we let our planes get shot down and our pilots either killed or captured? All of 

these questions are hypothetical scenarios which require concrete answers before any military 

engagement can be authorized.  

 Iran has promised that if it is attacked it will shut down the Strait of Hormuz. Exercises 

have shown that Iran does have the capability to shut down the strait for at least a few days. That 

also assumes that they do not attack American naval vessels. Iran’s strategy of enlisting the 

Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps Navy (IRGCN) to swarm a U.S. carrier group with many 

smaller attack boats has a reasonable chance of sinking a carrier. All of this uncertainty and room 

for retaliatory responses by Iran makes it very likely that a “surgical strike” could quickly turn 

into an all-out shooting match in a short amount of time.  

 There are ways of dealing with this uncertainty. The best way to remove the uncertainty 

would be to eliminate the elements of the Iranian military that create uncertainty ahead of time. 

This would involve attacking their airbases and destroying their fighter aircraft, destroying their 

surface-to-air missiles batteries, and attacking their naval bases to eliminate the threat to the 

Strait of Hormuz and our 5th Fleet. This operation would be much like the opening of Operation 
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Iraqi Freedom, and would be orders of magnitude larger than the “surgical strike” originally 

proposed.  

 Our military can pull off almost any mission imaginable if the political will is there. 

However, the U.S. military cannot bomb away knowledge, cannot shoot down the rally-around-

the-flag-effect that will happen in Iran, and cannot control the way Iran responds to our “surgical 

strike” without escalating the situation further. The purpose of the military is to destroy in order 

to complete an objective—it cannot control the political situation on the ground. The response to 

such an attack would surely be one that neither the U.S. nor Israel will want to deal with. 

Importantly, a military attack changes Iran’s strategic calculus for the worse—not for the better. 

Where diplomacy can hope to influence events with the purpose of changing Iran’s strategic 

calculus for the better, a military strike will only reinforce Iran’s commitment to a weapon. 

Finally, a military attack will also undermine the already terrible political relationship the U.S. 

has with Iran instead of finding a way to repair that relationship. 

Policy Recommendation: How to Engage Iran in the Future 

A New Diplomacy  

Diplomacy is not going to be easy. Iran is one of the more unpredictable nations the U.S. 

deals with, and it historically has never treated American or European concessions with any kind 

of legitimacy. According to Michael Rubin, any time a concession is offered for another 

concession the Iranian “authorities interpret concessions as an admission that Washington’s 

previous position was illegitimate, and simply readjust the baseline from which to talk.”53

                                                           
53 Rubin, Michael. "Iranian End Game." National Review 63, no. 23 (2011): 46-48. Page 48. 

 It is 

not surprising why many people have given up on diplomacy. 
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Seeking a diplomatic resolution to the Iranian conflict should be pursued, but not because 

a magic bullet exists that will solve all our problems overnight. There are no magic bullets in any 

of the options we look at. Instead, diplomacy needs to be pursued out of a duty to protect the 

American people from war. Surely, there is no more legitimate role for government than that. 

Rightly or wrongly, many people feel in 2003 we, as a country, did not ask enough questions or 

seek further alternatives to the invasion of Iraq. Any president should be able to stand in front of 

the American people and honestly say “I have tried everything, and nothing has worked. This is 

the only option we have left” before sending his people off to war. This point may be more 

arguable if a nuclear-armed Iran were only weeks away and immediate action was necessary. 

That is not the case now, however, and we still have time to attempt diplomacy as long as we do 

it intelligently.  

 Moving forward with Iran will not simply require a different approach—it will require a 

fundamentally different approach. Previous attempts to engage Iran have been conducted in a 

manner consistent with a disarmament dispute. On the surface at least, that is what the United 

States and Iran face. However, a closer examination shows that at the heart of this is an array of 

other disputes. It may be an oversimplification, but not an incorrect assertion, to point out that at 

the heart of the nuclear dispute between the U.S. and Iran is the simple fact that the two countries 

just do not trust each other. Given the extremely tense relationship between the U.S. and Iran, 

and given the “Great Satan” and “Axis of Evil” rhetoric stemming from the leaders of the two 

countries, it is difficult to remember that not all that long ago the two countries respected and 

appreciated each other.  
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To move forward in an effective way in Iran the United States needs to address 

fundamental security threats to Iran. Unless Iran can know that its interests are safeguarded there 

is little reason to turn away from a weapon. The historical comparison of proliferation and 

nonproliferation shows us that the way to keep nuclear weapons out of the hands of Iran is to 

push a generous package of security assurances and sanctions relief in exchange for Iran’s full 

cooperation and complete transparency to IAEA inspectors. Ray Takeyh advises that, in 

understanding how to move forward in Iran, it is best to set aside comparative models and 

understand Iran on its own terms. This is because of Iran’s highly complex and fractional 

political environment. His point is well-taken, but these previously mentioned examples are also 

worthy of consideration. 

What all of this suggests is that we do not need simply another set of sanctions to levy 

against Iran, a rehash of the previous disarmament debate, or a strategy shift. What the U.S. 

needs is a fundamental paradigm shift in how we think about our relationship with Iran. This 

would include an acknowledgement that, rightly or wrongly, we contribute to Iran’s insecurity—

perhaps even for good reason. However, despite that fact, this paradigm shift has to enable the 

U.S. and Iran to take a let-bygones-be-bygones approach to foreign policy so the security of both 

states can be maximized. Adding up tit-for-tat who did what and how it hurt the state only 

focuses on the differences that keep the U.S. and Iran at each other’s throats. Instead, the U.S. 

needs to focus on areas of common strategic interest and work to create just enough of a 

relationship there that America’s presence in Iran’s backyard is not so threatening.  

In short term, the U.S. needs to shake the hand of Iranian leaders and invite them into a 

closed door discussion. In this discussion, we have to demonstrate to Iran that we do not see their 

acquisition of nuclear weapons helping anyone, including Iran, and will only result in more 
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regional instability. It has to be made abundantly clear to Iran that the only way forward is for 

Iran to open up completely to IAEA inspectors and fully abide by the NPT. Up until this point in 

the conversation, Iranian leaders will likely be tuned out because they have heard all of this 

already. The U.S. then has to increase incentives for Iran to do so. 

These incentives come in the form of guarantees from the U.S. contingent upon Iran’s 

cooperation. If Iran rejects nuclear weapons and opens up its country fully to IAEA inspectors, 

then the U.S. should guarantee not to engage in regime change in Iran, and not to attack Iran 

unless Iran or one of its proxy organizations, with Iran’s support, attacks either the U.S. or Israel. 

In order to sweeten the deal, the U.S. should offer Iran an amnesty period where, if IAEA 

inspectors find evidence of nuclear weapon research, Iran cannot suffer any consequences for 

that research as long as it turns all weapons research and technology over to the IAEA. Iran 

would then have to accept the same inspections routine as every other member of the NPT that 

the IAEA inspects. Of course, once Iran accepted the agreement all of the sanctions that the U.S. 

imposed on Iran would be lifted giving Iran access to international trade markets. 

If U.S. diplomats require further leverage in Iran they can use Khamenei’s own words 

against him. In 2004, Khamenei issued a fatwa which denounced nuclear weapon as 

“immoral.”54 As Nina Tannenwald points out, there is no reason to accept Iran’s statement as 

proof that Iran is not pursuing nuclear weapons, but there is no reason their words cannot be used 

against them.55 Tannenwald advocates that U.S. leaders speak to this declaration “approvingly 

and frequently” and attempt to illustrate the difference between Iran’s words and Iran’s actions in 

the context of their own religious and moral construct.56

                                                           
54 Tannenwald, Nina. "Using Religion to Restrain Iran's Nuclear Program." Foreign Policy. 
http://walt.foreignpolicy.com/posts/2012/02/24/guest_post_using_religion_to_restrain_irans_nuclear_program. 

 This tactic is a favorite of adherents to 

55 Ibid. 
56 Ibid. 
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the constructivist theory of international relations, and is commonly used in the human rights 

community, especially by non-governmental organizations attempting to force a change in a 

governmental policy threatening human rights of a particular group. 

Tannenwald’s suggestion to use Iran’s words against them is an overt way of pressuring 

Iran into opening up its nuclear facilities and backing away from a weapons program. In the 

context of the new diplomacy proposed here it does little to address the underlying strategic 

differences between the U.S. and Iran. That does not mean that the idea is not useful in other 

ways, though. In a closed door discussion, the U.S. could encourage Iran to focus its public 

discourse on Khamenei’s fatwa and use that fatwa as justification for being fully transparent to 

the IAEA. In this way, Iranian leaders could save face to their other political opponents. Instead 

of looking like they are succumbing to western demands Iranian leaders can frame their public 

statements as “We are sticking with our original position that nuclear weapons are against 

Islamic tradition, and we are proving that to the international community once and for all.” Iran 

will be much more likely to open up its nuclear facilities to international inspectors and back 

away from the nuclear precipice if the regime knows it can do so without humiliating itself. By 

focusing on Islamic principles, Iran can save face amongst the international community. 

Further, the U.S. could leverage constructivist thought in another way. As previously 

mentioned, an important aspect of Iranian politics and political identity is the sense of Persian 

superiority over its Arab neighbors. Instead of this being seen as a major threat, the U.S. could 

use this as a rhetorical device to build up the international prestige Iran seeks. By complying 

with IAEA inspectors and abandoning its previous irresponsible behavior, Iran could become an 

archetype of the Muslim world’s responsible power over the atom. Through the use of rhetoric, 

the west could applaud Iran for its great strides in scientific achievement, transparency, and 
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technological capacity to produce electricity in a clean and efficient manner. Importantly, this 

public praise of Iran, perhaps a stroking of Iran’s ego, would have to be offset by very private 

explanations to our allies that our allegiance has not shifted to Iran, that we continue to stand by 

our Arab allies and are committed to their security, and perhaps even lament a little over how 

international relations often requires states to play nice with unsavory characters. This would 

help to sweeten the deal with Iran by playing into the state’s goals and desires.  

 The concessions described above would have the smallest impact for U.S. national 

security interests, would still leave the U.S. military room to operate and protect itself and its 

allies, and would have a profound effect on Iran’s security as well. For Iran, accepting the 

proposal described above will grant Iran a security guarantee against its largest threat. Also, it 

could know that it could not be held responsible for whatever work it had done in the past on 

nuclear weapons, which would give Iran a clean slate from which to pursue peaceful nuclear 

technology. From the U.S. perspective, it is not guaranteeing anything that it is not already 

unwilling or incapable of doing already. Most policymakers in Washington would prefer a new 

regime in Tehran, but no one seems to know how to make that happen without creating problems 

similar to those from the regime change in 1953. Second, the U.S. does not stand to gain 

anything by attacking Iran unprovoked. The only real justification the U.S. could have for 

engaging Iran militarily is in response to an attack by Iran or one of its proxy organizations that 

Iran supported. According to the proposal above, the U.S. would still have the capability to do 

that. These mutual guarantees between Iran and the U.S. result in a net improvement in each 

state’s security environment. 

These guarantees, however, do not address all of the issues that exist between Iran and 

the U.S. What these short-term guarantees do is create a space and a time for further negotiations 
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to take place in the longer-term. The deal resolves the short term threats that make an Iranian 

nuclear arsenal unnecessary and buys time to work on the longer-term threats. Further into the 

future, the U.S. would be wise to encourage Iran to sign the NPT’s Additional Protocol and the 

Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty. Once the nuclear weapons issue is resolved, issues such as 

getting Iran to accept Israel’s right to exist, Palestinian statehood, terrorism, and even a nuclear 

weapons free zone in the Middle East could all be brought to the table. In exchange, Iran could 

be given a legitimate voice in the multi-lateral effort to make Iraq and Afghanistan viable, 

peaceful states that do not pose a security threat to the region. Also, the U.S. and Iran could 

cooperate in areas of mutual strategic interest such as ensuring the safety of container ships from 

pirates, keeping the Strait of Hormuz open for commercial traffic, and routing terrorist 

organizations seeking to undermine the stability of the region. 

To be clear, this proposal will not make Iran and the U.S. allies—Iran has little interest in 

making friends with the U.S. A foundational aspect of the current regime’s identity is despising 

the West. However, Iran and the U.S. have cooperated recently in Afghanistan and other areas, 

and this idea of selective partnership has happened on a smaller scale. Agreeing to disagree, for 

the time being, on issues such as Iran’s inability to accept Israel’s legitimacy, and focusing on 

common ground can be helpful for the relationship between Iran and the U.S. 

 In the near term, the U.S. needs to set aside thoughts and rhetoric of regime change. Any 

threat to the Iranian regime is simply more evidence that the regime is threatened and requires a 

nuclear weapon to maintain its existence. Engagement with Iran needs to focus on the areas 

where both Iran and the U.S. have similar interests: the future of Iraq, the future of Afghanistan, 

the security of the Persian Gulf, terrorism, and, of course, the nuclear program. Both the U.S. and 

Iran share an interest in having Iraq and Afghanistan as stable, functioning governments that can 
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have normal relations with their neighbors. The extremist Sunni agenda of the Taliban and al 

Qaeda in Afghanistan is a threat to both Iran and the United States. Both the U.S. and Iran have 

an interest in seeing the Persian Gulf waters remaining open to oil traffic. These are areas where 

the two countries can cooperate for mutual advantage. Involving Iran in the region in these ways 

will serve to minimize the threats that Iran sees around it, and will give a nuclear weapon less 

strategic value. When this cooperation is combined with an elimination of sanctions, contingent 

on Iran’s cooperation with IAEA inspectors, many of Iran’s problems will work themselves out. 

 It is important to note that the foreign policy of the United States and its military presence 

in the Middle East are not the only international threats to Iran’s security. Clearly, Israel and Iran 

are significant threats to each other. This policy proposal assumes that if the U.S. minimizes its 

threat to Iran, then Iran’s security environment will be changed in a significant enough manner 

that the costs Iran will incur for its nuclear arsenal will exceed the benefits of acquiring one. In 

other words, U.S. action can, independently, impact Iran’s security environment to a sufficient 

degree as to not require Israel making any concessions. Of course, this does not change the fact 

that Israel is a threat to Iran, but between the U.S. and Israel the America is more powerful and, 

therefore, the bigger threat to Iran. This assumption seems to be a fair because Iran’s nuclear 

program is the biggest threat to Israel and is the main reason Israel is advocating an attack on 

Iran. Israel would not be advocating a convention military strike, through an air campaign, on 

Iran if it were not for Iran’s weapons program. Removing the threat of Iran’s nuclear program to 

Israel’s security negates the entire purpose for an Israeli air campaign against Iran. Therefore, it 

can be assumed that U.S. action can independently improve the security environment for both 

Iran and Israel to a significant enough degree to make an Iranian nuclear weapon arsenal, and an 

Israeli air campaign against Iran, unnecessary. 
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Challenges to the New Diplomacy 

 It would be naïve to think that a simple conversation with Ayatollah Khamenei is all it 

will take to find an agreement on Iran’s nuclear program. There are a number of internal 

challenges the U.S. will have to overcome, and there are some very serious questions diplomats 

will have to answer before they can even start the conversation with Iran. Path dependency, 

domestic support for the diplomacy option, exactly what to concede to Iran and what not to 

concede, and the role of military force in the negotiation are all important details that need to be 

agreed upon a head of time. Further, there is the question: what if the new diplomacy fails? 

Path dependency 

 Legislators and lobbyists come up with great ideas regularly. Often times they fail 

because the change that is being proposed is far too broad, and the U.S. political system is not 

equipped to handle much more than incremental changes. Margaret Levi writes that path 

dependency means “that once a country or region has started down a track, the costs of reversal 

are very high… the entrenchments of certain institutional arrangements obstruct an easy reversal 

of the initial choice.”57

 In order for this model of diplomacy to succeed several of the path dependency obstacles 

will have to be overcome. Fortunately, there are opportunities for this new model to gain 

legitimacy. Importantly, there is an upcoming election in November. Many cite the election as an 

obstacle because Republicans will be hammering at President Obama’s actions more than ever. 

 Critics of ideas advocating broad change often point to path dependency 

as evidence that the policy is not achievable. However, this argument is debatable. While path 

dependency certainly does narrow the options available to policy makers, and makes them 

contingent upon the minimization of the costs of change, real change can occur.  

                                                           
57 Margaret Levi quoted in: Pierson, Paul. "Increasing Returns, Path Dependence, and the Study of Politics." 
American Political Science Review 94, no. 2 (2000): 251-267. Page 252.  
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This is truly a problem for the president, but if President Obama can make succeed in 

diplomatically engaging Iran before the election, he can use the victory to win more votes and 

carry the model into his next administration.  

Also, many worry that Israel will attack Iran before the November election if they believe 

President Obama will win.58

This kind of foreign policy and political opportunity is exactly the kind of opportunity 

that allows new policies to break off from the old path and chart a new course. The benefits of 

the success of this policy will far outweigh the costs of the policy failing. Fortunately, the 

president can have these talks with Iran behind closed doors where he has more control of the 

outcome of the talks. If the talks fail, the president can continue on with another plan, but if the 

talks succeed he can advertise his success and use it to gain support for his re-election. As 

previously stated, the concessions the president would have to make with Iran do not 

dramatically hamper U.S. action vis-à-vis Iran, so the political risk is not as great as a policy that 

 The Israelis worry that if President Obama is re-elected he will 

sideline Israeli concerns and pursue an independent policy, whereas Mitt Romney may be more 

likely to support Israel’s plan to attack Iran. This is certainly a risk for the president but if 

President Obama can make significant diplomatic progress in Iran before November then the 

Israelis will have little reason to launch their assault, and President Obama can tell the world that 

he made the world safer, not only for the U.S., but for his Israeli allies whom he supports. A 

foreign policy victory such as this would be a massive political victory for the president’s 

candidacy, and will create ample opportunity for the president to paint his opponents as hawks 

who want to put the lives of Americans on the line unnecessarily.  

                                                           
58 Kaplan, Fred. "October Surprise: Why Israel May Want to Attack Iran Before the U.S. Presidential Election." 
Slate, April 12, 2012. 
http://www.slate.com/articles/news_and_politics/war_stories/2012/04/nuclear_iran_why_israel_may_want_to_attac
k_before_the_presidential_election_.single.html#pagebreak_anchor_2. 
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does limit the U.S. more and is highly visible. This kind of opportunity for huge political gain is 

precisely the kind of opportunity which creates a space for lasting changes in policy. 

U.S. Domestic Support 

 When attempting to get an idea of how the American public feels about attacking Iran 

polling data seems to be slightly mixed. However, gaining support for the diplomatic option 

might not be as difficult as many people expect. An ABC News/Washington Post poll conducted 

between March 7, 2012 and March 10, 2012 found: 

• 84% of Americans prefer direct diplomatic talks between the U.S. and Iran 

• 41% support U.S. military action against Iran 

• 53% oppose U.S. military action against Iran 

• 42% of Americans would support Israel bombing Iran’s nuclear develop sites 

• 51% would oppose Israel bombing Iran’s nuclear development sites.59

The ABC News/Washington Post poll suggests that Americans seem to support a diplomatic 

solution to Iran’s nuclear program as opposed to a military strike. It is difficult to precisely 

assess how a majority of Americans feel about the issue, but there does seem to be room to sell 

the idea of diplomacy to a responsive American public. 

 

 Israelis also seem to be wary of the idea of attacking Iran—especially without the support 

of the United States.60 Israelis also do not seem to be confident that the sanctions regime will put 

a stop to Iran’s nuclear program.61

                                                           
59 Phelan, Julie. ABC News. http://abcnews.go.com/blogs/politics/2012/03/concern-about-broader-war-dampens-
support-for-iran-attack/. 

 Moving forward with diplomacy seems like it could 

reasonably be sold to the Israeli public. However, Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu is 

60 Brulliard, Karin. "Israelis, Like United States, Wary About Strike on Iran." Washington Post, March 8, 2012. 
http://www.washingtonpost.com/world/middle_east/israelis-like-united-states-wary-about-strike-on-
iran/2012/03/08/gIQAjxqLzR_story.html. 
61 Ibid. 
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working hard to shape Israeli public opinion to gain support for attacking Iran.62

 In terms of gaining support amongst the U.S. public, the American Israeli Public Affairs 

Committee (AIPAC) strongly supports increasing the sanctions regime on Iran. However, J 

Street, another pro-Israeli lobby group, states on their website that “we oppose any 

Congressional effort to limit the President’s authority to pursue diplomacy with Iran,” and also 

that “like many American and Israeli security experts such as former Mossad chiefs Meir Dagan 

and Ephraim Halevy, we believe that a military strike against Iran would be ill-advised.”

 It seems that 

Israeli leaders are more open to attacking Iran than the Israeli public is. A concerted public 

relations campaign may be able to maintain both American and Israeli resolve for solving the 

Iranian nuclear program diplomatically. 

63 In the 

event that AIPAC is unwilling to support a dialogue between America and Iran, American 

leaders can leverage J Street’s ability to act as an alternate voice on Israeli affairs.64

 Naturally, such an action would be highly political and, therefore, come with significant 

political ramifications. AIPAC has long been recognized as the primary voice of Israelis and 

Jewish people in America, and turning away from AIPAC could be very costly politically. As 

well, such an action would be a very difficult political move to pull off. If the President were to 

pursue this type of policy it would certainly put him in a high-risk-high-reward scenario. Failure 

 J Street does 

not seem to have the same resources as AIPAC, but if the president endorse a proposal for 

continued diplomacy coming from J Street as part of an extensive public relations campaign, 

selling the idea will be less difficult.  

                                                           
62 Benn, Aluf. "Netanyahu is Preparing Israeli Public Opinion for a War on Iran." Haaretz, March 15, 2012. 
http://www.haaretz.com/news/diplomacy-defense/netanyahu-is-preparing-israeli-public-opinion-for-a-war-on-iran-
1.418869. 
63 More information about J Street’s policy on Iran can be found at: http://jstreet.org/iran/ 
64 Many thanks to my colleague Jessica Gabriel and her research on the Israel-Palestine conflict for bringing this 
policy option to my attention. 
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to gain support for this policy would surely cost him the presidency. However, successfully 

ending the military component of Iran’s nuclear program, gaining transparent IAEA access to 

Iran’s nuclear facility, and creating some measure of certainty that Iran will not be developing a 

nuclear weapon would remove an existential threat to Israel. Achieving such a goal through 

diplomacy, not military action, would be the strongest evidence that the President has the 

wisdom and capacity to maximize Israeli and American security interests non-violently. 

Abolishing an existential Israeli threat would trump the fact that the President followed his own 

course, and would likely cement his political position going into the future. 

How many concessions and security guarantees does the U.S. actually make? 

 The value of the proposed concessions is that they do not put major constraints on 

American freedom to operate in the Middle East and they do not compromise leadership’s ability 

to defend the country if attacked. America should not be attacking Iran unprovoked in the first 

place, and the concession we would make would not limit our ability to respond to threats. If 

some future president found that Iran was supporting groups that attacked Americans this 

proposal would not limit their ability to act against Iran, and the same would apply if Iran ever 

decided to reconstitute its nuclear program. Further, guaranteeing not to engage in regime change 

does not limit American maneuverability. History has shown us repeatedly that attempts to 

engage in regime fail miserably and have disastrous consequences. Additionally, America does 

not seem to have a powerful enough ally inside Iran to support as a viable alternative to the 

Iranian regime. In other words, if it were possible to change the Iranian regime it likely would 

have been tried already.  

 The diplomatic package proposed in this paper would surely not mean endless concession 

after concession. The United States cannot, and should not, endlessly concede to the Iranian 
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regime. If Iran makes demands on the United States that run counter to U.S. or its ally’s security, 

those demands should be rejected and concessions should not be made. Abandoning our support 

for Israel, ceasing counter-terrorist activities in the region, and withdrawing our forces from the 

Persian Gulf are all completely unreasonable demands that the U.S. should never entertain. This 

diplomatic package is meant to be a serious attempt to solve a very serious regional security 

problem. A sense of urgency and an intolerance for game playing needs to be impressed upon 

Iran. If Iran insists on playing its usual games with the United States in response to this 

diplomatic package, that response should be evidence of Iran’s unreasonableness and a failure of 

the ability for Iran and the U.S. to negotiate at all. If Iran cannot accept the reasonable terms of 

the proposed diplomatic package, or something very similar to this, the time for much more 

serious action may be at hand.  

The role of force in negotiations 

 While the goal of the diplomatic package is to find a non-military solution to Iran’s 

nuclear program there remains a good argument to be made that the use of force should not be 

completely discounted. That diplomacy remains the best option in Iran is not meant to minimize 

the importance of keeping nuclear weapons out of the hands of Iranian leaders. If diplomacy fails 

in Iran there may be little left that the international community can do to dissuade Iran from 

constructing a nuclear arsenal. Sadly, if diplomacy fails there may be few options left but to 

resort to the use of violence. This could mean an airstrike or more covert operations against Iran.  

 It is important to impress upon Iran that this generous diplomatic package is the last 

attempt that the U.S. can make to resolve the differences between Iran and the U.S. peacefully. If 

the U.S. fails in this diplomatic push Iran might find itself on the receiving end of American and 

Israeli military might. It absolutely needs to be clear that the United States prefers to resolve the 
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situation nonviolently, but that, due to American security concerns, time is of the essence and the 

negotiation needs to be taken seriously. The failure of the diplomatic package will certainly put 

the U.S. and Iran in a place they most definitely do not want to be in. 

Conclusion 

 We no longer live in a bi-polar Cold War world. The conflicts around the world are no 

longer about the struggles between two great powers. Instead, the U.S. faces an array of smaller 

powers all trying to carve out their area of political domination in their respective geographic 

regions. We cannot fight all of them whenever our self-interests collide. The best way to deal 

with this new world is through employing the full range of economic, political, and diplomatic 

tools available.  

 Iran is a country attempting to find its place in the world. Sanctioning Iran for its 

misbehavior has been the preferred approach to Iran thus far, but many speak openly about the 

likelihood of an attack on Iran coming in the near future. The international community certainly 

has little tolerance for an Iranian state with a nuclear weapon arsenal, but diplomacy has to be the 

preferred option for the time being. An honest and generous attempt at diplomacy can promise to 

be far more fruitful for Iran, the United States, and the greater Middle East as whole. Increasing 

sanctions will not change the fact that the West and Iran simply do not trust each other. An attack 

on Iran is likely to be a large, bloody, and costly affair that will surely shape the future 

relationship the West has with the Middle East. Importantly, an attack on Iran is unlikely to halt, 

only delay, an Iranian nuclear arsenal and will surely mean future military involvement in the 

region which implies more bloodshed and national debt. The primary future goal for the U.S. 

should be to fix the relationship with Iran so that nuclear weapons will provide little, if any, 

strategic benefit. This is the only long-term and sustainable solution for the United States. 
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