


Iran and Nuclear Weapons

This book investigates what is driving Iran’s nuclear weapons program in a less-
hostile regional environment, using a theory of protracted conflicts to explicate
proliferation.

Iran’s nuclear weapons program has alarmed the international community since
the 1990s, but has come to the forefront of international security concerns since
2000. This book argues that Iran’s hostility with the United States remains the
major causal factor for its proliferation activities. With the US administration pur-
suing aggressive foreign policies towards Iran since 2000, the latter’s security
threat intensified. A society that is split on many important domestic issues
remained united on the issue of nuclear weapons acquisition after the US war in
Iraq. Consequently, Iran became determined in its drive to acquire nuclear weapons
and boldly announced its decision to enrich uranium, leaving the US in no doubt
about its nuclear status.

This book underscores the importance of protracted conflicts in proliferation
decisions, and underpinning this is the assumption that non-proliferation may be
achieved through the termination of intractable conflicts. The aims of this work are
to demonstrate that a state’s decision to acquire nuclear weapons depends largely
on its engagement in protracted conflicts, which shows not only that the presence
of nuclear rivals intensifies the nuclear ambition, but also that non-nuclear status of
rival states can promote non-proliferation incentives in conflicting states inclined
to proliferate.

This study will be of great interest to students of Iran, Middle Eastern politics,
nuclear proliferation and international relations theory.

Saira Khan is a Research Associate at McGill-University of Montreal Joint
Research Group in International Security (REGIS).
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Introduction

Iran’s nuclear program had alarmed the international community in the 1990s, but
it came to the forefront of international security concerns in 2000. Although 
Tehran still maintains that its nuclear program is for peaceful purposes, in the
recent past it has admitted to possessing enriched uranium as part of its uranium
enrichment program, which has unnerved the international community in general
and the United States in particular. Iran’s nuclear drive has been probed by schol-
ars and policy-makers and although there is controversy on whether or not Iran is
aiming to build nuclear weapons, most scholars who believe that Iran’s nuclear pro-
gram has dual purpose argue that the country has been motivated to acquire nuclear
weapons for security purposes, as has been the case with almost all regional prolif-
erators. The general understanding is that regional proliferators proliferate for
regional security determinants. While this remains the primary driving force, no
one has examined why Iran, in the absence of a hostile Iraq after Saddam Hussein’s
rule since 2003, still chooses to keep its nuclear weapons option alive and, in fact,
remains more focused on the nuclear program. This deficiency begs a salient ques-
tion which this study investigates: What drives Iran to acquire nuclear weapons and
relentlessly move on with its nuclear weapons program in a less-hostile regional
environment? The objective is to demonstrate that Iran’s nuclear ambition is
related to both regional and global environment due to its regional and global con-
flict engagements, which means that both regional and global security threats for
Iran need to be absent before Tehran can give up its nuclear ambition. It is argued
that Iran’s hostility with the US remains the major causal factor for its serious pro-
liferation activities since the 1990s and unrelenting effort in that realm since 2000.
Iran’s protracted conflict with the US started at the end of the Shah period and the
beginning of the Islamic Revolution in the country in 1979. Although the develop-
ment of the conflict almost coincided with the beginning of the Iran–Iraq War in
1980 which kept Iran focused on Iraq and the war, since 1979 Iran’s leaders have
perceived the US as the principal enemy of the Islamic states which supported their
enemy, Israel, in the Middle Eastern region. Thus, in addition to having two pro-
tracted conflicts since the late 1940s and early 1950s with Israel and Iraq respec-
tively, Iran developed a new intractable conflict with the US in 1979. From then
Iran had three enemies – Iraq, Israel, and the US – to worry about for the next 30
years. Initially, Iraq was Iran’s principal enemy in the region due to the territorial
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conflict that they were engaged in and for fighting one of the bloodiest and pro-
tracted wars in the region from 1980 to 1988. The two major regional rivals also
strived for regional dominance and, consequently, this was also a structurally-
determined rivalry. Israel, on the other hand, was an enemy state since its creation
in 1947, but became Iran’s important rival in the region since the 1980s due to the
war in Lebanon and the creation of Hezbollah by Tehran which fights Iran’s proxy
wars in Lebanon against Israel. In the nuclear realm, Iraq and Israel’s nuclear
weapons programs alarmed Iran and the Islamic Republic became anxious to
develop a deterrent capability against Iraq, with whom it fought one of the longest
wars in the region, and Israel, whose existence in the Middle East Iran denies, and
its nuclear program initially was developed to address its dual regional security
concerns. The third conflict it got engaged in with the US made it more attracted to
the nuclear program since this was an asymmetric conflict where Iran was a weak
regional state trying to defend itself against a global opponent. Thus, the number of
conflict engagements and conflict types determined Iran’s nuclear choice.
However, the pace of its nuclear weapons program was relatively slow till 2000
even though from 1990 to 2000 its nuclear program received renewed attention
from the Islamic leadership. This was the period when the cold war ended, but Iran
was still engaged in a conflict with the world’s only superpower, the US, that iden-
tified Iran as a rogue state that was determined to jeopardize regional peace and sta-
bility in the otherwise orderly post-cold war world. The systemic change made
matters more troublesome for Iran. With the US administration pursuing aggres-
sive foreign policies toward Iran since 2000, the latter’s security threat intensified.
The Bush administration’s declaration of Iran as one of the “Axis of Evil” states
severely threatened and humiliated Iran; the threat exacerbated with the adminis-
tration’s war on Iraq in 2003 on the pretext that it was in possession of weapons of
mass destruction. A society that was and still is split on many of the important
domestic issues including democratization, modernization, and westernization, the
Iranians remained united on the nuclear issue after the war on Iraq. The US decision
to attack Iraq without the approval of the United Nations demonstrated the power
of Washington in a unipolar world and proved that in the absence of a nuclear deter-
rent capability, Iran would soon be in the same position as Iraq and would be the
US’s next target in the Middle East for being one of the “Axis of Evil” states.
Addressing its security concerns pertaining to this asymmetric conflict with the
acquisition of a deterrent capability became pertinent for Iran. Consequently, Iran
became relentless in its drive to acquire nuclear weapons and boldly announced its
decision to enrich uranium so that the US would not be confused about its nuclear
status. Improved and non-aggressive US policies toward Iran, which can be instru-
mental in terminating the prolonged Iran–US conflict, can convince Iran to
renounce its nuclear weapons ambition.

The Iranian case is tested by using a theoretical framework on proliferation of
protracted conflict states. Several causal factors are used to understand why Iran
has been a determined proliferator. The project underscores the salience of pro-
tracted conflicts in proliferation decisions. Underpinning this idea is the assump-
tion that non-proliferation may be achieved through the termination of intractable
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conflicts. Its aims are the following: 1) To understand that a state’s decision to
acquire nuclear weapons depends largely on its engagement in protracted conflicts;
the number of conflicts it is engaged in and aggressive policies of the adversaries
affect the pace of its nuclear drive. Resolution of protracted conflicts is pertinent for
non-proliferation purposes. 2) To comprehend that although the number of con-
flicts makes a difference in terms of nuclear decisions, the presence of nuclear
rivals intensifies the nuclear ambition, meaning non-nuclear status of the rival
states can promote non-proliferation incentives in conflicting states inclined to pro-
liferate. 3) To highlight that a long-running asymmetric conflict with a nuclear
global power must be terminated because such a conflict invariably motivates the
weaker party to the conflict to possess a nuclear deterrent capability to face off the
superior rival even if the ramifications of such possession are politically and finan-
cially costly. 4) To explicate why standard non-proliferation strategies may be inef-
fective in attaining a non-proliferated world. 

The rationale for this study is that although much scholarly attention has been
paid on the proliferation drives of states in general and the Iranian nuclear motiva-
tion in particular, the efforts have generally revolved around the concept of secu-
rity. It is pertinent to go beyond simple security logic and make efforts to
understand why security is important to some states and not all, which kind of states
are more insecure and why, what makes a protracted conflict state different in the
realm of proliferation, how the number and type of conflicts a state is engaged in
make a difference with regard to the intensity of proliferation, and what makes a
weaker side in an asymmetric conflict with a global power almost a definite prolif-
erator. Therefore, this study makes a significant contribution to both proliferation
and conflict literature by examining the consequences of protracted conflicts in the
domain of proliferation decisions of states and understanding the Iranian nuclear
ambition from a theoretical perspective. The study also has significant theoretical
implications. Major theories of International Relations that emphasize on power
politics and military strength such as Realism and its strands are unable to explain
Iran’s propensity to acquire nuclear weapons simply by focusing on the structure of
the international system, which is anarchic, or by investigating its security motiva-
tions. These theories fail to explain why states in intractable conflicts are more 
proliferation prone than others or why the need for deterrent capabilities differs
even among protracted conflict states. It is important to underscore that the value
and usefulness of deterrence depend on the number and type of conflicts a state is
involved in, which the major theories ignore. They also do not investigate when 
and under what conditions some protracted conflict states become definite 
proliferators. This study fills the gap that the Realists create in their theories and
builds on the central idea of Constructivism that “anarchy is what states make of
it.”1 The meaning of anarchy is different for different states depending on the
“structure of identity and interest.”2 Anarchy does not cause apprehension for all
states or automatically generate proliferation. Anarchy becomes salient when
states are engaged in intractable conflicts and that triggers proliferation decisions
of different degrees depending on the types and numbers of conflicts that states are
involved in.
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One aspect requires noting before proceeding further. The study does not assume
that Iran has nuclear weapons at the present time, but argues that this is a country
that is expected to have a strong propensity to acquire nuclear weapons for being
engaged in several seemingly un-resolvable protracted conflicts, most importantly,
an asymmetric one with the hegemonic power of the world. Consequently, unless
the conflicts are resolved, the danger of Iran’s possible nuclear weapons acquisition
will remain.

The book encompasses three parts – the first two consisting of a chapter each and
the third composed of four chapters – and a concluding chapter with policy impli-
cations of the work. Following is a layout of the study: 

Part I: Causes of proliferation

Factors utilized to comprehend Iran’s nuclear weapons aspiration

The chapter primarily discusses previous scholarship on the subject. It entails the
factors utilized by scholars to understand Iran’s nuclear drive. By a detailed dis-
cussion of the factors provided by scholars and presentation of the significance 
of their works, it demonstrates the inadequacies of these works in understanding
fully the Iranian nuclear ambition. The limitations lie in the fact that none of these
studies have tried to analyze why security remains the central motivation for Iran in
its quest for nuclear weapons acquisition. Although scholars have argued that secu-
rity is the central drive for Iran’s nuclear weapons program, they have not probed
why security was the most important factor in this calculation or the connection
between protracted conflict, security, and nuclear proliferation. The concept of
intractable conflict was ignored by all of them in their studies. How asymmetric
protracted conflicts make the weaker parties to the conflict proliferation prone,
received no attention by scholars. The aspect of engagement in multiple conflicts
was also ignored by almost all of them. The rationale and significance of the 
present study are highlighted by the presentation of the limitations of the previous
studies. 

Part II: Theory 

Proliferation proclivities of protracted conflict states

This is the theoretical chapter of the book and the core of the study. It provides the
primary hypotheses or unproved propositions of the study. It demonstrates the
basic association between protracted conflict as an independent variable, security,
prestige, and bargaining leverage as intervening variables, and proliferation as the
dependent variable. It argues that proliferation is a function of a state’s drive for
security, prestige, and bargaining leverage, which in turn are products of a state
being engaged in protracted conflicts. It then focuses specifically on protracted
conflicts to understand which ones among them would be determined proliferators.
It discusses the causal connections between the dependent variable, a determined
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proliferator, and the independent ones, the role of intractable territorial conflicts,
the significance of engagement in multiple protracted conflicts, the offing where
conflict rivals are allies, the presence of asymmetry in protracted conflicts, a situa-
tion where the weaker power faces a global opponent, the presence of nuclear rivals
in conflicts, and the engagement in dyadic and proximate conflicts. It creates a the-
oretical framework of analysis and argues that these factors are instrumental in
determining which states will be proliferation prone and why and which ones will
want a fast-paced nuclear program and under what circumstances. The theory is
expected to be applicable across protracted conflict cases, even though this study
tests it against one case, Iran.

Part III: Case study: Iran 

Iran’s nuclear ambition and twin protracted conflicts between 1947 and 1979

The chapter focuses on Iran’s nuclear ambition from 1947 to 1979. It demonstrates
the fact that Iran wanted to acquire nuclear weapons for security considerations in
general and in particular due to being engaged in twin protracted conflicts with
Israel since 1947 and Iraq since the 1950s. Iran launched its nuclear program under
the Shah regime. It was his personal interest in seeing Iran develop its nuclear capa-
bility and, ultimately, his cordial relationship with the US had paved the way to
activate the program. Israel was an opaque proliferator since the 1960s and Iraq was
suspected of having a clandestine nuclear weapons program in the 1970s. Iran’s
proliferation activity during this period was a function of its twin protracted con-
flicts where its rivals were also would-be proliferators. However, the chapter high-
lights the fact that Iraq was Iran’s principal rival during this period although Israel’s
proliferation was a cause of concern. Thus, the chapter draws the connection
between protracted conflicts and proliferation propensity of Iran and the existence
of nuclear rivals and the inclination to proliferate. 

Iran’s nuclear program and triple protracted conflicts from 1979 onwards

This chapter demonstrates the significance of the Islamic Revolution in Iran in
1979 and the beginning of a new protracted conflict with the US, making it a state
engaged in triple protracted conflicts simultaneously. The emergence of a new pro-
tracted conflict with a superpower having global reach and nuclear capabilities had
tremendous significance for the proliferation incentive of Iran. However, the
1980–88 Iran–Iraq War kept Iran occupied in the war more than its proliferation
activities. Although the Islamic clerics slowed down the nuclear program during
the initial period of their rule and severe damage to the nuclear site was also caused
by repeated bombings by Iraq, with time and when the war almost ended, that situ-
ation changed. Iran’s nuclear weapons efforts gained momentum from the late
1980s when the leadership team changed and included Supreme Leader Ali
Khameini and President Ali Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani, who made serious efforts
to strengthen Iran’s strategic capabilities to address future security challenges
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effectively. The chapter, thus, presents the connection between multiple protracted
conflicts and the intensity of Iran’s proliferation interest.

The ramifications of the asymmetric Iran–US protracted conflict from 1990 to
2000 in Iran’s nuclear domain 

The chapter presents the consequences of the asymmetric Iran–US protracted con-
flict in the domain of proliferation. It shows how Iran became anxious to develop its
nuclear program within the context of its protracted conflict with the US where it is
a weaker regional power having no ability to fight the powerful hegemonic power.
The Gulf War of 1990 and the US’s lead in it, along with the almost-permanent secu-
rity presence of the US in the Persian Gulf region in its aftermath, made Iran realize
the value of possessing a deterrent capability to face an enemy like the US in the
post-cold war unipolar world. The rogue rhetoric is also discussed in this chapter to
understand its impact on Iran’s proliferation activity during the time. Among other
efforts, Iran’s connections with North Korea during this period to develop nuclear
and missile programs highlight its urgency to acquire deterrent capabilities to face
off its most powerful extra-regional enemy – the US. The chapter essentially covers
the association between asymmetric protracted conflict and the weaker regional
power’s strong inclination to acquire a nuclear deterrent capability.

Iran’s fast-paced proliferation activity and hostile US policy since 2000

This chapter portrays reasons why Iran became relentless since 2000 in acquiring
nuclear weapons and in the absence of one of the major regional rivals – Iraq – since
2003 with whom it fought one of the longest and bloodiest wars in the region. It
focuses on the aggressive US policies pertaining to Iran since the beginning of the
Bush administration and incorporates issues such as the US trying to create a link-
age between Iran and Al Qaeda after the 9/11 attacks in 2001, the Axis of Evil
speech by President Bush in 2002, The National Security Strategy of the US, and
the subsequent war on Iraq in 2003 on the pretext that it had weapons of mass
destruction and proliferating democracy in the Middle East was important to have
regional peace and stability – all of which had tremendous impact on Iran’s deci-
sion to make serious efforts to complete its enrichment program as soon as possi-
ble. The chapter connects the aggressive US foreign policies pertaining to Iran
since 2000 with Iran’s unrelenting efforts to develop the nuclear weapons program
during this period.

Conclusion
This section is primarily intended to provide a summary of the study this book 
presents. It highlights the objectives of the study, provides a brief summary of the
theoretical framework, and demonstrates whether or not the theory has been suc-
cessfully applied against the case study, Iran. In other words, it shows whether or
not the case study falsifies the theory or confirms the propositions and hypotheses
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of the theoretical framework. Finally, it provides theoretical and policy implica-
tions of the study, meaning what this study has to offer in terms of theories and 
policies. Based on the implications, it also offers some policy recommendations
pertaining to US foreign policies and highlights the urgency to terminate the
intractable conflicts to solve the seemingly un-resolvable Iranian proliferation
problem.





Part I

Causes of proliferation





1 Factors utilized to 
comprehend Iran’s nuclear
weapons aspiration

Like any other research topic, Iran’s drive for nuclear weapons was probed by
scholars and policy-makers for decades and many causal factors or variables were
analyzed to address the research puzzle. The factors were extracted from the three
levels of analysis – systemic, domestic, and individual. While all of them seemed to
have some significance in comprehending Iran’s nuclear drive, the security moti-
vation was highlighted as the most important variable in this regard.1 Although
scholars generally agree that security threats may have driven Iran towards a non-
conventional weapons program, they failed to explore specifically why security
threats are so important to Iran and not to other states such as Syria or Egypt or, to
put it more bluntly, what makes Iran different from other states in the realm of pro-
liferation. This chapter will critically analyze some of the factors that scholars have
examined to obtain a sense of why Iran may need a bomb so desperately. The pur-
pose is to highlight the need for a better understanding of Tehran’s quest for nuclear
weapons by analyzing the security aspect in a more detailed manner. 

At the individual level, focus was on Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, the Shah of Iran,
in the domain of proliferation. His role was mostly studied because Iran initiated its
nuclear program during his rule. The Shah purchased a 5 Mega Watt research reac-
tor from the US in the 1960s; by 1972 he announced Iran’s intention to develop a
massive nuclear energy program and to that end he established the Atomic Energy
Organization of Iran (AEOI) in 1974, which was under his direct control. Given
this, when in the late 1970s Iran showed signs of clandestinely developing a nuclear
program,2 proliferation scholars pointed fingers at the Shah with the argument that
he wanted Iran to be advanced in nuclear technology and that desire was primarily
instrumental in making Iran a proliferator. History provides examples of countries
that have large-scale nuclear programs yet never had the intentions to acquire
nuclear weapons – such as Canada and Japan. Therefore, it is pertinent to make a
clear distinction between technology-driven and intention-driven nuclear 
weapons programs. Technological advancement in the nuclear realm may create a
strong platform to opt for the weapons path, but specific decisions have to be made
to build the bomb. This begs the central question: Did the Shah seek to acquire
nuclear weapons? The Shah stated in 1975 that if other countries in the region
acquired nuclear weapons at some point, Iran would be compelled to follow suit.3
This proposition indicates two salient points: that the Shah had no intention of
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developing nuclear weapons when he started the research program or developed a
large-scale nuclear infrastructure, but also that he was fully aware of the option to
take the weapons path easily if technological advancement was achieved by
Tehran. Which of these two points should be considered to assess the Shah’s 
contribution to Iran’s nuclear weapons aspiration? The first one seems more com-
pelling. It was the Shah that signed the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) in
1968, the year it was actually opened for signature, and ratified in 1970, the year it
came into force. If he had the inclination to develop nuclear weapons, like other
regional leaders such as India’s Jawaharlal Nehru, he could have stayed away from
joining the NPT, which prohibits states from acquiring nuclear weapons once they
sign and ratify it. He also proposed for a Nuclear Weapons-Free Zone (NWFZ) in
the Middle East in 1974. Additionally, it was the Shah who declared the prospect of
Iranian nuclear weapons “ridiculous” given the size of the superpowers’ arsenals.4
While it is hard to assess what the Shah had wanted during the initial stage of the
development of the program, it is not difficult to argue that even if the Shah had
such intentions from the start, other leaders had to follow in his footsteps for the
nuclear infrastructure to develop and mature. The fact remains that when the Shah
was overthrown with the Islamic Revolution of 1979, Ayatollah Khomeini had lit-
tle desire to develop a program that was built by the West. He also found it against
the interest of Iran’s religious orientation – Islam. In the early post-revolutionary
period, all kinds of non-conventional weapons were proclaimed contrary to Islam.
Consequently, nuclear programs identified with the Shah were initially abandoned,
particularly after nearly 3,700 of 4,500 AEOI scientists left Iran.5 This automati-
cally helps to understand that new leaders do not necessarily continue to pursue the
policies undertaken by their predecessors and when they do pursue similar policies
then it means that serious determining factors shape policies which cannot be over-
looked even if the policies go against the personal inclinations of leaders.

During Ali Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani’s presidency, from 1989 to 1997, Iran
once again made serious efforts to acquire nuclear weapons. Thus, it was believed
that it was his personal inclination to see Iran go nuclear. By the time the eight-year-
old Iran–Iraq War was coming to a close in 1987, Iran’s President Rafsanjani
ordered a nuclear weapons and delivery systems feasibility study.6 It was also dur-
ing his presidency that Pakistan’s controversial nuclear scientist A. Q. Khan visited
Bushehr nuclear facility, which was damaged heavily by Iraq during its war 
with Iran.7 These facts associate Rafsanjani with the Iranian nuclear weapons 
aspiration. Rafsanjani’s remarks about chemical weapons as “poor man’s deter-
rents”8 added more suspicion to his already tainted nuclear weapons-prone person-
ality. When Iraq used chemical weapons in the Gulf War, which had tremendous
negative impact on the morale of the Iranian military and civilian, Rafsanjani
stated,

. . . the moral teachings of the world are not very effective when war reaches a
serious stage and the world does not respect its own resolutions and closes its
eyes to the violations and all the aggressions which are committed in the battle
field.9
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But was Rafsanjani able to march Iran towards a nuclear path or the war with Iraq
and its negative consequences were instrumental in driving Tehran to consider pro-
liferation seriously? Should one not seek to understand the context within which
such a statement was made? These are important questions to ask because the
answers are likely to offer plausible solutions to this crucial problem. If
Rafsanjani’s attitude had important bearing on the nuclear decision, why did it
come so late into the game? He was the founding member of the Islamic Republic
Party which was formed right after the Islamic Revolution in 1979 and had strong
relations with Khomeini who was the Supreme Leader of the country for the next
10 years. He could have influenced Khomeini to reverse his decision in putting a lid
on the nuclear program when that decision was made. Within the context of the
Iran–Iraq War, that lid was gradually removed even during Khomeini’s period,
which indicates the necessity of moving beyond individual-level variables and
focusing more on structural variables such as the security environment to under-
stand the change in the dynamics of the program.

Iran’s moderate leader, Mohammad Khatami, was the President of Iran from
1997 to 2005. He came to power on the platform of liberalization and reform pol-
icy. His theory of Dialogue among Civilizations, a response to Samuel P.
Huntington’s Clash among Civilizations, received attention not only from many
countries of the world, but also from the United Nations, which named 2001 as the
year of “Dialogue among Civilizations” – the purpose of which was to understand
diversity comprehensively and to improve dialogues between the diverse groups of
the world to prevent conflicts. After eight years of Islamic fundamentalist rule, he
was a breath of fresh air for the Iranians who believed in open society and democ-
racy. In 2005, Khatami urged all religious leaders to abolish chemical and atomic
weapons,10 but did he discontinue the program during his presidency?
Unfortunately, he did not. On the contrary, Iran’s clandestine nuclear program
developed with some degree of direction, momentum, and speed during the presi-
dency of Khatami. It was in February 2003 that the International Atomic Energy
Agency (IAEA) Director Mohammad El Baradei confirmed the presence of a
large-scale gas-centrifuge enrichment facility, Natanz, and a heavy water produc-
tion site, Arak. Some contend that while Iran has purportedly made efforts to enrich
uranium with lasers since 1991, it has also established a pilot enrichment plant in
2000 and conducted research on a rare element – named polonium – suitable for
nuclear weapons.11 In June 2003, an IAEA report stated that Iran did not fulfill
some of the obligations and within a month IAEA visits discovered traces of highly
enriched uranium in Natanz.12 Although supportive of the EU3 (European Union 3)
plan, Khatami declared that Iran would resume enrichment if necessary and that the
nuclear program would continue even if it meant an end to UN oversight, asserting
that Iran abhorred nuclear weapons.13 That was not all. Throughout the first half of
2005, when he was still the president of the country, Tehran refused to provide
information on P-2 or the source of nuclear contamination and disallowed IAEA
access to suspected facilities at Kalaye, Parchin, and Lavizan II, threatened to
unfreeze the enrichment program and withdraw from the NTP if the IAEA referred
Iran to the United Nations Security Council (UNSC).14 While Khatami was by far
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the most moderate leader Iran has had in its life, he did not stop the development of
Iran’s nuclear program during his rule. On the contrary, arguing that Iran had the
right to peaceful nuclear energy he stated:

If there is concern over nuclear bomb, why we, who have not yet achieved the
peaceful nuclear technology, i.e. production of uranium with 3.5 percent
enrichment – that serves as fuel for nuclear plants – are not trusted and put
under pressure, while the powers that have hundreds of nuclear warheads in the
region and are capable of producing tens of nuclear bombs a year, are not 
only put under pressure but are also supported? What is observed in the world
is this double-standard logic; and we should in fact move into the world
wherein we will be able to meet our needs by relying on our own power and 
on God.15

This statement points to the fact that nuclear logics must be comprehended com-
prehensively instead of narrowly focusing on a leader’s role or attitude. While the
role of the leadership can in no way be undermined, the strategic offing the country
is in is the most crucial variable that determines whether or not to opt for non-
conventional weapons, especially nuclear weapons. 

Since 2005, Iran’s President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad has been associated with
the country’s desire to acquire nuclear weapons. Like many others,16 the book by
the Emirates Center which describes a denial and deception strategy of the radical
Islamic state, Iran, also focuses on the radical views of Iran’s controversial leader
Ahmadinejad and his inclination to make Iran a nuclear state.17 In September 2005,
Iran was declared to be “unequivocally in violation of its obligations in a Board of
Governors resolution which cites article 12 of the IAEA statues, making it compul-
sory for a report to be submitted to the Security Council.”18 Before that year, even
the IAEA seemed reluctant to recognize Iran to be in violation of agreements.
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad’s arrival in power, his inflammatory speeches, his deter-
mination to plough on at all costs and the feebleness of the international response to
these developments all reinforce the skepticism and even the fear of some future
catastrophe,” states Therese Delpech.19 Additionally, “The day Ahmadinejad took
office in August 2005, Iran rejected yet another EU3 proposal; that week he
restarted uranium conversion in Isfahan, unleashing a dramatic deterioration in
negotiations with the EU3 and IAEA.”20 In April 2006, Ahmadinejad announced
that Iran “has joined the club of nuclear countries” by successfully enriching ura-
nium for the first time.21 Because Iran defied the August 2006 UNSC Resolution, in
December 2006 the UNSC agreed unanimously to ban international trade in
nuclear and missile technologies with Iran and to freeze foreign assets of 12 indi-
viduals and 10 Iranian organizations. Ahmadinejad responded that the “UN resolu-
tion against Iran’s atomic work has no validity for Iranians,” describing the
resolution as “a rusty instrument” that has “no effect.” He further argued that “even
if they issue 10 more such resolutions it will not affect Iran’s economy and poli-
tics.”22 His aggressive statements obviously sent alarming signals to the interna-
tional community.
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Of all the leaders in Iran, Ahmadinejad’s personal inclination to not step back
from the program seems to be most important to study for the simple fact that by the
time he became the President of the country, he inherited quite a developed nuclear
program with enrichment facilities well in place and functioning to take Iran one
step forward in making the ultimate weapon. The point is that perhaps when he
came to power it was a matter of taking the decision that would be required to reach
and cross the threshold and not a matter of technology so much. It is often stated that
“the gradual advancement of a state’s technical nuclear capacities inexorably leads
to the eventual production of nuclear weapons.”23 So under the circumstances it
was possible for him to have the greatest influence on the program compared to the
others discussed in the preceding paragraphs. What the international community
has acquired so far from the academic community is that Ahmadinejad spoke
strongly about Iranians having the right to build the nuclear program or that Tehran
would do anything or go to any length to ensure that the Iranians are not deprived of
that right. The history of India and Pakistan, the two important proliferators,
encompasses enough statements like this by leaders who were staunch supporters
of the nuclear programs – Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto in Pakistan or A.B. Vajpayee in India.
What proliferation scholars do not offer are two things: a systematic study of the
cognitive variables of the leaders that trigger proliferation and how such leaders
shape such an important policy. No study so far has offered this. Additionally, stud-
ies have not differentiated between determining and influencing factors. It is not
only pertinent to distinguish them, but extremely important to show which one has
triggered proliferation and whether or not one would work effectively in the
absence of the other. For example, the security environment may be an influencing
factor and the individual leader a determining factor in making a nuclear choice. A
leader’s personal inclination to go nuclear is not enough to make a country a nuclear
state. Additionally, one of the most salient criticisms of this motivation is that it
cannot be generalized across leaders. Each individual is different and his or her life,
psychological makeup, cognitive perceptions are all unique and as such it is hard to
use this factor from a theoretical standpoint.

Proliferation scholars inclined to develop individual level theories of prolifera-
tion contend that “to go nuclear is an ideal-typical ‘big decision.’”24 Security, pres-
tige, or domestic political motivations is insufficient for such a serious policy
choice. “Various voices in society may sound strong pro-or anti-bomb notes; but
the responsibility for choosing wisely is much heavier for the top leader into whose
hands the ultimate choice actually falls,” argues Jacques Hymans.25 Nuclear deci-
sions are functions of the decision-maker’s “national identity conception (NIC),”
which is the leader’s understanding of the nation’s identity – his/her sense of what
the nation stands for and how high it stands in relation to other states in the interna-
tional system.26 Oppositional nationalist leaders generally consider that their nation
is at odds with and naturally equal to a particular external other and when they face
the external other, they are predisposed to experiencing fear and pride. The decision
to acquire nuclear weapons is not a means to the end of getting them, it is also an end
in itself – a matter of self expression.27 It is argued that bomb decisions are “the
results of NIC-driven emotions that shape their information sets, their action 
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tendencies, and indeed their very willingness to act at all on the nuclear issue.”28

Thus, oppositional nationalists desire the bomb, others do not. While all of this is
correct, especially that decisions pertaining to serious issues such as the develop-
ment of nuclear weapons are primarily made by the heads of states, it is unlikely for
all leaders to be oppositional nationalists who would experience fear and pride
when facing the external other and act defensively. It is evident that Iran pursued its
nuclear program when both hawkish and dovish leaders – Rafsanjani and Khatami
respectively – were in power. If Rafsanjani was an oppositional nationalist, was
Khatami of the same kind too? Does it then mean that all leaders’ understanding of
the nation’s identity has been the same or is it that only the one that initiates the pro-
gram is an oppositional nationalist and the rest of the leaders simply follow the lead
of the nationalist even though quite naturally their moral, psychological, percep-
tual, and cognitive perspectives differ? If this is correct, then changes in political
administrations do not count with respect to policy changes. 

A program needs time to take off. There are phases in each program which
include a beginning, development, maturation, and continuation. Iran’s nuclear
weapons program is no exception. One needs to be careful in analyzing an individ-
ual level factor because individual leaders come and go, but where policies remain
intact, it indicates that a much more consolidated factor was responsible for the
continuation of the program – which most, if not all, leaders adhere to. Continuity
with respect to determination and commitment is essential for the acquisition of a
nuclear program. Although the Shah may have started the program, others never
stopped the program during their periods and that shows the continuation of what-
ever Iran was trying to acquire in the nuclear realm. Therefore, to give credit to one
person for the initiation of the program or to criticize a hawkish leader for continu-
ing the program would be a wrong assessment of the overall endeavor. Every leader
continued the program and when Iran was relentless in its efforts to build the bomb
it had little to do with the leadership and more to do with the regional and interna-
tional security environment it was in at the time, which no leader – oppositional
nationalist or not – could ignore. 

In the domestic/institutional realm, factors mostly studied to understand prolif-
eration incentives are public opinion/people’s demands, domestic turmoil distrac-
tion, cost-effectiveness of nuclear weapons – meaning bombs are cheap – and
scientific/technological momentum – that scientists and military want bombs. With
regard to the first factor, public opinion, proliferation may very well be a function
of public opinion, although no state in the word proliferated for public pressure. In
the context of Iran, it is hard to believe that leaders paid any attention to what peo-
ple thought about the nuclear program. A country that has kept the nation in the dark
about its policies with respect to world politics, domestic politics, human rights, or
civil liberty would be unlikely to consider public opinion in nuclear choice. Anna
Cahn writes, “On a question of such national importance as the nuclear option, it is
clear that there will be no participatory decision-making.”29 Ray Takeyh contends
that although much of the political debate is generally conducted in public, “the
nuclear discussions are largely held in secret.”30 According to Shahram Chubin,
Iranian public opinion was neither a driver nor a constraint on the development of
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the program until 2002, after which it was projected as a national issue.31 Also, why
would the Iranian people be enthusiastic about going nuclear when the country
waged a costly and protracted war with Iraq? In fact, most scholars argue that Iran’s
populace largely opposes the nuclear program.32 Moreover, when leaders needed to
justify the program, they used public opinion or sometimes molded their opinions
by making the nuclear issue a national issue for Iran. Additionally, it is important to
bear in mind that public opinion may be positive about the nuclear program –
energy program – but not with respect to the weapons program. People are sup-
portive of Iran’s rights, “but not keen to pay economically or politically from any
confrontation with the international community.”33 To top it off, the more educated
and elite class is also skeptical about the government’s intentions. Consequently,
the regime has not made efforts to discuss the matter with the people, which is not
unusual in the case of any proliferator. The regimes have used words such as
“denial,” “double standards,” and “rights” to rally people around the nuclear issue.
The usage of these terms to rally people around the nuclear issue is clearly evident
in the following statement: 

If today we insist on having [the] fuel cycle, [it] is because we want to generate
scientific creativity and innovation inside the country. . . . Big powers want to
prevent the developing countries from gaining these abilities. Having a nuclear
fuel cycle significantly helps a country to reach stable development.34

Takeyh argues that “a highly nationalistic populace is beginning to coalesce around
Iran’s sovereign rights and invoking the all too familiar slogans of autonomy and
superpower double standards.”35 However, what the nuclear issue stands for has
never been thoroughly discussed and such discourses have never been entertained
by any of the Iranian leaderships. Thus, even if the polls show that 80 percent of the
people support the program, it is unclear what that “support” means. Popular sup-
port for independent nuclear energy capabilities should not be confused with sup-
port for nuclear weapons.36 Chubin contends, “The nuclear program, especially its
secret components, has been the ‘baby’ of a small group of people, among whom
Hashemi Rafsanjani is the most prominent.”37 A final point to note is that if people
came to know about the program when it has already been developed, then how can
they drive the state to proliferate? Their contribution to the program is minimal.
The development of a secret program of this nature is unlikely to be a product of
public opinion. 

Iran could have desired to acquire nuclear weapons for domestic political con-
siderations. It is a country that projects political unpredictability and instability.
There are elite factions that contend for power and they use the nuclear program as
a source of legitimacy and support.38 There are the pragmatic conservatives/the
accommodationists/the reformists and the ideological conservatives/confronta-
tionalists/the conservatives. Their views differ with respect to how the nuclear
issue must be handled – whether to negotiate with the West and normalize relations
with the world by using the issue as a bargaining chip to secure Iran’s legitimate
interest or to use it as an equalizer to compete with the West.39 The reformists 
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prefer the first option while the conservatives choose to opt for the second option.
The point is that both groups use the issue to assert their predominance in the polit-
ical apparatus of the country. Chubin believes that the nuclear issue is primarily a
political tussle for power and legitimacy, and only secondarily about ideology.40 He
asserts that Tehran’s progressive nuclearization has had stable political rather than
security imperatives.41 During the 1980s debacle with Iraq, weapons of mass
destruction programs became powerful mechanisms of domestic survival, compat-
ible with economic, political, military and technological self-reliance, anti-imperi-
alism, sovereignty, and defiance of international regimes and under presumed
western domination.42 Iran’s nuclear program in the 1990s, Chubin argues, was “in
search for a rationale” not rooted in security imperatives but nationalism, prestige,
and domestic drivers.43 Takeyh argues that “the ultimate fate of Iran’s nuclear pro-
gram may still rest on the outcome of the intense power struggle going on inside the
country.”44 According to Leonard Spector, Khomeini’s close advisor Ayatollah
Mohammed Beheshti told Iranian scientist Fereydun Fesharaki that “it is your duty
to build the atomic bomb for the Islamic Republican Party,”45 which means politics
was very much a part of the nuclear issue. Along the same lines, others have argued
that the nuclear issue has been one of the bases of Ahmadinejad’s appeal to pop-
ulism, threatening at once the clerics and vested interests of the establishment,
while freezing out the diplomats.46 This line of argument was agreed upon by the
father of Iran’s nuclear program, Asgar-Khani, who stated that while Iran’s nuclear
weapons provide “minimum deterrent”; they are 

necessary not only as a substitute for fossil energy but also for Iran’s social
cohesion and prestige . . . Internally Iran is in a state of disarray. I would now
argue that, only by becoming a nuclear weapons state, can Iran consolidate its
social coherence. Iran needs both soft and hard power to regain national iden-
tity and prestige.47

There are many aspects to consider. First, Ahmadinejad came to power only in
2005 when the program had already gotten a strong shape and was up and running.
Also, it is unlikely for any political leader to gain legitimacy and support of the peo-
ple with the acquisition of nuclear weapons. History does not provide any evidence
where a failed government could rest domestic disturbance or win support by going
nuclear. Even if they do, people have to be aware of the nuclear program. In the case
of Iran the nuclear issue became a public and important political issue only in mid-
2002 when revelations of Iran’s undeclared nuclear activities put Iran on the defen-
sive. Also, Iranian leaders are not particularly concerned about the people’s support
and their own legitimacy, given the nature of the domestic/political system. In late
2002 tensions between the reformists and conservatives triggered popular protests,
which the conservatives considered to be against the Islamic regime’s interests,
which brought the society close to widespread domestic revolt.48 Students
demanded a referendum to address Iran’s future political status and violent clashes
with the conservative forces erupted. The nuclear issue was not used to rescue the
conservatives from this trouble. Islam provided a flexible normative foundation
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that was marshaled to justify the development and usage of WMD at certain times,
but found incompatible with such weapons at other times.49 Therefore, the radical
leaders could not always use the nuclear issue, even if they wanted to, to win sup-
port due to religious reasons. Additionally, acquisition of nuclear weapons is a
long-term goal and domestic unrest is often a temporary problem, which can
change for the better within a short period of time. These points undermine the
power of this factor in shaping a nuclear decision.

On the economic motivation, scholars have argued that a country can go nuclear
for economic needs, meaning nuclear weapons are cost-effective weapons and a
financially weak state can acquire such non-conventional weapons with the hope of
being able to cut conventional expenditure because one bomb is enough as a deter-
rent capability. However, estimates show that Iran’s defense expenditure increased
and it wanted to rebuild itself in conventional weaponry after 1989 and that policy
continued in the 1990s as well.50 Also, Iran has regional rivals and nuclear weapons
are useless in small scale or low-intensity violence that regional powers face in a
volatile region like the Middle East. A protracted war with Iraq has taught it lessons
pertaining to the necessity to possess advanced conventional armaments to face off
such an enemy. Thus, Patrick Cronin argues that “Iran appears to have decided that
a nuclear program, backed by other military means, is the best means of demon-
strating its rising prominence, despite the risks attendant to such an exhibition.”51

As for the last factor, scientific momentum, it is often stated that the Shah
assumed that military power was closely associated with access to modern tech-
nology and that less-advanced armaments were undesirable. He believed in scien-
tific modern high-tech military achievements and the acquisition of nuclear power
was associated with scientific success and military power. Additionally, “mastery
of the nuclear fuel cycle provides a valuable rallying nationalist theme, given that it
requires vast investments in nuclear-bound human resources and technology, in the
midst of economic stagnation, high inflation, and unemployment.”52 After Shah,
other Iranian leaders also associated nuclear power with scientific success. It is
often argued that bureaucratic constituencies conspire to perpetuate nuclear pro-
grams and “reinforce the strategic logic” that initially provoke the search for
nuclear deterrence. Iran’s case is no exception, according to Takeyh. There is pres-
sure from the scientific community on the country to go nuclear. Both the scientific
community and the Revolutionary Guards derive prestige and profit from the con-
tinuation of the nuclear program and are “emerging as stalwarts of Iran’s prolifera-
tion machinery. As such a bureaucratic constituency congeals it would be difficult
to divest Iran of its nuclear installations.”53 One important point needs to be high-
lighted here. Iran’s clandestine nuclear program would not render the scientists or
the government to enjoy and share the scientific momentum with the world. How
can scientific achievement or momentum be enjoyed if the program is shrouded in
secrecy? The achievement can only be shared if the program is openly declared,
which is not the case in Iran. Given this, it is quite clear that the state-level factors
do not provide adequate explanations for Iran’s nuclear aspirations.

At the systemic level, the prestige motivation in the regional or international
realm, the interest to bargain better with powerful states, and the quest for security
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are generally used to explain proliferation aspirations of states. There is national
consensus pertaining to the nuclear program in Iran in the sense that “it is a source
of pride and Iranians resist dictation from outside as to what they can and cannot
have.”54 Iran spans the Middle East and the Persian Gulf and stretches into the
Central and South Asia and possesses substantial energy resources on which a lot
of the world’s economic prosperity depends. Traditionally, Iran has been a major
power in the Middle East and much weight was given to its role in the region. Since
the Shah’s period, “Iranian leaders believed that Iran’s size, historical importance,
and self-professed cultural superiority merit a significant role for the country in the
region.”55 With the Islamic Revolution in the country and the emergence of radical
elements in the political system, much of that evaporated. Consequently, Iran does
understand that it needs other tools to win back the prestige it lost regionally and
internationally. An Iran emboldened by a nuclear capability will undoubtedly play
a more influential and hegemonic role in the region.56 Its nuclear umbrella will
enable it to dictate the outcome of future conflicts in the region or even affect the
Arab–Israeli peace process.57 Regionally, Iran has strived for a major power status
and it still believes that it is one. Internationally, too, Iran expects to receive proper
respect as a major Middle Eastern country. It expects the powerful states, especially
the US, to consult it with respect to any endeavor in the Middle East. The perceived
prestige of having nuclear weapons, another “Islamic bomb,” is no doubt one 
element to consider.58 Some argue that Iran’s revolutionary aspirations did not
imply territorial ambitions and that its revisionism was related to status and not
land.59 According to Robert Hunter, “more important to Iran is the matter of power
and presence in the Persian Gulf. With the defeat of Iraq – a country now many
years away from being in a position to compete for power in the region – and with
rising risks of turmoil in Saudi Arabia, Iran is in a better position to compete for
pride of place in the Gulf. Arguably, Iranian nuclear weapons could be a card to
play in a contest for influence. That assumes that such a competition might be lim-
ited to the region and that Iran or any other regional actor could aspire to the role of
the most influential country in the Gulf. Such an assumption makes little sense
given the almost certain deep engagement of the United States and its allies in the
Middle East militarily, economically, and politically for the foreseeable future.”60

However, one must understand that Iran is likely to achieve all of the aforemen-
tioned under two circumstances: if Iran is truly a nuclear state – which it denies
aspiring for – and if it does not have a radical political system. One of the first rea-
sons to believe that prestige – regional or international – was perhaps not the pri-
mary reason for Iran to go nuclear is that Iran’s nuclear program was and still is
somewhat clandestine. Nuclear weapons could conceivably place Iran at par with a
number of key states, provided that it disclosed its intentions and refrained from
signing the nuclear arms control treaties, the NPT or the Comprehensive Test Ban
Treaty (CTBT). In reality Iran has signed both. By signing them, especially NPT,
Iran became a legitimate non-nuclear weapons state. It clearly signaled to the world
its intention to remain a non-nuclear country even though its real intentions may
have been otherwise. As Sverre Lodgaard states, “NPT membership and IAEA
safeguards shed legitimacy on Iran as a non-nuclear-weapon state (NNWS), in lieu
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of which a secret program could materialize – much the way Iraq pursued nuclear
weapons in the 1980s following the Israeli bombing of Osiraq in 1981.”61 Although
the denial and deception strategy has been used in some form or the other by all
nuclear states, the newly proliferating countries have increased motivation to con-
ceal their nuclear programs “because they are developing nuclear weapons in the
context of strong non-proliferation regimes.”62 Whatever the reason for clandestine
development of nuclear programs, such countries are unable to elevate their status
by hiding their programs. In addition to joining the NPT, Iran has also been a strong
advocate of the global nuclear disarmament drive, through which Iran also indi-
cated its interest in maintaining a non-nuclear status. Some argue that Iran has two
policies pertaining to nuclear weapons: “a declared policy advocating global aboli-
tion of such weapons and a secret policy to build and sustain” nuclear capabilities.63

That may be the case, but the point is that this dual policy is of no use in providing
Iran with regional or international prestige. Prestige is a function of crossing the
nuclear threshold and acknowledgment of the possession of nuclear capabilities.
Instead of elevating its status, clandestine development of such weapons has made
Iran a rogue state or a state that violates international laws. Tehran’s leaders under-
stand that well not because of the title the country has gotten for the maintenance of
such policies, but also for the sanctions that were imposed on it. Additionally,
Iran’s radical political system is not something that can bring it prestige or status. It
has been called a rogue state because of its non-democratic political system, among
others. Without changing that, it is unlikely for Iran to elevate its status simply by
acquiring nuclear weapons. Therefore, even if this motivation has some value to it,
given Iran’s insistence for maintaining a non-nuclear status, this is unlikely to have
primarily shaped nuclear decisions of Iran. 

The other argument often used by proliferation scholars is that states sometimes
go nuclear to bargain better with the West. The US may take a nuclear Iran more
seriously than a non-nuclear Iran. With nuclear weapons in possession, Iran could
possibly get a firm commitment from the US to forgo regime change in Tehran –
which has been a recurrent theme in US foreign policy – provide security guaran-
tees, end sanctions – which were imposed systematically since 1979 – and enable
Iran’s integration into the world economy.64 There are those among the Iranian
nationalists who see the US policy of containment as posing a direct threat to Iran’s
cultural, social, and political well-being and they support the government and asso-
ciated revolutionary causes in part because of this resentment.65 Takeyh argues that 

Iran’s planners may be opting for a variation of the North Korean strategy,
namely threatening to cross the nuclear threshold as a means of fostering bet-
ter relations with the United States, including a resumption of economic ties.
The economic dimension is particularly important as, in the last decade,
Tehran has grudgingly come to realize that Iran’s tense relations with the
United States preclude its effective integration into the global economy and
access to needed technology.66

Thus, the central argument here is that unless the US is threatened by something as
big as nuclear weapons, Iran is unlikely to obtain economic concessions from the
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US and sanctions will not be lifted either. Consequently, Iran’s economy will suf-
fer, making it difficult for the country to survive internally. After all, domestic sta-
bility is essentially dependent on economic stability and regime survival to a large
extent depends on economic stability and domestic peace. Again, this argument
may not be fully applicable in the case of Iran for its nuclear secrecy. The two for-
mer opaque countries, India and Pakistan, could not arrange any concessions from
the US for more than a decade after their nuclear weapons capabilities became
known to the world. Instead, the West imposed sanctions against Pakistan. After
the Indian nuclear tests of 1998, the US tried to provide Pakistan with incentives,
such as the delivery of the F-16s, to keep Islamabad away from testing its own
nuclear weapons. Similarly, in the case of North Korea the five parties, including
the US, decided to provide North Korea with incentives in exchange for the North’s
renunciation of the nuclear weapons program. This is not the case in Iran. As long
as there is reason to question the actual possession of nuclear weapons, bargaining
possibilities are slim. It is obvious that Iranian leaders are also aware of this line of
reasoning. Some argue that 

the fact that Iran’s nuclear program was not conceived as a bargaining tool
does not mean that it could not ever become one. If the Europeans had not
believed it possible, they would not make two attempts, on 21 October 2003
and 15 November 2004, to seek a negotiated solution with Tehran, proposing
on each occasion the suspension of nuclear fuel cycle activities, with a view to
discontinuing them. However they were always conscious that this was a risky
gamble with a slim chance of success, and that Washington rather than
London, Paris or Berlin held the trump cards, both economic and strategic.67

If this line of argument has any power, this too does not mean that the program has
been a function of Iran’s interest to bargain better with the West. With the matura-
tion of the program this interest could be served along with other more vital 
interests, such as protecting security. 

The only system-level incentive that is likely to have propelled Iran to acquire a
secret nuclear weapons program is the security threat that emanates from the
regional powers such as Iraq and Israel. Given this, Iran had to ask how the country
could make conflict too costly for its opponent. Acquisition of nuclear weapons
was the easy answer to the question. The possibility of Israel’s possession of
nuclear weapons added to the discomfort and Israel became the other motivation
for Iran’s need to develop nuclear weapons. By adopting a secret nuclear policy
Tehran hopes to deter future unconventional and conventional attacks against
Iranian troops and rear areas by developing the means to threaten retaliation in
kind.68 It is believed that Iran’s quest for nuclear weapons has been a function of its
security needs. Iran, like any other aspiring nuclear state, has been eager to avoid
future wars with Iraq and Israel in the region. In 1994, Anthony Cordesman wrote
that it was not possible to dismiss another round of fighting between Iraq and Iran.69

Gregory Giles contends that “Iran’s wartime experience and current threat percep-
tions together underscore why the Islamic Republic has concluded that nuclear,
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biological, and chemical weaponry is essential to its national security.”70 He further
argues that “Iran has tried to deter possible Israeli conventional strikes by implic-
itly warning of its ability to retaliate with unconventional means.”71 In November
1991, Iran’s Deputy President Ayatollah Mohajerani stated that if the Zionist
regime has the right to possess nuclear weapons, then all Muslim countries have the
same right and that Muslims should develop expertise in the nuclear realm to face
the Israeli nuclear challenge.72 This motivation seems to be the only one that may
have driven Iran to take the nuclear path because even clandestine nuclear pro-
grams are taken seriously by the opponents and tacit nuclear deterrence works in
between the rivals. India and Pakistan have been opaque proliferators for more than
a decade before they tested their nuclear weapons and deterrence worked in the
conflict relations. Israel has been an opaque proliferator for many decades and its
regional security is primarily derived from that standing. Thus, states often make
use of their clandestine nuclear programs to attain security goals. Given this, this
incentive merits detailed explanation and analysis. 

The salient books73 that compete with this study are all descriptive works and
mostly historical analysis of Iran’s nuclear program. While facts are important for
an understanding of the case study, which is what these books provide us with and
which are the strengths of these books as research studies, theoretical explanations
of the facts are essential, which they do not provide. For example, Chubin narrates
the history of the Iranian nuclear program and argues that the central problem is not
nuclear technology, but the fact that Iran is a revolutionary state and its interests
conflict with the regional states and the West. Similarly, Venter portrays an alarm-
ing picture of Iran’s nuclear and missile program. He primarily focused on Iran in
the aftermath of the 1979 revolution and how the Mullahs have been able to silently
march towards acquiring nuclear weapons. He looks at how Iran was able to make
use of the nuclear black market in the development of the nuclear program and high-
lights Iran’s reputation as a terrorist state. All these are simple facts surrounding
Iran’s nuclear program. However, his study is a little different in the sense that he
looks at the South African clandestine nuclear weapons program, which he thinks is
a model for Iran’s secret program. Ray Takeyh in his book, Hidden Iran: Paradox
and Power in the Islamic Republic, places the issue of Tehran’s nuclear ambition
within the broader context of Iran’s relations with the West, particularly with the
US, the “Great Satan.” Takeyh argues that the hostile foreign policies of the Bush
administration do not help the Iranian reformers who would like to change the
course of their country’s nuclear policies. In saying so, he contends that the US
needs to have a better understanding of the domestic politics of Iran and must think
about “selective partnership” with Iran.74 While Takeyh’s work is significant
because he discusses the relationship of Iran with the West and his suggestion about
partnership is also commendable, he fails to extract the variables that are connected
to Iran’s proliferation drive. The association of intractable conflicts with nuclear
ambition is missing in his analysis. Why the US has not been able to trust Iran or
give it the benefit of the doubt is also a function of their long-running conflict. 

While scholars have argued that security is the central drive for Iran’s nuclear
weapons program, they have not probed why security was the most important 
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factor in this calculation or the connection between conflict, security, and nuclear
proliferation. The involvement of a state in protracted conflicts has been over-
looked by analysts. The aspect of engagement in multiple conflicts was also
ignored by almost all of them. Additionally, having global powers as long-running
rivals of regional powers and how that impacts nuclear decisions has not been con-
sidered by them either. A theoretical work provides a causal connection between
the variables under consideration, enabling one to understand why a decision was
or is made. Alexander George and Andrew Bennett suggest that “case studies
remain much stronger at assessing whether and how a variable mattered to the out-
come than at assessing how much it mattered.”75 However, in a descriptive work the
entire focus is on what decision was made and laying out the facts of the decisions.
The basic strength of the book compared to others lies in the fact that it provides a
theoretical analysis of the Iranian nuclear drive. Additionally, the concept and ram-
ifications of protracted conflicts, and their numbers and types in understanding pro-
liferation propensities of states are alien to these and other scholars who have
written on Iran’s nuclear ambition. None have grappled with the research problem
this book investigates. The next chapter provides a theoretical framework to under-
stand the connection between protracted conflict, security impetus, and prolifera-
tion propensities of states. It lays out the conditions that must be present for a state
to be a determined proliferator. In other words, it portrays under what conditions is
a state likely to be a determined proliferator. The theory is tested against the Iranian
case in the four chapters that follow. 



Part II

Theory





2 Proliferation proclivities of 
protracted conflict states

This chapter discusses when and under what conditions a state is likely to become
the most determined proliferator. It builds a relationship between intractable con-
flicts and proliferation imperatives of states. It demonstrates that while the anarchic
system influences proliferation propensities of states, not all states in general 
and conflicting states in particular are proliferation-prone. The influence of anar-
chy is dominant in proliferation decisions when states are engaged in certain types
of conflicts. The chapter highlights that variables such as conflict types – pro-
tracted/non-protracted, territorial/non-territorial, dyadic/non-dyadic, proximate/
non-proximate, and asymmetric/symmetric – number of conflict engagements, the
regional or global status of the rival state, the nuclear and non-nuclear status of the
opponent, and the relationship between different rival states shape or determine
proliferation decisions. Thus, proliferation is not necessarily a direct function of
being engaged in conflicts; there is more to it. This means that although conflict
engagement is a necessary condition of proliferation, it is not sufficient to generate
proliferation proclivity on its own. Additionally, among the proliferation-prone
states, some are most determined to proliferate, meaning reversing the aspirations
of such states is difficult, if not impossible. The reasons are primarily the aggregate
effects of the variables/causal factors discussed earlier on proliferation. Given this,
non-nuclear status of a state is essentially a product of non-existence of certain
types of long-running conflicts. The principal objective of this chapter is to under-
score the value of conflict resolution, especially where the above conditions are
present, for attaining non-proliferation objectives. While it is true that nuclear pro-
liferation is not unidirectional, for a state to give up its nuclear weapons aspiration,
right conditions and incentives must be present in the offing. In order to know what
conditions must be present, the conditions and factors that trigger proliferation
incentives need to be presented and analyzed first.

States coexist in the anarchic international system, ensure their survival, and per-
ceive that military capabilities can keep them secure from external attack. Power is
a means to an end – the end being security. Nuclear weapons are especially valuable
in this context. Structural Realist Kenneth Waltz states:

Nuclear weapons deter nuclear weapons . . . The temptation of one country 
to employ increasingly larger amount of force is lessened if its opponent 



28 Theory

has the ability to raise the ante. Force can be used with less hesitation by those
states able to parry, to thrust, and to threaten at varied levels of military
endeavor.1

For Waltz and other realists, war is always a possibility and states must be prepared
at all times to face it. To most realists only military force is the final mediator of 
disputes between states. Nuclear weapons have made warfare less likely among 
the states that possess them. The big powers do not fight wars anymore because 
of their acquisition of nuclear weapons and small or weaker states still continue 
to fight wars due to the non-acquisition of these devastative weapons. Waltz 
states: 

Over the centuries great powers have fought more wars than minor states, and
the frequency of war has correlated more closely with a structural characteris-
tic – their international standing – than with unit-level attributes. Yet, because
of a change in military technology, a change at the unit-level, waging war has
increasingly become the privilege of poor and weak states. Nuclear weapons
have banished war from the center of international politics.2

This, to Waltz, is because the mere probability of the usage of nuclear weapons
requires extreme caution all around, so the likelihood of war decreases as more
countries acquire nuclear weapons. The longest peace that prevailed between the
two superpowers during the cold war years became a major research puzzle for the
scholars in the post-cold war era. It has been argued by some scholars that the
absence of wars generated the long peace between the two superpowers.3 From this
perspective, peace equals absence of war and absence of war is primarily a function
of nuclear weapons acquisition. This also means that proliferation should be a nat-
ural form of state behavior between all pairs of states. However, in reality, the vari-
ations in proliferation are large, which commands inquiry.

While all states may have an inclination to proliferate because they worry about
their security interests in an anarchical international system where there is no
higher authority to protect the vital interests of states and nuclear weapons act 
as best deterrents against possible attacks, protracted conflict states have a 
natural tendency to be proliferation-prone because war remains a possibility in
their conflict relations and, consequently, war-avoidance mechanisms and 
strategies must be developed. Therefore, even though all states generally worry
about wars occurring between adversaries, the probability of wars varies from 
one type of state to the other. Before analyzing the connection between protracted
conflicts and proliferation tendencies, it is important to define a Protracted 
Conflict (PC). A general definition of PC given by Edward Azar is: Protracted 
conflicts are

hostile interactions which extend over long periods of time with sporadic out-
breaks of open warfare fluctuating in frequency and intensity. They are con-
flict situations in which stakes are very high . . . While they may exhibit some
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breakpoints during which there is a cessation of overt violence, they may linger
on in time and have no distinguishable point of termination.4

I define “protracted conflict” as a high conflict situation between two or more states
that endures for decades without termination points, in which a number of crises are
embedded, and where war remains a higher-than-normal probability due largely to
the territorial nature of some of these conflicts.5 As the definitions suggest, PCs
generate crises and wars, or they are common conflict behaviors or manifestations.
Michael Brecher and Jonathan Wilkenfeld state:

Despite wide variation in their duration, geographic location, number of erup-
tions, and variety of issues, crises occurring within protracted conflicts exhibit
characteristics that clearly differentiate them from crises occurring outside 
of such a conflict. Key among these differentiating factors is the question of
violence.6

Studies reveal that actors in PCs are more likely to experience violent triggers and
to employ more severe violence in crisis management.7 All PC states are concerned
about the extreme danger that such crises pose by virtue of their propensity to esca-
late to violence. 

At this juncture it is important to differentiate war from violence. It is also impor-
tant to conceptualize crisis and the relationship between crisis, conflict, and war.
This is because war and crises are integral parts of a protracted conflict, as stated in
the definitions. Also, crisis management mechanisms, and their salience and func-
tions in conflicts are important to discuss. Scholars contend that crisis involves a
threat to basic values, time pressure for response, and heightened probability of
war.8 The International Crisis Behavior (ICB) Project defines an international cri-
sis as: 1) a change in type and/or an increase in intensity of disruptive interactions
between two or more states, with a heightened probability of military hostilities;
that, in turn, 2) destabilizes their relationship and challenges the structure of an
international system.9 Others have defined it differently, but included the “war
probability” aspect. On war probability in a crisis situation Glenn Snyder and Paul
Diesing write:

The centerpiece of [the] definition is “the perception of a dangerously high
probability of war” by the governments involved. Just how high the perceived
probability must be to qualify as a crisis is impossible to specify . . . [It] must at
least be high enough to evoke feelings of fear and tension to an uncomfortable
degree.10

Brecher and Wilkenfeld consider “heightened probability of war” as a necessary
condition of crisis. They state that

this probability can range from virtually nil to near certainty. For a crisis to
erupt, however, perception of war likelihood need not be high. Rather, it must
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be qualitatively higher than the norm in the specific adversarial relationship.
This applies both to states for which the “normal” expectation of war is “high”
and to those for which it is “low”.11

In any case, they include war as an integral part of a crisis, which, in a nuclear situ-
ation, is inapplicable. War, which is an acute form of violence, becomes the pivotal
concern of each party. War is defined as a militarized conflict involving at least one
member of the interstate system on each side, resulting in a total of 1,000 or more
battle deaths.12 War avoidance mechanisms and strategies must be developed.
States make efforts to prevent inter-state wars through, among other strategies,
deterrence, arms control, domestic political and economic reforms, interdependent
trade, preventive diplomacy, mediation, and arbitration. Although most of these
options are employed by states to avoid wars, PC states that have developed hatred
towards their adversaries, been engaged in several crises, or fought wars are
unlikely to make use of any of these strategies with the exception of deterrence. 
For example, none of these strategies were utilized by PC dyads such as
India–Pakistan, India–China, North Korea–South Korea, or Iran–Iraq, among oth-
ers. The hostility surrounding the conflict prevents the adversaries from focusing
on bilateral interdependent trade or from using preventive diplomacy to facilitate
agreements to resolve disputes that trigger wars.13 Consequently, domestic politi-
cal reforms or economic restructuring may not be attractive options for such states
to employ for war avoidance and they are unlikely to embrace the theory of demo-
cratic and trading states not fighting wars. Deterrence is the most attractive strategy
for such states that are both weary14 and fearful of war probability in the conflict set-
ting. Deterrent capability refers to the capability that dissuades a state’s adversary
from initiating an attack. Nuclear weapons are assumed to deter wars in both a gen-
eral and an immediate sense. A general deterrent capability is possessed by states to
regulate their adversarial relationships when neither of the opponents is seriously
considering an attack. Possession of such a capability is generally expected to make
resorting to force unattractive to the adversary. An immediate deterrent capability
is one where a state could use it as a threat to retaliate when one side is considering
an attack.15 States engaged in PCs are more likely to entertain the usage of the 
strategy of deterrence to prevent wars. However, among nuclear and conventional
deterrence, nuclear deterrence is the preferred policy. Given this, PC states’ 
needs to acquire deterrent capabilities are different from non-protracted conflict
states’. 

It needs to be noted that all PC states do not experience the same probability of
wars. Variation in the occurrence of war among PC states is a product of the con-
flict types. Conflicts can be territorial or not and the probability of war varies
depending on whether or not a conflict is territorial. States in territorial conflicts
have a greater propensity to be war-prone because territory is an element of national
power and as such is generally non-negotiable. Also, a zero-sum mentality prevails
between rivals where territories are at stake.16 To Hans J. Morgenthau17 all state
interests are defined in terms of power, and international politics is depicted as a
“struggle for power,” an eternal search for safety and superiority, where resources,
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population, and especially territory provide the means for success. Consequently,
states are less inclined to part with territories that are in their possession and they
wage wars to protect such assets. While wars may be fought over other issues, not
all issues are resolved by wars. Conflict and war studies reveal that conflicts 
that end in wars are mostly over territorial issues. Kalevi J. Holsti argues that the
percentage of wars involving territory during 1648–1991 has been very high.18

Where war remains a higher-than-normal probability, PC states are likely to look
for ways to avoid wars in the conflict setting. Nuclear weapons, being the best war
avoidance weapons because of their devastating nature, very naturally factor into
the calculation. Non-territorial conflicts are mostly over ideological, commercial,
or religious issues; co-optive behavioral power can be used rather than coercive
military power to settle such disputes. Wars are still likely in such conflicts, but are
certainly not as probable as in the cases of territorial conflicts. History provides
examples of territorial conflict states fighting wars frequently, such as India and
Pakistan that fought wars in 1947, 1965, and 1971 or the Arabs and the Israelis 
that fought wars in 1947, 1956, 1967, and 1973. These two conflicts have 
also witnessed several interstate crises during the period of the conflicts. Although
such conflicts have other issues involved in the conflict relations, as long as one
issue remains territorial, it triggers wars easily. Additionally, such conflict rela-
tions witness more crises which are easily escalated to war levels unless 
non-conventional capabilities exist. India, Pakistan, Iran, Iraq, North Korea, 
South Korea, Israel, and the Arab states have all been involved in territorial 
PCs and have either proliferated or shown interest to acquire non-conventional
weapons or wanted nuclear shield where acquisition – open or clandestine –
became difficult. 

The East–West PC was primarily over ideological issues and perhaps the Soviet
Union gave up on the conflict after maintaining more than 40 years of rivalry essen-
tially because it was an ideological conflict. However, one must not equate great
power conflict with regional conflict. Such conflicts – whether territorial or not –
can always be war-prone. Direct or proxy wars can be fought by great powers. The
cold war period demonstrates the large number of proxy wars the superpowers 
have been engaged in to protect or defend their satellite states and to stop the adver-
saries from making any gains in their spheres of influence. The period also shows
how easily the superpowers could have been driven into a nuclear confrontation
with the eruption of a nuclear crisis in 1962 – the Cuban Missile Crisis. Since great
power politics is much different from regional power rivalry, the two superpowers
of the cold war years acquired nuclear weapons and throughout the period of rivalry
maintained the strategy of mutual assured destruction (MAD) to deter wars in the
conflict relations. Similarly, conflicts between great power and regional power
may have more probability of wars since one state has much more power to wage a
war on the weaker state. Such conflicts – whether territorial or not – are thus more
war-prone, unless non-conventional weapons, especially nuclear weapons, exist in
the hands of the weaker power. To the weaker power, the presence of a great power
rival is threatening. 

The great power has the natural power to bully the weaker state or to impose its
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terms on the regional power. The system type and the power of the global power are
both important in this context. The international system can be unipolar as the pres-
ent international system where the hegemonic power is able to dominate and dictate
policies of all other powers in its vicinity and is able to defeat any other power or
combination of powers that may fight it.19 It can be bipolar like the cold war period
where the two superpowers’ relations have been central to international politics and
where each of them dominated a coalition of allied states and competed with its
rival superpower for influence over non-aligned countries.20 It can also be multi-
polar like the European politics in pre-World War years where several major
powers of comparable strength cooperated and competed with one another in shift-
ing patterns.21 While scholars disagree about whether or not today’s world is truly
unipolar or hegemonic, it is important to comprehend the difference between polarity
and power configuration/structure. The world may consist of various major powers
and structurally the system may be called multipower, but it can still be a unipolar
international system if there is just one pole operating in the system. As Damon
Coletta states, “A pole differs not just in magnitude but in kind from other bodies in
the system because its special combination of powers makes other units bend
toward its position rather than the other way around.”22 A unipolar world is one
where there is just one polar configuration. All states are somewhat allied to the
global power. Where the system is unipolar and the rival is the hegemonic power,
the weaker regional state is invariably and seriously threatened. The situation
becomes a structurally-determined rivalry. Given this, the global power is seen by
the regional state as more of a threat if the international system has one superpower
only. This essentially means that in a one-polar international system, this feeling of
threat for the weaker party is exacerbated or pronounced. This is primarily because
there is no other power that is equal to the global power that could defend or protect
the weaker power in times of military confrontations with the former power. Where
the world is unipolar, the situation is always grave for such small states. Iraq, a
regional power, and the US, a global power, may not have had any territorial con-
flict, but their conflict was war-prone, at least for Iraq, since one of the parties to the
conflict was a superpower. Similarly, the Iran–US conflict has one party that hap-
pens to be a global power and has the ability to inflict serious damage on the oppo-
nent and the other is simply a regional power. Wars can easily be waged by the
stronger power to dictate its terms on the adversary that is weak on every level. The
war on Iraq in 2003 to oust Saddam Hussein from power based on the pretext that
Iraq was developing WMD, even though there was no indication of Iraq doing so at
least at that juncture of the relationship, is a striking example of this. In the context
of the Iran–US conflict, the security predicaments are obviously different for Iran
compared to the US. Iran constantly feels threatened by the power structure of the
US and the fact that its hegemonic ambitions can be forcefully imposed on Tehran.
Such ambition may have much to do with interests such as instilling liberalism in
the economy and polity and changing Iran’s status in the region. Thus, where 
states are threatened by a superpower, they feel the most vulnerable amongst all
kinds of PC states. The relationship between them is highly politicized and 
deeply adversarial because a regional state that is supposed to be bandwagoning



Protracted conflicts and nuclear weapons 33

with the global power is instead competing against it. The global power singles out
such states as the most salient threat. It identifies such states as “rogues” or “states
of concern” and develops security strategies to address such threats not because
these states will take over the powerful states, but because these states are causes of
global security troubles such as proliferation problems or terrorism. The global
power also believes that such states jeopardize regional and global stability. Given
this, it develops new technologies and armaments to deal with such problem cases.
To address such regional problems, newer strategies and techniques are required –
sometimes new armaments are also built. This state forms coalitions, where possi-
ble, or acts unilaterally, where necessary, to deal with such states so as to minimize
potential threats from such arrogant states. While a hegemonic power is able to use
coercive military or economic power, soft power – cultural attraction, ideology,
and international institutions – or even co-optive behavioral power – getting others
to want what one wants23 – in most cases, military or economic coercion is chosen
as the best mechanism to deal with such problem cases, especially in a unilateral
international system where other powers are less likely to create troubles when the
sole superpower takes actions against the trouble-maker. The international envi-
ronment is important to consider in this context. No one has the power or the moti-
vation to unnerve the decisions taken by the sole global power. All also feel that the
regional power is somewhat arrogant in trying to compete with a global power and
disrupt global and regional stability. Additionally, they also feel that it is difficult
to engage such an arrogant country diplomatically. 

Misunderstanding or miscalculating the intentions and the capability of the
weaker party is prominent in this situation. The global power tends to do that most
of the time. This is not unusual given the fact that weak states have not only fought
and sometimes won wars with the big powers of the world, but have initiated wars
where conflicts were asymmetric. It is argued that “the weaker challenger can ini-
tiate war against the relatively strong adversary if its key decision-makers believe
that they can achieve their political and military objectives through the employ-
ment of a limited aims/fait accompli strategy.”24 Additionally, “short-term offen-
sive capability and windows of opportunity may be exploited if the weaker state
comes under the control of militaristic decision-making groups that lack political
legitimacy.”25 Argentina’s war with Britain over the Falklands islands in 1982 is a
case in point. Consequently, the stronger power exaggerates the aggressive inten-
tions of the regional rival. It also believes that such an arrogant state is likely to use
non-conventional weapons against the world’s sole superpower. Unless that were
the case, such states would prefer to cooperate with the global power or not disturb
peace of the international system by remaining arrogant. The weaker party also has
the propensity to misunderstand the intention of the global power in such an inter-
national system. It believes that the global power will invariably impose its terms
on the weaker regional state. There is thus extreme trust deficit in the relationship.
The weaker state is prone not to trust the global power’s less-hostile attitude or poli-
cies, where such policies are pursued. It perceives that in such an environment, it
must rely totally on itself to defend against such a strong opponent. No power will
come to rescue it in case of need. No power also has the power, even if intentions to
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defend it are there, to protect its interest. The absence of other powers to protect it
combined with the power of the global power to impose its terms on the weaker
state with the usage of coercive mechanisms trigger acute insecurity for the weak
state. Thus, the environment is more confrontational; the weaker state perceives
extreme insecurity and is in dire need of some quick addressing mechanism to 
compensate for the insecurity faced by it. Waltz believes that nuclear weapons 
eliminate the likelihood of miscalculation of the degree to which a war will be
costly. Consequently, to Waltz, “the probability of major war among states having
nuclear weapons approaches zero.”26 Given this, under such circumstances, the
weaker parties to conflicts are proliferation-prone even if territorial issues are not
at stake or the conflict is not over territorial issues. 

The central point then is that in a conflict where war probability is high, prolifer-
ation tendency is high. Although war probability is higher where conflicts are over
territories, compared to non-territorial conflict cases, conflicts between superpow-
ers or between global powers and regional powers are always war-prone. Thus,
such conflict rivals desire nuclear weapons for war-avoidance. Three salient points
that have been raised by now then are: First, PC states are likely to proliferate
among the universe of states; Second, territorial PC states are more proliferation-
prone due to high war probability; Third, non-territorial PC adversaries may also 
be war-prone and in turn proliferation-prone if such conflicts are between super-
powers or among global and regional powers.

This proliferation tendency exacerbates where a state’s conflict rival has nuclear
weapons because first, there is a natural tendency to close the gap and reach parity
with the rival state at the strategic level and, second, unless the state has similar
weapons, the conflict turns into an asymmetric one where wars can be easily waged
on it due to the absence of nuclear weapons and it is unable to use the same war
strategy against its rival state due to the possession of such weapons by that state.
Regional states are particularly interested in closing the gap and reaching parity
with the rival states at the strategic level. India and Pakistan have focused on this
kind of nuclear arms race most of their life or at least since the introduction of
nuclear weapons to the conflict and so did other regional powers such as Iran and
Iraq or North Korea and South Korea, among others. This interest is a function of
security imperative as well as interest in maintaining symmetry of weaponry in
conflict relations, which essentially is demonstrative of the image/prestige preser-
vation. Under these circumstances, nuclear weapons acquisition becomes an end in
itself. Arms race is an integral aspect of conflict relations. Each state wants to match
the capability of its adversary. No rival state wants to be disadvantaged by main-
taining an asymmetric conflict and remain the weaker power. This rule applies for
all cases of PCs because, as stated earlier, conflicting states are uneasy about strate-
gic asymmetry. Once a conflict starts, a zero-sum mentality prevails between states
and they begin to focus on the idea of relative gains in the relationship. Power “is
not a characteristic of the nation itself, but a characteristic of its relationships with
other nations,” states A. F. K. Organski.27 Although Realists in general and Neo-
realists in particular argue that all states are concerned about relative gains and
cooperative endeavors are not encouraged by states primarily because of the 
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relative gains concept, in reality, not all states are worried about relative gains.
Only PC states are mostly worried about relative gains. Each state wants to be more
powerful than the other. They try to maintain an action–reaction policy as far as
military capabilities are concerned. As stated earlier, arms race becomes an essen-
tial and chronic characteristic of the conflict. Therefore, as soon as one state
acquires a nuclear capability, the other follows suit. Additionally, this becomes a
matter of status degradation and fractured prestige for states if they are unable to
match the power of the opponent. The idea that “parity preserves peace” is also
acknowledged by both parties. Where this is the situation between somewhat equal
regional rivals, then in conflicts between global and regional powers where the for-
mer possesses nuclear weapons, the latter is naturally more inclined to have a sim-
ilar capability. This is mostly because of the desire to match the capability of the
adversary – in this case a global power. As stated before, every PC rival tries to
match the capability of its adversary and a regional power is no different than a
global power. There is a natural tendency to match it for security reasons. Here,
matching the capability of one’s rival is a function of rivalry. However, one point
needs to be noted carefully: if a global rival has nuclear weapons, the regional rival
has more of a tendency to acquire a similar capability because on other levels it is
unable to be at par with the global power. It is impossible for a regional power to try
to match the global power on any level. After all a global power becomes one due
to its global reach and capabilities. For example, in the contemporary world, the US
is “the sole state with preeminence in every domain of power, economic, military,
diplomatic, ideological, technological, and cultural – with the reach and capabili-
ties to promote its interests in virtually every part of the world.”28 No other country
in the world or a number of countries combined has the power to bring it down.
Such a state dominates all other states in the international system.29 If this power has
a regional rival, the regional rival is automatically threatened by having a global
power as its rival. If major powers are in no position to compete with this global
power, it is impossible for a regional and weak developing country to match the
capability of the global power. Success in war depends largely on the weaponry
available to the opposing sides.30 Since success in war with a global power is
unlikely for the weaker side, it tries to deter wars. Additionally, because the endur-
ing rivalry demands ensuring security of the weak state, the latter tries to address
the strategic disparity with the acquisition of nuclear weapons. Under the circum-
stances it seeks to acquire the ultimate war-deterring capability – nuclear weapons.
The purpose may not necessarily be only to dissuade the global power from taking
a military action against the weaker state, but also to persuade the adversary to take
this actor seriously, acknowledge its rightful status in the region, and not to impose
its terms on the state. What a weak state cannot do without the possession of nuclear
weapons, it can do once it develops them. These are particularly important when its
rival is a global power. The acquisition of nuclear weapons provides a state of 
this nature with a lot of advantages compared to other states that have somewhat
equal rivals. With nuclear weapons the game is quite simple – one weapon is
enough of a deterrent for a weaker state, which is not the case with conventional
weapons. The weaker power will never be in a position to match the conventional
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capability of the global power. On the economic and strategic level, it is not a
match. Thus, it strives more to maintain a capability that has the ultimate capacity
to deter its global adversary. States prefer general deterrence because it plays the
predominant role of maintaining conditional peace between adversaries where the
conflict relationship is less heated and less acute.31 As a result, all states, whether
regional or global, that has regional or global rivals with nuclear capabilities 
will try to acquire similar capabilities to close the gap between them at the strategic
level and to maintain some degree of prestige in the rivalry relationship. The
weaker regional power in conflict with a global power has the most incentive to
match such capability for prestige and bargaining reasons in addition to security
imperatives. 

If the conflict is already asymmetric where one power is weaker than the other,
the weaker power will have a natural propensity to proliferate to address its 
weakness. This is applicable against all cases of asymmetric PCs. Pakistan is a 
case in point. It strived to acquire nuclear weapons, some say, even before India
ever contemplated acquiring primarily because it was the weaker party to the 
conflict. Asymmetric conflicts between regional and global powers are the worst
kind of conflicts as far as proliferation impetus is concerned. Where a regional
power is involved in a PC with a global power, the weaker power is even more
inclined to acquire nuclear weapons to restrain the stronger power from waging
wars or imposing its terms on the weaker state. The strong is hard to deter when
power is unbalanced, a generally accepted notion in international politics. As 
mentioned earlier, the stronger power has the power to inflict enough damage on
the opponent with its capabilities. The weaker power is in no position to compete
with the stronger power, which the weaker power is fully aware of. To compensate
for its weakness on other levels, it undertakes security policies that drive it to
acquire nuclear weapons. States generally formulate their security policies on 
the basis of worst-case scenarios and are always “wary of the time required 
for them to catch up with the technological and military capabilities of other 
states. The result is a constant effort by countries to increase their capability to
defend themselves and deter aggression.”32 Weaker regional states always have 
the apprehension that the global power will attack them at any time and they 
understand fully well that even with time they can never catch up with the 
military capabilities of the global power. Generally, a “hegemon does not have to
do much to generate fear among the other states in the system,” John Mearsheimer
states that “its formidable capabilities” alone can scare others and push other 
major powers to balance against their “dangerous opponent.”33 But how is a weak
regional state supposed to balance the power of a global rival? This could apply
against great power dyad, but not against an asymmetric global–regional power
rivalry. Under the circumstances the fear that the global power instills in a 
regional rival pushes the latter to develop non-conventional capabilities that 
may simply help to defend it from potentially aggressive moves of the global 
adversary. Nuclear weapons acquisition becomes important within this context.
Interestingly, for such states nuclear weapons are more fungible compared to 
the global or strong major powers. Fungibility refers to “the ease with which 
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capabilities in one issue-area can be used in other issue-areas.”34 Nuclear 
weapons provide security, prestige, and bargaining chip simultaneously for 
weaker states in the conflict where other means of competing with the adversary 
are unavailable, unaffordable, and useless. For example, Iran cannot match the
power of the US on any level and consequently it strives to acquire nuclear 
weapons first to secure itself from the US’s military attacks and then to swagger its
capability to prove that it is also no less important a state in the international 
system and finally to be able to bargain better with its global adversary. Therefore,
for such states, although security and survival are the most important reasons 
for proliferation, they are also inclined to obtain prestige through the possession 
of nuclear capability and bargain better in an asymmetric conflict. Concepts 
such as status inconsistency, power, and prestige become blurred with security
motivation. 

The situation becomes worse and is ignited for the weaker regional state where
the global power pursues aggressive foreign policies against its weaker rival.
Generally speaking, a global power often pursues aggressive foreign policies in
these situations. It has the power to conquer and no reason to demonstrate its benign
intentions to the weaker states in the international system. Stephen Van Evera
states, 

When conquest is easy, states have less faith in agreements because others
break them more often. They also bargain harder and concede more 
grudgingly, causing more deadlocks; they find that compliance with agree-
ments is harder to verify; and they insist on better verification and compliance.
As a result, states negotiate less often and settle fewer disputes; hence more
issues remain unsettled, and misperceptions survive that dialogue might 
dispel.35

The usage of force by the US against Iraq after the Gulf War is a good example of a
policy of the global power based on the notion of coercion. Instead of moderating
Iraq through the usage of carrots, such as economic interactions, the US firmly used
a stick.36 Even if the global power does not pursue aggressive policies, the weaker
power most often misperceives the intentions of the stronger power because of its
superiority in terms of capabilities. Rivals assume the worst about the hegemon’s
intentions which reinforces the fearful state’s motivation to deter it and “maybe
even weaken it if the opportunity presents itself.”37 Assuming the worst about the
intentions of an adversary means exaggerating the hostility of the opponent, which
drives decision-makers into making wrong decisions based on poor judgments in
the realm of security. Jack Levy contends that 

exaggeration of the hostility of the adversary’s intentions is the most common
form of misperception. It derives from system-induced worst-case analysis,
the tendency to define intentions in terms of available capabilities, diabolical
images of the adversary, and psychological constraints on information 
processing.38
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The weaker party to a conflict operates on the basis of a preconceived evil image
and notion of its stronger adversary. Janice Gross Stein argues that images of 
the enemy are embedded in the minds of the decision-makers in deep-rooted 
conflicts and changing the existing enemy images may be very difficult because
they are “deeply rooted and resistant to change, even when adversary attempts to
signal a change in intent to another.”39 This leads to two salient points: first that the
rival is likely to develop an evil image of the enemy state where conflicts are
intractable, which automatically leads it to misperceive the intentions of the enemy,
and second, this image is unlikely to change even if the enemy makes good 
gestures pertaining to the conflict relations. These two points boil down to one 
conclusion: misperception of the enemy’s intentions is a constant factor in such a
conflict. However, misperception becomes worse when aggressive policies are
contemplated or pursued by the global power – meaning usage of coercive eco-
nomic or military power. Consequently, a strong response is preferred by the 
weak state. Levy argues that “response to perceived hostility is to increase military
capabilities in order to deter aggression and to prepare for war in case deterrence
fails.”40 Misperception in essence promotes arms racing. It is impossible for a
regional power to increase its conventional military capabilities to deter aggression
of a global power. Given this, non-conventional weapons are desired. One 
ultimate weapon can secure the weaker state in an asymmetric conflict. Nuclear
weapons acquisition, thus, becomes a function partly for such misperceptions,
which is common in enduring hostility. In order to acquire such a capability, the
weak state indulges in secret endeavors and violates the norms of agreements 
in the realm of proliferation. It worries about negotiation in good faith and consid-
ers survival mechanism as the best possible solution under the circumstances. Van
Evera states that “the secure state,” in which case offense dominates such as a
global power, “can afford the luxury of negotiating in good faith, but the insecure
must worry more about short-term survival. Their worry drives them to deceit and
sudden betrayals of all kinds.”41 However, as the weaker power decides not to 
bandwagon with the stronger one or to give in to the pressures of the global 
power, it very naturally conveys a threatening message to the opponent by demon-
strating its eagerness to acquire the most devastative weapons the world has seen.
It portrays itself as a risk-acceptant state willing to dissatisfy a global power. Here,
too, although it is to secure itself from a military attack, there is more to it. It 
is also to give the signal to the opponent not to mess with the internal political
dynamics of the state and to stop pursuing such foreign policies. Thus, sometimes
such states do not mention the word deterrence in a manner one would expect for
security reasons. The point is that where a small regional country does not abide 
by the norms of the international system and maintains an enduring rivalry 
with a global power, it is naturally misunderstood by its rival state. The rival, 
even if a global power, misperceives its intentions and capabilities and does not
give the country the benefit of the doubt. It believes that this country is adamant to
disrupt peace and security of the world. Its decision-makers’ statements are 
not believed and given respect; neither is its governing institution respected. 
Given these, misperceptions of intentions and capabilities work both ways in an
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asymmetric conflict, leading to additional difficulty in an already problematic
enduring rivalry. 

Additionally, this incentive to proliferate very naturally increases when states
are engaged in more than one or multiple PCs because as the number of rivals
increases, the likelihood of wars also increases. If war probability is less in one con-
flict that does not necessarily mean that war is less likely in another conflict it is
engaged in. The more conflicts it has, the more likely it will want to acquire nuclear
weapons because once possessed, such weapons can protect the state against all
sorts of enemies – regional or global, small or big, proximate or non-proximate.
Also, if states are involved in dyadic conflicts the chances are more that nuclear
weapons will be desired because wars are more likely in dyadic conflicts and there
is no one to depend on for security purposes in dyadic conflicts unlike non-dyadic
conflicts where responsibilities can be shared even informally. Perhaps all Arab
states were not so inclined to acquire nuclear weapons to deter the Israeli nuclear
threat because Iraq was developing nuclear weapons clandestinely and Iran too,
although a Gulf state but part of the conflict due to its connections with Syria, was
developing a nuclear program since the 1970s. Other Arab states such as Syria had
other non-conventional weapons such as chemical weapons to deter Israeli aggres-
sive actions, and finally all were together in this conflict – even though there was
always covert and even overt Arab disunity, which even Israel was aware of.
Response by the coalition states to the adversary’s possession of nuclear capability
was thus often muted. In a coalition responsibilities are unclear and the key inter-
ests of each member state are not easily understood. If some states in the coalition
have the deterring capability, most other states consider that their rival can be effec-
tively checked by that state and consequently their desire to proliferate may be less
intense.42 The point is, buck-passing was possible in the Arab–Israeli conflict,
which was not possible in the Iran–Iraq conflict. Thus, both Iran and Iraq were
inclined to acquire nuclear weapons for their involvement in the Iran–Iraq dyadic
conflict. Additionally, proximate rivals are the most dangerous ones to compete
with and war is always a possibility due to the fact that borders can flare up at any
time which might be potentially disturbing for escalation possibilities. Such states
have to remain prepared for the unexpected crisis situations and the acquisition of
nuclear weapons is the best means to secure a state under the circumstances. India
and Pakistan as well as Iran and Iraq are examples of proximate states engaged in
dyadic conflicts that acquired or showed aspirations to acquire nuclear weapons. If
a state is engaged in multiple conflicts, it prefers to proliferate simply because one
deterrent capability enables it to defend itself from all sorts of enemies. A regional
state is incapable of defending itself effectively solely by depending on conven-
tional weapons. The point of nuclear weapons being cost-effective comes in at this
juncture. The argument is that the acquisition of nuclear weapons may actually help
a country in reducing its defense expenditures. When the cost of conventional
forces is too high and the state is no longer capable of maintaining such high
defense expenditures, “acquiring nuclear weapons would permit the nation to
maintain (or increase) its military capability with less of an economic burden.”43

Countries such as France and Britain have cut down on conventional weapons
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expenditure due to the acquisition of nuclear weapons. It was argued by the Indians
and Pakistanis as well that they will follow in the footsteps of those two nuclear
powers. However, that is not always possible for states that have to protect them-
selves from proximate rivals. Borders have to be well protected and conventional
forces and capabilities are as important as non-conventional ones. Also, proximate
rivals need to be careful about radiation effects of the usage of nuclear weapons.
While scholars sometimes have argued that nuclear weapons are cost-effective and
countries may have gone nuclear for this incentive, nuclear weapons are mostly
cost-effective for states that are engaged in multiple conflicts. It is impossible for
such states to defend themselves with conventional means. In fact, they can cut
down on such forces if the ultimate weapons are possessed. George Quester argued
more than three decades ago that Iran may be able to reduce its defense expenditure
by going nuclear.44 A nuclear Iran may have to spend much less on conventional
weapons to defend itself against attacks from its regional neighbors and global
rival. However, it must be noted that even such states do not develop such weapons
for cost-effectiveness. While security remains the main driving force for the
nuclear decision, the economic factor is also factored into the calculation, just as
prestige, swaggering, and bargaining politics are. 

The aforementioned situation becomes even more troublesome if a state’s con-
flict rivals are allies of one another. If one state has multiple rivals and the rivals –
all or even one – of them are allies, the situation becomes more threatening for the
state because it can be attacked from different fronts by enemies who are allies.
There is of course difference between allies that are “value or norm-driven,” such
as democracies being generally allies and not fighting each other, or “interest-
driven allies”45 such as the US and Israel with respect to the Middle East. The first
is where there is a feeling or sense of community due to shared political ideology
and principles. The second is more complicated. Here allies become allies because
of some common purposes, such as security threat. Also, when enemies are friends
of each other, there is a natural situation of power disparity. Where two or more
enemy states are allies the state in question is bound to consider the conflicts as
asymmetric and feel extremely vulnerable. If a global power has a regional ally and
both are adversaries of another regional state, then the latter feels doubly threat-
ened. The regional ally has to spend less on defense for the support it obtains from
its global ally compared to the one that does not have any such ally. In conventional
realm, it is impossible to deter such adversaries or match their capabilities.
Resorting to nuclear weapons capability may become the best option for such a
country that cannot easily calculate the capabilities of its adversary because 
there is more than one state involved in the adversarial coalition. The psychologi-
cal or emotional vulnerability is also taken care of with the possession of nuclear
capability. If one of its enemies that are allies of each other is a global power, asym-
metry is more pronounced. If one enemy is a global power and the other regional, it
is very disturbing for the state because the global power has easy access to the
region through the regional power. Where the global power has easy access to the
region through a regional power that is a proximate rival of a state, its security
dynamics change easily. The state becomes extremely concerned about its security
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and survival under the circumstances. Proximate rivals are the worst rivals. As
stated before, borders have a tendency of flaring up and crises escalation is a com-
mon situation between bordering rivals. India and Pakistan are good examples of
border disturbances leading to disputes and crises. Here the problem is not only
being involved in a rivalry with a global power, but also the fact that the rival has
easy access to the region or has bases in countries of the region that are close by.
Iran falls into this category of states. It has the US as its global rival that has 
Israel as its primary ally in the Middle East, which is also an enemy of Iran, and has
Iraq, another enemy state with common borders where US troops are stationed.
This is a precarious condition for Iran. To address these simultaneous security
problems, it requires mechanisms that cannot be undermined by regional and
global powers. It desires to have capabilities that will dissuade adversaries from
taking any action against it and that will give it respect and negotiating power. If
regional powers were its only concerns, perhaps it would not be so relentless in
developing its nuclear program. The feeling of isolation and insecurity dictates its
security, defense, and foreign policies. Miscalculations of intentions of adversaries
are evident. Adversaries are seen as very aggressive. Aggressive intentions of the
adversary are overinflated. Trust deficit is a common characteristic of such con-
flicting states. Trusting adversaries who seem to be planning to trap the country
from all ends is difficult, if not impossible. Where trust is not achievable and 
where pressure to trust remains, deception path is undertaken. While some degree
of deception is evidenced between most conflict states, a state having multiple 
conflict adversaries and global adversary is the most likely candidate for walking
through a deception path. Unless they deceive the international community, such
states cannot secure themselves. Under the shelter of the civilian nuclear program,
they make efforts to develop nuclear weapons capability. The relationship between
civilian and military technology is complex. The simple linear relationship
between military technology and civilian nuclear development becomes complex
due to the conversion of weapons. “The development of atomic energy for 
peaceful purposes and the development of atomic energy for bombs are in much of
their course interchangeable and interdependent. From this it follows that although
nations may agree not to use in bombs the atomic energy developed within their
borders the only assurance that a conversion to destructive purposes would 
not be made would be the pledged word and the good faith of the nation itself.”46

Given this, if nations want to deceive others they can quite easily do so if the inten-
tion to deceive is there. Time is of essence for such states. They cannot rely on other
states to protect them. Deceiving becomes the practise under the circumstances
because security is at stake. Security guarantees are not trusted and negotiations are
either rejected or not taken seriously. All these are functions of lack of trust, which
is a product of the enemies being allies. This is the worst kind of situation in the pro-
liferation world. Such states are the most determined to proliferate and stopping
them from doing so requires multiple conflict resolutions simultaneously.

If a state is engaged in territorial PCs and has a global power rival, faces nuclear
adversaries, is involved in asymmetric and multiple conflicts – including dyadic
ones – its conflict rivals are allies and some are proximate states, it is likely to be the



42 Theory

most determined proliferator of the world. Thus, deterrent weapons are extremely
valuable to such states. Nuclear weapons, being the best deterrent, are naturally
attractive to such a state. To recap, the central propositions are:

1 Among states in the international system, PC states are likely to acquire
nuclear weapons.

2 Territorial PC states are mostly proliferation-prone because of higher war
probability in the conflict setting.

3 PC states facing dyadic conflicts have more desire to proliferate.
4 PC states having proximate rivals have a great propensity to proliferate. 
5 Regional states engaged in PCs – whether over territorial issues or not – with

global powers are extremely prone to proliferation.
6 A PC state facing a nuclear adversary, regional, global, or both, is almost

inevitably proliferation prone.
7 A PC state engaged in an asymmetric conflict where it is a weaker regional

power against another strong regional power or a global power is strongly
inclined to proliferate.

8 A PC state engaged in multiple PCs, where some are dyadic, is propelled to
proliferate.

9 A PC state whose enemies are allies of each other considers nuclear weapons
acquisition essential.

10 A PC state faced with all of the aforementioned points are likely to be the most
determined proliferator. 

Figure 2.1 demonstrates a general connection between protracted conflicts and 
proliferation propensities of states. 

Nuclear proliferation
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Figure 2.1 Nuclear proliferation: variable connection.
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Figure 2.2 shows the variables that make a state the most determined proliferator
among the protracted conflict states.

A study of the proliferation cases reveals that all proliferators in the world have
been involved in some form of PC. The five nuclear states – US, the former Soviet
Union, Britain, France, and China – have all been engaged in PCs when they
became nuclear states, and so were the three regional proliferators, India, Pakistan,
and Israel. Other regional states that have made efforts to proliferate such as
Taiwan, South Korea, and Libya have all been in PCs during the time they showed
their desire to proliferate. The three “Axis of Evil” states, North Korea, Iran, and
Iraq, have all been involved in PCs. Even the only country in the world that
renounced its nuclear weapons program, South Africa, was also in a protracted con-
flict when it acquired nuclear weapons. Thus, to date, all proliferators have been PC
states. All regional proliferators have also been involved in territorial PCs such as
India, Pakistan, Israel, Iran, Iraq, and North Korea. Countries like Iran, Iraq (before
2003), and North Korea have additional incentive to proliferate for having a global
power as a rival even though with the global power they do not have territorial
issues. The argument that where rivals are nuclear states proliferation propensities
are higher also holds in the cases of all proliferators. The former Soviet Union’s
unrelenting drive to acquire nuclear weapons at the earliest possible time once 
the US detonated its weapons in Hiroshima and Nagasaki is a known fact. In the
South Asian region, Pakistan’s persistent drive to have the bombs at any cost 
was evidenced after India detonated its peaceful nuclear device in 1974 and it is
argued that the latter developed its nuclear weapons program to primarily address
its security concerns pertaining to its extra-regional nuclear rival, China. In the
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Middle East, Iraq’s desire to be a nuclear state emanated from Israel’s nuclear
weapons development program and Iran’s ambition started because of its bilateral
rival Iraq’s efforts to acquire nuclear weapons. In the Asia Pacific region, North
Korea felt threatened by the US’s nuclear umbrella in South Korea, creating strate-
gic imbalance in the Korean Peninsula. The proposition that PC states in asymmet-
ric conflicts facing global rivals are even more likely to proliferate can also be used
against cases. North Korea, Iran, and Iraq (before 2003) are striking examples of
PC states engaged in protracted asymmetric conflicts with the US – a global hege-
monic power – that want to proliferate by any means and using any technique –
denial or deception. The proposition which stipulates that states engaged in multi-
ple PCs are very proliferation-prone can also be applied against the universe of the
PC cases. China, India, and North Korea have been involved in twin PCs. Iran and
Iraq have been engaged in more than two PCs. All of these states showed more-
than-normal desire to acquire nuclear weapons. When states are faced with multi-
ple PCs and the rivals are allies, they are very likely to proliferate also applies
against cases. Iran is one such case that faces multiple conflicts simultaneously and
its enemies, such as Israel and the US, are allies. North Korea is also a case in point.
It is interesting to study these cases to understand the value of these propositions
and test them against cases. Where all of the propositions we have discussed can be
applied against a case, that state is likely to be the most determined proliferator. Iran
seems to be such a case.

The next four chapters test the theoretical framework of the study against the
Iranian case. The purpose is to evaluate the empirical power or the applicability of
the theory. Iran was chosen for the study because it is a highly controversial case in
the realm of proliferation that needs comprehensive investigation. Additionally, it
is also engaged in PCs. While Tehran alarms the international community with its
nuclear program that enables it to make nuclear weapons, it is important to under-
stand why it may require such weapons, whether or not it is likely to relinquish its
nuclear weapons program, and what needs to be done to attain that goal.



Part III

Case study: Iran





3 Iran’s nuclear ambition
and twin protracted
conflicts between 1947
and 1979

The previous chapter presented a theory of proliferation among protracted conflict
states and this chapter and the ones that follow test that theoretical framework
against the Iranian case. The chapter deals with Iran’s nuclear aspirations and
standing first and then analyzes its twin protracted conflicts from 1947 to 1979. The
purpose is not simply to probe the two conflicts during the specified period, but to
demonstrate that its nuclear program had developed and received a certain degree
of momentum for its twin intractable conflicts at the time. Iran is engaged in both
conflicts till now. The two conflicts and their ramifications in the nuclear realm are
consequently discussed from the beginning till the present time. During the speci-
fied period, Iran was engaged in a protracted, territorial, and dyadic conflict with
Iraq, a proximate rival that was also suspected of clandestinely developing nuclear
weapons capabilities, and a non-dyadic protracted conflict with Israel that had
nuclear weapons capability since the 1960s. The only positive aspect for Iran 
during this period was that none of its enemies were allies of each other. Thus,
although the desire to acquire nuclear weapons seems to be present, the effort in that
realm was still modest. 

Iran’s nuclear program
Iran launched its nuclear program under the Shah regime. The Shah of Iran,
Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, became an important ally of the US after the US–UK
sponsored coup against Prime Minister Mohammad Mossadeq in August 1953.
While it was the Shah’s personal interest in seeing Iran develop its nuclear capabil-
ity, his cordial relationship with the US had paved the way to develop the program.
As part of the Atoms for Peace program, the US offered nuclear research facilities
and training to its cold war allies, Iran being one of them, and in exchange
Washington wanted commitments from them not to develop nuclear weapons. The
Shah came under this commitment and in 1957, Iran and the US signed a nuclear 
cooperation agreement, “which eventually led to the supply of a basic five-
megawatt (MW) light-water research reactor and related laboratories, commis-
sioned at the Tehran Nuclear Research Center (TNRC) in 1967.”1 The following
year Iran signed the NPT, which it ratified in 1970. By 1974, Iran came under 
full-scope safeguards agreement with the IAEA according to which it complied 
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to accepting IAEA inspections on all sources of fissionable materials in all peace-
ful nuclear activities within the country.2 The AEOI was also established in 1974
and there were plans to generate 23,000 MW of nuclear energy within the next 20
years and to acquire full-nuclear fuel cycle including facilities to enrich uranium,
fabricate fuel, and reprocess spent fuel to obtain plutonium for civil fuel purposes.3
As part of this plan Iran made agreements with Germany, France, and the US and it
obtained 22 reactors for generating 23,000 MW of electrical power. The Western
allies had helped Iran in developing a comprehensive nuclear program under the
umbrella of cold war alliance politics and with the understanding that Iran will
never have the ambition to acquire nuclear weapons. 

The Shah was in power until 1979, but from 1975 onwards the US became sus-
picious of Iran’s massive nuclear program which, according to the US, could have
dual purpose. By that time, Tehran had acquired nuclear fuel cycle capabilities with
both civilian and military applications. While for the past two decades the interna-
tional community has been discussing Iran’s intention to reprocess uranium, this is
not the first time Iran has been inclined to reprocess uranium. In fact, since the
beginning of the nuclear program Iran has given this aspect serious consideration.
As early as 1975, Iran had problems with the US with regard to where the 
plutonium would be reprocessed. Iran insisted on having reprocessing facilities
located in Tehran, while the US had apprehensions about that.4 In 1976, Iran
expressed serious interest in acquiring uranium enrichment technology. During
that period Iran’s budget for the Atomic Energy Organization was increased from
$30.8 million in fiscal year 1975 to more than one billion dollars for the fiscal year
1976.5 Also in the year 1976, South Africa came to an understanding with Iran
according to which South Africa would supply $700 million worth of yellowcake
to Iran and in return Iran would finance an enrichment plant in South Africa.6 In a
discussion of Iranian investment schemes in nuclear technology during the 1970s,
it was noted that in 1976 Iran decided to purchase “an experimental laser system”
capable of enriching uranium. Tehran bought four gas lasers from Lischem, a US
company, and decided to invest and conduct more research in this area. US
Department of Energy’s (DOE) nuclear export division’s head James Kratz 
commented on the sale and reported that they didn’t think it was a viable process 
for uranium.7 It is also interesting to note that Iran’s intention not to accept safe-
guards pertaining to its nuclear program was even evident at the initial stage of 
its development. Thus, that is not a new policy of Tehran either. In fact, talks
between Iran and the US on nuclear cooperation were suspended for a while 
after disagreement on nuclear safeguards in 1976.8 By the late 1970s, but still dur-
ing the Shah’s rule, the US received intelligence information indicating that the
Shah had set up a clandestine nuclear weapons development program.9
Additionally, according to Akbar Etemad, Director of the AEOI until October
1978, researchers at the TNRC had been involved in laboratory experiments with
applications for reprocessing spent fuel.10 Leonard Spector stated that the nuclear
program that Iranian Revolutionary leaders inherited was “by far the most 
ambitious in the Middle East.”11 Given these, it is quite evident that its nuclear 
program had dual purpose from the start and that was primarily a function of the
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threat emanating from Iraq. Thus, although the general belief is that the Iran–US
relationship was cordial prior to the demise of the Shah era, in reality during the last
few years of the Shah’s rule the relationship with the US was not so smooth. From
1975 to 1979, the Ford and Carter administrations had taken stern actions against
Iran in the nuclear realm. In 1975 the US decided to use a veto power over Iran’s
desire to reprocess US-supplied nuclear power fuel and in 1977 Jimmy Carter
refused to offer reprocessing and enrichment assistance to Iran and wanted it to
accept comprehensive IAEA safeguards as a condition for any Iranian nuclear
exports.12 The US also made efforts to persuade France and Germany not to assist
Iran in its reprocessing and enrichment activities – just what the Clinton and Bush
administrations have done in more recent years – which, of course, were not effec-
tive. Back then, the US’s apprehension was for two reasons: India tested its peace-
ful nuclear device in 1974 which alarmed the international community and Iran’s
nuclear program was comprehensive enough that it could be used to build nuclear
weapons at some point in time, should the political will be there to pursue that path.
The US also believed that Iran would not restrain from developing nuclear weapons
if other states proliferated in the region. The US National Security Council Memo
stated that year, “despite Iran’s present benign attitude towards the NPT and non-
proliferation, some are concerned over its possible longer-term nuclear weapon
ambitions should others proliferate.”13 Given this, it is important to understand the
motivations behind Iran’s nuclear aspirations at the initial stage of the nuclear pro-
gram and how that contributed to today’s more complicated nuclear ambition.
However, before going into that, comprehending Iran’s current nuclear program’s
standing is pertinent since the contemporary program is a product of the program
that was initiated during the Shah period and the motivations, back then and today,
are connected. In other words, the central motivations for a dual purpose technol-
ogy have been constant from the very beginning till today, even though today’s
incentives may be more pronounced and known. 

The Shah’s contribution to Iran’s nuclear program cannot be denied, but his aim
was simply to see Iran as an economic power in the region. He believed in the pos-
session of conventional deterrent weapons and thought that nuclear weapons were
less credible deterrents compared to the conventional ones. Some believe that dur-
ing this period there was no political decision taken by the Iranian leadership to
acquire nuclear weapons, but there was appreciation at different quarters of the
Iranian administration that the option to acquire such weapons remains open if Iran
decides to do so later.14 However, others contend that it was during the Shah period
that Iran began a nuclear weapon research program centered at the Amirabad
Research Center, where studies of weapons design and plutonium recovery from
spent reactor fuel were conducted.15 Scholars also believe that Iran sought laser
enrichment technology and had probably set up a secret nuclear weapons group 
since the reign of the Shah.16 There is controversy and debate as to what the Shah was
really up to with regard to the nuclear program. However, one point was recognized
by both groups: that the weapons aspect was important for the Iranian leadership. Iran
was obliged to never acquire nuclear weapons under its NPT commitment 
and consequently it could never come out in the open and discuss proliferation
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potential or possibilities if there was any weapons component to its nuclear pro-
gram. In fact, Tehran continued this secrecy till almost 2003, when it made a
detailed declaration to respond to a Resolution of the IAEA Board of Governors
that set a deadline for the disclosure of its program.17 This is not unique to the
Iranian case. Iraq and North Korea have also pursued the same path, although the
two outcomes were completely different. North Korea tested its nuclear weapons
and used it as leverage over the US to bargain better and Iraq could not even develop
a nuclear weapons program. All proliferators have been engaged in some form of
secrecy during the infancy of their nuclear weapons program and the reasons are
obvious. No country is supposed to proliferate. Interestingly, even Pakistan and
India, countries that did not sign the NPT, did not disclose or discuss nuclear mat-
ters publicly. The only difference between them and Iran, however, is that the latter
is obliged to allow full inspection due to its commitment to NPT and IAEA, which
the former states are not. 

After Shah’s rule, Iran’s nuclear program continued under the leaderships of
Ayatollah Khomeini, Ali Khameini, Ali Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani, Mohammad
Khatami, and Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, as discussed in Chapter 1. The
Revolutionary regime of Ayatollah Khomeini inherited two partially completed
German-supplied power reactors at Bushehr, the construction of which the leader
froze and later it was severely damaged by Iraqi bombings during the 1980–88
Iran–Iraq War, one of which was later constructed with the help of Russian aid after
the 1995 agreement between Iran and Russia.18 Thus, after the Islamic Revolution,
the pace of its nuclear program slowed down a lot. From 1979 to 1989, under
Ayatollah Khomeini, the nuclear program did not make much progress because he
viewed “nuclear technology with theological suspicion.”19 However, after fighting
a protracted war with Iraq, Iran’s nuclear weapons efforts gained momentum from
the late 1980s when the leadership team changed and included Supreme Leader
Khameini and President Rafsanjani, who made serious efforts to strengthen Iran’s
strategic capabilities to address future security challenges such as the Iran–Iraq
War effectively. 

From 1980 to 1990, even though Iran had more than two conflicts to deal with,
Iran’s primary security threat which initially triggered it to focus on the nuclear
weapons program was Iraq. With Iraq, the conflict was between bordering countries
and Iran’s experience was bitter. Tehran did not want a repetition of the protracted
war with Iraq. Its other security concern was obviously Israel, a country that Iran
would like to see wiped out from the map of the Middle East and that which pos-
sessed nuclear weapons.20 Otherwise why would Iran decide to initiate a secret ura-
nium centrifuge enrichment program in 1985 in the midst of an exhausting war with
Iraq21 and also when, according to the Islamic clerics, nuclear weapons have been a
western innovation and un-Islamic? In the missile realm, Iran was not advanced.
Iran’s delivery systems suffered increasing attrition as the Iran–Iraq war progressed
and the disparity in longer-range strike capabilities led Iran to seek ballistic missile
capabilities in order to strike Baghdad and other major Iraqi population centers. By
the mid-1980s it attained assistance from China in that realm, and by 1985 and 1986
it acquired Soviet Scud-B missiles with a range of 280–300 km from Libya and
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Syria. By 1988 it obtained a larger number of the same missile from North Korea
which gave it the ability to strike Iraq and respond to Iraqi strategic missile attacks.22

With the conclusion of the war, Iran began a more dedicated and comprehensive
missile program with assistance from North Korea, China, and Russia. It possessed
Shehab 1 (Scud-B) with a range of 300 km, Shehab 2 (Scud-C) which has a range of
500 km, and Shehab 3 (No-Dong) with a range of 1300–1500 km.23

Interestingly, while on the one hand the Gulf War of 1990–91 diminished Iran’s
threat emanating from Iraq due to the constraints on Iraq’s conventional and non-
conventional weapons programs, on the other hand it brought to the forefront an
even more potential threat – the US. With the waging of the Second Gulf War with
Iraq, the US “expanded its permanent security presence in the Persian Gulf”24

region, which was a serious security threat for Iran. In this security environment
after the 1990–91 Gulf War, seeing no alternative, Iran reached an agreement with
North Korea around 1993 to obtain the facilities and expertise required to build
intermediate-range Shehab 3 missiles25 and, in 1998, Iran successfully test-fired
Shehab 3, which would allow it to hit all of Iraq and strike the key ally of the US –
Israel.26 The purpose, it is believed, was to strengthen Iran’s leverage vis-à-vis the
US.27 When Mohammad Khatami, a moderate leader, came to power in 1997, it was
expected that the nuclear program in Iran would receive less attention because of
his interest in engaging Iran more in the international stage and in particular with
the US. However, Iran worked on its nuclear program more seriously during this
regime and its drive became unrelenting in the post-2002 period due to very promi-
nent hostile foreign policies of the US directed against Iran, discussed in Chapters
5 and 6. The 2003 war in Iraq rang a new threatening security alarm for the Iranians.
Although there was a moment of relief for Iran as Iraq’s dictatorial regime fell, the
American military presence in Iraq for an indefinite period threatened Tehran like
never before. Instead of feeling more secure in the absence of a protracted conflict
rival – Iraq – the presence of the hegemonic power along its border made matters
worse for Iran. The threat was exacerbated because the US and Israel were allies. 

In the present world where nuclear proliferation remains a major threat to global
peace, Iran is a key state in the Middle East that is suspected of having a nuclear
weapons program. While Iran claims that its nuclear program is exclusively for
peaceful purposes, the US and some of its allies are increasingly of the opinion that
Iran’s program is structured for a dual purpose. Even the European intelligence and
the IAEA agree that Iran is intent on developing the bombs. As stated earlier, Iran
has been a signatory to the NPT since 1968 which allows it to enrich uranium for
civilian fuel programs only. However, from 2000 to 2002, for 18 months Iran con-
cealed its enrichment activities from the IAEA inspectors, making the international
community more suspicious of its real intentions pertaining to the enrichment pro-
grams. In April 2006, Iran’s controversial President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad
announced that Iran joined “the club of nuclear countries” by mastering the entire
nuclear fuel cycle and being able to enrich uranium for power stations.28 The con-
cern of the US and its European allies is that if Iran can master enrichment to fuel
grade, it can master enrichment to weapons grade because the processes of master-
ing these are the same. Although Iran officially does not acknowledge that its
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nuclear program is for weapons purpose, evidence suggests that the program is not
for peaceful purposes. Its program certainly is for military purposes, argues Meir
Javedanfar,29 who provides several reasons for his assessment. He argues that 

in 2002, it [Iran] hit the nuclear program and IAEA visits to Tehran were
rejected. How to mold uranium into warheads was a design Iran purchased
from somewhere else – perhaps from A.Q Khan. P2 centrifuges are not needed
for civilian purposes. It is unclear what Iran did with its plutonium. Polonium
210 is basically the trigger for nuclear reaction – which Iran possesses.30

For all these reasons even if Ahmadinejad did not speak about Iran’s aspirations
pertaining to nuclear weapons, the world would have reasons to worry about Iran’s
nuclear intentions. Estimates on how long it would take for Iran to make a nuclear
bomb range from a couple of years to a decade. In 2006, the Institute of Strategic
Studies reported that Iran would be able to produce enough nuclear materials in
three years. According to the International Institute for Strategic Studies’ Military
Balance 2009, Iran has in fact acquired enough enriched uranium to produce one
bomb by late 2009.31 Additionally, the report doubts US intelligence estimates that
Iran halted its work on nuclear weapons six years ago in 2003. It also states that
Tehran continued to develop its long-range ballistic missiles able to reach targets in
Israel and more.32 This means that Iran continued to deceive the international com-
munity in general and IAEA in particular with regard to its nuclear program.

Just as there is disagreement between the US and its allies on the time that will be
required for Iran to produce nuclear weapons, there has also been disagreement
between them with regard to what measures – diplomacy, sanctions, or military
action – should be taken to prevent the country from acquiring the devastating
weapons. In 2006, Seymour Hersh wrote that although publicly the Bush adminis-
tration was focusing on diplomacy to resolve the issue, covertly it was planning a
military attack on the country not only to crush its nuclear weapons program, but
also to change the regime in power.33 However, some believed that neither sanc-
tions nor bombing Iran would resolve the present Iranian nuclear crisis.34

Essentially, the US and its allies need to come up with a solution that may compre-
hensively solve the root causes of Iran’s drive to acquire nuclear weapons. Given
this, it is pertinent to have a lucid understanding of what caused Iran to proliferate
and why it cannot relinquish its nuclear program even though the consequences of
its determination to maintain the present nuclear status could be extremely grave.

Facing a dyadic conflict with proximate and nuclear
weapons-ambitious Iraq
Iran developed a dyadic conflict with Iraq in 1959, which still continues. Although
the conflict has multiple roots, including control and influence in the Islamic world,
there are two significant territorial disputes in the conflict. The first is over the
Shatt-al-Arab waterway in the Gulf and key strategic points along their land 
border and the second is about their respective parts of Kurdistan. Until today, 
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both of these issues remain unresolved and the conflict still protracts. Shatt-al-
Arab, according to an International agreement of 1937 – the previous Ottoman
Turkey/Iran agreement – was fully an Iraqi territory except for a length of three
miles where the frontier was to run along the line of the maximum depth of the river.
The Shah of Iran was not particularly happy with this accord and had shown dissat-
isfaction over the agreement. That became more prominent when he expressed
deep dissatisfaction with the agreement after the overthrow of the Hashemite
Kingdom in Iraq in 1958. In 1959, the Shah stated in a press conference that the sta-
tus quo of the Shatt-al-Arab was “intolerable” which triggered the first crisis
between Iran and Iraq and marked the beginning of the half-a-century-old conflict.
Iraq continued to claim the waterway and emphasized on the agreement of 1937 as
a valid basis for its claim. Border clashes ensued and Iran placed its military forces
on alert and moved to the Iraqi border. The same issue gave rise to another crisis in
1969 and finally the 1980–88 war was waged over this same dispute. In 1975, the
Algiers accord was reached between the two countries according to which Shatt-al-
Arab was to be the common border between Iran and Iraq. Saddam Hussein
expressed his dissatisfaction with the accord and waited for an opportunity to pun-
ish Iran. There were severe border and air clashes between Iran and Iraq a few years
after that. Finally, Saddam made a strategic choice to exploit Iranian domestic tur-
moil after the Islamic Revolution and initiated a war on Iran – when the country
focused on an inward-looking policy – which continued for the next eight years.
Thus, the immediate causes of the war include disputed borders and right to the
Shatt-al-Arab waterway, which is primarily a connecting point of the Arab and
Persian states. For oil exports from the Iraqi and Iranian ports, this is pivotal. Both
believed that it was worth fighting a war over this strategically important waterway.
Consequently they continued a protracted war till Iran was war-weary and inca-
pable of putting up with a fight against Saddam’s stronger conventional forces. As
stated before, the war was waged on Iran for which it was not prepared and was ini-
tiated at a time of political instability in the country. Iran learned lessons from the
war and strongly focused on its defense policy in the aftermath. The war proved that
Iran needed to defend itself better and the idea pertaining to the utility of non-con-
ventional weapons came to the forefront. 

Iran and Iraq fought one of the deadliest and longest wars in the century – the
Iran–Iraq War of 1980–1988 – which was not only costly for the Iranians, but also
inconclusive and most Iranians believe it was a defeat for them because of Iran’s
acceptance of the cease-fire while being weak. They have had seven foreign policy
crises and four international crises since then. While at war with Iran, Iraq obtained
financial backing from Saudi Arabia and its smaller allies in the newly formed Gulf
Cooperation Council, and received massive shipment of weapons from the Soviet
Union, China, France, Germany, the UK and the US.35 Iraq also acquired chemical
and biological weapons manufacturing capacity from many western nations and
used chemical weapons on thousands of Iranian forces and civilians in the mid-
1980s. Iraq was not punished for using these weapons in the war. On the usage of
chemical weapons Hashemi Rafsanjani stated: “With regard to chemical, bacterio-
logical, and radiological weapons training, it was made very clear that these
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weapons are very decisive.”36 The UN Security Council did not name Iraq as the
aggressor state due to the aforementioned states’ influence on UN decision-mak-
ing, even though it was clear that Iraq’s invasion of Iran triggered the war. Iran, a
victim of Iraq’s invasion, literally fought the war alone without support from the
international community. The war proved many things to the Iranians: that a sur-
prise war with Iraq was always a high probability; that Iran cannot rely on the inter-
national community or even the supranational institution, the United Nations, to
protect its interests in case of a war; that non-conventional weapons may be used to
kill tens of thousands of people in a war and the violator of the norm pertaining to
the usage of non-conventional weapons will not be punished; that the taboo per-
taining to the usage of the chemical weapons has been lifted; that other non-con-
ventional weapons – the absolute weapons – must be developed to deter the
potential adversary from waging wars against Iran. 

There is obviously no doubt that Iran embarked on a comprehensive nuclear pro-
gram during the Shah period, as stated earlier. During that period, Iran’s primary
threat emanated from Iraq and it intended to address that with the acquisition of
nuclear weapons. In 1975, the Shah stated that Iran had “no intention of acquiring
nuclear weapons but if small states began building them, then Iran might have to
reconsider its policy.”37 Iran was suspicious of Saddam’s nuclear program and had
to be prepared for the worst case scenario. Unfortunately, Iraq was involved in twin
protracted conflicts of its own – one with Iran and the other with Israel. The
Arab–Israeli conflict started in 1947 and Iraq was a direct actor in that conflict on
the Arab side. As a member of the Arab coalition against Israel, Saddam reportedly
described Iraq’s nuclear program as the first attempt at Arab nuclear arming against
Israel.38 Saddam’s desire to acquire nuclear weapons for his twin conflicts was
there, but which one of these conflicts was most important to him was difficult to
gauge. While the conflict with Iran was more pressing because it was dyadic and
Iraq was weaker in terms of power resources – land and population – but Iran still
did not have nuclear weapons capability, even though its comprehensive nuclear
program alarmed Saddam’s Iraq. On the other hand, Israel was a small state in the
Arab–Israeli conflict, but had nuclear weapons capability ready for assembly on
short notice since the 1960s and by the 1970s the conflict witnessed four wars
between the adversaries. Thus, deterring Israel became extremely important for
Iraq, which other Arab states did not have the ability to do with nuclear capability.
Although it is difficult to assess which protracted conflict adversary motivated Iraq
to acquire nuclear weapons capability, it is safe to say that Iraqi nuclear weapons
acquisition addressed its dual security needs simultaneously without having to pay
equal attention to each one of them separately. Unfortunately, the problem with
such a situation is that even if the weapons are not primarily meant for one adver-
sary, that adversary still feels threatened under the circumstances and arms race in
the realm of that conflict ensues. Iran was not certain about Saddam’s intentions as
far as nuclear weapons development was concerned and that increased its threat,
which required addressing mechanism. Consequently, Tehran had to reconsider its
nuclear policy since smaller states in the region, especially rivals, were making
efforts to acquire them. 
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The war with Iraq led Iran to embark on its nuclear program somewhat 
aggressively. The memories and bitter experiences of the war triggered an 
added incentive to build a program that would enable Iran to acquire nuclear
weapons. After almost two decades Iranian officials still echo the pain Iran experi-
enced at the war and expresses Tehran’s dissatisfaction with the UN in helping Iran
when it was in dire need of assistance from the international community. 
Iran’s Foreign Minister Manuchehr Mottaki stated in relation to sanctions imposed
on the country due to Iran’s nuclear program at the UN Security Council on 
March 23, 2007:

This is not the first time the Security Council is asking Iran to abandon its
rights. When Saddam Hussein invaded Iran 27 years ago, this Council waited
seven days so that Iraq could occupy 30,000 sq kilometers of Iranian territory.
Then it unanimously adopted resolution asking the two sides to stop hostilities,
without asking the aggressor to withdraw. That is, the Council – then too –
effectively asked Iran to suspend the implementation of parts of its rights; at
that time it was its right to 30,000 kilometers of its territory. As expected, the
aggressor dutifully complied. But imagine what would have happened if Iran
had complied. We would still be begging the Council’s then sweetheart,
President Saddam Hussein, to return our territory. We did not accept to sus-
pend our right to our territory. We resisted eight years of carnage and use of
chemical weapons coupled with pressure from this Council, and sanctions
from its permanent members.39

The Iran–Iraq conflict has been a dyadic one and there was no power that Iran could
depend on to defend it in case of a future Iraqi attack. The war itself was proof of
that. Tehran could not win the war with Baghdad with conventional weapons and
that “reinforced its determination to develop a nuclear arsenal in the 1980s.”40 As
stated before, in the conflict Iraq was the weaker side in relative strength, at least in
terms of land space and population – Iran was four times larger in land than Iraq and
had three times the population – which made Iran a confident actor in the relation-
ship. Given this, Saddam’s Iraq had more of a reason to develop nuclear weapons
to deter an attack from Iran that was also planning to proliferate its Islamic ideology
and install Islamic regimes throughout the Middle East beginning with Iraq. Iraq
pursued its proliferating ambition primarily for that. However, Iraq initiated a war
on Iran at a time of tremendous political instability in Iran. The war actually 
validated the argument that weaker states are likely to initiate a war in an 
asymmetric conflict where the window of opportunity is present and in the absence
of nuclear weapons. Due to experiencing an unexpected war and as a result of Iran’s
inability to capture Iraq with conventional means and mechanisms, Tehran
“became even more convinced that the bomb was the way.”41 In fact, the war
changed the mind-set of the Iranian leaders. Conventional or traditional strategies
were no longer considered to be useful means in addressing future threats from
countries like Iraq. Non-traditional strategies and means were given serious con-
sideration during the time. The war, in essence, 
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became the most important influence on Iranian foreign policy throughout
most of the 1980s, a decade in which, energized by that war and its regional
fallout, terms such as “terrorism,” “suicide bombing,” and “Islamic revolu-
tion” worked their way into the lexicon of international relations across the
globe.42

Iran tried using several of these non-traditional mechanisms and strategies to 
fight its rivals in the region and around the world. However, its effort to build a
nuclear program with a weapons component in it continued all the while. Although
it is the general belief that Iran gave up on its nuclear program after the Islamic
Revolution and that the Revolutionary leaders were against building such 
weapons, it is interesting to note that for security considerations and as a conse-
quence of the surprise attack from Iraq, Iran’s clerics reconsidered their thoughts 
on the development of the nuclear program. In the mid-1980s when chemical
weapons were used by Saddam’s forces against the Iranian forces and civilians, 
the new thinking was given further consideration. Iran’s efforts pertaining to build-
ing the program were evident even as the war went on. During the war, Iran 
made efforts to restart its nuclear program,43 which led to many cooperation deals
with several major nations capable of providing materials for the development 
of a comprehensive nuclear program for Iran. In 1985, China provided Iranian
nuclear experts training and Iran received a research reactor and calutron from
China which started functioning in 1987.44 In February 1986, Pakistan’s leading
nuclear scientist Abdul Qadir Khan secretly visited Bushehr and later that year Iran
and Pakistan signed a secret nuclear cooperation agreement.45 Iraq attacked
Bushehr in mid-1986. In 1987, Iran reached a cooperative agreement with North
Korea on nuclear weapons development which included assistance in the realm of
uranium mining and exploration.46 In the same year, construction started on a
nuclear research and production center for weapons-grade fissile material at
Moallem Kalayeh – the facility which is believed to contain uranium labs and laser
enrichment equipment and have been run by the Islamic Revolutionary Guard
Corps.47 In mid-1987, The Star of Johannesburg reported that Iran was secretly
buying uranium from a British-run mine in South African-occupied Namibia and
that Tehran has been buying uranium from the mine at Rossig for the past eight
years.48 Around the same time, South African media reported that Iran was in fact
developing nuclear weapons with the help of South Africa and Argentina.49 Iraq
attacked the Bushehr nuclear plant again in 1987. Iran rebuilt the Bushehr reactor
with the help of German assistance.50 When the war was almost terminating, the
President of Iran, Ali Khameini, in his address to the Atomic Energy Organization
stated: 

Regarding atomic energy, we need it now . . . Our nation has always been
threatened from outside. The least we can do to face this danger is to let our
enemies know that we can defend ourselves. Therefore, every step you take is
in defense of your country and your revolution. With this in mind, you should
work hard and at great speed.51
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In 1987, an exiled nuclear physicist revealed that Abdul Qadir Khan revisited
Bushehr and Iran held a secret meeting in Tehran’s Amir Kabir nuclear research
center with key Iranian nuclear decision-makers, where it decided that new funds
would be allocated to develop an atomic bomb.52 While in July 1988 Iraq once
again attacked Iran’s Bushehr nuclear power plant, in October 1988, at an annual
conference held to bring back Iranian nuclear scientists living in exile, Rafsanjani
appealed to the participants to return to Iran and openly called for the development
of nuclear weapons.53 In 1988–89, the Iranian leaders also reportedly obtained
large quantities of yellow-cake from South Africa for enrichment in Iran or even
Pakistan. Iran approached Pakistan seriously to help it in enrichment of uranium.54

During the same period Iran made nuclear deals with China and later with
Pakistan.55 The timing reveals the cause for its nuclear aspirations. This was also
the time when Iran made nuclear deals with China and later with Pakistan that
would support its nuclear weapons program. These demonstrate that Iran’s major
threat during the period emanated primarily from its proximate rival, Iraq, an
aggressive state throughout the life of the protracted conflict. 

One important aspect that needs to be highlighted here is that Iran perceived seri-
ous security threats from Iraq when its nuclear weapons program was revealed to
the world due to the Osiraq bombing of 1981. It was not only the revelation of what
Iraq had, but Saddam’s intentions to acquire them at any cost that made Iran more
nervous. After the destruction of Osiraq, Saddam stated:

I believe that anyone or any state in the world which really wants peace and
security and which really respects peoples and does not want them to be subju-
gated to foreign forces should help the Arabs in one way or another to acquire
atomic bombs to confront the actual Israeli atomic bombs, not to champion the
Arabs and not to fuel war, but to safeguard and achieve peace. Irrespective of
the Arabs’ intentions and capabilities and even if the Arabs do not want them
and are unable to use them, I believe that any state in the world that is interna-
tionally and positively responsible to humanity and peace must tell the Arabs:
here, take these weapons in order to face the Zionist threat with atom bombs
and prevent the Zionist entity from using atomic bombs in wars.56

This statement proves that Saddam believed in the need for an Arab deterrent capa-
bility against Israel and Iraq’s drive for nuclear weapons in the 1980s has mostly
been due to the desire to have mutual deterrence in the Middle East.57 The ramifi-
cations of such statements for Iran have been grave. As discussed before, although
initially the Islamic clerics have been suspicious of Iran’s nuclear program which
was developed with American and western help, they continued the program with
new momentum and fervor during their rule due to the insecurity the regime per-
ceived from Iraq. That fervor became more pronounced in the 1990s. 

Iran launched a rapidly expanding nuclear weapons program in response to
Iraq’s nuclear weapons program that was rediscovered as the 1990–91 Gulf War
came to a close, which will be discussed in the next chapter in order to understand
the impact of all three protracted conflicts on the nuclear decision of Iran. Its 



58 Case study: Iran

long-running conflict with Iraq, the long Iran–Iraq War, and Iraq’s nuclear
weapons ambition were all instrumental in inspiring Iran to develop a security pro-
gram that would defend it from future aggressive moves of Saddam Hussein. After
the 1990–91 revelations, Saideh Lotfian stated, “The fact that Iraq is temporarily
restrained by the UN-imposed sanctions is not reassuring in the long-run and the
Iranian government cannot afford to ignore security threats from its western neigh-
bor.”58 He added that the existence of Iraq with a known chemical and biological
weapons (CBW) capability provides an incentive for Iran to develop a deterrent in
kind, and “given the possibility of war with an Iraq that retains a residual CBW
capability, Iran has good reasons to bolster its deterrent by any means that do not
undermine the legitimacy of the government.”59 These and other important state-
ments simply demonstrate how Iraq was seriously factored into Iran’s security 
calculation in general and nuclear weapons program in particular. 

Addressing non-dyadic regional conflict with 
nuclear-capable Israel
Iran’s other regional conflict is with Israel, a small state in the Middle East sur-
rounded by rival Arab states. While the conflict, known as the Arab–Israeli con-
flict, started with the independence of Israel in 1947, Iran, a non-Arab state, did not
become part of the conflict until the early 1980s. Iran did not have any direct dis-
pute with Israel. In fact, both have been hostile towards Iraq for a very long time. In
general, it became involved in the conflict because of its connections with the
Muslim countries that fought against the Jewish state of Israel, but more specifi-
cally following the revolution in Lebanon in 1982 when the Syrian President Hafez
al Assad allowed Iran to play a more central role in the conflict by seeking its help
in creating a guerrilla force, the Hezbollah, and by seeking financial and military
help from oil-rich Iran. Therefore, due to Iran’s connections with Syria, it became
actively engaged in the Arab–Israeli conflict. It is noteworthy then that although
Israel was another protracted conflict rival of Iran in the Middle East and it simul-
taneously had two security threats in the region, the threat from Israel for Iran came
much later. In the 1970s, when its nuclear program started to develop with full
force, Iran was primarily embroiled in addressing Iraqi threat even though threat
from Israel was also there. As Ray Takeyh puts it, “Iran’s nuclear calculations are
not derived from an irrational ideology, but rather from a judicious attempt to craft
a viable deterrent capability against an evolving range of threats.”60 In the hierarchy
of threats for Iran, Israel came after Iraq because the Arab–Israeli conflict was in a
multi-power region where other actors were also involved and Iran was not directly
a party to it till the early 1980s. However, Israeli threat was also factored into the
nuclear calculation because Israel had nuclear capability by then and also for its
anti-Islamic ideology. 

The Arab–Israeli conflict, which began in 1947, had its roots in the Arab rejec-
tion of the Jewish state of Israel and the latter’s demand for statehood. From 1947
to 1993, the conflict generated 25 international crises and the first crisis had six
direct participants including Iraq, Egypt, Jordon, Syria, Lebanon, and Israel. Iran,61
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as stated earlier, was not a party to the conflict, but over time it became actively
involved in repudiating the state of Israel. The parties fought wars in 1948, 1956,
1967, and 1973. Israel has been an opaque nuclear state since the late 1960s. It has
maintained secrecy about its nuclear weapons program for decades. Although it
maintained an opaque status for many decades, in 1973 it was very clear that Israel
had nuclear weapons. Robert Harkavy states that Israel “leaked the material in the
Time article indicating that it had been prepared to use nuclear weapons after only
the first week or so of the 1973 war.”62 It did not sign the NPT even though it signed
the CTBT in 1996.63 It has clearly refrained from renouncing its nuclear weapons
option. Israeli leadership has consistently argued that nuclear weapons are impor-
tant for the country’s security because it is surrounded by rival states. It is also a
country that has been conventionally weak in quantitative terms as compared to its
Arab neighbors. Estimates of Israel’s nuclear capabilities are difficult to confirm.
Some of these estimates are based on the Israeli technician Mordechai Vanunu’s
testimony according to which Israel had about 200 nuclear devices in 1986. Seymor
Hersch reported that its capabilities were far more advanced than what Vanunu had
revealed and that the country possesses low-yield enhanced radiation-type war-
heads and thermonuclear weapons as well.64 More recently, George Perkovich and
James M. Acton stated, “The country is believed to possess sophisticated nuclear
warheads with a range of yields, and it has aircraft, land-based missiles and, most
importantly, submarines with which it could deliver nuclear weapons to any of its
likely adversaries.”65 Iranians, for their part, see Israel as an implacable enemy and
believe its nuclear capability is a threat to Iran’s security.66

Iran argues that Israel should not be allowed to exist as a state and that it should
not have a place in the map of the Middle East. On Israel, “there is almost universal
agreement that the Jewish state is an active regional rival bent on checking Iran’s
political and military power and undoing Iran’s achievements.”67 While Iran has
highly complex relations with the states in the Middle East, it has maintained close
relations with Syria, especially after the Camp David Accords of 1977 which took
the Arab states by surprise and created a split between Egypt on the one hand and
the Arab states on the other because of the hand of friendship Egypt stretched
towards Israel. Egyptian–Israeli friendship threatened Syrian security and it sought
to address that by seeking Iranian friendship and assistance. According to Iran, if
the Zionist state has the right to acquire nuclear weapons, then all Muslim countries
have the same right and they should develop expertise in the nuclear field to face off
the Israeli nuclear challenge. 

Since the creation of the state of Israel, the US and Israel have been allies. That
created further complexity in the conflict relations between Iran and Israel, which
will be discussed in greater detail in the next chapter. While the US has always
viewed the survival of Israel in the Middle East as a matter of its national security,68

Iran says that “the basic problem in the Islamic world is the existence of the Zionist
regime, and the Islamic world and the region must mobilize to remove this prob-
lem.”69 Also, Israel has been the only real democracy in the Middle East, which is
appreciated by the US and which Washington wants others in the Middle Eastern
region to adopt in their political institution. This is something Iran has always
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feared and perceived to be a threat to its security and survival, especially after the
Islamic revolution. 

Interestingly, the US also does not have problems with Israel maintaining an
opaque nuclear status and not signing the NPT. The Iranians wanted to make the
Middle East a nuclear weapons free zone in the 1970s, but Israel’s opacity 
has made it impossible for that dream to be fulfilled. Other Middle Eastern coun-
tries such as Egypt have been equally dissatisfied with Israel’s stand on the 
nuclear issue. Although this should have been an internal problem of the region, 
the US’s support for Israel on the nuclear matter adds fuel to the fire for countries
such as Iran. 

As stated before, Iran’s creation of Hezbollah has made the relationship between
Iran and Israel bitter. According to Israel, it is “entangled with Iran in a life-or-death
struggle because of Iran’s involvement with terrorism.”70 Hezbollah, according to
Israel and the US, is a terrorist organization, sponsored financially and militarily by
radical Iran which uses Lebanon as a platform to attack Israel. Hamas also received
support from Iran even though the ideologies of Hamas and Iran differ. Their com-
mon interest has always been to destroy Israel. It has also funded other regional
organizations such as the Palestinian group Islamic Jihad.71 While Israel is suspi-
cious of Iran’s intentions and worried about its continuous terrorist activities
against Israel, Iran worries that Israel’s nuclear weapons are for using against the
Islamic world. What would Israel need nuclear weapons for? More importantly,
why would it acquire tactical nuclear weapons? Israel is the only country in the
Middle East that has nuclear weapons capability72 and that which is allowed to pos-
sess them by the international community. This is also a country that is allied with
the western world in general and the US in particular and possesses not only strate-
gic weapons, but tactical weapons to use in the battlefield. Israel has the kind of
“relatively low-yield tactical nuclear weapons that can be selectively fired to elim-
inate specific targets. Low-yield ‘tactical nukes’ could be used to hit the type of
hardened underground centrifuge firm which Iran has built at Natanz to enrich ura-
nium.”73 These low-yield nuclear weapons can be launched from air and sea. Israel
began developing Jericho missiles for the larger nuclear warheads in the 1960s and
is very advanced in missile development programs. Israel emphasizes on the
Samson Option that the country would be using extreme measures if its survival
were at stake. For example,

in a crisis with Iran, the Samson Option has been used to mean that Israel
would attack Iran in a preemptive war and would be willing to use nuclear
weapons. Israel would be willing to attack Iran even if the result of an Israeli
preemptive strike ended up being retaliation by Iran that ended up with Israel’s
destruction. The Israelis judge that destruction in a military conflict with an
aggressor like Iran would still be better than doing nothing and waiting to be
destroyed.74

Such strategies threaten Iran. Israel’s intention is not to allow any country in the
Middle East to acquire nuclear weapons. Iran’s possession of nuclear weapons is
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perceived as a threat to Israel’s survival. It says that it will not introduce nuclear
weapons in the region, but will not be the second either. That policy has been main-
tained since the 1960s. After so many years, Israel still pursues the same policy that
it “cannot accept a nuclear Iran nor can America.”75 Perkovich and Acton argue that
“even if all other nuclear-armed states agreed to eliminate their nuclear arsenals,
Israel would not join them unless political, security, verification and transparency
conditions specific to the Middle East were to its satisfaction.”76 All these are not
only threatening and unacceptable to the Iranians today, but were threatening and
unacceptable to them for several decades. Ray Takeyh states that “the Islamic
Republic perceives a nuclear-armed Israel as an existential threat not just to itself
but to the entire Islamic world.”77 Thus, Israel is considered a military as well as an
ideological threat and Iranian leaders agree on the strategic value of a strong
nuclear program. 

Iran has more reasons to worry about Israel than Israel has about Iran, according
to the Iranians. It is true that Israel learned lessons from the holocaust, but that made
the post-holocaust Israeli leadership aggressive. Michael Evans and Jerome Corsi
state, “Passivity in the face of aggression has always been judged to be a mistake the
European Jews made against Hitler.”78 Israel’s strategies pertaining to conflicts and
confrontations had changed and the country has had less patience for negotiations.
In extreme situations it is expected to attack Iran, preemptively or preventively.
Iran has always believed that the holocaust was primarily used by the Israelis to be
militarily stronger in the Middle East and to wage wars against the Muslim world.
Iran argued that nuclear weapons would place it on a par with Israel. “An equalizer”
is often seen by Tehran “as a necessary insurance policy.”79 Although Iran has not
been able to attain a nuclear weapon yet, and continues to deny that it wants any-
thing more than a peaceful nuclear program, scholars believe that to the Iranians
“deterrence could be achieved through the manipulation of uncertainty.”80 It is dif-
ficult for the country to come out in the open and declare its desire to acquire such
weapons to an international community that strives to attain a non-proliferated
world. It is further difficult for Iran to declare its nuclear status because of its adher-
ence to the NPT. Consequently, a “denial and deception strategy” is undertaken by
Iran, like other proliferators such as Iraq in the pre-2003 period. Iran has been using
low-intensity violence in the form of terrorism in the Middle East, especially with
Israel, since the 1980s. It is likely that the strategy will soon change when Iran is
fully capable of acquiring nuclear weapons or is nuclear-capable. A degree of con-
fidence will ensue as a result of that and some degree of stability is expected in the
Iran–Israel conflict theatre. 

Iran had twin concerns until 1979 and that made it quite a serious proliferator. All
efforts during the 1980s prove that Iran was intending to undertake the nuclear
weapons path. That is not surprising given its twin conflicts with Iraq and Israel
simultaneously and the newly initiated conflict with the US. Although the conflict
with America started in 1979, which will be the focus of the next chapter, the first
few years of any conflict is considered as a setting stage and during that time it is
hard to tell what the intensity of the conflict will be and whether or not the conflict
will be intractable. Therefore, for the next few years, Iran’s focus was still on Iraq
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and Israel as far as the nuclear weapons program was concerned. Well into the
1980s, Iran understood the depth of this new conflict and that is when its policies
pertaining to nuclear weapons acquisition changed even more. The next chapter
explicates Iran’s strong need for nuclear weapons based on its triple protracted con-
flicts since the Islamic Revolution of 1979. 



4 Iran’s nuclear program and 
triple protracted conflicts 
from 1979 onwards

The previous chapter enumerated Iran’s twin protracted conflicts and how they
determined Iran’s decision to build a comprehensive nuclear program with dual
purpose. This chapter goes beyond that and examines Tehran’s third protracted
conflict with the world’s superpower, the United States, and demonstrates its pro-
liferation propensity as a function of all three conflicts from 1979 onwards. The
argument is that although Iraq and Israel have been Iran’s security concerns for a
long time and addressing them with non-conventional weapons was important for
Tehran, its third conflict with the US was even more salient because this was a con-
flict between a regional and a global power where asymmetry on every level was
evident. The problem was more pronounced because one of Iran’s protracted con-
flict rivals, Israel, has been an ally of the US and Iraq obtained military assistance
from the US during its protracted war with Iran, which allowed it to defeat Tehran
in the war. 

The evolution of the Iranian nuclear weapons program reveals that security
threats from Iraq, Israel, and the US – its three protracted conflict rivals – have pri-
marily compelled Tehran to be attracted towards building a nuclear weapons pro-
gram. While Iran’s intractable conflicts with Iraq and Israel in the Middle East
lasted for more than half a century, its long-running conflict with the US is also 30-
years-old. It is one thing to have a regional rival and be engaged in a more or less
symmetric conflict, it is entirely another thing to have a superpower or a hegemonic
power as a rival state of a regional power and be engaged in an asymmetric conflict.
Although the world focus was always on two of the most prominent conflicts in the
Middle East – the Iran–Iraq PC and the Arab–Israeli PC which made Iran a party to
the conflict on the Arab side, the other two conflicts between a regional power and
a global power – the Iraq–US and Iran–US – were largely ignored by the interna-
tional community as well as the academics dealing with international politics of the
Middle Eastern region. With the war on Iraq in 2003 and the subsequent fall of the
Saddam regime, civil war erupted in post-Saddam Iraq, along with extreme hostil-
ity towards the American military in the country. Given this, it is easy to see to what
extent insecurity and hatred still shroud the US–Iraqi relationship. It will be inter-
esting to see whether or not the PC between Iraq and the US ultimately terminates
once the Iraqis enjoy a stable domestic and democratic political life in the post-
Saddam era. It is intriguing that in three of the four protracted conflicts in this
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region, Iran has been a party and, consequently, war on Iran was always a possibil-
ity for which the country needed to be militarily prepared. Given this, possessing a
nuclear deterrent capability became almost a necessity for Iran to prevent wars1 that
could be initiated by any one of its three rivals, one of which remains a world power.
More importantly, two out of the three rivals possessed nuclear weapons, the US
being a declared nuclear state and Israel an opaque nuclear state, while the other
rival, Iraq, was suspected of having the capability for more than two decades.
Interestingly, although Iran’s primary bilateral conflict was with Iraq and its need
for the nuclear capability was primarily to prevent a war with Iraq, its hatred
towards the Zionist regime in Israel gave it additional impetus to proliferate in the
nuclear realm. However, with time, its reasons to move on with the nuclear program
and relentlessly try to build a nuclear bomb had shifted from these two countries to
the US. The US became its primary security concern after the end of the cold war
and since 2000, with the introduction of more aggressive foreign policies of the US
in and around the Middle East and in particular against Iran. Thus, although secu-
rity motivation still remains the driving force behind Iran’s acquisition of nuclear
weapons, it is important to question: security against which country? Iran has three
rivals, but if placed in a hierarchical order, the US is placed at the top and Iraq at the
bottom. Israel was and still is in the middle. This is not because Israel is less of a
threat to the Iranians, but because the Arab–Israeli conflict is a multi-power conflict
and there are other states on the Arab side to check Israel from making a military
move. Iran–Iraq and Iran–US are both dyadic intractable conflicts, requiring more
attention and preparedness for military attacks. Iran’s nuclear capability, which
allows it to deter the US from attacking it, invariably helps in maintaining its
regional security. This is somewhat similar to what Indians had to say about having
a nuclear capability to deter Chinese threats which would automatically keep India
secure from Pakistan’s aggressive military moves against India.

Iran’s intractable and asymmetric conflict with America
From 1979 to 1990, three major developments in Iran made the headlines: the Islamic
Revolution led by Ayatollah Khomeini in 1979 with which the Islamic clergy seized
control of all political, judicial, educational, and media institutions and systemati-
cally suppressed any opposition,2 the 1980–88 war with Iraq which devastated the
Iranian economy thoroughly, and the death of Khomeini in 1989. However, this was
also the period that witnessed the beginning and the development of a long-term
rivalry or a protracted conflict between Iran and the US. In January 1979, Iran wit-
nessed civil unrest and the Shah was forced into exile. The following month
Ayatollah Khomeini returned to Iran after about 15 years in exile and was given a
heartfelt welcome in the country. The military under the Shah’s rule had to announce
its neutrality and, following that, the monarchy collapsed. By April of 1979,
Khomeini controlled power in Iran and proclaimed the Islamic Republic of Iran.3

The euphoria in Iran on the arrival of Imam Khomeini unnerved the United
States, because till then America had a near monopoly on Iranian oil, which
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was suddenly lost. Khomeini was heading a people’s revolution, and the born-
again Iranian nation was full of confidence and pride. The Islamic revolution-
ary government had come to stay, and this rankled Washington and Tel Aviv.4

Prior to 1979, Iran and the US enjoyed a special bilateral relationship due to which
Tehran’s security was strengthened with military procurement, but its economy
began to increasingly suffer. That and the Shah’s suppression of secular dissidents
contributed to the revolution which ultimately overthrew the Shah of Iran. In
October 1979, the US allowed the Shah to enter the US and get treatment for can-
cer. The revolutionary government repeatedly raised objections to the US over this
matter, but Washington ultimately ignored the objections.5 As a consequence of
that, on November 4, 1979, the radical students attacked and seized the US
Embassy in Tehran and took 63 embassy personnel hostages. Khomeini compli-
mented the students and referred to the US as the “Great Satan.”6 While there is still
controversy about whether or not the attack was directed by the Islamic leader or
simply an endeavor of the militant students, the fact remains that “the seizure of the
hostages became the axis around which all US–Iranian relations subsequently
revolved.”7 A revolutionary Iran was not deterred by threats from America and was
“cognizant of US conspiracies to reinstall the Shah.”8 Khomeini’s hostility to 
anything American was “bitter, stubborn, zealous – and total.”9 He has proved to
the US that 

the challenges to the West are certain to get more and more complex, and that
the US will ignore this fact at its peril. He has made it plain that every effort
must be made to avoid the rise of other Khomeinis. Even if he should hold
power only briefly, the Ayatollah is a figure of historic importance. Not only
was 1979 his year; the forces of disintegration that he let loose in one country
could threaten many others in the years ahead.10

With Khomeini’s encouragement Muslims have staged anti-American protests and
riots in countries such as Libya, India, and Bangladesh. During the same period, in
Islamabad, a mob burned the US embassy.11 These not only threatened the US, but
made it act negatively against Iran. America realized that there could be many
Khomeinis in the world and Iranian kind of Islamic ideology must be contained.
This was also a revolution that had dramatic impact on the western economies and
the world economy moved from oil surpluses to recurrent shortages. The West in
general and the US in particular realized how close it came to be dependant on oil
imports from Iran, a highly unstable and fragile country.12 While nothing much
could be done overnight in order to reduce that dependence, the threat that Iran
posed on the security and economic levels was evident, which America needed to
address. Thus, it is argued that “since the 1979 hostage crisis, the US government
has viewed Iran as a threat to American interests in the region, branded it a state-
sponsor of terrorism, and targeted it with a panoply of economic sanctions.”13

Where this was the case, Iran had ample reason to worry about the intentions of the
world’s superpower vis-à-vis Tehran. Iran not only felt threatened as a result of this,



66 Case study: Iran

but was also humiliated and insulted. Iran believes that it is pivotal in the Middle
East region. It is rich in terms of culture and heritage and should be given the right-
ful status in the region. Instead of that, Iran suffered humiliation in the aftermath of
the revolution, which triggered a long-term worry. 

The Iran–US PC started with the Islamic Revolution in Iran in 1979. The 
otherwise friendly Iran–US relations of the 1960s and 1970s changed to one of 
hostility overnight. The Carter administration froze Iranian assets in the US, sev-
ered diplomatic relations with Iran and proposed at the United Nations to impose
sanctions against Tehran.14 Ultimately, the crisis came to an end with the signing of
the Algiers Accords on January 19, 1981 according to which the US agreed not to
interfere in the internal affairs of Iran, to unfreeze Tehran’s assets, and lift trade
sanctions in exchange for the hostages. They also agreed that both governments
would cease litigation surrounding the hostage crisis.15 While the Iran–US crisis
that started in 1979, which triggered a conflict between the states, ended with this
accord in 1981, the conflict continued and became protracted. The conflict wit-
nessed several crises, which have or have not always ended, but the hostility that
started in 1979 still continues. On the impact of the revolution for both Iran and the
US, Ali M. Ansari states:

For the adherents to Iran’s revolutionary ideology, the Islamic Revolution
indicates a definitive break with the past, defined by the termination of rela-
tions with the United States. This termination is defined by the seizure of the
US embassy in November 1979 . . . For the Americans, on the other hand, the
embassy seizure was the defining moment and the cause of the collapse in rela-
tions. Such was the sense of humiliation of the 444-day hostage crisis . . . in the
popular conception the hostage crisis marked a definitive break with the past,
much as it did for the Iranian revolutionaries.16

Interestingly, for the revolutionaries, the hostage issue marked the termination of
Iran–US relations, but for the US “it marked the beginning of an obsession with
Iran.”17 For security and conflict studies, this was the beginning of an intractable
conflict which has lasted for 30 years and continues to be protracted. 

The Iran–US conflict was premised on ideological/religious/political differ-
ences and the incompatibility over these issues continues even at the present time.
There is extreme hostility, leading to tremendous hatred on both sides, in the rela-
tionship, which needs to be addressed and the intractable conflict terminated before
any progress can be made in Iran’s nuclear realm. Many Iranians believe that the
nuclear program and the development of Iran’s intermediate-range missiles are all
a function of its insecurity emanating from the US and ultimately the intention is to
bargain better with the US on equal terms to end so many “years of hostility.”18 It
was also argued in 2006 that “nearly 27 years of heavy sanctions imposed directly
by the United States have not prevented Iran from proceeding with its nuclear pro-
gram.”19 Even though there is reason to underscore this perspective given the per-
manent existence of Iran–US hostility, surprisingly, the US government has never
tried to effectively probe what drives the Iranian leaders to acquire nuclear weapons
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and what the US could do to resolve the problem.20 Although there was no direct
war between the contending states in the life of the conflict, many crises erupted in
the conflict setting and all impacted negatively on the overall relationship. For
example, the capture of US military and diplomatic personnel from the American
Embassy in Teheran cannot be forgotten by the US. Although there was a seem-
ingly short-lived thaw during Bill Clinton’s Presidency, that situation quickly
changed with George Bush’s power-taking in 2001, which will be discussed in the
next chapter. Interestingly, like any other protracted conflict states, Iran and the US
“have made significant overtures to each other at least nine times since the end of
the hostage crisis in 1981.”21 Some of these were the US–Israeli initiative of 1985 –
the Iran contra affair – official attempts at dialogue during George H. W. Bush and
Bill Clinton’s administrations, collaboration between the two countries after the
9/11 attacks, high-level communication on the nuclear issue, and unofficial Track
II meetings between former Iranian and US officials.22 All these efforts, however,
have failed to bring about any resolution to the issues that create incompatibility of
interests between the two states and the future of any such endeavors does not look
promising either. 

What is really intriguing is that even though today one hears about America’s
determination to install democracy in the Middle East, it was something America
had masterminded since the Islamic Revolution of 1979. The US administration
believed that regime change in Iran would reduce the threats posed by the country.
This is not unusual given the freedom and liberty the people of the US enjoy and the
level of human rights violation the Iranians had to put up with during the entire
period of Khomeini and to some degree have to endure even today. Democratic
regimes do not only respect their own citizens, but also citizens of the world. The
US not only believed in this theory with respect to Iran, but had in fact funded the
anti-regime groups in Iran, “mainly the pro-monarchists, during the 1980s.”23 The
goal was obvious – to bring about a change of regime in Iran that would be demo-
cratic, but more importantly, pro-US. Although all efforts failed, the idea of the US
trying to change Iran’s regime by using groups within Iran to work for the US’s
interest brought a new dynamic to the serious security problem Iran was already
faced with pertaining to the conflict with the US. To Iran, such activities on the part
of the US goes against the Algiers Accords which settled the Iranian hostage issue
and which stipulated non-interference in the internal affairs of each state. That the
US did not respect the rules of law was proven by this act. Additionally, the US has
also been questioning Iran’s human rights issue since then. Iran has demonstrated
disturbing human rights abuse record, which the US has been particularly con-
cerned about since the Khomeini period. However, to Iran, this is Tehran’s internal
issue, which only the Iranians should deal with. 

Since then the US became obsessed with the new Iran that it had not seen before
– an Iran that humiliated the US, betrayed it, and created the terror organization
Hezbollah in 1982 after the Israeli invasion of Lebanon which would be Iran’s
proxy in the Middle East and a bone of contention between Israel and Iran. To the
Iranians, when Israel invaded Lebanon, it prompted Iran to deploy its Islamic
Revolutionary Guards to the Bikaa Valley in order to aid the Lebanese Muslims to



68 Case study: Iran

fight against the Israeli forces and vehemently protest the US support for Israel’s
actions. Following this, operatives from American-backed Lebanese Christian
forces kidnapped four Iranian diplomats which included the commander of 
the Revolutionary Guards in the Bikaa Valley and the Charge D’Affairs.24

Consequently, retaliatory kidnappings by Iran followed in the next few years. Iran
maintains a close relationship with Lebanese Hezbollah which is a Shiite militant
group that was created in 1982 by Lebanon’s Shiite clerics that were sympathetic
towards Iran’s Islamic Revolution, maintains military forces along the border over
which the Lebanese government has no control, and committed “several acts of
anti-US and anti-Israel terrorism in the 1980s and 1990s.”25 The US became more
obsessed with Iran after 1983 following the suicide attacks on the US embassy and
marine barracks in Beirut, which were the acts of Hezbollah, supported by Iran. As
a result of that President Ronald Reagan declared Iran “a state sponsor of interna-
tional terrorism.”26 Thus, even though much has been discussed and analyzed about
Iran being one of the rogue states since the 1990s, not much has been stated about
Iran’s earlier titles given by the US, which also impacted Iran’s nuclear decisions
negatively in the pre-1990 period. 

In January 1984 following the 1983 bombing of the US marine barracks in
Lebanon, Iran was added to the terrorism list. The list was established by
Section 6(j) of the Export Administration Act of 1979, sanctioning countries
determined to have provided repeated support for acts of international terror-
ism. The terrorism list designation bans direct US financial assistance (Foreign
Assistance Act, FAA) and arms sales (Arms Export Control Act), and requires
the United States to vote to oppose multilateral lending to the designated coun-
tries (Anti-Terrorism and Effective Death Penalty Act of 1996, PL 104–132).
Waivers are provided under these laws, but successive foreign aid appropria-
tions laws since the late 1980s ban direct assistance to Iran (loans, credits,
insurance, Eximbank credits) without providing for a waiver. Section 307 of
the FAA (added in 1985) names Iran as unable to benefit from US contribu-
tions to international organizations, and require proportionate cuts if these
institutions work in Iran. No waiver is provided for.27

Thus, by the mid-1980s Iran’s economy was in shambles, it was badly humiliated,
and had to handle three enduring rivals, who were all somewhat connected, if not
allies. 

Iran’s primary intention was to export the Islamic ideology, which the
Revolutionary leaders believed in, to Lebanon and the rest of the Middle East.
Interestingly, Iran also masterminded the hostage crisis in Lebanon in the 1980s.
Eighteen Americans were captured during the crisis and all were not released until
1991.28 By the mid-1980s Iran, in the midst of a war with Iraq, required arms which
it requested to buy from the US in exchange for the release of the hostages. In 1989,
Iran’s President Ali Khameini stated on the context of the release of the hostages in
Lebanon, “These are our conditions: stop being aggressive, stop your arrogant
actions, discontinue the transgressions against the rights of the Iranian people and
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return what you owe us.”29 In January 1989, President George H. W. Bush created
a platform for a rapprochement with Iran saying that “goodwill begets goodwill,”
meaning that better relations with Iran was possible if Iran released the hostages
held in Lebanon by Hezbollah. While Iran supposedly did help in releasing those
hostages which was completed in December 1991, no thaw followed in the Iran–US
relationship.30 This was partly because Iran continued to back the terrorists and
used them as proxies and opposed US-sponsored Middle East Peace Process, which
was a major US endeavor by then, and partly because Iran was targeted by the US
as a state sponsoring terrorism and the US tilt towards Iraq in the war was unac-
ceptable to the Iranians. Iran was supposedly involved in state-sponsored terrorism
in different places, such as the airline hijackings. Alireza Jafarzadeh states, 

Three months after the September 1984 bombing in northern Beirut, Iranian
terrorist proxies killed two more Americans during the hijacking of Kuwait
Airways flight 221. The hijackers diverted the flight to Tehran on December 3,
1984, and demanded the release of the Kuwait 17; two passengers who worked
for the United States Agency for International Development were shot and
killed when demands were not met. Iran allowed the airliner to land and to
remain at the airport as the terrorists killed the two passengers and continued to
make their demands. Playing the crisis from both sides once again, the regime
sent in a security force to storm the plane and arrest the hijackers, but rather
than putting the terrorists on trial – as they promised the world they would do
– they released them and allowed them to leave the country. Once again, Iran
used the grisly tactics of terrorism by sponsoring these acts while seeking con-
cessions from the West and trying to show a cooperative face.31

Iran has used such tactics not only during the 1980s, but also in the aftermath and
continues to do so. The problem is that Iran and US views of what constitutes a 
terrorist group differ. To Iran, financially supporting Hamas or other radical
Palestinian groups is not “irresponsible or out of bounds,” partly because “the Gulf
states and their citizens provide considerable support for these groups with little
public US criticism.”32 One of the primary reasons for using these proxies is to
unnerve the rival states because Iran has no other way to pass on its message to its
enduring rivals who are allies. Tehran also prefers to employ this issue as leverage
against Washington.33 For the two rivals of Iran, the primary ramification of the
attacks was that Hezbollah became a major enemy of the US and Israel and, conse-
quently, Iran became the primary target of these states due to its connections with
this terror organization. 

America’s support for Iran’s primary regional rival, Iraq
What made matters worse for Iran was that the US tilted remarkably towards Iraq in
the 1980–88 Iran–Iraq War. These included diplomatic attempts to block conven-
tional military sales to Iran and providing battlefield intelligence to its enemy, Iraq.34

The US also proved that it was tilted towards Iraq in that war during the “1987–88
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direct skirmishes with Iranian naval elements in the course of US efforts to protect
international oil shipments in the Gulf from Iranian attacks.”35 Iran’s major chal-
lenge came from Iraq when it invaded Iran in 1980. Iran was totally crippled with
the war that killed more than one million people. Throughout the Iran–Iraq 
War, Washington supported Baghdad with economic and military assistance. In
February 1982, Iraq was removed from the State Department’s list of states that
have “repeatedly supported acts of international terrorism.”36 One of the impacts of
this was the increasing economic ties between the two countries, which helped Iraq
fight a war with Iran more effectively. This had a tremendous negative impact on
the Iran–US relations. As stated earlier, by 1984 Iran was included in the list of
states sponsoring terrorism, which Iran perceived as a double standard in American
foreign policy. Additionally, although the US condemned any state that tried to
develop chemical and biological weapons, Washington did not even question Iraq
for developing such non-conventional weapons and to the world’s surprise it never
condemned the usage of chemical weapons against Iran during the war.37

Interestingly, after Saddam Hussein was captured, one of the first allegations used
against him was the usage of chemical weapons against the Kurds yet the US did
not take effective measures against Saddam when non-conventional weapons were
used against Iran. To the minds of the Iranians this has always been there, which
triggered Tehran to take the necessary steps to secure it against such elements in the
future. As Shaul Bakhash states, “No one said anything about Iraq using chemical
weapons. International community primarily supported Iraq. The trauma had a
tremendous impact on strategic decisions in Iran.”38 How much it hurt the Iranians
and impacted its future policies is evident in the speech of Iran’s president after
more than 20 years. In 2005, Iran’s President pointed out the failings of the coun-
tries and pointed his fingers at the US for aiding Saddam with weapons. He stated, 

For eight years, Saddam’s regime imposed a massive war of aggression
against my people. It employed the most heinous weapons of mass destruction
including chemical weapons against Iranians and Iraqis alike. Who, in fact,
armed Saddam with those weapons? What was the reaction of those who claim
to fight against WMDs regarding the use of chemical weapons then?39

As a result of this, the Iranians also lost faith in international norms, rules, proce-
dures, or treaties. Nationalistic spirits came to the forefront and sovereign rights
were focused upon. Ray Takeyh contends, 

The legacy of the war reinforces a nationalistic narrative that sees America’s
demands for relinquishing of Iran’s fuel cycle, an implied right at least under
the NPT, as historically unjust. This is a country that has been historically sub-
ject to foreign intervention and imposition of various capitulation treaties.
Therefore, it is inordinately sensitive of its national prerogatives and perceived
sovereign rights.40

Iran also began to realize that all its regional enemies are allied to the US, its rival,
in one way or the other, even though Iraq and the US were not traditionally allies.
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This also meant that all cards were in the hands of the US and when this country
wanted, it could make its enemy an ally for its own national security or economic
interests. That the Reagan administration approved the clandestine shipment of
military equipments to Iran through Israel to free the hostages held in Lebanon
itself proves how far the US can go for the sake of its interests. Although the
Iranians were benefited by this, American unfair strategic game in the region was
unacceptable to the Iranians. It was simply impossible to turn the game around if
Iran remained on the same platform. The conflict was substantially asymmetric to
begin with and where regional powers bandwagoned with the US, even if tem-
porarily, the imbalance became much more threatening. Iran can be brought down
to its knees if regional powers aid the US in doing so and in fact it perceives that the
war with Iraq was lost primarily for the help Iraq received from the US.
Consequently, an alternative to that situation was more aggressively sought.
Superpower game, domination, and bullying had to be stopped and that would only
be possible by developing a comprehensive nuclear program which would provide
them with the capability to build nuclear weapons. Even at the present time Iranian
leaders think that 

they are being challenged not because of their provocation or treaty violations,
but because of superpower bullying. So in a rather peculiar manner, the nuclear
program and Iran’s national identity have become fused in the imagination of
the hardliners. Thus, the notion of compromise and acquiescence has rather
limited utility to Iran’s aggrieved nationalists.41

Iranians argued that instead of the US being able to bully them, they could do so by
using the nuclear card and contain America from getting involved not only in wars
with Iran, but also in interfering in the internal affairs of Iran. As Enders Wimbush
argues, 

The opportunities nuclear weapons will afford Iran far exceed the prospect of
using them to win a military conflict. Nuclear weapons will empower strate-
gies of coercion, intimidation and denial that go far beyond purely military
considerations. Acquiring the bomb as an icon of state power will enhance the
legitimacy of Iran’s mullahs and make it harder for disgruntled Iranians to oust
them. With nuclear weapons, Iran will have gained the ability to deter any
direct American threats, as well as the leverage to keep the US at a distance and
to discourage it from helping Iran’s regional opponents.42

Thus, nuclear weapons seemed to solve a lot of problems simultaneously and
seemed to be a fungible weapon to Tehran that faced a superpower rival.

America’s regional ally is Iran’s enemy
Since the formation of the State of Israel in 1947, the US and Israel have been allies.
The US has always viewed the survival of Israel as a matter of American national
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security and historically the only true democracy in the Middle East has been
Israel.43 The relationship was more than cordial during the aforementioned period.
During President Reagan’s presidency, the relationship was elevated from friend-
ship to strategic partners. In 1979, after the Islamic Revolution, Reagan stated that 

the fall of Iran has increased Israel’s value as perhaps the only remaining
strategic asset in the region on which the United States can truly rely; other pro-
Western states in the region, especially Saudi Arabia and the smaller Gulf
kingdoms, are weak and vulnerable.44

This naturally made Iran much more nervous than it originally was about two of its
rivals being allies. It must be noted that Iran and Israel had some degree of relation-
ship in the 1970s – even though Israel was Iran’s other protracted conflict rival
through the latter’s connections with the Arab states as part of the Arab–Israeli con-
flict – and that continued well into the 1980s. The relationship became bitter since
the Israeli invasion of Lebanon and Iran’s involvement in it through Hezbollah, as
discussed before. Since then the two countries have been bitter enemies of each
other. The situation was further aggravated with Washington’s support for Israel in
the region. Iran watched how Washington supported Israel in the region in the
1980s, even when Tel Aviv violated international security norms. It showed the
world how strong the US–Israeli friendship was by remaining silent when Israel 
carried out an air strike on Iraqi nuclear reactor in 1981. While the hardliners in the
Reagan administration wanted the US to impose economic and military sanctions
against Israel for attacking, Reagan believed that a dovish approach should be pur-
sued and, in fact, adopted a sympathetic or even empathetic stance toward the Israeli
position.45 This is interesting because Israel, a country that did not sign the NPT and
which was involved in illicit proliferation activity, simply took out a nuclear reactor
of another country and the world’s greatest power, the US, watched it doing so. For
Iran, it proved that the US was maintaining a double standard in its foreign policy.
Iraq was not allowed to have the nuclear reactor, but Israel was allowed to have
opaque nuclear weapons.46 Interestingly, during the same period Washington led the
global opposition to nuclear assistance for the Islamic Republic of Iran.47 Moreover,
later that year, Israel and the US signed a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU),
which was a significant symbol of Reagan’s commitment toward Israel.48 Although
Iran was more than happy to learn that Iraq’s nuclear reactor was destroyed by Israel,
it was less than enthusiastic to know that America did not take any measure against
Israel for doing so. The bond of its two rivals was not only disturbing, but also fear-
ful, which triggered its desire to emphasize more on its nuclear program. Scholars
argued even much later that “Iran’s policies toward Israel and the US are often an
exception to its overall shift toward prudence. Restrictions on relations with both
countries remain one of the strongest remnants of the revolutionary legacy.”49

Addressing security issues in relation to Israel and the US became much more salient
to Iran since then. Thus, many argue that “Israel and its over-the-horizon ally, the
United States, take up much of the national security debate in Iran.”50 What is inter-
esting, however, is that some believe that even if the Arab–Israeli conflict is
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resolved, the problem with Israel will still continue for Iran simply because of
Israel’s connections with the US. The relationship with Israel may be simply muted,
but Iran will be part of the diaspora that will not agree with any peace agreement.
Shaul Bakhash argues that “there is genuine hostility with Israel. Part of the hostility
is simply leverage against the US – if you can call me a terrorist, then I can hate
Israel.”51 He further contends that “as long as Iran has something to fear from
America, it will be in this [conflict with Israel].”52 Given the security environment
Iran faced, it was believed that “the strongest impulse to build nuclear weapons, in
Iran, as everywhere else, comes from the fact that its key enemies are nuclear-armed
and the resulting belief that a nuclear deterrent is therefore essential to Iran’s
national security, or at least the security of its regime. Iran’s primary enemies – Israel
and the US – have nuclear capability.”53 Nuclear adversaries and triple conflicts
have strongly impacted Iran’s strategic decisions during that period. 

Developing the nuclear program
Generally, nuclear aspirants desire the ultimate weapon to address pivotal security
threats. Scholars argue that 

because not all threatened countries covet nuclear forces, the emergence of a
security threat, even a very intense threat, is not a surefire indicator that prolif-
eration is likely to follow. The rise of an acute security threat is a necessary –
though not a sufficient – condition for a country to start a nuclear weapon pro-
gram . . . not every civilian or military member of a threatened country’s lead-
ership will agree on the character or intensity of the threat, or on the need to
acquire nuclear forces to counter it.54

This is a noteworthy point because in reality all threatened countries are not prolif-
erators and most states perceive threats in their environments in some form or
another. However, when security threats come from different directions and a state
is targeted by multiple conflict rivals, who also happen to be allies or at least obtain
help from each other, the targeted country’s leadership may have to be in agreement
about offsetting these real security predicaments. Additionally, even if one of the
threats may be ignored, all will not have the same intensity and may not be ignored.
Asymmetric conflicts with global powers pose serious security threats for a
regional power. There is huge gap between the two states in the conventional mili-
tary realm, which the regional power can never close. The US, for example, does
not need to depend on nuclear weapons to deter a regional rival; its conventional
weapons are enough to do so. Some argue, 

Not only would the US be able to respond to a nuclear attack by conventional
means but, more importantly, it might feel able to deter one without its own
nuclear weapons because its conventional military (and possibly also its
“cyber,” or information warfare) capabilities mean that it could inflict intoler-
able damage on any government and on the terrorists whom it could locate.55
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This demonstrates how powerful the US is compared to a regional state. Given this,
such threats are sufficient conditions for proliferation. Although Iran’s nuclear pro-
gram started in the 1960s and its strategic decisions revolved around the two key
regional rivals, Iraq primarily and also Israel, after 1979, a third rival joined the club
of conflict rivals and this time the rival was a superpower with nuclear weapons.
The strategic calculations that Iran was used to doing had changed dramatically. It
is one thing to address regional security threats; it is entirely another to deal with
global powers. The Iran–US rivalry is the most important one in the hierarchy of
conflicts that Iran has been engaged in during that period. As Colin Dueck and 
Ray Takeyh argue, “Israel may be peripheral to Iran’s nuclear calculations, the
American shadow looms large.”56 They further contend that “the only way in which
the long-term American challenge can be negated is through the possession of the
‘strategic weapon.’”57 The asymmetry of power between a regional state and super-
power is the greatest concern for the regional state engaged in a conflict with a
global power. Farideh Farhi highlights the conflict asymmetry and Iranian leaders’
desire for nuclear weapons. She states, “You can’t tell your people that you give in
because your enemy is powerful.”58 The global power has the capacity to wage war
or inflict damage on the regional power easily. The regional power will have no
choice but to accept the terms of the superpower. Thus, the regional power per-
ceives extreme fear, especially when hostility and incompatibility over issues
ensues. It was reported in a conservative newspaper in Iran that “in the contempo-
rary world, it is obvious that having access to advanced weapons shall cause deter-
rence and therefore security, and will neutralize the evil wishes of great powers to
attack other nations and countries.”59 Some believe that “given the power asymme-
try between the two states,” and instead of allowing the US to wage war on Iran and
bully it constantly, “a presumed nuclear capability seems to be the only viable
deterrent posture against an adversary that has never accepted the legitimacy of the
Iranian revolution and has long sought to isolate and contain the Islamic
Republic.”60 Its triple conflicts triggered a new incentive to develop the nuclear
program that was originally developed by the Shah. The eagerness to acquire
nuclear capability was a function of the US joining the club of its conflict rivals.
Handling three conflicts became not only difficult for Iran, but impossible, espe-
cially when Israel was an ally of the US, Iraq seemed to have built a new relation-
ship with the US in the midst of the protracted war with Iran, and the US was a
nuclear power. Deterring all three adversaries with nuclear weapons became
important and being at par with the superpower at least on one level by projecting
nuclear strength was also important. Nuclear weapons became attractive within
this context. Thus, for Iran “this is a weapon of deterrence and power projection.”61

While Israel is still a regional state that could have been deterred by other mili-
tary means – including other non-conventional mechanisms – how is it possible for
a regional state to deter a superpower without nuclear weapons, especially when the
rival is a nuclear state? “A relatively small nuclear outcast will be able to deter a
mature nuclear power. Iran will become a billboard advertising nuclear weapons as
the logical asymmetric weapon of choice for nations that wish to confront the
United States.”62 Additionally, the issue of prestige is factored into this strategic
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calculation. Iran has been historically, culturally, and strategically different from
the Arab states in the Middle East and, consequently, the Iranians see themselves at
the “center of gravity” for the region. Iran “wants some of the obvious things from
the US: lift sanctions, stop trying to isolate and demonize Iran, recognize Iran’s role
in the Middle East, and acknowledge the Islamic Revolution.”63 For them, “the way
to achieve a measure of parity with the United States and attain some sort of
regional superpower status is you have to talk the talk the US is talking. Capabilities
like nuclear weapons.”64 Consequently, even though the Supreme Leader did not
give the development of nuclear program high priority, “even during this time of
turmoil, Iran undertook a small-scale clandestine program with the help of cen-
trifuge technology acquired from Pakistan.”65 Despite a number of setbacks,
“research and planning for a nuclear arsenal continued.”66 What was more interest-
ing is that Iran began “its nuclear quest in earnest during the 1980s, when the coun-
try was locked in mortal combat with Iraq – and Saddam Hussein had made no
secret of his own nuclear ambitions.”67 In 1984, Tehran focused on building a new
research laboratory at the Isfahan Nuclear Technology Center (INTC) and Chinese
assistance in developing this research center included supplying a “training reac-
tor” in 1985.68 The Center’s research experiments involved uranium conversion
and fuel production.69 It secretly imported the uranium in 1982 for research pur-
poses.70 Interestingly enough, all these were very conveniently hidden from the
IAEA. According to the IAEA reports, “all of the materials important to uranium
conversion had been produced in laboratory and bench scale experiments [in kilo-
gram quantities] between 1981 and 1993 without having been reported to the
Agency.”71 By 1985 Iran decided to start a full-fledged nuclear program with
Chinese and North Korean assistance.72 According to some sources, Iran and
Pakistan came to an agreement in 1987 which provided Iran with a centrifuge to
enrich uranium.73 The transfer of nuclear technology began in 1989. Attention
towards the fuel cycle was given more specifically in 1988–89.74 Two reasons
explain that: the Islamic leaders were generally against the western nuclear pro-
gram and Iran was in a war with Iraq which drained all resources from the country.
Thus, although the three conflicts had to be addressed simultaneously, it was
unable to do much to develop the nuclear program in the midst of an ongoing war
which crippled the economy of the country. However, this was also a period that
was the defining one in terms of nuclear program development. This was the time
when Iran realized that addressing all conflicts at the same time required it to
acquire nuclear weapons. It was more important because Israel was an opaque state
and the US, a nuclear rival of Iran, was Israel’s ally. Saddam’s ultimate intention to
develop nuclear weapons was also revealed during the same period. No leadership
– Revolutionary or Reformist – could ignore the security environment or conflict
settings. Consequently, the triple protracted conflicts triggered a new drive towards
proliferation. However, it must still be noted that during this period the nuclear pro-
gram was not a crash program, but one that was “characterized by persistence and
incrementalism.”75 This was primarily the period when Iran’s program was at a
resetting stage and when the rivalry with the US in particular was still to be institu-
tionalized, although the two regional rivalries were already very well-founded by
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then. Ten years is not enough to test a relationship and when a major war is absent
in the setting, it is a little difficult to understand where the relationship is heading
towards. Thus, Leonard Spector states that in 1985 when the US was supporting
Iraq, Iraq was still the number one enemy of Iran,76 even though with the US Iran
has its own share of conflict issues such as terrorism and US foreign policies. With
Israel, there was great hostility, but it was not a threat of the same magnitude for
Iran. There was no territorial ambition of Israel.77 However, if the US did not sup-
port Israel so strongly and did not provide assistance to Saddam in the Iran–Iraq
War, perhaps Iran’s relationship with the US could change with the death of
Khomeini in 1989. That could not and did not happen because in those 10 years the
US had proved to be the greatest enemy of Iran – by calling it a terrorist state, sup-
porting its regional rivals, trying to change its regime, and keeping it from making
economic or security gains. Several unresolved crises during the period also made
matters worse and the relationship embittered severely. Both started to mistrust
each other and the trust deficit was institutionalized within this period.
Consequently, settling the differences was out of the offing. 

The following chapter gives a detailed account of Iran–US conflict since 1990
and the ramifications of it on proliferation decision in Iran. It demonstrates that the
conflict that started in 1979 reached a more difficult period after a decade and
Tehran continued its veiled nuclear program more vigorously due to this institu-
tionalized conflict with the US.



5 The ramifications of the 
asymmetric Iran–US 
protracted conflict from 
1990 to 2000 in Iran’s nuclear
domain

This chapter portrays Iran’s nuclear ambition based on the asymmetric conflict
with the US from 1990 to 2000, a period when the conflict was somewhat institu-
tionalized. It argues that Iran made quite serious efforts to develop a comprehensive
nuclear program during this period. The end of the cold war, US aggressive foreign
policies pertaining to Iran, the rogue rhetoric, the continuous imposition of sanc-
tions on Tehran, and overall asymmetry in the conflict setting have been the main
contributors to Iran’s focus on the nuclear program at the time. 

After the end of the cold war, President George H. W. Bush proclaimed the
potential for a 

new world order . . . freer from the threat of terror, stronger in the pursuit of 
justice and more secure in the quest for peace. An era in which the nations of
the world, east and west, north and south, can prosper and live in harmony.1

According to him, this was the new world order that the community of states had
longed to be in place for a very long time. While the cold war had just ended and the
world seemed to have entered a different stage, unfortunately the US policy-makers
faced a vexing problem in determining which countries were friends and which ones
were enemies in the emerging international system. However, regional aggression
took center stage in 1990 with Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait. The potential of regional
aggression and instability having a swell effect in the international system worked to
transform and draw the attention of US foreign policy-makers.2 It was believed that
the otherwise peaceful international system would face instability due to some arro-
gant and aggressive regional states. These states would shake regional stability,
which would ultimately impact global peace and stability. Combating these new
problem states became important to the world’s existing superpower, the US.
Consequently, American foreign and security discourse since that period revolved
around these potential problem states. According to Michael Klare, “From 1990 on,
the general model of a rogue state ruled by an outlaw regime armed with chemical
and nuclear weapons became the standard currency of national security discourse.”3

Paul Hoyt provides details on rogue characterization and asserts that there were four
categories into which statements on rogue activities could be classified. These 
categories were the development of WMD, involvement in international terrorism,
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posing either a global or regional military security threat, and challenging interna-
tional norms.4 More recently, the policies of the pursuit of WMDs and support for
terrorism were reaffirmed as important identifiers of rogue states.5 Policies in pur-
suit of WMDs and support of terrorism represent very explicit and salient threats
which Washington’s policy-makers can point to when singling out rogue states.6 To
Miroslav Nincic, these indeterminate threats hovering by rogues fall into two kinds:
first, massive internal repression and second, overt aggression against another state.7
Thus, in addition to the pursuit of suspicious policies, the perceived nature of rogue
states as non-democratic regimes appears to be of equal importance.8 It is also
important to note that these states function in ways that the US policy-makers deem
outside the parameters of the international community. In essence, these states are
anti-western in their orientation. Iraq, Iran, North Korea, Libya, and Syria very nat-
urally achieved the status of rogues.9 Combined, the first four states comprise 94 per-
cent of all instances when a state was specifically referred to as being a rogue.10 In
light of these points, it was not difficult to see how Iran perfectly fit within the frame-
work of the rogue states. It is a non-democratic country that harbors terrorism,
makes efforts to acquire weapons of mass destruction including ballistic missiles,
and, in doing so, challenges international norms, and also poses regional and global
threats. Above all, it has been an anti-US state since 1979 and calls the US the “Great
Satan.” Thus, Iran was not only engaged in an intractable conflict with the world’s
only superpower that dominates and dictates other states in the international system,
but was also identified as a rogue state by its global adversary – to make matters
worse for Tehran in this asymmetric conflict setting. This humiliated and insulted
the Persian Gulf state that strives to be a preponderant power in the region.

What is interesting is that the US policy-makers did not simply label some states
as rogue states, they actually added this term to their vocabulary and used them fre-
quently. Paul Hoyt reports that from 1993 to 2004, the policy-makers used the term
in their foreign policy discourses at the highest levels. During the Bill Clinton years
he accounted for 23 percent of all instances where the term was found in docu-
mented public statements. When combined with the statements of President Bush,
presidential statements discussing rogues accounted for nearly a third of all the col-
lected statements. From 1993 to 2004, US administrations mentioned this word to
refer to Iraq 32 percent of the time and 29 percent of the time in the case of Iran,
while North Korea was mentioned 20 percent of the time, and Libya 13 percent of
the time.11 What is more intriguing is that although the conventional wisdom is that
George W. Bush was harsher with the rogues compared to Bill Clinton, during
Clinton’s years, especially during his second term, the administration used the term
“rogue” much more in foreign policy discourses.12 In examining the public state-
ments of US foreign policy elites during the period 1993–2004, K. P. O’Reilly wit-
nesses an increasing and continuing usage of the rogue label at the highest ranks of
foreign policy decision making. The usage of the term abounds in the statements by
key diplomatic actors, both Presidents and Secretaries of State alike.13 Klare states, 

Given the history of US relations with these five states and the frequency with
which they have been named as rogues and renegades by the media, it has not
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been difficult for the Department of Defense to persuade US policy-makers of
the need to be prepared to defend America’s “vital interests” against their
aggressive intentions.14

Iranian efforts to obtain nuclear, chemical, and ballistic missile technology were
particularly troubling to the US within this rogue framework. The CIA Director
Robert Gates told the Congress in May 1992 that “Iran has embarked on an across-
the-board effort to develop its military and defense industries.”15 Although details
of the situation in Iran were not provided by Gates at the time, in just about five
months, the CIA reported that Iran had launched a clandestine effort to develop
nuclear weapons, with the help of Chinese and western sources.16 Iran has generally
adhered to anti-western and anti-American positions, maintained a non-democratic
political regime, and focused on a costly and ambitious military program to rebuild
its military capability that was shattered in the 1980–88 war with Iraq, as stated ear-
lier. In July 1998, it also test fired Shehab 3 medium range ballistic missile, with a
range of 1350 km, which would allow it to hit Israel and Iraq easily, stated in the
previous chapter. It was also developing Shehab 4 which would have a range of
1940 km and Shehab 5, an intercontinental ballistic missile. Although Washington
was nervous with the news of these new nuclear and missile developments, Iran’s
efforts during the period were shaped by America’s categorization of states as
rogues and non-rogues and its discriminatory policies against these so-called rogue
states. The discriminatory policies of the US have been apparent in many cases.
Akbar Ganji elaborated on American discriminatory and contradictory policies. He
stated, 

The US and Britain supported states that were corrupt in the Middle East prior
to 2003. When Egyptian president Hosni Mubarak was forced to have free
elections in Egypt, he said to the US that fundamentalists will emerge and win.
That is when the democratization drive went on vacation.17

It is difficult for Iran to accept such discriminatory policies of the US, especially
when it is called a rogue state for not only being a state engaged in terrorism and
developing WMDs, but also for its non-democratic political regime. Since combat-
ing rogue states was a priority of the US, Tehran had more of an urgency to protect
itself from evil and aggressive behaviors of the US in a unipolar new world. After
all, the Gulf War did not only prove the “validity of the Rogue Doctrine,” but also
provided the US with the “preferred strategic template for all future wars,”18 which
threatened the so-called rogue states such as Iran that were engaged in an
intractable conflict with the world’s only surviving superpower, the US. 

At the systemic level, Iraq’s ambitious and aggressive behavior towards Kuwait
alarmed the US and made it aware of the possibilities of other regional states’ mil-
itaristic moves in the future. Thus, American focus was also fully on Iran. At the
domestic level, the Pentagon may have inflated these threats coming from the rogue
states for defense budgetary reasons. Unless there is serious threat, they cannot jus-
tify spending more on defense when Soviet threats disappeared from the world
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scene. At the individual level, both George W. H. Bush and Bill Clinton believed
the three states – Iraq, North Korea, and Iran – to be rogues that posed serious
threats to the Americans. To Iran, all these were unacceptable. Iran has never acted
like Iraq. Although Iran did not join the coalition in the Gulf war, it did not support
Saddam Hussein in attacking Kuwait. Additionally, Iran was a victim of a long war
with Iraq; it did not initiate an attack on Baghdad. It also was not directly involved
in a war with the US. Therefore, America should not judge the intentions of Iran
based on the Iraqi behavior. Until the 1990s Iran did not have ballistic missiles.
Thus, they did not have the capability to hit the US and there was no reason to worry
about that. Rather, the focus that they had given on missile development became
much more aggressive after the rogue rhetoric and the swaggering of the US power
and position in the early 1990s. Thus, while the Americans thought rogues were
threatening the US and planning to jeopardize the long-sought stability that the
world was waiting for, to the rogues, in particular Iran, targeting them was unac-
ceptable and threatening. Additionally, sanctions imposed by the US unilaterally
was not only disturbing and unfair to the Iranians, but were also threatening as they
indicated that the US was bent on disallowing Iran to protect itself militarily from
regional adversaries. Iran had two regional rivals to be worried about and it was per-
tinent for it to stay militarily at par with its rivals. Military strength is dependent on
economic viability and Washington seemed determined to crush Tehran economi-
cally and turn it into a vulnerable regional state. The threat emanating from the US
exacerbated within this context. Consequently, the determination to acquire
nuclear weapons to deter the only superpower from making gains vis-à-vis Iran
became much stronger. This resolve was connected to the asymmetry Iran faces in
the Iran–US conflict dynamics. O’Reilly eloquently states, 

Rogue states, while painted often as regional bullies capable of threatening
their neighbors, pale in the light of comparison with the power capabilities of
the US. It is precisely this wide gap in capabilities that is seen as driving these
rogue states to develop and acquire WMDs.19

The US–Iran relationship is asymmetric on several levels including “unequal
power base, leveraging tactics”20 among others. Shaul Bakhash states in simple
terms, “America is a superpower. There is huge difference between America and
Iran.”21 While general asymmetry on all levels between the US and Iran in the over-
all protracted conflict perturbed the latter, American swaggering and boasting of
power after the end of the cold war disturbed the overall conflict relations further.
Americans boasted of American power and spoke about being a benevolent hege-
mon after the demise of the Soviet Union. Madeleine Albright stated in the 1997 G-
7 Summit: “The US is the indispensable nation. We stand tall and hence see further
than other nations.”22 These are statements that infuriated regional powers to whom
American bullying was unacceptable and who were also afraid of American expan-
sionist policies to promote its interests and policies. The Middle East was the hot
bed for that recipe and Iraq and Iran were the principal targets in the region. The US 
also spoke of universal application of the American principles, practices, and 
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institutions. That was not all. Washington pressured other countries to adopt
American values and practices pertaining to human rights and democracy.23 While
all these may be acceptable to some states in the international system, it became
increasingly difficult for countries such as Iran to tolerate such behaviors of the US.
This is because of several reasons: first, Iran and the US were involved in an asym-
metric conflict and Tehran was already in a vulnerable position within the conflict
framework; US swaggering only made security threats more pronounced for Iran.
Thus, Leonard Spector states that although radical ideology is there in Iran, its
acquisition of nuclear weapons has been a function of its national security – an
insurance against US attack – and also national and international prestige. Its
weapons would be used to enhance its confidence in the world.24 In a similar vein, 
others also argue that for Iran a nuclear weapon is a symbol of national pride and
success.25 Meir Javedanfar states that

Iran wants to be a regional superpower. It is no match with America, but in the
Middle East, the Iranians want to be at parity with the Americans. Nuclear
weapons acquisition is the cheapest way to be at parity with the US.26

This is more salient within the context of its asymmetric conflict with the US.
Second, Iran was one of the regional countries that did not adhere to westernization
in this globalized world and did not accept that American values and principles are
universally acceptable ones. They believed that what are human rights violations to
the West in general and the US in particular are not human rights violations for the
Iranians. Rights are culturally defined; Islamic culture prescribes certain rights to
the Muslims that may seem alien to the people who follow Christianity. Thus,
American or western ways of thinking and living are not acceptable to the Islamic
Republic. Rather they want Americans to recognize and acknowledge the Islamic
Revolution and its ways. Third, Tehran saw how easily America formed a coalition
of states in fighting Saddam Hussein’s army during the Gulf War and how the Iraqi
forces had to retreat. In “Operation Desert Storm” brilliant military victory was
achieved by the US and the coalition with little cost. While the overall success may
have made the Iranian leadership happy because Saddam learned a lesson, it also
made them worried about American predominance in the Middle Eastern region
and support from the regional states. Iran has always wanted to be a regional super-
power which means that “the US has to negotiate with Iran and ask for permissions
if it wants to come to the Middle East.”27 Instead of that happening, the war proved
that US foreign policy would not be limited to regions close to the US even at a time
when it could rest after decades of cold war with the Soviet Union. One point needs
to be noted here. When almost all regional states supported the US in its fight
against Saddam’s army in Kuwait, Iran did not show support or join the coalition.28

Iran considered the war on Iraq a war by the West on Islam. This proves what kind
of mindset the Iranians had pertaining to the US during the 1990s. Additionally, it
proved that states would bandwagon with the only existing superpower in case of
another regional war and Iran needed to be prepared for that. Finally, to top these
off, Iran became fully aware of the fact that America was pursuing a policy of



82 Case study: Iran

global unilateralism. It was promoting its own interests with little reference to those
of others. As Samuel P. Huntington states, America itself had become a “Rogue
Superpower”29 by then. America’s intention and agenda, coercive use of power –
through the imposition of sanctions and waging military intervention – and actions
were all very threatening to the leadership in Tehran. Michael Mazarr states,

Taken at the level of strategy, the focus on asymmetric war in defense policy
assumes a foreign policy that would have the United States leaping into one
stability operation after another in service of a guiding ideology that assumes
that Washington and its allies can and must create order in failed states. Such
an ideology is highly questionable on empirical grounds, and as a foreign pol-
icy, it almost certainly will not sustain public support. The American people,
especially in the wake of war in Afghanistan and Iraq, have no appetite for end-
less nation-building schemes. Yet, a defense strategy committed to preparing
for asymmetric war presumes that the United States will commit itself to 
precisely such a campaign.30

Consequently, some argue that at the domestic political level, there was and still is
“great solidarity that Iran should have an independent foreign policy.”31 Shaul
Bakhash states that although the American administration wants the international
community to believe that there are wide differences between the leaders in Iran,
“the differences between the leadership are grossly exaggerated.”32 He uses the
example of the nuclear issue and states that “within the leadership there is agree-
ment on it” and “even public opinion agrees to move on with the program.”33 Some
argue that the 

Iranians will stop at nothing to preserve their homeland – the taking of
hostages, terrorism, and nuclear weapons are just instruments for them to scare
America out of their backyard. America remains an enemy that has repeatedly
expressed its desire to overthrow the Iranian government. Most Iranians
believe the Khat-e-Imam took the American embassy to destroy its network of
spies and put an end to American plans to launch a military coup in Iran.34

The US presence in the region after the Gulf War was also very disturbing to Iran.
Tehran’s desire to pursue a “nuclear weapons capability may also have been
encouraged by revelations following the 1991 Gulf War that Iraq had been able to
conceal a massive nuclear weapons program, and perhaps by the growing US secu-
rity presence in the region.”35 Restraining America from proceeding towards Iran
to promote western ideals and values in this new world became pertinent for Iran.
The nuclear ambition got further attention by the policy-makers in Iran during this
period. Although it is believed that George W. Bush’s aggressive foreign policies
embittered relations between US and Iran from 2001 onwards which had great
impacts on Iran’s proliferation decisions, Spector states that Iran’s connection with
A. Q. Khan started in 1995, during Bill Clinton’s presidency, when Iran focused on
its nuclear weapons program with a lot of vigor.36 Iran’s resolve to acquire nuclear
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weapons increased and it made clandestine efforts to attain that goal. Bakhash men-
tions an Iranian diplomat who said, “We were forced into the black market”
because the US prevented Iran from getting any nuclear technology.37 American
foreign policies in the unilateral world along with the asymmetry in conflict rela-
tions were instrumental in encouraging Tehran to make determined efforts in the
nuclear realm. The desire to enhance Iran’s prestige in this conflict setting also “had
a lot to do” with its need to go nuclear.38

The development of a nuclear program takes years and where states pursue clan-
destine processes to work on their nuclear programs they take even longer due to
secret deals and frequent abandonment of the programs for suppliers’ restrictions.
What needs to be stressed here is that while capability development may take long,
the intention is what needs to be gauged. The intention can, however, be assessed
by the effort the country has invested into the nuclear program. Iran’s drive to
acquire nuclear weapons became much more pronounced during this period.
Shame and humiliation due to being called a rogue state were partly responsible,
but mostly it was the security threats that were generated by placing Tehran under
the rogue category. Iran’s engagement with the US in an asymmetric and long-
running conflict was also instrumental in driving them towards new clandestine
efforts to complete their nuclear program. How much the asymmetric conflict
impacted Iran’s decision to move on with its nuclear program seriously in the 1990s
was evident in Iran’s disinterest in extending the NPT unless the big five nuclear
states, or the vertical proliferators, decided to dismantle their nuclear weapons. In
April 1995, Deutsche Presse-Agentur reported that Iran decided not to sign an
indefinite extension to the NPT unless the five nuclear powers also agreed to
decrease and eventually eliminate their nuclear weapons. Ali Akbar Velayati,
Iran’s foreign minister, demanded that the nuclear states end production of
weapons-grade nuclear material, and make accommodations to facilitate the trans-
fer of nuclear energy technology to other states in need of other forms of energy
production.39 Although such was Iran’s desire, Tehran still did not make relentless
effort to acquire nuclear weapons during this period, as was the case after 2000.

There was one upside of the Gulf War, which helped Iran in incrementally mov-
ing on with the nuclear program during this period. The war proved that US may get
involved in a limited probe, and may not conquer. During the Gulf War the main
intentions of the US were the restoration of Kuwait’s legitimate government and
the unconditional and complete withdrawal of the Iraqi forces from Kuwait. The
war aims of the US were limited. This gave Iran ample reason to believe that unless
it proves to be more aggressive than Iraq, it is highly unlikely that the US would try
to use force to change its military or political course. It is important to note that
“Iran’s military doctrine and capacity is defense of its own territorial integrity only.
Iran has never attacked any of its neighbors in the region in the past 300 years, even
when it was badly provoked in 1998 by the Taliban in Afghanistan.”40 Thus, unless
Iran does anything different from its earlier strategies, it is unlikely for the US to
start a fight with Iran at the dawn of this changed world order just because it has
been declared a rogue state and for its terrorist support, which was part of Iran’s 
policy since the 1980s. Consequently, although the threats were high, it still gave
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Iran some hope to move along with its nuclear program within the timeframe that
was expected and feasible. Consequently, during this period Iran was pursuing a
broader effort to produce dual-use nuclear technologies, with both civilian and mil-
itary applications, and was not simply focusing on a “dedicated nuclear weapons
program.”41 This is not to suggest that Iran did not intend to acquire nuclear
weapons capability, but simply to mean that even though the threat perception was
high, it was not high enough which would trigger a crash nuclear program.

After the death of Khomeini in 1989 Iran’s nuclear program got renewed atten-
tion from the new leadership team which included Ayatollah Sayyid Ali Khameini,
who took over as Supreme Leader, and Ali Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani, who was
elected President in August of that year. From 1990 onwards “Iran embarked on a
more ambitious nuclear program with both civilian and military applications.”42

Rafsanjani pursued the nuclear program more vigorously in the midst of the end of
the cold war. He hired Iranian scientists from all over the world.43 To that end,
Tehran stepped up its efforts to buy nuclear technology abroad at the start of the UN
offensive against Iraq. According to a US State Department official, Iran was
researching uranium enrichment methods and probably had agents in Europe who
were “scouring the market” for enrichment technology. The US believed that Iran
may acquire or already had acquired an unsafeguarded enrichment facility for
which it might get parts from Eastern Europe.44 Pakistan’s army chief General
Mirza Aslam Beg proposed to create a strategic alliance with Iran, which included
the sharing of nuclear weapons technology. By then Pakistan and Iran both
received large amounts of nuclear-related assistance from China, which raised the
possibility of a three-way nuclear trade in the future.45 From 1990 to 1992 China
provided Iran with an assortment of small research reactors and laboratory-scale
laser enrichment equipment for laser research at the Tehran Nuclear Research
Center.46 By May of 1991, Nucleonics Week reported that Iran had a nuclear coop-
eration agreement with Pakistan and clandestine nuclear agreements with South
Africa and China. European officials expressed concerns that Iran may well seek
Pakistan’s assistance in enriching uranium obtained under a secret nuclear cooper-
ation agreement from South Africa in 1988–89.47 Around the same time, US offi-
cials also believed that China and Pakistan were assisting Iran in the development
of a nuclear bomb.48 In fact, the Boston Globe revealed that on his recent trip to the
US, Mohammed Mohaddessin, foreign policy spokesman for the Mojahedin
Iranian opposition group, stated that Iran was seeking nuclear weapons. He
asserted, “What the regime is doing is concentrating on research in order to develop
nuclear weapons themselves. They are looking for technical assistance, for materi-
als.”49 He claimed that Iran by then had created a special unit of the Republican
Guards to secretly develop nuclear weapons without the knowledge of the IAEA.
According to him Iran had sent a number of nuclear experts and researchers to
China for training purposes and to obtain the expertise.50 Although neither Iran nor
China came out in the open to say they made nuclear deals, when France did not
agree to supply highly enriched uranium to Iran, Rafsanjani said that Iran could get
it from other countries, such as China and North Korea.51 Iran’s dual nuclear pro-
gram was very much there since the early 1990s. According to the Iranian physicist
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Alireza Assar, in the early 1990s Iran had two parallel nuclear programs – the civil
program which was run by the AEOI, and was organized around the Bushehr
nuclear power reactor, and the military program which was controlled by the
Ministry of Defense and Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps. The plan of this latter
program was to develop a vast uranium enrichment program. That is what was
revealed in 2002.52 In August 1992, Russia and Iran signed “an umbrella agreement
for bilateral nuclear cooperation” which was followed in January 1995 by “a spe-
cific agreement to complete one unit of the Bushehr Nuclear power plant with
Russian nuclear technology.”53 Russia also offered Iran a large research reactor,
fuel fabrication facilities and a centrifuge enrichment plant, which meant that
“Moscow was offering Tehran a full civilian fuel cycle and off-the-shelf nuclear
break-out capability.”54 In fact, by 1992, Iran’s nuclear program had an annual
research budget of $800 million, and had major facilities at Tehran University,
Moallem Kalayeh, and Isfahan.55 Iran also declared the Isfahan site to the IAEA for
the first time.56 CIA Director Robert Gates testified the same year that Iran was
seeking nuclear weapons and could procure one by 2000 if the West did not inter-
vene.57 Because of US complaint to Russia about the fuel cycle assistance the latter
agreed to cancel its assistance to Iran. Thus, by September 1994, according to a sen-
ior Iranian official, seeing no alternative, Iran considered withdrawing from the
NPT since western nations continued to deny it nuclear technology, even though it
had complied with the NPT’s requirements. The official statement confirmed
“rumors” circulating in the western intelligence community that Iran might decide
to leave the NPT. In January 1995, The Guardian reported that Iran was trying to
obtain support to prevent the extension of the NPT, and the US was increasing its
efforts to deny nuclear technology to Iran. Iran was unhappy because its efforts 
to acquire nuclear technology for peaceful use were being thwarted by nuclear 
suppliers following the US lead.58

At the third session of the Preparatory Committee for the 1995 NPT Review and
Extension Conference in Geneva, the Iranian delegation claimed that Iran was not
being granted access to technology designed for peaceful use of nuclear energy as
stipulated by Article IV of the Treaty. Iranian delegates to the IAEA General
Conference in Vienna said that Iran would postpone its decision on withdrawal
from the NPT until closure of the final Preparatory Committee meeting for the 1995
NPT Review and Extension Conference. A US official noted that Iran had nothing
to gain from leaving the NPT and would be “better off” gauging the extent of the
support of the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM) at the January 1995 PrepCom
meeting. A Japanese official remarked that because North Korea had succeeded in
withdrawing from the NPT and was “rewarded with power reactors,” Iran might
attempt a similar course. Officials also observed that although the Iranian delega-
tion to the General Conference seemed sympathetic to the NPT and uneasy with the
hard-line stance ordered by Tehran, “quitting the NPT is a card” Iran could play at
any time. Pakistani sources confirmed Iranian claims that the US pressured
Pakistan into denying Iranian nuclear specialists access to a Chinese-supplied pres-
surized water reactor (PWR) at Chashma, northeast of the Pakistani town,
Faisalabad.59 Iran also perceived how America was playing a double standard in its
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foreign policy. Israel was not pressured into joining the NPT, but Iran was expected
to support the indefinite extension of the NPT. “If you are friends of America it
seems that it is easier to have a nuclear program,” stated Meir Javedanfar.60 Iran feels
that the asymmetry between Iran and US conflict becomes much more pronounced
due to the US connection with Israel in the Middle East. While it is one thing for the
US to be a global power and have regional interests, it is another to have a regional
ally who can assist the global power in attaining its regional ambitions. Iran is pre-
pared to work with the IAEA and all states concerned about promoting confidence
in its fuel cycle program. Hassan Rohani, Iran’s top nuclear negotiator, argued, 
“Iran cannot be expected to give in to United States’ bullying and non-proliferation
double standards.”61 Additionally, it is annoying for Iran to see how the US ignores
what Israelis do in the realm of proliferation and how it vehemently opposes even 
the development of a civilian nuclear program in Iran that might have military 
applications. Hashemi Rafsanjani, the president of Iran from 1989 to 1997, stated on
December 14, 2001 this was widely interpreted as indicating that Tehran was seek-
ing nuclear weapons as a deterrent to Israel. He stated,

If one day, the Islamic world is also equipped with weapons like those that
Israel possesses now, then the imperialist’s strategy will reach a standstill
because the use of even one nuclear bomb inside Israel will destroy everything.
However, it will only harm the Islamic world. It is not irrational to contemplate
such an eventuality. Of course you can see that the Americans have kept their
eyes peeled and they are carefully looking for even the slightest hint that tech-
nologically advances are being made by an independent Islamic country. If an
independent Islamic country is thinking about acquiring other kinds of
weaponry, then they will do their utmost to prevent it from acquiring them.
Well, that is something that almost the entire world is discussing right now.62

Also, Iran and Israel are both highly concerned about the other’s nuclear and mis-
sile programs. Israel sees Iran’s potential nuclear program as one of the greatest
threats to its security, particularly as Tehran had tested missiles that can reach
Israeli territory.63 Akbar Etemad stated in an interview, 

The way the west is isolating Iran leaves it no choice but to build nuclear
weapons. Iran has nothing to lose and nothing to fear from sanctions anymore.
When Israel threatens to attack Iran, it dares to do so because it has nuclear
weapons and Iran does not. The Iranian government may now see them
[nuclear weapons] as the only way they can defend themselves.64

Around the same time, Iran’s ambassador to the NPT Review Conference in New
York called for a nuclear-free Middle East and called for international pressure on
Israel to give up its nuclear arms. “Every effort should be made,” stated
Ambassador Sirus Nasseri, “to implement the treaty in all its aspects to prevent pro-
liferation of nuclear weapons. This, of course, should by no means hamper the
peaceful use of nuclear energy.”65 Interestingly, the CIA Director James Woolsey
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reported during the same period that “Iran was also looking to purchase fully fabri-
cated nuclear weapons in order to accelerate sharply its timetable.”66 By the fol-
lowing year it was reported by US Secretary of State Warren Christopher that Iran
was undertaking a “crash effort to develop nuclear weapons.” In reporting the fact
he expressed his concerns that other countries were assisting Iran in developing
nuclear technology. He believed that Russia was primarily assisting Iran in this
regard since it had just recently concluded a contract with Iran for the completion
of two nuclear reactors.67 In fact, according to the IISS report, much unauthorized
Russian assistance helped Iran in beginning construction of a heavy-water produc-
tion plant at Arak.68 In January 1996 Reza Amrollahi, head of the AEOI, stated that
the country’s first nuclear power plant [Bushehr] would become operational by
1999. At the same time, Iranian President Hashemi Rafsanjani said that work had
begun on the Bushehr power plant, an area in which South Africa and Russia were
known to have collaborated. He stated that “making use of nuclear technology for
peaceful purposes is something without which a country could not find its real
standing in the world.”69 By October 1996, according to an Iranian military source,
Iran made a formal request to China regarding the dispatch of an Iranian observa-
tion team to China’s next scheduled nuclear test. Iran also requested training for 
10 or more Iranian personnel at Chinese nuclear weapon test sites.70 In 1997, Iran
hired several South African technicians whose jobs were eliminated following the
demise of South Africa’s nuclear weapons program. Iran also showed an interest in
laser isotope separation.71 All these prove how seriously Iran worked to build its
nuclear program from the early 1990 and that no amount of pressure from the US
kept Tehran from its determination to continue the nuclear weapons path.

The mid-to-late 1990s produced somewhat of a thaw in relations between Iran
and the US as the regime seemed to be moderating and looking for overtures toward
the West. That was especially true after the election of President Mohammed
Khatami in 1997, who promised reforms even as he frequently asserted Iran’s right
to peaceful nuclear technology. Although leadership changed in Iran in 1997,
President Mohammed Khatami did not bring about change in Tehran’s nuclear pro-
gram. This was for two reasons: First, the threat perception pertaining to the US did
not change or even the regional security dynamics did not alter which would
decrease its sense of insecurity, and second, the nuclear program was under the con-
trol of the Supreme Leader Khameini, who headed the Supreme National Security
Council. Some argue that even though Ahmadinejad’s foreign policies are aggres-
sive, the reformists did become serious about the nuclear issue much before he
came to power and that during Khatami’s last few years, the dynamics of the
nuclear program changed and suspension of uranium enrichment was removed.72

Rather from 1997–2003 Pakistan’s key nuclear scientist Abdul Qader Khan trav-
eled extensively and made several visits to Iran along with other countries.73

According to investigations, nuclear technologies, blueprints, and centrifuge parts
were transferred to Iran through several middlemen including Malaysia, Turkey,
Germany, Switzerland, and the UK.74 By September 1997, Jane’s Intelligence
Defense Review reported that former US Secretary of State Warren Christopher
said that, based on a variety of data, “we know that since the mid-1980s, Iran has
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had an organized structure dedicated to acquiring and developing nuclear
weapons.”75 US State Department staff also stated then that there was evidence that
Iran was engaged in nuclear activities “not conducive to [a] strictly peaceful pro-
gram.” Iran’s nuclear industry is growing, with 3,000 personnel working at various
sites in Isfahan. A second, top-secret weapons design center is near the Caspian
Sea, at Moallem Kalayeh. Two other research sites are located at the Bushehr
nuclear power plant and at Sharif University. A source at the Israeli Embassy in the
US reported nuclear activities at the university were likely to have been moved
since the university had been under western surveillance. Work continued at the
Bushehr nuclear power plant, even though the plant was badly damaged during the
1980–88 War.76 In 1998–99 the US government disclosed intelligence information
that Russian entities had been involved in transferring WMD technology to Iran.
The Russian government cracked down on the sources of information, thus pre-
venting any further leaks about Russian–Iranian WMD activities. The Russian
government’s action almost stopped intelligence accumulation, especially in the
years 1998 and 1999. These years are marked by intense Iranian activities in its
WMD programs.77 In 1999, Iran allocated $150 million for the year’s work on
building the Bushehr nuclear power plant, which was up from $100 million in
1998.78 Throughout the late 1990s both Bush and Clinton administrations attempted
to deter Russia from assisting Iran in its nuclear program “by means of warnings,
selective sanctions, and promises of expanded economic ties.”79 However, it was
hard to get the Russians on board because of how this trade provided the Russians
more employment. The Russian economy was in shambles after the end of the cold
war and the nuclear trade with Iran was useful in boosting the economy through
employment and financial gains. Finally, by February 2000, the US CIA reported
that Iran tried to acquire technology and equipment for weapons of mass destruction
from Russia, China, and North Korea simultaneously. According to the CIA’s Non-
Proliferation Center reports, “Tehran is attempting to develop an indigenous capa-
bility to produce various types of weapons – nuclear, chemical and biological – and
their delivery systems.”80 Iran’s system of acquiring nuclear technology had become
more efficient and modern, the CIA reported, and it may use such “guise to obtain
whole facilities, such as a uranium conversion facility, that in fact could be used in
any number of ways in support of efforts to produce fissile material needed for a
nuclear weapon.”81 Thus, by 2000 Iran’s nuclear program had already advanced a
lot, enabling it to build a nuclear weapon in course of time.

Iran’s nuclear program seemed to have dual purpose during the 1990s and asym-
metry in the US–Iran relations triggered Tehran’s effort to stay focused on the
nuclear issue. Its concerted effort in this realm is noteworthy along with its attempts
to oppose the indefinite extension of the NPT in 1995. Spector states that perhaps
Iran’s nuclear program received a new direction and momentum in 1995 and
beyond because of the indefinite extension of the NPT.82 Washington’s double-
standard in nuclear policy pertaining to Iran and Israel in the Middle East was 
also unacceptable to Iran because it made the Washington–Tehran conflict more
asymmetric and threatening for Iran. The chapter that follows comprehends Iran’s
seemingly unrelenting nuclear drive since 2000.



6 Iran’s fast-paced proliferation
activity and hostile US policy
since 2000

The aim of this chapter is to demonstrate that Iran’s pace of proliferation activity
became much faster since the end of 2000, which coincides with the change of
American administration. Not only did Tehran’s course of nuclear action change,
but its ways of deceiving the international community and concealing nuclear
activity had also altered. Unlike the previous periods, during this period, Iran
almost came out in the open and bluntly claimed that it had the right to possess a
comprehensive nuclear program and its enrichment activities were also revealed by
the Iranian leadership. Although it can be argued that through some quarters this
information had already been revealed at that time, it is still interesting to note that
the administration did not deny those claims made by others or try to deceive the
international community about its enrichment developments. Rather it claimed its
rights pertaining to such developments. These new Iranian policies and nuclear
developments can be associated with America’s new foreign policies that pertains
to Iran in the post-2000 period and, more specifically, after the 9/11 attacks. 

Iran’s nuclear program, 2000 and beyond
As discussed in Chapters 4 and 5, Iran’s asymmetric conflict with America gave Iran
enough incentive to seriously consider the nuclear weapons path and the desire was
exacerbated because of having two other regional conflict adversaries. The nuclear
program, however, was being developed incrementally, although with a strong
focus on the dual component of it, in the midst of heavy and continuous sanctions
and Tehran was still clandestinely enriching uranium for quite some time. The
“denial and deception” strategy was pursued effectively by Iran, like the other
regional proliferators such as Iraq and North Korea. That course of action changed
by 2001. Although President Ahmadinejad and his firm speeches about the nuclear
issue cannot be undermined, the pace of Iran’s nuclear program became faster much
before Ahmadinejad came to power. While Iran would have preferred to keep a low
profile about its nuclear program until it was in a better position or almost close to
building a bomb, the revelation of its nuclear weapons sites in 2002 changed its
course of action and plan. The Iranian opposition group, the National Council of
Resistance of Iran (NCRI), disclosed the two nuclear plants in Arak and Natanz that
were developed in 1996 and 2000 respectively, which Iran kept as a secret from the
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IAEA. Although it was no secret that Iran had a nuclear program, that it continued
the development of its program after the Islamic Revolution and during 
Rafsanjani’s presidency since 1989 was a matter of concern for the West. Instead 
of denying the revelations that were made in 2002, Iran made claims that 
its program remained within the parameters of the non-proliferation norms.
Consequently, for the Iranians this revelation was not an embarrassment because
they tried to argue that Iran complied with the norms of the NPT, according to which
it needed to inform the IAEA if it intended to enrich uranium and after all prepara-
tions were completed to start enriching, which Iran was not doing at that point.1
What needs to be underscored is that from 2000 to 2005 Iran made very serious
efforts to build a nuclear weapon under the cover of a civilian nuclear program.
Tehran’s intention was to build it very fast as well. For example, according to NCRI,
the construction of Natanz project began around 2000 ‘under the cover of cultivat-
ing desert’ and it was scheduled for completion within three months.2 Michale Levi
states that in 2003 the acceleration of the nuclear program happened, which he
believes was partly due to the fact that the program had already become public.3 This
relentless effort may be associated with America’s foreign policy towards Iran in
particular and the Islamic states in the Middle East in general. Ali Ansari states that
“the growing confrontation over Iran’s nuclear program could not be understood
outside the general political malaise that characterized Iran–US relations.”4

Additionally, the war in Iraq in 2003 sent security threats to the Iranians that they
were the next target of the Bush administration and only a nuclear deterrent capa-
bility could be instrumental in changing the American minds from attacking Iran to
rid the country of non-democracy and proliferation activities. That Iran was the next
target was not simply an Iranian illusion, but a strategy proposed by the neoconser-
vatives in the Bush administration that echoed the Israeli interest too.5 Nathan E.
Busch states that Iran viewed nuclear weapons as a means of deterring US and Israeli
attacks and this was a “major motivation after the US-led invasion of Iraq in 2003.”6

The international community watched America pursue its unilateral and aggressive
foreign policy in Iraq and did nothing about it. Nuclear weapons seemed to be the
answer to all this. Thus, after over three years of negotiations with Britain, France,
and Germany, in 2005, Iran once again declared that it would never stop its uranium
enrichment program.7 Although in 2007 the American National Intelligence
Estimate (NIE) reported that Iran had suspended its nuclear weapons program as
early as 2003,8 Iran did not declare it then or even in 2007 when the information was
revealed. To comprehend the US intelligence report, Leonard Spector provides an
analysis of the situation Iran may have been in during 2003. He states that there are
several phases in the weapons program – designing the weapon, enriching uranium
or plutonium, assembling the weapon, and possessing the delivery systems.
According to him, Iran may have stopped the weaponization part – meaning design-
ing the weapon – from 2003, even though enrichment of uranium was still going on.
He further argues that no one really knows how far the bomb design was developed
in Iran by 2003. Tehran may have developed it already by 2003 since the designing
started in 1985.9 In fact, even the NIE reports indicate that until fall 2003 “Iranian
military entities were working under government direction to develop nuclear
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weapons.”10 While from 2002 onwards Iran allowed some inspections because dis-
allowing it involved political costs, Spector argues that this may have been a func-
tion of the fact that it had finished the weapons designing work since Tehran
received the blueprints from A. Q. Khan long ago.11 Other reports suggest, in August
2004 after the suspension agreement with the European states broke down, Iran
began a large trial run to convert 37 tons of U3O8 into Uranium Hexafluoride (UF)
6, and by October of that year, IAEA reported that Iran “had fed 22.5 tons of the 37
tons of yellowcake in the process line, producing approximately two tons of UF4 and
17.5 tons of intermediate uranium products and waste, without any UF6 produc-
tion.”12 By 2006, Iran had appeared on a collision track with the US. In the same year
the IAEA reported that Iran did not suspend its uranium enrichment program which
could very well be used for making a bomb. Patrick Cronin states that 

Tehran’s nuclear program, which had been dialed back during seesawing
negotiations with the European states of Britain, France, and Germany, accel-
erated in 2006 and 2007, hastening the time when Iran would have to make a
final decision – assuming it had not already done so – about whether to acquire
a nuclear weapon.13

Iran has ignored UN Security Council sanctions, “responded with a rhetorical
broadside, accompanied by steps to accelerate its uranium enrichment program.”14

Iran’s new hardliner President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad who came to power in 2005
announced in April 2006 that Iran had developed the capability to enrich uranium.15

The US–Iran relation saw a new setback after he took over the regime. His hard-line
rhetoric against the US and Israel, along with his determination to move along with
Tehran’s nuclear activity, made Iran’s relationship with the US even more hostile.
While his anti-US attitude must be highlighted, as the evidence suggests Iran
seemed bent on developing a fast-paced nuclear program well around the begin-
ning of 2000 when actually a moderate leader, President Kahtami, was in power.
Additionally, the person who decides to make nuclear weapons is not the president
of Iran, but the Supreme leader, Khameini. So even if Ahmadinejad authorizes, the
final approval comes from Khameini.16 The Americans repeatedly warned Iran of
military confrontation in the event that its resolve to build bombs continued. Today
tension continues between them as Iran remains defiant with respect to the nuclear
issue and America moves closer to much harsher sticks, even a military strike,
against Iran. Interestingly, even with the change of the American administration in
2009, America is still not ruling out the military strike option to stop Iran from
acquiring nuclear weapons, if other options – including direct talks – fail.17 Iranian
leadership still insists that America needs to address all issues18 that led to this con-
flict in order to move on with talks to suspend Tehran’s nuclear program. 

US foreign and security policies since 2000 affecting
Iran’s nuclear decisions
Although Iran would have proliferated in the course of time due to its conflict
engagements, unless of course conflicts were terminated, what is unfortunate is that
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the American administration’s aggressive foreign policies since 2001 made Tehran’s
proliferation course more determined and faster. Most of the George W. Bush
administration’s security policies since 2001 were aggressive, threatening, and
directed towards Iran, along with states like Iraq and North Korea. Thus, they
directly impacted Iran’s nuclear behavior. 

The change of US administration in 2001

It is widely acknowledged by the war theorists that territorial conflict states are
more war-prone compared to non-territorial ones.19 Thus, there was no real 
reason for the US to wage a war on Iran in the 1990s because the Iran–US conflict
was over non-territorial issues. With the change of the American administration 
in 2000, this line of thinking had changed. The Bush administration along with 
his neo-conservative policy-making circle viewed the world threats differently
and, consequently, considered an entirely new line of responses that had to be taken 
to address them. Military strikes seemed to be the most effective strategy to 
combat rogue states and their proliferation proclivities. In 2003, the US sent 
signals to countries like Iran that it would wage wars on countries similar to Iraq –
anti-western or trying to violate global security norms. Iran was obviously threat-
ened with the possibility of being the next target in the region. In 2006, General
Yahya Rahim Safavi the Islamic Revolution Guard Corps Commander-in-Chief
stated, 

In the last 27 years the Islamic Republic of Iran has always been at the center
point of the political, economic, and even military confrontations of the West
and at present, Islamic Iran enjoys a geopolitical heavyweight [sic] in the
region. . . . The current century is going to be the century of the nations over-
coming dictatorial and dependent governments, and it will be the era of face to
face clash with the global arrogance.20

These are interesting statements because they reflect on what unilateralism of the
US has done to revolutionary countries such as Iran that want to stand up on their
own and decide on their courses of action by themselves. A country that has hun-
dreds of years of civilization is unlikely to tolerate humiliation and insult from a big
power. Thus, Iranian leaderships argue that they want to relieve the nation of the
burden of hundreds of years of humiliation. They contend that “this nation is proud
and powerful but it has been kept behind.”21 This talk of humiliation and keeping
them behind mostly come from the double standard US has proved in its foreign
policy pertaining to Iran over the decades. More specifically, since 2001 Iran has
been attacked by US foreign policy-makers from different fronts, which demon-
strated one salient point: that Iran is an irresponsible and rogue state which is inca-
pable of being a regional power. This has not only humiliated Iran, but has made it
more adamant to confront the US and, as an extension, the rest of the international
community that wants Iran to comply with its nuclear commitments. Ali Larijani
stated, 
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The United States policy has consistently pursued a policy of denying Iran the
chance to turn into a major power on the one hand and a regional power on the
other. . . . The political backbone of these [European Union-3] demands deals
with the fact that in the contemporary Middle Eastern political structure, Iran
does not acquiesce to American wishes. . . . Iranian acquisition of power is
related to the natural talent of Iranians in a fundamentally new way, an Islamic
way of life and the logic of Iran’s geo-politics and geo-economics.22

9/11 attacks and its aftermath

The 9/11 attacks were also responsible for the introduction of a new line of strate-
gies to combat new and unknown threats. After the attacks, a paranoid US 
administration made efforts to find connection between Al Qaeda and every single
state that was hostile to the Americans. Given the surprise and unacceptable terror
attacks on the US, it was not unlikely on the part of the state to act aggressively and
try to find ways to retaliate against the enemy at every opportune moment.
Unfortunately, but as expected, such was the situation in the US administration.
The already hawkish Republicans that doubted the Islamic fundamentalists from
the start of this rule, decided not to leave any stone unturned where there was smell
of a linkage with the terrorists. Even where there was no linkage, they tried to cre-
ate and hypothetically assume one based on the level of hostility the state projected
or was likely to have towards the US. Washington alleged that the Iranian regime
had sponsored Middle Eastern terror and that it had connections with Al Qaeda.23

Although this remained the American perspective, Roger Howard argues that right
after the 9/11 attacks, Iranian authorities made serious efforts to clamp down on any
Al Qaeda presence in the country and in early 2002 according to the Iranian
Republic News Agency (IRNA) Tehran had arrested 150 people suspected of hav-
ing connections to the Al Qaeda movement and just about two months later a sen-
ior intelligence officer of Iran went to West Europe to share information on Al
Qaeda to his counterpart.24 While this does not prove that Iran was a friendly coun-
try for the US in the Middle East, it highlights that even Iran tried to sympathize
with the Americans on the 9/11 attacks and help them in any way possible to erad-
icate that kind of terrorism. However, this did not convince the Americans that the
Iranians were not connected to Al Qaeda. America has always tried to see Iran using
a different lens, that which portrays Iran as a state that sponsors terrorism. It is not
unnatural for Washington to look at Iran that way, given Iran’s connections with the
Hezbollah, a Lebanon-based organization, supported financially, militarily, and
morally by the Iranians, which orchestrates suicide bombings and terror attacks on
Israeli and US targets. Thus, although to Tehran Hezbollah is a political movement
enjoying respect within the Lebanese society, for Washington and Tel Aviv it is a
terrorist organization. Also, because Iran supports this terrorist organization, in the
eyes of Washington, Tehran is a state that supports terror activities. 

There is no question that the 9/11 attacks on the US brought about a new 
urgency and readiness to take bigger risks by the administration pertaining to 
the rogue states. Immediately after the attacks, President Bush made decisions to
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focus American response to the attacks both on terrorism and those who harbor 
the terrorists.25 Iran was automatically part of this thinking. Sverre Lodgaard states, 

The relationship between the US and Iran is highly politicized and adversarial.
The animosity towards the Ayatollas is bi-partisan. No country is more diffi-
cult for the United States to engage diplomatically than Iran. Insert Iran’s
nuclear program into this adversarial relationship and it has turned even more
confrontational – especially so since the program happened to surface in a fun-
damentally new international context driven by 9/11 and a much more
assertive US policy. Nobody in Iran – and nobody else – could have envisaged
that. It was a historical coincidence of sorts.26

Thus the conflict setting between Washington and Tehran became much more con-
frontational within the context of the new environment that 9/11 had created. 

The anxiety for the American administration was that if the same terrorists who
used planes to crash into the World Trade Center (WTC) and the Pentagon had
hands on nuclear weapons, they would not hesitate to use them at any point in time.
Thus, promoting non-proliferation policies more effectively became more impor-
tant to the US at that juncture. Rogue states were of serious concern to the US since
the 1990s because of their anti-western stance, non-democratic political institu-
tions, and their inclination to possess WMDS including nuclear weapons and mis-
siles and Iran was one of the declared rogue states as already discussed in the
previous chapter. After 9/11, it was believed that rogue states would continue to pro-
liferate and may help terrorists by providing them with nuclear weapons since both
groups of state and non-state actors shared one common enemy – the US. It was also
felt that democracy, which breeds peace, is ultimately the key to achieving the non-
proliferation goals. Thus, the US administration was of the opinion that as a hege-
monic state, which had major responsibilities toward maintaining peace and
stability in the world and also wanted to eliminate its own enemies, it may need to
wage wars on the rogue states that proliferate and do not change their dictatorial
political institutions. Interestingly, it was never clear why the US singled out Iran’s
track record for condemnation when some of its regional allies such as Saudi Arabia
allowed their citizens far less democratic freedom.27 This clearly portrayed a double
standard in the US foreign policy-making. Unconcerned about how the Iranians felt
about such double standards, America went on with its new plans to democratize its
non-allies in the Middle East, namely Iraq, Iran, and Syria, with whatever military
strategy worked. Within this offing, Bush offended some of these rogue states with
his “Axis of Evil” speech in 2002, which made the relationship between Iran and US
even more confrontational. However, prior to that the US proposed means to com-
bat rogue states and protect itself from rogue states’ missile attacks. 

Rogue states and the national missile defense program 

In early 2000, the American administration focused on developing a missile shield
to protect the Americans from rogue states’ nuclear-tipped missile attacks. To this
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end in 2001 the US unilaterally abrogated the Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) 
Treaty of 1972, which was the cornerstone of nuclear deterrence between the 
two superpowers in the cold war years. The US needed a new threat to justify 
the development of its most advanced National Missile Defense system when the
Soviet threat disappeared from the scene of international politics. The best way 
to deal with the issue was to identify some states as “rogues” that were not only vio-
lators of international norms, anti-western, and non-democratic, but were also
developing their long-range missiles. To the American leadership the central 
point was that regional security concerns should not have driven the development
of long-range missiles by these countries. Instead they should have been more
interested in “quality development” of missiles. Given this, it was not hard on the
part of the US to identify some states with the potential to target the US. It was
believed to be their intention to hit the US and this apparently made sense in the
context of the development of their long-range missiles and nuclear ambitions. 
The National Missile Defense (NMD) is a system that would protect the US 
from any external attack from states with long-range missiles. It was the intention
of the US to protect all 50 states from a limited attack of the long-range missiles 
of the states of concern. The idea was that the attacks might consist of a couple of
warheads, which could be supported by simple penetration aids. In order to 
counter such attacks the initial idea was that the system would have 100 ground-
based interceptors stationed in Alaska. These ground-based and space-based 
interceptors would detect and track the incoming warheads.28 Although the Clinton
administration started this program, George W. Bush reaffirmed his commitment
to the Missile Defense System during his first address to the nation immediately
after taking the White House and said that he would make sure that the US was not
weak in the face of its adversarial challenges.29 His NMD program has been much
more comprehensive, structured, and expensive. Interestingly, Iraq, Iran, and
North Korea have been the target states due to their preoccupation with long-range
missiles. 

Iran’s strategic ambitions and missile proliferation have raised new challenges
for post-cold war US foreign policy. The Islamic Republic of Iran had started
focusing on its long-range missiles in the mid-1990s, which are known as Shehab 3
and Shehab 4.30 Its 1350 km range Shehab missile test in 1998 sent mixed signals to
the West. It was believed then that Shehab 4 could have a range of 1940 km. The US
has been concerned about the test but expected it nonetheless since it believed by
then that the Iranians were going to develop missiles with even longer ranges and
such tests proved that. This also gave Washington enough reason to focus on its
own NMD program. Iran has received assistance from China, Russia, and North
Korea for its long-range missile development. However, it is believed that Iran’s
missiles do not resemble the Chinese counterpart.31 Iran possesses the 300 km range
Scud-B and 500 km Scud-C missiles and is able to strike targets in Iraq and other
Middle Eastern states. Its 1000 km No-Dong missile was acquired from North Korea
which allowed it to target Israel for the first time.32 The problem that Iran seems to
have created, intentionally or not, is that it appears to be motivated to acquire long-
range missiles more than anything else. Consequently, it can be argued that where
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Iran seems less interested in improving the accuracy and numbers of its missiles
and more focused on increasing their ranges, it must have something to do with its
desire to target the West at some point in the life of the enduring rivalry. Thus,
developing the NMD was the best solution to the problems these troubled states had 
created for the US.

Unfortunately, instead of decreasing the incentives to proliferate, NMD
enhanced rogue states’ propensity to proliferate. With NMD primarily focused on
protecting the US from these states, the US has explicitly made itself an interna-
tional enemy of these rogue states. Why should rogue states’ incentives to prolifer-
ation be increased by NMD? First, these are states with strong reasons to acquire
nuclear weapons in response to regional protracted conflicts, and in some cases,
asymmetric conflicts with the US as well. Where the US believes that arms control
cannot provide protection against actual threats, why should regional protracted
conflict states believe in nuclear arms control which might cost them their regional
security? Their past nuclear behaviors confirm this line of argument. Second, these
states have been NPT violators; all are signatories, yet all made efforts to build
nuclear weapons. NMD, a system that believes that these states will be potential
proliferators, by default allows the rogues to acquire nuclear weapons. This does
not mean that the US wants them to go nuclear, but that the NMD itself believes in
the probability of their nuclear weapons acquisition. Third, the US, by not thinking
about the nuclear arms race and focusing on strengthening its own security through
NMD, had advocated realist belief in the present world. The non-proliferation
agenda automatically lost its appeal where the world’s only superpower was focus-
ing on enhancing its own power and security in the otherwise peaceful and non-
threatening world. States foreswear nuclear weapons when they see progress along
the same lines at the superpower level. Finally, America’s extensive unilateral eco-
nomic, military, and diplomatic sanctions have already isolated the target countries
from the US. NMD, by making a distinction between rogues and non-rogues, cre-
ated additional inequality in the state system. The security needs of the rogue states
increased due to this unequal treatment. The rogues became more anti-western,
something that the US could avoid.33

It seemed obvious that a US NMD would provide additional impetus for Iran to
refocus on its nuclear weapons program. Iran has expressed its dissatisfaction with
the nuclear double standard of the West in general and the US in particular and it has
tried to stand up to the US. The NPT proved to be weak due to the development of
NMD, and Iran took advantage of this weakness. If the US can provide lip service
to the world pertaining to nuclear disarmament and arms control, then why can Iran,
a country threatened by regional and global power, not say one thing and do
another? This was the opportune moment such countries have been waiting for.
After all, the real world has always been about securing states and defending one-
self from external aggression, being prepared for the next war. If the world’s great-
est power was securing itself from really no threat, why would Iran not imitate it
when it had serious security concerns? Such strategic thinking shrouded Iran at the
time, impacting the pace of proliferation.
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The Axis of Evil 

Unfortunately, the US’s overt hostility towards the rogue states did not end with the
decision to develop NMD. The antagonism between Washington and Tehran had
increased since Iran was included as a member of an “Axis of Evil” states by
President George W. Bush in his State of the Union address in January 2002.34 In
addition to his anti-Iran rhetoric, his infamous “Axis of Evil” speech made even
moderate Iranian leaders like President Khatami furious. In this speech, Bush
called Iran, Iraq, and North Korea the new “Axis of Evil” states, which were
America’s new concerns and needed addressing. America believed that these states
were “arming to threaten the peace of the world” and thereby posed “a grave 
and growing danger to the United States.”35 At that time some in the American
administration felt that the removal of the Iranian government should be prioritized
over the toppling of Saddam’s regime.36 This obviously meant Washington was
considering retaliation against Iran if it did not accept the dictates of the US. This
was perceived by the Iranians as an antagonistic policy. In Afghanistan, Iranians
used their good offices in relation to Northern Alliance, but it got nothing in return.
The current Constitution in Afghanistan also got shape with the help of Iran. That
cooperation, rather than bringing in American goodwill, brought the “Axis of Evil”
speech in 2002, which the Iranians saw as a betrayal of Iranian goodwill.37 This is
typical in any intractable conflict relation, as stated in Chapter 2. The enemy image
remains the same even when the enemy projects a different face. Although Iran was
making an effort to help the US, America could not consider the Islamic Republic
as a friendly state or change its policies overnight.

The Bush administration introduced the Nuclear Posture Review (NPR) in
January 2002. NPR called for a triad which would include more offensive nuclear
weapons, advanced conventional weapons, and anti-ballistic missile systems to
better protect the US in the changed world environment.38 One of the most contro-
versial and debated parts of the triad was the development of mini-nuclear weapons
or low-yield and “improved earth penetrating weapons to counter the increased use
by potential adversaries of hardened and deeply buried facilities.”39 The Pentagon
envisioned using these weapons in a preemptive attack to destroy hard bunkers of
the sort used by Iraq and perhaps North Korea. It also planned on using nuclear
weapons against a list of targeted states including North Korea, Iraq, and Iran –
members of the Axis of Evil – along with Syria, Libya, Russia, and China. The sit-
uations when to use them were also specified: an Iraqi attack on Israel or its neigh-
bors, a North Korean attack against South Korea, or a military confrontation over
the status of Taiwan. It also proposed to use these weapons against chemical and
biological weapons attacks. Bush’s 2002 National Security Strategy (NSS) explic-
itly stated that the administration aims to establish military primacy: “Our forces
will be strong enough to dissuade potential adversaries from pursuing a military
buildup in hopes of surpassing, or equaling, the power of the United States.”40 The
Bush administration had already started down this road by announcing its 
preemptive strike policy, incorporated into the NSS of the US in the fall of 2002.
Additionally, the National Strategy to Combat Weapons of Mass Destruction
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(NSWMD) which was issued in December 2002 noted that WMD in the hands of
state and non-state actors posed the greatest threat to US national security and that
an effective strategy to combat them was an integral component of the NSS of the
US.41 NPR, NSS, and NSWMD comprised the new US nuclear posture. The NPR
also discussed “defeating hard and deeply buried targets” (HDBT) and stated,
“Nuclear weapons could be employed against targets able to withstand non-nuclear
attack (for example, deep underground bunkers or bio-weapon facilities).”42

Defeating HDBT became an important mission of the Bush administration within
the context of the terrorist attacks and also to justify the development and deploy-
ment of new nuclear weapons in an otherwise calm post-cold war world. 

Scholars argue that the NSWMD announced in December of 2002 was “wise in
some places” and “dangerously radical” in others. The radicals of the US adminis-
tration believed that nuclear weapons possession was not the problem, but that the
“bad guys” that possessed them were. As George Perkovich states, 

Rejecting the fundamental premise of the NPT, these officials seek not to cre-
ate an equitable global regime that actively devalues nuclear weapons and cre-
ates conditions for their eventual elimination, but rather to eradicate the bad
guys or their weapons while leaving the “good guys” free of nuclear con-
straints.43

He further argues that proliferation problem should stem from the possession of
nuclear weapons, not from merely the intentions of the Axis of Evil states.44 This
clearly indicates that the states were discriminated against by the US. These were
targeted not because they made efforts to acquire nuclear weapons or possessed
ballistic missiles, but because they have been anti-western in their attitude and ori-
entations. The radicals of the administration made matters worse by arguing that
the rogue states and the terrorists cannot be contained or deterred, and thus they
need to be eliminated. These sent alarming messages to states like Iran that have
been anti-western and have supported the Islamic militants such as Hezbollah in
Lebanon. Iran has vehemently protested against the new strategy of the US. In a let-
ter to the United Nations Secretary General, the Iranian foreign ministry
spokesman Hamid Reza Assefi quoted the foreign minister who stated that, “US
threats are a flagrant violation of its commitments to the (nuclear) non-proliferation
Treaty and go against the guarantees given by US officials.”45 Moreover, the
administration’s focus on tactical uses of nuclear weapons increased the motiva-
tions of the targeted states “to improve or extend their own force, or to get one if
they don’t have it.”46 A firm response to the NPR was given by Ali Akbar Hashemi
Rafsanjani who accused the US of trying to frighten regional states into submis-
sion. He told the IRNA, “America thinks that if a military threat looms large over
the head of these seven countries, they will give up their logical demands.”47

Iranians are proud as a nation and unlikely to accept unfair policies, especially from
the US.

The US has contemplated attacking Iran for the suspicion that it is developing
nuclear weapons. Iran is a signatory of the NPT and as of 2006 resumed developing
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its uranium enrichment program. While Iran claims that its nuclear program is
exclusively for civilian energy purposes, which is permitted under article IV of the
NPT, the US and some of its allies have been increasingly of the opinion that Iran’s
program is structured for a dual purpose. Even the European intelligence and the
IAEA agreed that Iran is intent on developing the bombs. Iran has been a signatory
to the NPT since 1968 which allows it to enrich uranium for civilian fuel programs 
only. However, from 2000 to 2002, for 18 months Iran concealed its enrichment
activities from the IAEA inspectors, making the international community more
suspicious of its real intentions pertaining to the enrichment programs. For an
extended period it failed to meet the safeguard obligations with the IAEA and the
US contends that Iran violated articles II and III of the NPT, which prohibit nuclear
weapon states to transfer these weapons or components to non-nuclear weapon
states and non-nuclear states to receive them in any manner respectively. In April
2006, Iran’s controversial President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad announced that Iran
joined “the club of nuclear countries” by mastering the entire nuclear fuel cycle and
being able to enrich uranium for power stations.48 The concern of the US is that if
Iran can master enrichment to fuel grade, it can master enrichment to weapons
grade because the processes of mastering are the same. Estimates on how long it
would take for Iran to make a nuclear bomb range from a couple of years to a
decade. According to the International Institute of Strategic Studies (IISS), Iran
will be able to produce enough nuclear materials in three years. Just as there is dis-
agreement between the US and its allies on the time that will be required for Iran to
produce nuclear weapons, there is also disagreement between them with regard to
what measures – diplomacy, sanctions, or military action – should be taken to pre-
vent the country from acquiring the devastating weapons. Seymour Hersh wrote in
2006 that although publicly the Bush administration is focusing on diplomacy to
resolve the issue, covertly it is planning a military attack on the country to not only
crush its nuclear weapons program, but also to change the regime in power.49 This
news has been disappointing for the reformers in Iran because they feel that people
in Iran can change the political system from within. Human rights journalist Akbar
Ganji argues that the Iranian society will be able to have a peaceful transition to
democracy. In fact, he is of the opinion that Iran is the only country in the Middle
East that has the social fabric for democratization because moderation is there.50

Iran fits perfectly within the new nuclear posture framework of the US that laid
out details of which countries need to be attacked preemptively with nuclear
weapons and why. Both the NPR and NSWMD promise to respond to a WMD
threat with nuclear weapons. Iran has been identified as an Axis of Evil state that
was clandestinely building nuclear weapons and that was hostile towards the US,
its interests, and its allies. The bipartisan 9/11 Commission also determined that
Iran has connections with Al Qaeda. The fact that Iran had been declared in non-
compliance with the NPT made it legal for the US to use nuclear weapons against
Iran. Prior to the revelation of the new intelligence report in December 2007 
that Iran had actually capped its nuclear weapons program in 2003,51 the Bush
administration was seriously contemplating a preemptive war against Iran with the
usage of nuclear weapons.
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Interestingly, Iran and Egypt were two key states that were against the indefinite
renewal of NPT in 1995, as discussed in Chapter 5. To get them to support NPT’s
indefinite extension, during this intensive negotiation period prior to the NPT
extension, the US reiterated its negative security assurance to the non-nuclear
weapon states in 1995. The text of the 1995 negative security assurance of the US
reads:

The United States reaffirms that it will not use nuclear weapons against non-
nuclear weapon states parties to the Treaty on the non-proliferation of nuclear
weapons except in the case of an invasion or any other attack on the United
States, its territories, its armed forces or other troops, its allies, or on a state
towards which it has a security commitment, carried out or sustained by such a
non-nuclear weapon state in association or alliance with a nuclear weapon
state.52

Additionally, with respect to security assurance within the NPT, it was concluded
in 1995 that “further steps should be considered to assure the non-nuclear weapon
states party to the Treaty against the use or threat of use of nuclear weapons. These
steps could take the form of an internationally legally binding instrument.”53 What
is more intriguing is that the 1995 NPT extension also notes that 

attacks or threats of attack on nuclear facilities devoted to peaceful purposes
jeopardize nuclear safety and raise serious concerns regarding the application
of international law on the use of force in such cases, which could warrant
appropriate action in accordance with the provisions of the Charter of the
United Nations.54

Given this, no responsible state, not to speak of the US – a democracy and conse-
quently a responsible actor – should contemplate launching a nuclear attack on a
non-nuclear state. However, instead of abiding by these norms and respecting its
own commitments, the US had decided to break the commitments, ignoring the
ramifications of its decision for the Treaty or legal norms within that. 

A revolutionary Iran is obviously unwilling to fulfill the commitments of a
Treaty that is not respected by the world’s greatest power. The faith in the Treaty
along with the trust in the concept of the non-proliferation system was lacking after
this. Iran understood that nuclear guarantees were false and that it had to protect its
interests even if that meant defying the world and disrespecting the norms. As a
result of this, its proliferation propensity became much more aggressive and it
relentlessly pursued the program.

America’s war on Iraq in 2003

The war on Iraq by the US removed Saddam Hussein from power, which was some-
thing the Iranians have been looking forward to since at least the Iran–Iraq War.
The war and its consequence should have made the Iranians happy and secure, yet
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they seemed most disturbed with the situation in Iraq. Some points must be noted
here. First, although the general conception is that with the removal of Saddam
Hussein, Iran’s security threats emanating from Iraq are over, in reality that is not
the case. Iran’s conflict with Iraq was not over who rules Iraq, the regime type, or
with Saddam in particular – although Saddam’s ruthless militant actions always
made Iran insecure – but over territorial issues, which remain unresolved even
though Iraq has a new regime now. Thus, the Iran–Iraq protracted conflict is far
from over, although some argue that “conflict with Iraq is over” just because
Saddam is out.55 Second, the insecurity that the aftermath of the war presented in
Iraq is more threatening for Iran than it was when Saddam was in power. This has
more to do with the “transition to power stage” in Iraq than with other traditional
conflict issues. Iran was particularly threatened because 

clashing forces challenge a fledging government whose future remains uncer-
tain. Foreign forces are at once part of a solution and a problem in the eyes of
Gulf States, which agree on the objectives but not necessarily the means of sta-
bilizing Iraq. No one expects an early end to Iraq’s insurgency or to sectarian
political violence, whether because of a US “surge” or a potential US disen-
gagement.56

Meir Javedanfar states that as far as Iranians are concerned, Saddam is gone, but
pro-American government is in Iraq. Also Sunni militants and Al Qaeda view Iran
as an enemy. Thus, if Al Qaeda wins in Iraq it will be more threatening for Iran.57

Third, the presence of the US in Iraq and along Iran’s border itself poses enormous
threat to Tehran that has an enduring rivalry with Washington. While most of the
Gulf States wanted the US to play a leading role in supporting and establishing the
new Iraqi government, Iran called on the US to leave Iraq.58 For Iran, the US was
the greatest threat at the time and withdrawing US troops from Iraq became an
important agenda. Because that was unlikely to happen in the very near future,
deterring America from taking aggressive moves against Iran became important.
The desire to acquire a nuclear weapon became much stronger as a result of this.
Ray Takeyh states that 

with Saddam gone, America has emerged as the foremost strategic problem for
Iran and the primary driver of its nuclear weapons policy. The Bush Doctrine,
which pledges the pre-emptive use of force as a tool of counter-proliferation,
combined with the substantial augmentation of American military power on
Iran’s periphery, has intensified Tehran’s fears of “encirclement” by the
United States – or even worse, of being its next target.59

Fourth, America’s projection of power in Iraq and Afghanistan itself was extremely
threatening for Iran. Washington proved that it was the dominant power in the
world that could pursue aggressive foreign and security policies wherever it wished
and other major powers in the world or the United Nations had no power to stop it
from implementing its war plans. The powerlessness of the United Nations was
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threatening to a weak regional state engaged in an enduring rivalry with the world’s
greatest power. After all, the United Nations is a security umbrella for the weaker
states in the international system more than the stronger ones. The incapacity of the
major powers in rallying around “a no-war idea” effectively also alarmed Iran that
it was expected to be the next target of the Bush administration’s war plans.
America did what it wanted. Consequently, Iran had to prepare itself for an attack
by its long-running adversary. Scholars argue that because of the “projection of US
power in Afghanistan and Iraq, the case for achieving a nuclear deterrent has
become measurably more compelling.”60 Reformist politician Mostafa Tajazadeh
stated on the eve of the US invasion of Iraq, “It is a matter of equilibrium. If I don’t
have a nuclear bomb, I don’t have security.”61 Although other forms of non-
conventional weapons could act as deterrents against a possible attack from the US,
Saddam’s chemical weapons did not stop an adamant America from pursuing its
war plans. Thus, chemical weapons are not effective deterrents when they have
already been used. The taboo on the usage has been lifted as far as these weapons
are concerned. Rather, “Operation Iraqi Freedom” has provided Iran with the nec-
essary lessons. The Iranian leadership noticed “that Saddam’s much-bruited repos-
itories of chemical weapons did not prove a deterrent against an American
president determined to effect regime change.”62 Therefore, the value attached to
nuclear weapons could not be undermined. According to an Iranian official, “The
fact that Saddam was toppled in twenty-one days is something that should concern
all countries in the region.”63 Only the acquisition of nuclear weapons could deter
the US from launching an attack against Iran in a similar way. Finally, the double
standard in US foreign policy was unacceptable to the Iranians. While Iraq was a
threat to Iran, it was unfair to allow Israel to acquire nuclear weapons capability and
disallow the same to Iraq or Iran. Similarly, India and Pakistan got away with their
nuclear proliferation yet Iraq was being attacked for making efforts to acquire the
same capabilities. Some Iranians even argue that if Washington wants regional
powers to not possess nuclear weapons, then it should forgo its own weapons. Amir
Mohebian states, “The Americans say in order to preserve the peace for [their] chil-
dren, [they] should have nuclear weapons and [we] should not.”64 Treaties and
norms are for all to follow and no state should be privileged in the system of 
sovereign states. As George Perkovich states, 

real security against weapons of mass destruction requires all relevant states
and individuals to enforce vigorously the treaties, rules, laws, and procedures
that have been established to outlaw chemical and biological weapons and to
contain, and ultimately eliminate, the threats posed by nuclear arsenals.65

These points need to be underscored to understand why Iran seemed more deter-
mined in enriching its uranium during this period and why the drive was so relent-
less. The other reason that may have motivated Iran more to acquire nuclear
weapons in the post-2003 period is that Iran knew that in the absence of Saddam, if
the Americans left, the Iranians would dominate Iraq and even the Arabs fear that.66

Akbar Ganji argues that “empires of the past happened through expansion of 
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territory; now it is with nuclear weapons.”67 In the regional context, Iran’s unre-
lenting drive during this period could be associated with this. 

Iran also fully understands how important the Gulf region is to the US for oil sup-
plies and what the dominant power of the world can do to control this part of the
world for its energy interests. The war on Iraq was primarily waged for that, which
made Iran more apprehensive about the intentions of America. Another part of the
explanation is physical control of oil supplies. One-third of the world’s oil supplies
flows through the Strait of Hormuz, and to keep it flowing has been the bedrock of
US foreign policy for more than 50 years. Mossadeq was overthrown partly
because of his affinity to the Iranian communist party (the Tudeh party), and partly
because of his plans to nationalize the Iranian oil industry. The Shah’s unswerving
commitment to free flow of Iranian oil became a central pillar of the Nixon 
doctrine.68 In his final State of the Union address, President Carter declared,

Any attempt by any outside force to gain control of the Persian Gulf region will
be regarded as an assault on the vital interests of the United States of America,
and such an assault will be repelled by any means necessary, including military
force.69

The Reagan administration said the same thing and began establishing military
establishments/bases in Saudi Arabia. In 1990, when Saddam had occupied
Kuwait, Secretary of Defense Cheney stated, “We’re there because the fact of the
matter is that part of the world controls the world supply of oil, and whoever con-
trols the supply of oil will have a stranglehold on the American economy.”70 In fact,
today’s geopolitics is primarily about energy supplies and energy security. The US
has occupied Iraq and keeps a military presence in Afghanistan; has a number of
bases in the Gulf region, including new ones in Iraq to replace those that were lost
in Saudi Arabia; and deploys carrier groups in the vicinity of the Gulf. It holds the
region in a tight military grip. A nuclear-armed Iran could question the credibility
of that military dominance, however.71 Therein lies one of the greatest fears of the
US, which Iran understands well. Consequently, it acts to undo such US hegemonic
ambition in the region.

Tehran perceived acute security threats in the post-2000 period. Its fast-paced
nuclear weapons program was a function of the adverse security environment it
faced. Michael Levi argues that Iran “would not be where it is today” if 9/11, the war
on Iraq, and the Axis of Evil speech never happened.72 From Tehran’s perspective
they helped the US in setting up the provisional Afghan government after the fall of
Taliban, an assistance which even President Clinton admitted.73 Unfortunately, soon
after Iran was blamed for helping the terrorists and was called an Axis of Evil state,
even though the Iranians were not creating trouble. Consequently, the Iranians felt
that “America can’t be trusted.”74 This deficit of trust is a typical attribute of a long-
running conflict. Referring to the feelings and understandings of the Iranians, Shaul
Bakhash states that on the nuclear issue they feel, “We suspended enrichment for
two years – look what happened?”75 No matter how hard they try, nothing will be
enough as long as the US maintains a double standard in its foreign policy. The 
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turbulent region also posed security predicaments as did the presence of the US
along Iran’s border. Spector states that the US presence in Iraq was extremely
threatening to Iran and within that context he argues that it is difficult to believe that
Iran halted its nuclear weapons program for the presence of US forces in Iraq.
Rather, he believes that this could be a “tactical ploy to avoid the international pres-
sure” to stop the program.76 In fact, even before the US contemplated waging a 
war on Iran for continuing with its nuclear program, Iran was fearful of such a pos-
sibility. If the war in Iraq was successful and the US had planned an effective exit
policy prior to getting engaged in the battle, the US would have moved towards Iran
for regime change and non-proliferation purposes. After all, to the US Iran, Iraq,
and North Korea all fell into the same category, which Iran was fully aware of. In
fact, the updated version of the US NSS of March 2006 enhanced the focus on Iran
as the next possible target of regime change. The document has a preface signed by
the President, the first words of which are “America is at war.” It names seven
oppressive regimes: North Korea, Iran, Syria, Cuba, Belarus, Burma, and
Zimbabwe. Out of these, two – Iran and Syria – are singled out because they con-
tinue to harbor terrorists at home and sponsor terrorist activities abroad. One of
them – Iran – also tries to acquire nuclear weapons. However, the concerns with
Iran are much broader: “It threatens Israel, seeks to thwart Middle East peace, dis-
rupts democracy in Iraq, and denies the aspirations of its people for freedom. The
conclusion is that Iran presents the single greatest threat to the United States.”77 The
US forces were already stationed in the region and it would simply take a decision
to wage another war in the region and nothing more to attack Iran. Gareth Porter
argues that the Iranian leadership was convinced that the Bush administration was
planning to move against Iran after toppling Saddam Hussein in Iraq, and thus pro-
posed in April 2003 to negotiate with the US over the issues that according to the
administration were the basis for its hostile attitude toward Tehran: “its nuclear
program, its support for Hezbollah and other anti-Israeli armed groups, and its hos-
tility to Israel’s existence.”78 Tehran offered concrete, substantive concessions on
those issues. But it is believed that on the advice of US Vice President Dick Cheney
and Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld, Bush refused to respond to the negoti-
ating proposal. Nuclear weapons were not, seemingly, the primary US concern
about Iran. In the hierarchy of the administration’s interests, the denial of legiti-
macy to the Islamic Republic trumped a deal that could provide assurances against
an Iranian nuclear weapon. 

According to Iran, the US did not pursue its policy of engaging in wars to promote
and proliferate democracy and non-proliferation ideals in Iran because the war in
Iraq was highly unsuccessful from the very beginning and the US became unpopu-
lar in the world for that. Iranian journalist Najmeh Bozorgmehr asserted that the
Iranians have been convinced that they have to do something to show the US “we can
give you a hard time” to induce the Bush administration to negotiate.79 Along the
same lines, Trita Parsi argued that the prevailing view among Iranian officials after
the 2003 US rejection of diplomacy was that they had to have the capability to inflict
some pain on the US in order to get their attention.80 Farideh Farhi argues that Iran
“wants its strategic weight,” “to enhance its status,” and the US to “get off its
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back.”81 Similarly, Bozorgmehr argues that “Iran wants to bargain with the United
States on Iran’s regional role,” as well as on removal of sanctions and assurances
against US attack. Tehran has been looking for any source of leverage with which
to bargain with the US on those issues, she says, and “enrichment has become a big
bargaining chip.”82 How enrichment of uranium is connected to bargaining on these
issues is explicated by Farhi. She states that Iran is a “virtual nuclear power” by
enriching uranium because in three months’ time it can be a nuclear weapons state
if it wants to take that path – which, according to her, Iran is not interested in taking
if the issues are resolved and Iran obtains what it wants.83 Iran needs security assur-
ances from the US. It needs to know that it will not be attacked like Iraq.84 Charles
Ferguson argues that if the US gives Iran better concessions – a major player status
in the Gulf region – that may be enough incentive for Iran to halt its nuclear pro-
gram. It is stated that 

For Iran, the fact that the United States has led an international campaign to
halt its 35-year-old nuclear energy development program – a program started
with American blessing – is an affront to national pride. Indeed, the specter of
violent military attacks on Iran from the United States or Israel if Iran does not
stop uranium enrichment is met by defiance from Iran, where the enrichment
program continues unabated. As Iran’s U.N. ambassador, Javad Zarif declared
before the United Nations Security Council on March 29, “Pressures and
threats do not work for Iran. Iran is allergic to pressure and threats and intimi-
dation.” Consistent reports from Iran state that even Iranians who are opposed
to their own government support continued nuclear energy development.85

Akbar Ganji, Iran’s preeminent political dissident, stated, “This [nuclear issue] is
the only issue they [Iranian leadership] can gather more people to agree on.”86 Iran
is tired of America’s coercive foreign policies and the Iranians rally around the
nuclear issue. Farhi argues that the country has been sanctioned for more than 20
years – which is economic coercion. Additionally, in the context of Iran–US talks
she argues that “suspension of enrichment must come after negotiations,” which
she believes is “imposition and coercion.”87 Moreover, it is important to note here
that the word suspension was not clearly stated by the US. United Nations Security
Council (UNSC) Resolution calls states to suspend or shut down enrichment pro-
grams – which would produce plutonium. Charles Ferguson contends that “these
machines are delicate. If they are stopped, they can crash and Iran would incur
financial cost. Who would bear the cost?”88 All these are important to comprehend.
Iranians always understood that to avoid such coercion they had to stand up on their
own and a strategic weapon would aid them in that. 

The possibility that war could be waged was not ruled out by the leadership in
Tehran. Consequently, some argued that if Iran continued to perceive threats due to
regional instability and “Washington’s (and Israel’s) open advocacy of regime
change,” it was likely to “veer in the direction of nuclearization.”89 Iran had to work
harder to ensure that the enrichment work went on and disclose it so that the US was
deterred. “The focus was simply on the US and they [the Iranians] were obsessed
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with the US”90 at that time. Chains of revelations about Iran’s nuclear program were
made in 2005 and 2006, which demonstrated that “the regime’s nuclear weapons
program has accelerated in recent years.”91 Iran announced in April 2007 that it had
made more progress towards installing 3,000 centrifuges in the underground
enrichment plant at Natanz. However, it was believed that Iran would not be able to
build a bomb with that before 2008 or 2009 because once a 3000-centrifuge enrich-
ment plant operates effectively, Iran could only make a weapon with highly
enriched uranium (enriched over 90 percent) within 9–11 months.92

Potential for reversing Iran’s nuclear program
It is interesting that although regional rivalry should have been the primary concern
of Iran, Michael Levi argues that after the invasion of Iraq in 2003, as far as the
enemy hierarchy is concerned Iraq comes after the US and Israel remains at the bot-
tom.93 Thus, America needs to comprehend this seriously. What Washington fails
to understand is that Tehran may be willing to renounce its nuclear program if the
former makes concessions and changes the course of its foreign policies pertaining
to the Middle East in general and Iran in particular. There are decision-makers in
Iran who advocate a less confrontational policy pertaining to the US. For example,
some argue that although Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani and Ali Larijani are in agree-
ment with the Iranian leadership about acquiring a nuclear weapons capability, they
are still “willing to negotiate over the timing and they realize the benefits of normal
international intercourse, both for Iran’s commercial interests and for its relations
with its Sunni neighbors.”94 Roger Howard is of the opinion that America 

would need to fit the issue into a wider Middle East picture and find ways of
making Iran feel less threatened. In return for cessation of uranium enrich-
ment, or for more effective guarantees that it would not be used for a weapons
program, Washington could offer not only to lift all sanctions but also to drop
calls for regime change and undertake not to meddle in Iran’s domestic affairs;
pull back its military presence in the region; and pressure Israel into surren-
dering or scaling down its nuclear arsenal. Israel talks about its defense against
annihilation, but it might be such wider consequences of an Iranian nuclear
program that it really fears.95

Farhi asserts that the Islamic Revolution was popular in Iran, which was also anti-
American. It is part of the Iranian history. People who want to side with the US
would be treated as anti-nationalists. Given this, the US has no one to talk to in Iran
and it cannot mobilize people there against the Islamic Revolution or the regime.
Thus, the “regime change fantasy” should be given up by the US.96 This will create
a setting stage for conflict resolution. In addition to projecting itself as a friendly
state to Iran, the US needs to avoid having double standards in its foreign policy-
making. What is fair for Israel should be fair for Iran or any other state in the Middle
East. No state in today’s interdependent world wants to be treated unfairly and feel
left out. It is the natural right of all states to protect its sovereignty, keeping in mind
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not to jeopardize international peace and stability. A simple example explicates the
fact that unless the Iran–US conflict is terminated, no negotiation will soften Iran’s
attitude on nuclear weapons program. In 2003, when the international community
was alarmed about Iran’s nuclear drive after the revelations, the first phase of nego-
tiations started between Iran on the one hand and Britain, France, and Germany on
the other. Iran agreed to sign and ratify the Additional Protocol and to suspend
enriching uranium pending more negotiations. Europe understood Iran’s right to
develop peaceful nuclear energy and it promised to have more dialogue on regional
peace and security. However, the negotiators “neglected the political context and
ignored the core of the problem: the lack of trust, a consequence of a bitter political
malaise between Iran and the US. Without sorting this problem out, any settlement
of the nuclear dispute could be only temporary.97 By 2004, the Iranians realized that
they could not ratify the Protocol in the absence of an American guarantee that this
was worth it. This is because by this time the Americans had already lost confidence
on their European counterparts to succeed in this negotiation and almost clearly
pointed to the fact that they would not be happy unless Iran dismantled its nuclear
weapons program and it implicated regime change in Iran, which made Iran more
concerned about its domestic and regional security.98 Coming under IAEA’s threat
in November 2004, Iran agreed to temporarily suspend the enrichment and in
exchange the Europeans agreed to begin serious negotiations to bring an end to the
nuclear crisis and give Iran the right to resume its nuclear program under “objective
guarantees” that the program is peaceful.99 The talks made little headway with Iran
objecting to permanent cessation of enrichment and the Europeans disliking the
Iranian idea of limited enrichment activities. During this period America was also
heavily involved with Iraq and Iran lost no opportunity to resist the agreement.
With Ahmadinejad’s coming to power Iran’s insecurity pertaining to the US
increased and Iran became more focused on its nuclear program, alarming the
world. Thus, Ahmadinejad stated his strategy, “if you pull back they will push
ahead, but if you stand against them, because of this resistance they will back
off.”100 Sverre Lodgaard eloquently puts it, “US threatens Iran and Iran pushes its
nuclear program with a long-term view to keeping outside powers from dictating
and attacking it; and the United States in turn uses this to put additional pressure on
the regime.”101 If this strategy continues, then new sanctions, which the United
Nations might impose against Iran soon, will also not make any difference in
changing Tehran’s nuclear policy. In fact, some argue that sanctions have not hurt
Iran much in the realm of proliferation. The US has made the cost of transactions
high by asking banks not to do business with Iran. However, Iran has borders with
about 15 countries, meaning sanctions will not work. “The cat has many places 
to hide.”102

It is important to bear in mind that even though the 30-year-old protracted con-
flict started over ideological and hostage issues, over the years the conflict contin-
ued on many other issues, namely, Iran’s support for terror groups and terrorism,
development of missiles and nuclear weapons, and regime type, among others.
Some argue that Iranians have a series of grievances against the US which go back
to 1953 when the US got involved in the coup to overthrow Mossadeq and includes
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events such as the shooting down of an Iranian airliner by a US warship in 1988 as
well as America’s support for Iraq in the Iran–Iraq War.103 “History of a very trou-
bled relationship between the two countries” is what is important to discuss when
discussing the nuclear issue.104 Given this, resolving the long-running conflict dra-
matically is not possible. Thus, the first step for both parties would be to build con-
fidence and trust. Ferguson raises an interesting point that is relevant in this context.
He believes that the Americans have “short-term memories” while people in the
Middle East have a “longer-term memory.”105 He further states, “A lot of Iranians
feel a hate relationship with the US. With history behind us, there is a big level of
distrust between us.”106 Thus, Karim Sadjadpour stressed that 

due to deep-seated mutual mistrust and hostility, a “Grand Bargain” to resolve
all issues in one fell swoop is unrealistic; rather, the United States should
attempt to build confidence with Iran on areas of overlapping interest, such as
Iraq and Afghanistan. It is essential for the next U.S. president to probe
whether a different approach could beget constructive changes in Tehran’s
strategic outlook.107

Direct bilateral communication is essential in building trust and confidence
between the two actors. As Ferguson puts it, “You can have someone as an enemy,
but you can still talk to them. The problem is that the US does not recognize the
Islamic Republic of Iran.”108 With direct talks trust can be built. Once the trust has
been built to some extent and the atmosphere to have discussions over some central
issues including the nuclear issues has been created, matters can be dealt with incre-
mentally. With time and effort and good intentions it is not impossible to terminate
the 30-year-old intractable conflict, which can ultimately help in rolling back Iran’s
nuclear weapons program.

With President Barak Obama in the White House, time is ripe for both conflict
actors to explore opportunities to settle the longstanding disputes and end this
alarming nuclear proliferation problem. For Obama it will be important to discon-
tinue Washington’s anti-Iran rhetoric and start on a new page to entertain bilateral
discussions and stretch a real hand of friendship towards Iran. It is important to cre-
ate a non-confrontational atmosphere for trust to build and then move on from
there. There is huge amount of miscommunication between the two adversaries,
which is a product of a lack of direct contact, according to Michael Levi.109

Therefore, the two states need to have bilateral and direct talks. Levi further states
that there is difference between “talking, engaging, and negotiating.”110 Direct
engagement is necessary. Once that happens, negotiations can follow. However,
for Iran this is the time when the world will test its true intentions. If the country has
been concerned about US aggressiveness and that made it more proliferation prone,
then now is the time to settle the issues with the US and once that is accomplished,
it should reverse its nuclear program. No one in the world is concerned about its
energy program, but the IAEA must be convinced that its intention is not to develop
nuclear weapons and that it is not buying time or deceiving the world at this point.
That can only be done if it allows full and unconditional inspections and comes out
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in the open and declares all it has as far as the nuclear program is concerned. If Iran
truly wants that, it should allow the US to have direct contacts with it and start
building confidence and finally resolve the issues over which the conflict protracts.
Unless it shows that its intentions are good, the world will have reason to doubt its
program and intentions. Thus, it is in Iran’s interest to make use of the “window of
opportunity” since President Obama is willing to discuss matters comprehensively.



Conclusion

Iran has been a proliferation aspirant for many decades. Since the 1990s the world
has been keeping an eye on Iran’s nuclear activity. From 2002, Iran’s nuclear ambi-
tion has alarmed the international community because of some disclosures of its
nuclear program with military applications and Iran’s refusal to allow the IAEA
full access to its nuclear sites. As a result of that, the subject matter has taken center
stage in world politics. Iran’s nuclear program became a controversial topic in
international security studies in general and proliferation studies in particular.
While the Iranian government insisted that its program was peaceful, it seemed dif-
ficult to comprehend why the country was enriching uranium, in addition to con-
ducting other activities that demonstrated its interest to pursue the weapons path.
Understanding what Iran possesses in the nuclear realm and whether or not the
Islamic Republic was and is deceiving the international community became perti-
nent. The world could not afford a proliferator in the Middle East, especially after
Saddam Hussein was gone and the region could be proliferation-free, with the
exception of Israel being an opaque proliferator. Scholars and policy-makers made
efforts to understand, like all other proliferating states, what drives Iran to acquire
nuclear weapons. More specifically, why does the Islamic Republic of Iran want to
go nuclear? What purposes do nuclear weapons serve for Tehran? Although a lot
has been written on the case, as expected, and a number of factors – security,
domestic politics, prestige, and bargaining motivations – have been identified as
some of the salient reasons for Iran’s need to possess nuclear weapons, such stud-
ies have been mostly descriptive and analytical, which nonetheless contributed to
the understanding of Iran’s proliferation ambition. These earlier studies have failed
to provide a theoretical account of Iran’s nuclear weapons aspiration. In other
words, a causal explanation of the drive has mostly been absent. The connection
between conflicts and proliferation, which is most salient in this case, is also miss-
ing. Most importantly, the association between conflict asymmetry and prolifera-
tion, which primarily explains Iran’s nuclear weapons ambition, has not been dealt
with by scholars and policy-makers. Studies also do not examine what makes a pro-
liferator relentless in its proliferation drive and under what conditions does the pace
of proliferation become faster. In other words, what affects a would-be prolifera-
tor’s pace of proliferation? The purpose of this book is to deviate from the descrip-
tive and analytical work and develop a theoretical framework to comprehend the
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proliferation dynamics of states engaged in intractable conflicts. Iran, a case that
has been engaged in PCs, is investigated to understand the applicability of the 
theory. Thus, the study examines Iran’s proliferation drive by using theoretical
constructs. 

The book provides a theoretical framework which connects conflicts with 
proliferation propensities of states. It argues that variables such as conflict types –
protracted/non-protracted, territorial/non-territorial, dyadic/non-dyadic, proximate/
non-proximate, and asymmetric/symmetric – the number of conflict involvements,
the regional or global status of the rival state, the opponent’s nuclear and 
non-nuclear status, and whether or not a state’s conflict rivals are allies shape or
determine proliferation decisions. Although proliferation is generally a function of
states engaged in conflicts, meaning due to states having acute security threats, not
all conflict states proliferate. Although states may proliferate to obtain security, for
prestige enhancement, and to acquire bargaining leverage, these variables are
shaped by a state’s engagement in PC. Some that are determined to proliferate are
generally engaged in intractable territorial conflicts, involved in multiple conflicts
simultaneously, face asymmetric conflicts, are regional states in conflict with
global power, have dyadic, proximate, and nuclear adversaries, and have adver-
saries that are sometimes allies. Where all of these conditions are present, a state is
likely to be the most determined proliferator.

PC states proliferate because war probability is higher in such conflict settings.
However, states that are engaged in territorial conflicts are most likely to prolifer-
ate because territorial conflicts easily trigger wars. Deterrence is the most attractive
strategy for such states that are both weary and fearful of war probability in the con-
flict setting. With the acquisition of a deterrent capability a state is able to dissuade
its adversary from initiating an attack. Nuclear weapons are assumed to deter wars
because they are the ultimate weapons. A general deterrent capability is possessed
by states to regulate their adversarial relationships when neither of the opponents is
seriously contemplating an attack. Possession of a bomb is generally expected to
make resorting to force unattractive to the adversary. Where war remains a higher-
than-normal probability, states in intractable conflicts are inclined to acquire
means to avoid wars in their conflict setting. Since nuclear weapons are ideal war-
deterrants because of their devastating nature, they are naturally factored into these
states’ strategic calculation. However, conflicts between global power and regional
power, even if it is not over territorial issues, may have more probability of wars since
one state has much more power to wage a war on the weaker state. Such conflicts –
whether territorial or not – are thus more war-prone, unless non-conventional
weapons, especially nuclear weapons, are possessed by the weaker power. To the
weaker power, the presence of a hegemonic power rival is threatening. The global
power possesses the power to bully the weaker state and can conveniently impose
its terms on the regional power. This bullying becomes a more common phenome-
non when the international system is unipolar, such as the present one. Where 
the system is unipolar and the rival is the hegemonic power, the weaker regional
state is invariably threatened. This becomes a “structurally-determined rivalry” 
for the weak state. The global power is considered by the regional state as more of
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a threat if the systemic power structure has one superpower only. This essentially
means that in a unipolar international system, this feeling of threat for the weaker
party is exacerbated. There is no other power that is equal to the global power that
could defend or protect the weaker power in times of a military confrontation with
the global power. Rather, all states – weak or not, major power or minor power – are
somewhat allied to the global power. The absence of other powers to protect it com-
bined with the power of the global power to impose its terms on the weaker state
with the usage of coercive mechanisms trigger acute insecurity for the weaker state.
Given this, the environment becomes more confrontational to the weaker state
which perceives the need for some quick addressing mechanism to compensate for
the insecurity faced by it. Within this offing, the weak power strives to acquire a
nuclear capability to address its security situation, counter bullying of the global
power, and even to bargain better, where possible. This tendency to proliferate
exacerbates where a state’s conflict rival has nuclear weapons because first, there
is a natural tendency to close the gap and reach parity with the rival state at the
strategic level and, second, unless the state has similar weapons, the conflict turns
into an asymmetric one where wars can be easily waged on it due to the absence of
nuclear weapons and it is unable to use the same war strategy against its rival state
due to the possession of such weapons by that state. This applies against regional
and global adversaries. However, if a global rival has nuclear weapons, the regional
rival has more of a tendency to acquire a similar capability because on other levels
it is unable to be at par with the global power. With nuclear weapons the game is
quite simple – one weapon is enough of a deterrent for a weaker state, which is not
the case with conventional weapons. The weaker power also makes nuclear
weapons fungible. Where one power is weaker than the other, the weaker power
will have a natural propensity to proliferate to address its weakness. Nuclear
weapons provide security, prestige, and a bargaining chip simultaneously for
weaker states in the conflict where other means of competing with the adversary are
unavailable, unaffordable, and useless. Therefore, for such states, although secu-
rity and survival are the most important reasons for proliferation, they are also
inclined to obtain prestige through the possession of nuclear capability and bargain
effectively in an asymmetric conflict. The problem of status inconsistency, power,
and prestige become blurred with security motivation. The situation becomes even
worse when the global power pursues aggressive foreign and security policies. The
weaker regional state pursues a fast-track proliferation activity. Assuming the
worst about the intentions of an adversary means exaggerating the hostility of the
opponent, which drives decision-makers into making wrong decisions based on
poor judgments in the realm of security. The weaker party to a conflict functions on
the basis of a preconceived evil image and notion of its stronger adversary.
Misperceptions of intentions and capabilities work both ways in an asymmetric
conflict which leads to additional complexity in an already problematic enduring
rivalry relationship. This incentive to proliferate naturally increases when states are
engaged in multiple PCs simultaneously. The more conflicts it has, the more likely
it will want to obtain nuclear weapons because once possessed, these ultimate
weapons can protect the state against all sorts of enemies – regional or global, weak
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or strong, and proximate or non-proximate. If states are involved in dyadic conflicts
the chances are more that nuclear weapons will be desired because wars are more
likely in dyadic conflicts and there is no one to depend on for security purposes in
dyadic conflicts unlike non-dyadic conflicts where responsibilities can be shared,
formally or informally. Proximate rivals are the most dangerous ones to compete
with and war is always a probability because borders can flare up at any time which
might be potentially disturbing and dangerous for escalation possibilities. If one
state has multiple rivals and the rivals – all or even two – of them are allies, the sit-
uation becomes more hostile for the state because it can be attacked from different
fronts by enemies who are allies. The feeling of isolation and insecurity dictates its
security, defense, and foreign policies. Miscalculations of intentions of adversaries
are evident. Adversaries are seen as very aggressive. Aggressive intentions of the
adversary are overinflated. Trust deficit is a common characteristic of such con-
flicting states. Nuclear weapons are sought desperately if all of the conditions 
discussed earlier exist in conflict relations. 

The aforementioned theoretical framework was used to understand Iran’s
nuclear weapons ambition and why it has been relentless in building a bomb in the
absence of a hostile Iraq after Saddam’s rule. The study found that although secu-
rity threats emanating from Iraq, with whom it had a proximate and dyadic territo-
rial conflict, was the primary reason for Iran’s quest for nuclear weapons when Iran
started its comprehensive nuclear program and Israel has been a matter of serious
security concern for Iran since the 1980s, after the Lebanon war and Iran’s support
for Hezbollah, since 1990, Iran’s nuclear ambition had mostly to do with its conflict
with the US. From 2000, Iran has been more focused on its weapons program
because of the aggressive foreign policies the US has pursued against the country.
Its unrelenting pace of proliferation has been a function of conflict asymmetry with
the US and America’s aggressive policies targeting Iran. 

While Iran started its nuclear program during the Shah’s rule, the Islamic leaders
continued building the program even though some leaders, especially Ayatollah
Khomeini, after the Islamic Revolution have been reluctant to continue with it for
religious reasons. Iran’s triple protracted conflict explains why it has had to build a
comprehensive nuclear weapons program with military component. Thus, the
study reveals that protracted conflicts are connected to proliferation. Iran’s nuclear
ambition initially was a function of its twin protracted conflicts – Iran–Iraq and
Iran–Israel – from 1947–79. The nuclear program received a momentum for its
twin intractable conflicts at the time. Iran is engaged in both conflicts till today. The
two conflicts and their ramifications in the nuclear realm have been grave. During
the specified period, Iran was engaged in a territorial, dyadic, and protracted con-
flict with Iraq, a proximate rival that was also suspected of clandestinely develop-
ing nuclear weapons capabilities, and a non-dyadic protracted conflict with Israel
that had nuclear weapons capability ready of assembly on short notice since the
1960s. However, it was a blessing for Iran that its enemies were not allies of each
other. Thus, although the drive and resolve to acquire nuclear weapons were pres-
ent, this was still the setting stage of the nuclear program and the pace of prolifera-
tion was not noticeably fast. Iraq was its principal enemy in the region with whom
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it fought a protracted war from 1980 to 1988 and Baghdad used non-conventional
weapons against Tehran in the war. During the war Iraq not only used chemical
weapons repeatedly against the Iranian people, but the international community did
not do anything to defend Iran or to condemn Iraq. The war had tremendous impact
on Iran’s proliferation activities in the aftermath. Iranian leadership became more
serious about acquiring a deterrent capability to avoid another war in the dyadic
relationship. Although Iran was a stronger power in the asymmetric conflict with
Iraq, the latter’s decision to wage a war against Iran proved that weaker states in a
conflict have a great propensity to wage wars when they see a window of opportu-
nity. This was extremely threatening to Iran. Additionally, Iraq also made efforts to
build nuclear weapons since the 1970s and the Osiraq destruction proved that. This
was more alarming for Iran, which was a victim of Saddam Hussein’s invasion in
1980. It was obvious on the part of Iran to perceive security threats due to these and
desire to obtain a deterrent capability. The study demonstrated the connection
between territorial, dyadic, and proximate long-running conflicts and proliferation
propensity. It also proved that if conflict adversaries have nuclear weapons, states
have the desire to match the capability, which is more pronounced in a dyadic con-
flict where others’ deterrent capabilities cannot deter a state’s adversary. Iran’s
engagement with Iraq in a PC made it insecure and it became proliferation prone to
address that insecurity.

Iran’s security concern vis-à-vis Israel was also another motivating factor in its
nuclear decision-making. Israel did not become as important an enemy as Iraq to
Tehran before 1982 even though the conflict started much earlier. Iran was not a
direct party to the Arab–Israeli conflict, but it wanted Israel to be wiped out of the
Middle East because of religious reasons. However, that was not a strong reason for
Iran to go nuclear. Also, this was a non-dyadic conflict and Arab states were there
to address Israeli security threats. That situation changed in 1982 when Iran created
Hezbollah and started using it as its proxy in Lebanon. Israel considered these as
terror activities and thus the problem became more acute. Iran’s support for
Hezbollah and Hamas has been the principal cause of concern for Israel. Israel
threatens Iran not only with military retaliation, but because it has always been an
ally of the superpower, the US. Consequently, Iran’s security threats emanating
from Israel had a different logic and dynamic. Additionally, Israel has been an
opaque nuclear state since the 1960s which has always been a concern for Iran, but
became more of a threat after relations between the two deteriorated in the after-
math of the 1982 war over Lebanon and military encounters. 

While Israel was an opaque nuclear state, Iraq was also trying to build nuclear
bombs since the 1970s. If the Osiraq facility was not destroyed by Israel in the early
1980s, Iraq would have been a nuclear state a long time ago. Both countries were
the protracted conflict rivals of Iran – Iraq being a rival in a dyadic conflict since the
1950s and Israel in a non-dyadic Arab–Israeli conflict since 1947. It was pertinent
for Iran to have a deterrent capability to avoid strategic imbalance with its rivals and
avoid wars in the conflict settings. 

Since 1979 Iran became engaged in another protracted conflict, but this time
with a superpower, the US, that was not only a nuclear state, but its global status
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made this conflict asymmetric, making Iran an extremely vulnerable state in the
conflict setting. From 1979 to 1990, Iran had three serious security concerns to deal
with and two of its rivals, Israel and the US, have been allies. While Iraq was not an
ally of the US, it has been hard for Iran to overlook the fact that during the Gulf War,
Iraq’s usage of chemical weapons was not dealt with seriously by the US and the
latter supplied weapons to Iraq despite its war initiation and usage of non-conven-
tional weapons against Iran. However, this was a period when Iran was still in the
midst of developing its nuclear program, but was not relentlessly pursuing the
option to develop nuclear weapons. The study finds reasons for this, but the most
important reason was that this was also a period in the cold war when the US was
not the only superpower and it did not pursue very aggressive foreign policies
towards Iran, even though the US was constantly watching Iran and its nuclear
weapons desire. Additionally, the Iran–US PC was getting consolidated by this
period. After the end of the cold war the international system changed from bipo-
larity to unipolarity and the US became a hegemonic power in the world with global
reach, trying to interfere in the internal affairs of states that it believed were anti-
western and to impose its terms on those states. Targeting the Middle East became
its obsession, and it made its first strategic move against Iraq. The 1990–91 Gulf
War brought with it American presence in the region and the war that the US waged
on Iraq after more than a decade in 2003 institutionalized that presence in Iraq, a
bordering country of Iran. The relations with Iran following the first Gulf War were
hostile which were projected by the US’s labeling of Iran as a rogue state trying to
develop illicit WMDs and missiles and being anti-western due to its non-
democratic political institution. Iran was humiliated and offended by such labeling
and felt threatened since it was clear that the US would target these states one after
the other. That impacted Iran’s nuclear program during the period. Iran was also
worried about the asymmetric conflict it was engaged in with the global power. It
needed to acquire a strategic capability as well as elevate its status and close the gap
with its global adversary on the nuclear level. This corroborates the proposition that
weak states in asymmetric conflicts want to acquire nuclear weapons more for
deterrence and status reasons. From 1990 to 2000 Iran focused on its nuclear pro-
gram with military applications in it. It looked outside for materials and went to the
nuclear black market for obtaining these. The A.Q. Khan connection was made dur-
ing this period. Iran also emphasized on its missile program during the period and
tested its long-range missiles during the end of the period. However, even during
this period, Iran’s threat perception from the US was not as high as it has been since
2000. Since 2000, the US and Iran’s relationship has been extremely antagonistic.
It was at an all time low since the conflict between them started. The US placed Iran
in the club of the “Axis of Evil” states that had to be contained to secure the world.
The US strategic and security policies including the development of the National
Missile Defense System and Nuclear Posture Review have all been designed to
combat countries like Iran. Regime change has been a serious goal of the Bush
administration. Iran was on the one hand extremely humiliated, on the other hand
threatened. For humiliation, it needed to strengthen its position and for threat it had
to secure itself from attack by the US. The war on Iraq in 2003 demonstrated the
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US’s willingness to attack these states for its own security and economic interests.
While Saddam was gone, US presence in the Gulf was more permanent than in the
1990s. Additionally, the conflict with Iraq had not ended for Iran. Neither did the
one with Israel. Rather Israel and the US became the greatest concerns for Iran.
Since then the US has had access to the region through Israel and Iraq. Iran could
not wait any longer for the international community to defend it and the NPT was
no assurance anymore once the US decided to develop new nuclear weapons to use
against regional targets. Iran had to move forward with its weapons program fast.
Informing the US about its enrichment was also a function of its need to prove that
it had a deterrent capability of some sorts. Iran wanted its fate not to be like Iraq and
also intended to use its nuclear capacity to elevate its status and negotiate effec-
tively with the US on issues and obtain concessions. Given all this, Tehran was
even more propelled to try and build the bomb at the shortest possible time to feel
secure in the relationship and not give in to the pressures and domination of
Washington. Multiple conflicts made Iran naturally proliferation prone, but a con-
flict with the global power that had nuclear weapons and that which pursued
aggressive policies towards Iran made it a determined proliferator and the pace of
its proliferation faster than previous times. Iran faces all conditions of a determined
proliferator and consequently seems to have been one. 

Theoretical implications
The study has some major theoretical implications. Dominant theories of
International Relations that focus on power and military capabilities such as
Realism and its variant Neorealism are unable to explain Iran’s propensity to
acquire nuclear weapons simply by focusing on the structure of the International
system, which is anarchic, or by security motivations. If anarchy caused prolifera-
tion, then all states in the international system would have proliferated. That is
obviously not the case. Also, if simple security drives compelled states to acquire
nuclear weapons then many states would have nuclear weapons because most
states in the international system are insecure because of power disparity between
states. That is not the case either. Just because some states have nuclear weapons
other do not follow suit. A sweeping generalization cannot be made. While con-
flicts trigger proliferation, all conflicts do not do so. Conflict typology, numbers, as
well as nuclear or non-nuclear status of the rivals determine proliferation procliv-
ity. Thus, it is important to restructure the theoretical paradigms along these lines
for them to be better applicable against cases.

Although the study focuses on military power politics, which does not generally
fall under the category of the critical perspectives in International Relations that
primarily focus on human emancipation, the findings of the study have major
implications for a central strand of the critical approach, namely Constructivism.
Constructivists claim that “anarchy is what states make of it.” The “structure of
identity and interest” is important in understanding the dynamics of anarchy. This
plays a crucial role in mediating anarchy’s explanatory role. Thus, simply by con-
centrating on anarchy one cannot explain why the US military power is perceived
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differently by different states. Why does Canada not feel threatened by the US but
Iran does? These are important questions to ask before sweeping generalizations
are made about anarchy and its consequences in the realm of power politics.
Constructivists argue that such perceptions of threat depend on friendship and
knowledge. While these theorists do not go beyond this, the present study builds on
that line of argument. It demonstrates that this is why conflicts need to be factored
into understanding arms race or weapons proliferation. Friendship and knowledge
– good or bad of each other – are functions of conflict or non-conflict relations.
Where states are in conflicts, anarchy gets a different meaning because conflicting
states are not friends but rivals and no power above the state level is there to aid
them in case of attacks. Power parity is focused on by such states. Anarchy becomes
salient when states are engaged in intractable conflicts. Anarchy becomes a matter
of concern when states are engaged in asymmetric conflicts. Anarchy also becomes
a cause of apprehension when states are involved in asymmetric conflicts with
global powers. Anarchy triggers acute arms race when rivals pursue aggressive
policies. Anarchy impacts military decisions when a state cannot defend itself from
different fronts for being engaged in multiple conflicts and when conflict rivals
help each other. Thus, the study portrays the power of the Constructivist’s perspec-
tives in International Relations in explaining proliferation in regional states
afflicted with conflicts.

In the realm of proliferation, the implications of the study are salient. While pro-
liferation has always been understood by theorists as functions of security, prestige,
or to bargain better, under what conditions these incentives would be more attrac-
tive to states have been ignored by them. Instead of considering these as independ-
ent variables that impact the dependent variable, proliferation, these should be
examined as intervening variables that are shaped by conflicts and their typologies.
Simple causal connection between independent and dependent variables could be
spurious and may provide unreliable conclusions and findings. Integrating the
independent, intervening, and dependent variables are important in proliferation
studies. 

Policy implications
The study has major policy implications. As long as the US does not fashion a dif-
ferent style of foreign policy pertaining to Iran and terminate the PC with Tehran, it
is unlikely for Iran to relinquish its nuclear weapons program. While Iran may be
compelled to suspend its program due to international pressure and for the fear of
being subjected to more serious sanctions that might affect the civilians, such sus-
pension will only be temporary and a permanent solution to this problem will only
be a function of the termination of the Iran–US PC. The US policies need to be
restructured based on this notion. 

Before any reconciliation can be made it is important for the US to stretch the
hand of friendship towards Iran so that a thaw in the relationship can be created.
Conflict thaws do not produce automatic resolution to the issues, but they definitely
create an environment which is conducive to the settlement of issues. The 
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perception factor is important in this context. Iran must feel that the US is genuinely
interested in talking with Tehran. This can only happen if signals of friendship are
given. Additionally, wanting to talk directly would mean some degree of recogni-
tion of the Islamic Republic by the US, which has been Iran’s demand for a long
time. That itself will stabilize the relationship somewhat. Just as conflicts need to
be institutionalized before proliferation decisions are taken based on that, similarly
thaws need to be consolidated before issues can be settled. Building trust is impor-
tant within this context. Confidence-building measures must be taken. This can
only happen if policies are consistent and warlike policies are not in the conflict off-
ing. After all, no positive result can come out of an antagonistic environment. 

There is no point putting pressure on Iran to suspend the program. Neither is it a
good idea to threaten Iran with war, which the Bush administration was doing and
which President Barak Obama has not ruled out as one of the options in dealing
with Iran. Instead, a congenial atmosphere must be created to have bilateral discus-
sions between the two states to attain the non-proliferation goals and in exchange
Iran must get security assurance from the US, stipulating that the Americans have
no intention of attacking the Republic or imposing Washington’s terms on
Tehran’s ideologically-driven government. These things can only happen if the US
gives the Iranians a sense of security through changing its hostile policies. Times
have changed and the US policy-makers must understand that sticks may not be the
answer to some of the security problems in today’s world. 

One interesting policy implication of the study is that Iran is a unique prolifera-
tor because of the asymmetric conflict it has been engaged in with the US and, given
this, if the US provides security guarantee to Iran, it is a likely candidate to relin-
quish its nuclear weapons program. Other regional states have regional conflicts
and they proliferate for their regional counterparts’ nuclear weapons acquisition or
security problems in the regions; those cases are much more complicated because
regional disputes that are intractable are difficult to settle. Additionally, regional
states may acquire nuclear weapons for regional dominance and in such cases
renouncing nuclear weapons may be difficult. Also, the US may not have direct
influence in any of those states or may not be interested in settling the conflicts
where its interests are not directly at stake. In this case, because the US is directly
involved in the conflict, it has more reason to provide security and concessions and
create an environment where Iran will not be able to say “no” to undertake the non-
proliferation path. If the US provides security then other regional problems that
Iran faces will not compel it to acquire nuclear weapons. Iraq is already a less-
hostile state in the region which has a pro-American government and Israel is an
ally of the US. So, if the conflict with this rival is settled and Tehran feels secure, its
conflict with the regional rivals will also be muted and in the course of time may be
settled with the help of Washington, since both of its regional rivals are now allies
of the US. Under the circumstances, Tehran may be in a good position to renounce
its nuclear weapons program. 

Ultimately, this is also a test for Iran. If Iran really means what it says, now will
be the time to prove it. If Washington offers friendship and Tehran refuses to recip-
rocate, it will be one of the most isolated countries in the world because it will lose
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all sympathies that those countries have had for it for a long time. Unless Iran
proves that it has not deceived the international community for the wrong reasons,
it will be hard on its part to obtain any amount of support from regional states or the
major powers of the international system. Iran must work diligently this time if it is
invited by the US to come to the negotiating table and prove that its intentions are
not to destabilize the international system.

Further research
More research can be done to understand the applicability of the theoretical frame-
work of the study. The theory can be tested against other cases that have had or still
have asymmetric conflict with a global power. North Korea and Iraq in the Saddam
era can be two cases that can be used to test the theory this study introduces. The
validity of the theory will be tested more rigorously once other cases have been
tested. The theory will be more robust once that is done because one case study is
often not enough to test the power of a theory, although teasing out relationships
between variables in a detailed manner is easier in a single-case study. 
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