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Introduction

Gideon Rose

August 22, 2012

Gideon Rose is Editor of Foreign Affairs.

For more than three decades, the Islamic Republic of Iran has 
posed a problem for the world. On the one hand, the Iranian 
regime’s radical Islamist ideology, support for terrorism and 
regional subversion, and quest for an illegal nuclear weapons 
capability have made it a dangerous revisionist power determined 
to upend the existing regional and global order. On the other 
hand, Iran’s position atop vast energy reserves and astride critical 
strategic choke points has made it an essential player in the global 
economy. This combination has produced a strange mixture of 
contention and connection, conflict and cooperation.

During much of this period, policymakers in Washington and 
other major capitals faced a dilemma. They felt they couldn’t live 
with the Iranian regime, but that the world couldn’t live without 
its oil. The result was often a rough and unacknowledged modus 
vivendi in which Iran’s energy resources flowed onto global markets 
while the regime itself was pushed to the margins of international 
society. But recently this always tenuous compromise has grown 
even less stable. The Iranian nuclear program has moved forward, 
as have threats of an Israeli or American attack on it. And U.S. 
officials, having learned to live without Iranian energy, now want 
the rest of the world to do so as well. They have managed to wean 
Europe off it and are pressing China to follow. So each month 
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now seems to be billed as the one in which matters will finally 
come to a head, one way or another.

Foreign Affairs has been at the center of public debate on 
these issues from the beginning, publishing dozens of articles 
on all sides and facets of the subject, and so we’ve decided to 
respond to the current buzz by pulling together several of our 
most important pieces into one handy collection. We have focused 
squarely on the nuclear question, but have also included enough 
background and surrounding material to make the volume an 
excellent primer on Iran policy more generally. The authors include 
world-renowned experts from several disciplines and professional 
backgrounds, the arguments presented span every significant 
position on the political spectrum, and there are several Iranian 
and Israeli contributions to boot. The collection, in short, contains 
everything needed to understand the crisis over the Iranian 
bomb and develop an informed, independent opinion on what 
should be done about it.

The first section of the book contains three background articles 
that put the current debate in its proper historical and intellectual 
context. Gary Sick’s 1987 essay, “Iran’s Quest for Superpower 
Status,” stresses the domestic political drivers of Iranian policy 
and argues that the main objective of Iranian leaders is to keep 
their theocratic regime in power. He also notes a curious and 
persistent pattern of Iranian behavior—“extreme rhetoric in 
public pronouncements balanced by calculated flexibility and utter 
realism in practice.” Jahangir Amuzegar’s 1997 essay, “Adjusting 
to Sanctions,” explains why outsiders have always had a difficult 
time constructing an effective and nonporous sanctions regime 
that keeps Tehran in check. And Mohsen Milani’s 2009 essay, 
“Tehran’s Take,” sets out the strategic logic behind Iranian policy 
today, showing how regime survival remains the dominant goal 
and what that means in practice.

The second section contains nine recent pieces laying out the 
pros and cons of various approaches to the Iranian nuclear problem. 
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Richard Haass’ “Regime Change and Its Limits” provides an over-
view of the debate. Scott Sagan’s “How to Keep the Bomb From 
Iran” counters what the author sees as a combination of “prolif-
eration fatalism and deterrence optimism” and suggests a diplo-
matic approach. And Jacques Hymans’ “Botching the Bomb” fa-
vors standing back and letting the natural problems that have 
afflicted nuclear weapons programs in other developing countries 
do their work in Iran as well. 

Matthew Kroenig’s “Time to Attack Iran” advocates taking 
the bull by the horns and launching a limited U.S. military strike 
at the Iranian nuclear program, setting it back several years if not 
permanently. Colin Kahl responds that it is “Not Time to Attack 
Iran,” at least for now, since a military strike would cause more 
problems than it would solve. Instead, he favors continuing current 
U.S. policy. And in “Why Iran Should Get the Bomb,” Kenneth 
Waltz pushes for permitting an Iranian nuclear capability as a 
way to balance the Israeli bomb and bring strategic stability to 
the broader Middle East.

James Lindsay and Ray Takeyh explore what would happen 
“After Iran Gets the Bomb,” contending that such an outcome 
would mark a transition to a new and more complicated era of 
containment and deterrence. Suzanne Maloney criticizes what she 
considers “Obama’s Counterproductive New Iran Sanctions,” which 
do not offer a viable endgame for dealing with the current Iranian 
regime. And finally, Michael Ledeen, in “Tehran Takedown,” pushes 
for a policy that makes even clearer the notion that regime change—
support for a democratic revolution in Iran—is the central objective 
of U.S. strategy.

The third and last section of the book widens the discussion, 
bringing in voices from Iran and Israel. In “Sanctions Won’t End 
Iran’s Nuclear Program,” Kayhan Barzegar presents a view of the 
conflict from Tehran’s perspective, while in “How to Engage Iran,” 
former Iranian official Hossein Mousavian lays out what he thinks 
went wrong in previous negotiations and what can be done to 
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achieve better results now. Then Ronen Bergman explores 
“Netanyahu’s Iranian Dilemma,” Ariel Ilan Roth asks why Israel 
is so afraid of Iranian nukes, Ehud Eiran describes what would 
happen if Israel attacked Iran, and Dmitry Adamsky highlights 
Israel’s own problematic nuclear policy, which seeks to deter 
without being deterred itself.

Reading over these arguments, one realizes how much better 
the authors are at criticizing others’ favored approaches than they 
are at making bulletproof cases for their own chosen course of 
action. This reflects the dirty little secret of this debate (and so 
many others): All the options are lousy. The challenge is thus not 
picking a great course that delivers acceptable benefits at a rea-
sonable cost and risk, but selecting a marginally less bad one with 
slightly fewer or less worrisome downsides than the others. Such 
a choice will depend not simply on one’s substantive priorities and 
broad foreign policy orientation but also on one’s risk tolerances, 
comfort with uncertainty, assessment of future political trends, 
and so forth. We would like to think that this collection provides 
the intellectual fuel to set such a deliberative process in motion.∂
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Regime Change and Its Limits

Richard N. Haass

Foreign Affairs, July/August 2005

[1]

Richard N. Haass is President of the Council on Foreign 
Relations. He was Director of the State Department’s Policy 
Planning Staff from 2001 to 2003. This article is drawn from his 
recently published book, The Opportunity: America’s Moment to 
Alter History’s Course. 

armed and dangerous
Although a third of the “axis of evil” is now occupied by 
U.S. forces, the other two thirds—North Korea and Iran—
remain clear threats to U.S. interests. Consider North Korea: 
in February 2005, Pyongyang announced that it had nuclear 
weapons, and it is now thought to have several of them, or at 
least the material to build them. Over time, if the United States 
does nothing, North Korea’s arsenal will surely grow, as will the 
amount of its fissile material. The results of this growth will be 
destabilizing and potentially disastrous: a sizable North Korean 
nuclear arsenal might well stimulate similar weapons programs 
in both Japan and South Korea, diminishing the region’s stability. 
The repercussions could also spread far beyond Northeast Asia 
if Pyongyang decides to sell its new weapons or nuclear fuel for 
hard currency—as it has with drugs and missile technology in 
the past.

Iran, for its part, also has a nuclear weapons program, which 
may not be as advanced as North Korea’s but is much further 
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along than almost anyone realized only a few years ago. Building 
on efforts that began under the shah, Iran has assembled many of 
the elements needed for a uranium-enrichment program with 
military potential. Magnifying Washington’s concern, Iran has a 
history of concealing its nuclear program, as well as supporting 
terrorism and developing medium-range missiles.

Thus far, the Bush administration has consistently shown that 
it would rather resolve all of these challenges through regime 
change in Tehran and Pyongyang. It is not hard to fathom why: 
regime change is less distasteful than diplomacy and less dangerous 
than living with new nuclear states. There is only one problem: it 
is highly unlikely to have the desired effect soon enough.

revolution and evolution
Regime change allows a state to solve its problems with another 
state by removing the offensive regime there and replacing it with 
a less offensive one. In the case of North Korea or Iran, this would 
mean installing a regime that either would not pursue nuclear 
weapons or, if it did, would be so different in character that the 
prospect would be much less worrisome.

Using regime change as a policy panacea is nothing new. 
Nor are the challenges posed by repressive countries possessing 
threatening weaponry; these are certainly not exclusively post–
Cold War or post–September 11 phenomena. Indeed, the Cold 
War itself can be understood as a prolonged confrontation with a 
state of precisely this sort; the Soviet Union threatened the United 
States by what it did beyond its borders and offended Americans 
by what it did within them. So had Nazi Germany and imperial 
Japan before it.

The Roosevelt administration ultimately chose to deal with 
Germany and Japan through a policy of regime change, seeking 
not simply to defeat them on the battlefield and reverse their 
conquests but to continue war until the regimes in Berlin and 
Tokyo were ousted and something much better was firmly ensconced. 
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It took years of armed occupation and intrusive involvement in 
the internal politics of both countries—what is known today as 
nation building—to achieve that latter objective.

The U.S. approach to the Soviet Union, however, was mark-
edly different. After World War II, when Moscow emerged as 
Washington’s principal global rival and threat, “rollback” became 
something of a popular concept. Yet the potential for a nuclear 
war in which there would be no winners regardless of who struck 
first tempered U.S. policy. Seeking regime change, or rollback, 
was deemed too risky, even reckless, given what could result if 
a desperate Soviet leadership lashed out with all the force at 
its disposal.

Simply acquiescing to Soviet behavior at home and abroad, 
however, was not acceptable to Washington either. The result was 
a policy of “containment,” which George Kennan (then a U.S. 
diplomat in Moscow) helped formulate in his “long telegram,” 
which ultimately found its way into this magazine in 1947. 
Containment was never as modest a policy as its critics alleged. 
Although it prescribed resisting Moscow’s attempts to spread 
communism and expand Soviet influence, it also had a second, 
less cited dimension.

“It is entirely possible,” Kennan wrote, 

for the United States to influence by its actions the internal 
developments, both within Russia and throughout the interna-
tional Communist movement.… The United States has it in its 
power to increase enormously the strains under which Soviet 
policy must operate, to force upon the Kremlin a far greater 
degree of moderation and circumspection than [the Kremlin] 
has had to observe in recent years, and in this way to promote 
tendencies which must eventually find their outlet in either the 
break-up or the gradual mellowing of Soviet power.

In other words, containment’s second, subordinate goal was 
regime change. It eventually achieved this end through incremental 
means. But this method was so gradual (it took more than 40 years 
to succeed) that it could better be understood as regime evolution, 
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and it took a back seat to containing Soviet advances. Whereas 
regime change (as the Bush administration uses the term) tends 
to be direct and immediate and to involve the use of military force 
or covert action, as well as attempts to isolate both politically and 
economically the government in question, regime evolution tends 
to be indirect and gradual and to involve the use of foreign policy 
tools other than military force.

Advocates of regime change generally reject most, sometimes 
any, dealings with the regime in question, lest the process of 
interaction or engagement somehow buttress the offending gov-
ernment. Diplomacy is therefore marginalized, as it has been in 
U.S. Cuba policy for 40 years, and as it has been more recently in 
U.S. policy toward both North Korea and Iran.

Regime evolution, however, accepts the need for give-and-
take. The United States carried out an active diplomacy with the 
Soviet Union throughout the Cold War. It mattered not whether 
the policy was characterized as “peaceful coexistence” or, some-
what more optimistically, as “détente”; either way, the United 
States was prepared to deal with the Soviet Union when doing so 
served U.S. interests. Containment took precedence over roll-
back, or regime change, and influencing Soviet foreign policy 
took precedence over influencing Soviet behavior at home. This 
did not mean the United States ignored questions of what was 
going on inside the Soviet Union—it did not, as evidenced by 
sustained U.S. support for radio broadcasts addressed to the Soviet 
people, for individual human rights cases, and for the right to 
emigrate. But Washington did not accord these issues the same 
weight as Soviet foreign policy.

To understand how this process worked, consider arms con-
trol, one realm of intense U.S.-Soviet involvement. U.S. officials 
regularly negotiated with their Soviet counterparts and entered 
into agreements to limit weapons, particularly nuclear ones. Such 
a policy may have prolonged the Soviet regime, since it accorded 
Moscow a unique and prominent international standing and 
placed curbs on a costly arms race that might have hastened the 
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regime’s demise (given the country’s weak economic base). Still, 
successive U.S. administrations prudently deemed avoiding war 
and regulating U.S.-Soviet arms competition higher goals.

A similar rationale motivated the United States’ economic 
dealings with the Soviet Union. Concern that bilateral trade 
could buttress the Soviet government was overridden by the view 
that trade deals would also give the Soviets a stake in better relations 
with the United States and the West and thereby rein in any 
Soviet temptation to challenge violently the status quo.

In the end, the Soviet regime did change. Historians will con-
tinue to debate how much of this was due to internal flaws in the 
Soviet system and how much resulted from U.S. and Western 
policy. The easy answer is that both forces were effective. The 
important thing is that an end did come, and it came peacefully. 
The third great conflict of the twentieth century, like the first 
two, ended with the result desired by the United States. Unlike 
the outcomes of the first two conflicts, however, this one was 
achieved without total war.

easier said than done
The Soviet experience holds important lessons for current 
U.S. foreign policy. Removing odious leaders—“regime ouster”—
is no easy thing. The Soviet Union survived for nearly three-
quarters of a century. The United States found it difficult to 
locate and arrest Manuel Noriega in Panama in 1989 and impossible 
to oust Mohamed Farah Aideed in Somalia in 1993. Fidel Castro 
remains ensconced in Havana today.

Regime replacement, the second step in regime change, is even 
more difficult, however. In the end, toppling Saddam Hussein 
was easy compared with putting in place a new Iraqi government 
that could run a secure, viable country. Although the Iraq venture 
was made far more expensive and difficult than necessary by 
Washington’s poor planning and questionable decisions, it is possible 
it would not have gone more smoothly even had Iraq’s occupation 
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been approached differently. And occupations elsewhere will not 
be much easier. The rise of nationalism, together with globalization 
(and the increased availability of powerful means of resistance), 
may have doomed prolonged occupations of foreign countries by 
sharply increasing their human, military, and economic costs.

Indeed, the uncertainties surrounding regime change make it 
an unreliable approach for dealing with specific problems such as 
a nuclear weapons program in an unfriendly state. Neither North 
Korea nor Iran appears to be on the brink of dramatic domestic 
change. A decade ago, many believed that North Korea was near 
collapse, yet the regime still stands, and it may persist for years 
more, notwithstanding North Korea’s impoverishment, its cruel 
and eccentric leadership, and its utter lack of freedom. Iran, too, 
is unlikely to throw off its current clerical leaders, despite their 
unpopularity. Even if these assessments ultimately prove incorrect, 
regime change cannot be counted on to come quickly enough to 
remove the nuclear threats now posed by these countries.

Unless, that is, the United States is prepared to invade them. But 
the expense of this approach would be enormous. Pyongyang’s 
conventional military power could inflict great loss of life and phys-
ical destruction on South Korea, and its nuclear weapons could 
obviously increase such costs dramatically. Many U.S. military 
personnel (including some of the more than 30,000 currently 
stationed in South Korea, along with reinforcements who would 
be sent) would lose their lives. The United States could and would 
win such a war, but only at great cost to itself, the region, and the 
rest of the world. The same goes for war with Iran. That country 
is roughly the size of Alaska and has 70 million people, roughly 
three times as many as Iraq—more than enough to make any 
occupation costly, miserable, and futile for the United States.

Using more indirect tools to bring about regime evolution, in-
stead of change, might well work but would take years, if not 
decades. Achieving regime evolution requires the strategic use of 
television, radio, and the Internet. Admission to the World Trade 
Organization (WTO) could be offered in return for fundamental 
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economic reforms, ones that are, by their nature, also political. 
Rhetorical support for change can also help, as can direct assis-
tance to nongovernmental organizations and other elements of 
civil society. Economic and political incentives should be made 
available to the target country if it is willing to adopt policies that 
reduce threats and that create more freedom and space for inde-
pendent economic and political activity; in the absence of such 
changes, targeted sanctions should be considered. Trade and 
personnel exchanges can open a closed society to new ideas. Over 
the past few decades, there have been dozens of cases of successful 
regime evolution in the former Soviet bloc, Latin America, and 
Asia, and there is no reason such patterns could not be repeated 
elsewhere if the United States makes the investment and takes 
the necessary time. Odious or dangerous regimes should never be 
neglected, but the safest and best way to encourage their modera-
tion or implosion is to smother them with policies that force them 
to open up to and deal with the outside world.

military means
One other alternative for dealing with Pyongyang’s and 
Tehran’s nuclear programs is the limited use of military force. 
Such attacks could take two forms. One is a preemptive strike, 
akin to what Israel did in 1967 when, learning of an imminent 
Egyptian attack, it hit the Egyptians first. For such an attack to 
work, however, the intelligence assessment of the threat must be 
near 100 percent accurate, confirming that the danger is in fact 
imminent and that there are no other available means to stop it. 
Under such rare circumstances, it is widely viewed that a state 
enjoys the right to strike before it is certain to be struck. This is 
preemption in the classical sense—something quite different 
from President George W. Bush’s use of the term, which in fact 
is better understood as prevention.

The problem for U.S. policymakers today is that neither 
situation—neither that with North Korea nor that with Iran—is 
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likely to satisfy the conditions that warrant a preemptive strike in 
the traditional sense. Instead, available intelligence will probably 
be questionable, the threats uncertain and in no way clearly 
imminent, and the military option but one of several policies 
available. Under such circumstances, any U.S. attack would be 
preventive, not preemptive—the use of force against a gathering 
but not imminent threat.

There are some precedents for preventive strikes, such as 
Israel’s attack on Iraq’s Osirak nuclear complex in 1981 or the 
U.S.-led invasion of Iraq some two decades later. But preventive 
attacks always pose serious problems. For one thing, it is all but 
impossible to get international support for them. For another, 
they are quite difficult to carry out successfully; indeed, given the 
secrecy surrounding nuclear programs, the level of intelligence 
needed to effectively cripple them through a military attack can 
be impossible to attain.

It is this last consideration—of feasibility—that is likely to 
determine the use of preventive strikes in the future. It is not just 
a question of what constitutes North Korea’s nuclear weapons 
program or where it is. Washington could in principle strike other 
targets valued by Pyongyang to coerce it into meeting U.S. and 
international demands regarding its nuclear programs. It is not 
clear, however, whether Washington could get political support 
for such attacks or that they would have the desired effect. In fact, 
South Korea, Japan, China, and Russia are likely to oppose any 
action that could lead to a war on the Korean Peninsula that would 
kill hundreds of thousands and destroy the economy of South 
Korea and of the region more generally.

Using preventive strikes to destroy Iran’s developing weapons 
program would also be much easier said than done, given the 
imperfect nature of the intelligence on Iran’s program and the 
operational challenges of attacking its dispersed and buried nuclear 
facilities. U.S. strikes might succeed in destroying part of Iran’s 
weapons program and set it back by months or even years. But 
even if this were to occur, Iran would surely reconstitute its 
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program in a manner that would make future strikes even more 
difficult. Moreover, Iran has the ability to retaliate by unleashing 
terrorism (using Hamas and Hezbollah) against Israel and the 
United States or by promoting instability in Iraq, Afghanistan, 
and Saudi Arabia. A U.S. strike on Iran would also further anger 
the Arab and Muslim worlds, where many already resent the 
double standard of U.S. and international acceptance of Israel’s 
and India’s nuclear weapons programs. Much of the Iranian pop-
ulation, currently alienated from the regime, would likely rally 
around it in the case of a foreign attack, making external efforts 
to bring about regime change that much more unlikely to succeed. 
Attacking Iran would also lead to sharp and possibly prolonged 
increases in the price of oil, which could trigger a global economic 
crisis. Nor would the United States avoid these costs if Israel 
carried out the strike (a scenario suggested by Vice President Dick 
Cheney in January 2005), since Israel would be widely viewed as 
doing the United States’ bidding.

talk first
Another alternative policy for meeting the nuclear 
challenge posed by Iran and North Korea would be to emphasize 
diplomacy. North Korea and Iran could be promised a number of 
benefits, including economic assistance, security assurances, and 
greater political standing, if they satisfied U.S. and international 
concerns regarding their nuclear programs. They could also 
be presented with clear penalties in case they fail to cooperate 
adequately. Such penalties could include diplomatic and economic 
sanctions and, in the most dire circumstances, military attack.

It is far from clear, however, whether any such agreement could 
actually be negotiated. North Korea may well decide that possess-
ing nuclear weapons is the best way to deter a U.S.-led military 
intervention and to earn hard currency—and thus refuse to give 
up such weapons. Iran, too, may decide that nuclear weapons are 
too useful as a deterrent and a means to acquire regional influence. 
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Even if these states agreed to give up their weapons, moreover, 
there is no guarantee that they would honor their agreements. 
North Korea has already breached a 1992 accord with South 
Korea to keep the peninsula free of nuclear weapons and violated 
the spirit (if not necessarily the letter) of the 1994 U.S.–North 
Korean Agreed Framework. Iran, for its part, has failed to fulfill 
its obligations to notify the International Atomic Energy Agency 
(IAEA) of its uranium-enrichment activities, as it is required to 
under a safeguards agreement Tehran signed pursuant to the 
Nonproliferation Treaty.

Given their records, North Korea and Iran could be expected 
to exploit the time any negotiation would buy them to enhance 
their nuclear capabilities. Even absent such bad faith, essentially 
rewarding a country such as North Korea with alternative energy 
sources and various political and economic benefits for its having 
once invested in nuclear weapons could have the perverse effect of 
encouraging proliferation elsewhere. It might give other countries 
an incentive to follow suit in the belief that they, too, will eventually 
be rewarded for their bad behavior.

Despite these problems, however, diplomacy remains an attrac-
tive option, both because it could succeed and because only by first 
making a good-faith effort will the United States have a chance 
of getting the necessary regional and international backing for 
then pursuing a more confrontational tack.

In fact, the United States (working with China, Japan, Russia, 
and South Korea) has already initiated a series of discussions with 
North Korea in order to convince it to abandon its nuclear weapons 
program. Pyongyang, however, rejected the incentives Washington 
offered it last year, and the failure to include any clear penalties in 
the deal put little pressure on North Korea to compromise. Neither 
the carrot nor the stick was adequate. In addition, the Bush admin-
istration lost valuable time by resisting the prospect of bilateral talks 
with North Korea. This was a mistake; it matters little whether 
China, Japan, South Korea, and Russia are physically in the room so 
long as the United States coordinates its policies with them.
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The best path available now is to continue to work with these 
states on a diplomatic package that would give North Korea 
security assurances, energy assistance, and specified political and 
economic benefits in exchange for forgoing its nuclear programs 
(fuel and weapons alike) and agreeing to robust international 
inspections. Sequence matters in all this; it is unrealistic to expect 
North Korea to satisfy all nuclear-related requirements before it 
receives any benefits. Washington and its partners should also 
agree on what economic and political sanctions would be imposed 
on Pyongyang if it failed to accept such an agreement by a specified 
date or if it crossed a red line, such as by testing a nuclear device.

China’s role is central to any such diplomatic undertaking. 
Although Beijing’s influence on North Korea is limited, it is 
greater than any other country’s. China is the source of much of 
North Korea’s energy and is its principal trading partner. But 
Beijing, while willing to apply some pressure, seems reluctant to 
insist, possibly out of fear that if Kim Jong Il’s regime begins to 
collapse, war will break out and refugees will flood China. As a 
result, China has seemed more interested in placing a lid on the 
North Korea problem than in actually resolving it.

Washington must try to persuade Beijing to use all of its influence 
to convince Pyongyang to abandon its nuclear weapons program. 
To this end, China’s leaders should understand that the North 
Korea problem is a test case of China’s willingness to become a 
true strategic partner of the United States. It would also help if 
the U.S. government were to reassure China’s leaders about its 
long-term thinking on Northeast Asia, namely, that the United 
States is firmly opposed to the emergence of any new nuclear 
weapons state in the region, be it Japan, a unified Korea, or Taiwan.

Addressing Iran’s nuclear program will require an international 
proposal offering Tehran the nuclear fuel it says it requires for 
power generation, but not direct access to or control of the fuel 
itself. Such an offer could be made to Iran alone. But to improve 
its attractiveness, the deal should be put forward as a new global 
policy, in which no entity other than the five acknowledged 
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nuclear weapons states and the IAEA would be permitted to 
control nuclear fuel. To secure Iran’s agreement, the country, which 
is currently subject to numerous U.S. economic sanctions, could 
be offered various economic inducements and security assurances 
akin to those being considered for North Korea. In exchange for 
these benefits, Iran (again like North Korea) would be expected 
to convince the world, by allowing intrusive inspections, that it is 
not developing nuclear weapons or producing the fissile material 
they require. U.S. policy currently seems to be headed in this 
direction, but Washington needs to offer more than simply ending 
its blockage of Iran’s admission to the WTO or its purchase of 
spare parts for aircraft. For their part, Europe and Russia, as well 
as China, must commit to meaningful sanctions in the event Iran 
violates the agreement. This is a moment for creative specificity, 
not ambiguity.

Even if such tactics are used, it remains possible (some would 
say likely) that diplomacy with Iran will fail, either because of 
insufficient international support or because many in Iran want 
to proceed with uranium enrichment or develop nuclear weap-
ons regardless of the cost. As with North Korea, however, the 
diplomatic option is nonetheless worth pursuing, given the costs 
of every other approach and given that the only chance for 
building international support for (or even acceptance of ) a more 
aggressive strategy is to first make a good-faith effort to resolve 
matters diplomatically.

living with proliferation 
There is always the option of accepting a de facto nuclear 
status for North Korea and Iran. This is the default option if 
regime change yields no dramatic result, the military option is 
rejected, and diplomacy fails. And it would be similar to what 
has already become the U.S. and international approach to Israel, 
India, and Pakistan. There would have to be, however, one big 
difference: given the bellicose history and nature of both North 
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Korea and Iran, the United States would need to introduce an 
extra element of deterrence to discourage either government from 
using a nuclear weapon or transferring critical technologies, fuel, 
or weapons to other states or to terrorist groups. To this end, the 
United States should declare publicly that any government that 
uses weapons of mass destruction, threatens to use them, or 
knowingly transfers WMD or key materials to third parties opens 
itself up to the strongest reprisals, including attack and removal 
from power. This message should be accompanied by a concerted 
diplomatic effort to get the other major powers to sign on to such 
a policy. Such moves would add teeth to Security Council resolu-
tions and international conventions that already forbid states 
from facilitating nuclear terrorism in any way.

Even with such international statements, this approach would 
be inherently risky: accepting a North Korean nuclear arsenal 
might mean accepting the perpetuation of a desperate, failing 
government that could well try secretly to transfer nuclear mate-
rial to terrorists in exchange for much-needed money. Accepting 
the existence of a nuclear-armed Iran implies a similar bargain. 
And in both cases, deterrence might not work.

What is more, even if deterrence did work, accepting and 
learning to live with a nuclear-armed North Korea or Iran would 
not be cost free. As suggested above, if North Korea is allowed to 
retain nuclear weapons, this could prompt Japan, South Korea, or 
other states to seek to acquire them as well. Keeping the peace in 
a nuclear Northeast Asia would be no easy feat given the historical 
animosities, the latent rivalries, and the lack of institutional 
mechanisms for promoting regional confidence and stability.

The same goes for the Middle East. A nuclear Iran could well 
cause Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Syria, and even Iraq to consider 
developing a similar capability, although it might take them longer 
to catch up due to their lack of an advanced industrial base. And 
keeping the peace between a half dozen nuclear-armed states that 
are suspicious of, if not downright hostile toward, one another 
would be extremely difficult. The emergence of new nuclear 
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weapons states would also dramatically increase the risk that these 
weapons or their components would fall into the hands of terrorists, 
whether by accident or design.

all together now
Regime change, limited military action, diplomacy, and deter-
rence can all be considered as alternative policies. They are better 
understood, however, as components of a single comprehensive 
approach toward states such as North Korea and Iran. Deterrence 
is a way to make the best of a bad situation. Military action or, 
more precisely, the threat of it can buttress diplomatic prospects. 
But diplomacy should be the heart of U.S. policy toward both 
countries—because it could succeed, because it must be shown to 
have failed before there is any chance of garnering support for 
other policies, and because all the other options are so unattractive.

As for regime change, it is best viewed as a complement to 
diplomacy and deterrence. It is essential to appreciate not only 
the limits of regime change but also its nature. A refusal to 
engage tyrannies allows them to wrap themselves in nationalism 
and to maintain control; offering regimes enhanced security and 
economic and political interaction if they meet specified require-
ments can deny them their rationale for tight control and their 
ability to maintain it. A foreign policy that chooses to integrate, 
not isolate, despotic regimes can be the Trojan horse that moderates 
their behavior in the short run and their nature in the long run. It 
is time Washington put this thinking to the test, toward what 
remains of the axis of evil. Delay is no longer an option, and drift 
is not a strategy.∂
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preventing the unthinkable
The ongoing crisis with Tehran is not the first time Washington 
has had to face a hostile government attempting to develop 
nuclear weapons. Nor is it likely to be the last. Yet the reasoning 
of U.S. officials now struggling to deal with Iran’s nuclear ambitions 
is clouded by a kind of historical amnesia, which leads to both 
creeping fatalism about the United States’ ability to keep Iran 
from getting the bomb and excessive optimism about the United 
States’ ability to contain Iran if it does become a nuclear power. 
Proliferation fatalism and deterrence optimism reinforce each 
other in a disturbing way. As nuclear proliferation comes to be 
seen as inevitable, wishful thinking can make its consequences 
seem less severe, and if faith in deterrence grows, incentives to 
combat proliferation diminish.

A U.S. official in the executive branch anonymously told The 
New York Times in March 2006, “The reality is that most of us think 
the Iranians are probably going to get a weapon, or the technology 
to make one, sooner or later.” Such proliferation fatalists argue that 
over the long term, it may be impossible to stop Iran—or other 
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states for that matter—from getting the bomb. Given the spread 
of nuclear technology and know-how, and the right of parties to 
the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty (NPT) to enrich uranium 
and separate plutonium, the argument goes, any foreign govern-
ment determined to acquire nuclear weapons will eventually do 
so. Moreover, the 1981 Israeli attack on the Osirak nuclear reactor 
in Iraq may have delayed Iraq’s progress, but similar air strikes are 
unlikely to disable Iran’s capacities, since its uranium-enrichment 
facilities can be hidden underground or widely dispersed. Imposing 
economic sanctions through the UN Security Council is clearly a 
preferable option. But as Washington learned with India and 
Pakistan in the 1980s and 1990s, sanctions only increase the costs 
of going nuclear; they do not reduce the ability of a determined 
government to get the bomb.

Faced with only unattractive options to stem proliferation, 
some Bush administration officials are reluctantly preparing to 
live with a nuclear Iran. Military planners and intelligence officers 
have reportedly been tasked with developing strategies to deter 
Tehran if negotiations fail. Washington officials cry that the sky 
is falling whenever they face the prospect of a hostile state’s getting 
the bomb, yet they seem to find solace in the recollection that 
deterrence and containment did work to maintain the peace during 
the Cold War. So why worry that the latest crop of rogue regimes 
might prove less deterrable than the Soviet Union and China? 
The Bush administration already appears to have adopted this 
logic with respect to North Korea. According to The New York 
Times, administration officials privately predict that deterrence 
will work against Pyongyang: “The North Koreans. . . know that 
a missile attack on the United States would result in the vaporization 
of Pyongyang,” the paper quoted an official as saying. And if 
deterrence can work with Kim Jong Il, why not with Ayatollah 
Ali Khamenei? “Iran is just one instance of the [proliferation] 
problem, and in Iran’s case, containment might work,” argues 
Brent Scowcroft, who was national security adviser to President 
George H. W. Bush.
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But both deterrence optimism and proliferation fatalism are 
wrong-headed. Deterrence optimism is based on mistaken nostalgia 
and a faulty analogy. Although deterrence did work with the Soviet 
Union and China, there were many close calls; maintaining nuclear 
peace during the Cold War was far more difficult and uncertain 
than U.S. officials and the American public seem to remember 
today. Furthermore, a nuclear Iran would look a lot less like the 
totalitarian Soviet Union and the People’s Republic of China and 
a lot more like Pakistan, Iran’s unstable neighbor—a far more 
frightening prospect. Fatalism about nuclear proliferation is 
equally unwarranted. Although the United States did fail to 
prevent its major Cold War rivals from developing nuclear arsenals, 
many other countries curbed their own nuclear ambitions. After 
flirting with nuclear programs in the 1960s, West Germany and 
Japan decided that following the NPT and relying on the protection 
of the U.S. nuclear umbrella would bring them greater security in 
the future; South Korea and Taiwan gave up covert nuclear programs 
when the United States threatened to sever security relations with 
them; North Korea froze its plutonium production in the 1990s; 
and Libya dismantled its nascent nuclear program in 2003.

Given these facts, Washington should work harder to prevent 
the unthinkable rather than accept what falsely appears to be 
inevitable. The lesson to be drawn from the history of nonprolif-
eration is not that all states eyeing the bomb eventually get it but 
that nonproliferation efforts succeed when the United States and 
other global actors help satisfy whatever concerns drove a state to 
want nuclear weapons in the first place. Governments typically 
pursue nuclear power for one of three reasons: to protect them-
selves against an external security threat, to satisfy the parochial 
interests of domestic actors, or to acquire an important status 
symbol. Iran is, mostly, a classic case of a state that wants nuclear 
weapons to dissuade an attack. It sits in a perennially unstable 
region, has long faced a belligerent Iraq, and now wants to stand 
up to Washington’s calls for regime change in Tehran. Any viable 
solution to Tehran’s appetite for nuclear weapons will therefore 
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require that Washington learn to coexist peacefully with Iran’s 
deeply problematic government. U.S. officials should not assume 
that Iran will go nuclear no matter what and draw up plans for 
containing it when it does. Nor should Washington rely exclusively 
on UN sanctions, which might not work. Instead, the U.S. govern-
ment must dig into its diplomatic toolbox and offer—in conjunction 
with China, Russia, and the EU-3 (France, Germany, and the 
United Kingdom)—contingent security guarantees to Tehran.

delusions of deterrence
The nuclear monopoly the United States enjoyed at the end 
of World War II did not last long. Nonproliferation discussions 
in the United Nations soon after the war came to naught because 
the Soviet Union understandably distrusted any plan that gave 
the United States a monopoly on the scientific knowledge and 
engineering experience needed to build a nuclear weapon. As 
Cold War hostilities grew, first President Harry Truman and then 
President Dwight Eisenhower considered launching attacks 
against the Soviet Union to prevent it from developing a nuclear 
arsenal. Moscow had tested its first atomic bomb in 1949, but it 
was the prospect of the Soviets’ amassing a large H-bomb arsenal 
that particularly alarmed Eisenhower. In 1953, he asked Secretary 
of State John Foster Dulles if “our duty to future generations did 
not require us to initiate war at the most propitious time that we 
could designate.” Eisenhower eventually rejected the idea, however, 
because he feared the Red Army would respond by invading U.S. 
allies in Europe. Even if the United States did emerge victorious 
from such a conflict, Eisenhower told his advisers in 1954, “the 
colossal job of occupying the territories of a defeated enemy 
would be far beyond the resources of the United States at the 
conclusion of this war.”

As the Soviet nuclear arsenal expanded, it triggered a chain 
reaction. The United Kingdom and France raced to develop their 
own nuclear weapons (which they first detonated in 1952 and 
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1960, respectively), partly as an independent deterrent to Soviet 
aggression in Europe but also as a symbol of their continuing 
great-power status. That U.S. allies developed such capacities did 
not much concern Washington, but the U.S. government became 
deeply worried that China under Mao Zedong might acquire its 
own bomb. Still, the Kennedy administration rejected plans to 
launch a preventive air strike on Chinese nuclear facilities in 1963 
for fear that it would spark a major war and because the Soviets 
had rejected Washington’s secret request for their assistance.

It is common today to look back nostalgically on those years as 
“the long peace.” But this oversimplifies the challenges of the 
Cold War. Nuclear weapons did seem to have a sobering influence 
on the great powers, but that effect was neither automatic nor 
foolproof. Both the Soviet and the Chinese governments originally 
hoped that having the bomb would allow them to engage in more 
aggressive policies with impunity. Moscow repeatedly threatened 
West Berlin in the late 1950s and early 1960s, for example, confident 
that its growing arsenal would dissuade the United States 
from coming to West Germany’s defense. Soviet Premier Nikita 
Khrushchev also believed that if the Soviet Union could place 
nuclear weapons in Cuba, the United States, once faced with the 
fait accompli, would be deterred by the Soviet arsenal from 
attacking Fidel Castro’s regime.

What could be called dangerous learning by “trial and terror” 
also characterized relations with China. Mao appears to have 
genuinely believed that nuclear weapons were “paper tigers” and that 
China could survive any large-scale nuclear war. Beijing’s foreign 
policy certainly did not turn moderate after its 1964 nuclear 
tests. Mao ordered military ambushes of Soviet armed forces on 
the disputed Chinese-Soviet border in March 1969, instructing 
Chinese generals not to worry about Moscow’s response because 
“we, too, have atomic bombs.” Soviet leaders retaliated against 
Chinese units along the border and threatened a preventive nuclear 
strike against China’s nuclear facilities. Mao eventually accepted 
a negotiated settlement of the territorial dispute, but only after 
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evacuating the Chinese leadership to the countryside and putting 
China’s nuclear arsenal on alert.

a regime is  born
The frightening crises of the 1960s led U.S. and Soviet leaders 
to understand that nuclear weapons guaranteed only a precarious 
peace. Increasingly, the two superpowers pursued bilateral arms 
control measures—such as the Strategic Arms Limitation Talks 
and the Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty—to try to manage their 
nuclear relationship. They also recognized that a new multilateral 
approach was needed to stop the spread of nuclear weapons.

In March 1963, President John F. Kennedy told the press that he 
was “haunted” by the fear that by the 1970s the United States would 
“face a world in which 15 or 20 or 25 nations” possessed nuclear 
weapons. Five years of negotiations later, the United States, the 
Soviet Union, the United Kingdom, and 59 non-nuclear-weapons 
states signed the NPT. Under the terms of the treaty, states possessing 
nuclear weapons agreed not to transfer weapons or knowledge about 
how to build them to their friends and allies. (This commitment 
effectively ended Washington’s hope of supplying West Germany 
and other NATO powers with “a multilateral force” of nuclear 
weapons, a prospect that had deeply troubled Moscow.) They also 
undertook “to work in good faith” toward the eventual elimination 
of nuclear weapons. The non-nuclear-weapons states, for their part, 
agreed not to seek nuclear weapons and to cooperate with inspectors 
from the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) to allow 
monitoring of their peaceful nuclear research and energy facilities. 
The idea behind this “I won’t if you won’t” provision was to reduce 
the security threats, potential or real, that non-nuclear-weapons states 
posed to one another. The treaty also guaranteed that non-nuclear-
weapons states in good standing would gain the full benefits of 
peaceful nuclear energy production, creating a “sovereign right,” 
Iran has since argued, for any such state to develop a full nuclear-fuel 
production cycle of its own. The broad ambition behind the NPT 
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was to slow down proliferation by reducing the demand for nuclear 
weapons. By both providing some assurance that states subscribing 
to the treaty would not develop nuclear bombs and creating, 
through the IAEA, a system to detect their efforts if they did, the 
NPT assuaged the security concerns of many states. It also reduced 
the bomb’s appeal as a status symbol by creating an international norm 
according to which “responsible” states followed NPT commitments 
and only “rogue” states did not. And by offering hope that the nuclear 
states would take significant steps toward eventual disarmament, 
the treaty made it easier for nonnuclear governments to justify their 
own self-restraint to their domestic constituencies.

The NPT system proved reasonably successful for quite a long 
while. Although they are less discussed than the failures, the non-
proliferation successes—the nuclear dogs that did not bark—are 
more numerous. Many non-nuclear-weapons states did continue 
to develop nuclear energy facilities after the NPT was signed, 
and some—such as Japan, with its massive plutonium stockpile—
kept nuclear materials and continued their nuclear research in 
case the NPT regime fell apart. (Uncertainty about the treaty was 
so strong at first that Japan and other nonnuclear states insisted 
that they be allowed to review and renew their membership every 
five years.) But the NPT and U.S. security guarantees eventually 
reduced those countries’ interest in proliferation. Other U.S. allies 
were caught cheating—most notably South Korea in the 1970s 
and Taiwan in the 1980s—but they ended suspected military-related 
activities when Washington confronted them and threatened to 
withdraw its security assistance. Egypt sought nuclear weapons 
in the early 1960s, but it signed the NPT in 1968 and ratified it in 
1979 after striking a peace deal with Israel that reduced its national 
security concerns. Belarus, Kazakhstan, and Ukraine were nuclear 
powers from the moment of their independence, having inherited 
arsenals when the Soviet Union collapsed in 1991. But they 
soon handed over the weapons to Russia in exchange for eco-
nomic assistance, highly limited security assurances from the 
United States, and a chance to join the NPT in good standing. 
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The NPT has been enough of a success that at the 1995 NPT 
Review Conference, all 178 states that had ratified it agreed to 
extend it permanently.

perils of proliferation
A few outliers have bucked the system, however, and it is their 
actions that have bred the fatalism about proliferation that now 
dominates in Washington. Israel has never officially admitted to 
possessing nuclear weapons, but it is widely known to have con-
structed (with France’s help) a small arsenal in the 1970s. South 
Africa secretly built seven nuclear devices under the apartheid 
regime in the 1980s (but unilaterally destroyed them well before 
a black-majority-rule government took over in 1994). India and 
Pakistan developed nuclear capabilities in the late 1980s and 
came out of the closet with them in May 1998. Iraq had been 
inching along, too, and after the 1981 Israeli air strike on its Osirak 
reactor, it started an underground gaseous diffusion facility to 
produce bomb-grade uranium, which was belatedly discovered 
and destroyed by UN inspectors after the 1991 Gulf War.

A number of political and military developments since the 
1990s have further weakened the nonproliferation regime. The 
Pakistani scientist A. Q. Khan, among others, began secretly 
selling uranium-enrichment capabilities and even bomb designs 
to potential proliferators. The emergence of new nuclear states 
has threatened those states’ neighbors, and the United States 
itself is increasingly seen as a security threat by some potential 
proliferators. Some states—Iran in particular—insist that they 
have a “right” to develop nuclear-fuel-production capabilities, 
which would get them uncomfortably close to developing nuclear 
bombs if they were subsequently to quit the treaty. In 1999, the 
U.S. Senate also dealt the regime a blow by voting against ratifi-
cation of the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty despite the Clinton 
administration’s promise to ratify it during the 1995 NPT conference 
as proof of the U.S. commitment to eventual disarmament.
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Most important, some new nuclear states have proved to be 
particularly risky actors. Consider the unsettling case of Pakistan. 
Islamabad has been dangerously lax since its 1998 nuclear tests, 
exercising weak control over its military personnel, intelligence 
officials, and scientists who have access to nuclear weapons, 
materials, and technology. Soon after the 1998 tests, Pakistani 
military planners developed more belligerent strategies against 
India. Dusting off an old plan, in the winter of 1999, Pakistani 
infantry units disguised as mujahideen snuck into Indian-held 
Kashmir. The incursion sparked the 1999 Kargil War, in which 
over 1,000 soldiers were killed on both sides before Pakistani 
forces reluctantly withdrew. According to U.S. and Indian intel-
ligence, before the fighting ended, the Pakistani military had 
started to ready its nuclear-capable missiles for potential use. 
But when President Bill Clinton raised the possibility that this 
had happened with Pakistani Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif, he 
displayed a disturbing lack of knowledge about what his own 
military was doing. Similarly, Pakistani leaders gave important 
nuclear command-and-control responsibilities to the notorious 
Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI), which has intimate ties to both 
the Taliban and jihadist groups fighting in Kashmir. Doing so 
was a recipe for trouble, raising the risks that a rogue faction could 
steal a weapon or give it to terrorists. According to credible 
reports, during the Kargil War, Pakistani military planners and 
the ISI considered hiding Pakistan’s nuclear weapons in western 
Afghanistan to protect them from a potential preemptive attack 
by India; they even contacted Taliban officials to explore the 
option. Islamabad has also exercised incredibly loose control over 
Pakistani nuclear scientists. After the 9/11 attacks, it was discovered 
that a number of individual scientists—including Sultan 
Bashiruddin Mahmood, a senior official of the Pakistan Atomic 
Energy Commission (PAEC)—had met with Osama bin Laden 
in Afghanistan and discussed techniques for developing nuclear 
weapons and other weapons of mass destruction. In April 2002, 
Pakistani President Pervez Musharraf admitted that PAEC 
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scientists had been in contact with al Qaeda but claimed that “the 
scientists involved had only very superficial knowledge.” Most 
proliferation experts also believe that senior Pakistani military 
officers were involved in many, if not all, of the deals in which 
A. Q. Khan and his associates sold nuclear centrifuge components 
to Iran and Libya, offered to help Saddam Hussein build a bomb 
just before the 1991 Gulf War, and provided North Korea with 
uranium-enrichment technology.

the most dangerous game
Dealing with a nuclear Iran in the near future would be more 
like dealing with Pakistan than with nuclearized democracies such 
as Israel and India or even nuclear totalitarian states such as the 
Soviet Union and China. Not only does Iranian President Mahmoud 
Ahmadinejad spew belligerent anti-Israel and Holocaust-denying 
statements, but the Iranian government as a whole continues to 
nurture revolutionary ambitions toward Iran’s conservative Sunni 
neighbors and to support Hezbollah and other terrorist organiza-
tions. Tehran, like Islamabad, would be unlikely to maintain 
centralized control over its nuclear weapons or materials. In order 
to deter Tehran from giving nuclear weapons to terrorists, in 
January 2006 the French government announced that it would 
respond to nuclear terrorism with a nuclear strike of its own against 
any state that had served as the terrorists’ accomplice. But this 
“attribution deterrence” posture glosses over the difficult question 
of what to do if the source of nuclear materials for a terrorist 
bomb is uncertain. It also ignores the possibility that Tehran, 
once in possession of nuclear weapons, would feel emboldened to 
engage in aggressive naval actions against tankers in the Persian 
Gulf or to assist terrorist attacks as it did with the Hezbollah 
bombing of the U.S. barracks at the Khobar Towers in Saudi 
Arabia in 1996.

There is no reason to assume that, even if they wanted to, 
central political authorities in Tehran could completely control 

Return to Table of Contents



[25]

How to Keep the Bomb From Iran

the details of nuclear operations by the Islamic Revolutionary 
Guard Corps. The IRGC recruits young “true believers” to join 
its ranks, subjects them to ideological indoctrination (but not 
psychological-stability testing), and—as the IAEA discovered 
when it inspected Iran’s centrifuge facilities in 2003—gives IRGC 
units responsibility for securing production sites for nuclear 
materials. The IRGC is known to have ties to terrorist organiza-
tions, which means that Iran’s nuclear facilities, like its chemical 
weapons programs, are under the ostensible control of the 
organization that manages Tehran’s contacts with foreign terrorists. 
It is misguided simply to hope that eventual regime change in 
Tehran would end the nuclear danger because, in the words of 
one Bush administration official, who spoke to The New York Times 
anonymously, Washington would then “have a different relationship 
with a different Iranian government.” This wish assumes that 
another Iranian revolution would end gently, with an orderly 
transfer of power, rather than in chaos and with the control of 
nuclear weapons left unclear.

the reasons why
If Iran must not be allowed to go nuclear, what then can be 
done to stop it? A U.S. military strike on Iran today should 
be avoided for the same prudent reasons that led Eisenhower and 
Kennedy to choose diplomacy and arms control over preventive 
war in their dealings with the Soviet Union and China. Even if 
U.S. intelligence services were confident that they had identified 
all major nuclear-related sites in Iran (they are not) and the 
Pentagon could hit all the targets, the United States would 
expose itself (especially its bases in the Middle East and U.S 
troops in Afghanistan and Iraq), and its allies, to the possibility of 
severe retaliation. When asked about possible U.S. air strikes in 
August 2004, Iranian Defense Minister Ali Shamkhani said, 
“You may be surprised to know that the U.S. military presence 
near us is not power for the United States because this power may 
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under certain circumstances become a hostage in our hands. . . . 
The United States is not the only power present in the region. 
We are also present from Khost to Kandahar in Afghanistan and 
we are present in the Gulf and can be present in Iraq.” Iran might 
also support attacks by terrorist groups in Europe or the United 
States. Bush administration officials have sought to give some 
teeth to the threat of a military attack by hinting that Israel might 
strike on Washington’s behalf. The Pentagon notified Congress in 
April 2005 of its intention to sell conventional GBU-28 “bunker-
buster” bombs to Israel, and President George W. Bush reasserted 
Washington’s commitment to “support Israel if her security is 
threatened.” But an Israeli air strike on Iran’s nuclear facilities 
would do no more good than a U.S. one: it could not destroy all 
the facilities and thus would leave Tehran to resume its uranium-
enrichment program at surviving sites and would give Iran strong 
incentives to retaliate against U.S. forces in the Middle East. 
Muslim sentiment throughout the world would be all the more 
inflamed, encouraging terrorist responses against the West.

With no viable military option at hand, the only way for 
Washington to move forward is to give Tehran good reason to 
relinquish its pursuit of nuclear weapons. That, in turn, requires 
understanding why Tehran wants them in the first place. Iran’s 
nuclear energy program began in the 1960s under the shah, but 
even he wanted to create a breakout option to get the bomb quickly 
if necessary. One of his senior energy advisers once recalled, “The 
shah told me that he does not want the bomb yet, but if anyone 
in the neighborhood has it, we must be ready to have it.” At first, 
Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini objected to nuclear weapons and 
other weapons of mass destruction on religious grounds, but the 
mullahs abandoned such restraint after Saddam ordered chemical 
attacks on Iranian forces during the Iran-Iraq War. As former 
Iranian President Hashemi Rafsanjani, then the speaker of Iran’s 
Parliament, noted in 1988, the conflict with Saddam showed that 
“the moral teachings of the world are not very effective when war 
reaches a serious stage,” and so Iranians must “fully equip ourselves 
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in the defensive and offensive use of chemical, bacteriological, 
and radiological weapons.” Tehran began purchasing centrifuge 
components from A. Q. Khan’s network in 1987 and received, 
according to the IAEA, documents on how to cast enriched 
uranium into the form needed for nuclear weapons. Iran’s nuclear-
development efforts were further accelerated when, after the 1991 
Gulf War, UN inspectors discovered and disclosed that Iraq had 
been just one or two years away from developing nuclear weapons 
of its own.

The end of Saddam’s rule in 2003 significantly reduced the 
security threat to Tehran. But by then the United States had 
already taken Iraq’s place, Washington having made it clear that 
it wanted regime change in Iran, too. In his January 2002 State of 
the Union address, President Bush had denounced the govern-
ments of Iran, Iraq, and North Korea as members of an “axis 
of evil” with ties to international terrorism. Increasingly, Bush 
administration spokespeople were advocating “preemption” to 
counter proliferation. After the fall of Baghdad, an unidentified 
senior U.S. official told a Los Angeles Times reporter that Tehran 
should “take a number,” hinting that it was next in line for regime 
change. It did not help that the 2002 Nuclear Posture Review, 
which was leaked to the press, listed Iran as one of the states to be 
considered as a potential target by U.S. nuclear war planners. When 
asked, in April 2006, whether the Pentagon was considering a 
potential preventive nuclear strike against Iranian nuclear facilities, 
President Bush pointedly replied, “All options are on the table.”

In the meantime, Iran’s program has advanced. The last offi-
cial U.S. intelligence estimate given to Congress, in February 
2006, vaguely stated that if Iran “continues on its current path. . . 
[it] will likely have the capacity to produce a nuclear weapon 
within the next decade”—an estimate that has since been widely 
interpreted to mean five to ten years. Last April, Tehran began 
operating a cascade of 164 uranium-enrichment centrifuges at 
Natanz. According to the State Department, it will take over 
13 years for an experimental cascade of this size to produce enough 
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highly enriched uranium for even a single nuclear weapon. But 
without an arms control agreement, Iran is free to construct more 
centrifuge cascades at Natanz, and without intrusive IAEA 
inspections in place, Iran could build a covert enrichment facility 
elsewhere. What was once a proliferation problem is now a 
proliferation crisis.

agreed framework in farsi
The depth of Tehran’s security concerns is precisely the reason 
that, despite the Bush administration’s hopes, Libya cannot be a 
model for how to deal with Iran now. Libyan President Muammar 
al-Qaddafi finally relinquished the pursuit of nuclear weapons in 
2003 in exchange for both an end to trade sanctions and positive 
economic incentives. But Tripoli was always a very different foe 
from Tehran. For one thing, the Libyans turned out to be the gang 
that could not proliferate straight. For years, Qaddafi reportedly 
tried but failed to purchase complete nuclear weapons directly from 
China, India, and Pakistan. When he did purchase 20 centrifuges 
and components for another 200 from A. Q. Khan in 1997, he 
could not get enough of the machines assembled in the right way. 
In the late 1990s, moreover, as Qaddafi’s regime was becoming 
more concerned with domestic threats—economic stagnation and 
the rise of jihadist insurgents—than it was with external ones, its 
nuclear program began to turn into a liability. Tehran today is in 
a very different position: it is much closer to being able to develop 
weapons, and it continues to have serious external security reasons 
for wanting them.

A better source of inspiration for handling Iran would be the 
1994 Agreed Framework that the United States struck with North 
Korea. The Bush administration has severely criticized the deal, 
but it contained several elements that could prove useful for solving 
the Iranian nuclear crisis.

After the North Koreans were caught violating their NPT 
commitments in early 1993 (they were covertly removing nuclear 
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materials from the Yongbyon reactor), they threatened to withdraw 
from the treaty. Declaring that “North Korea cannot be allowed 
to develop a nuclear bomb,” President Clinton threatened an air 
strike on the Yongbyon reactor site if the North Koreans took 
further steps to reprocess plutonium. In June 1994, as the Pentagon 
was reinforcing military units on the Korean Peninsula and briefing 
Clinton on war preparations, Pyongyang froze its plutonium pro-
duction, agreed to let IAEA inspectors monitor the reactor site, 
and entered into bilateral negotiations with a view to eventually 
eliminating its nuclear capability. It is unclear whether North Korea 
blinked out of fear of military intervention, because of concerns 
about economic sanctions, or because Washington’s proposal held 
out the promise of security guarantees and normalized relations. 
But the talks produced the October 1994 Agreed Framework, 
under which North Korea agreed to eventually dismantle its 
reactors, remain in the NPT, and implement full IAEA safe-
guards. In exchange, the United States promised to provide it with 
limited oil supplies, construct two peaceful light-water reactors 
for energy production, “move toward full normalization of political 
and economic relations,” and extend “formal assurances to [North 
Korea] against the threat or use of nuclear weapons by the U.S.”

By 2002, however, the Agreed Framework had broken down, 
not only because Pyongyang was suspected of cheating but also 
because it believed that the United States, by delaying construction 
of the light-water reactors and failing to start normalizing rela-
tions, had not honored its side of the bargain. When confronted 
with evidence of its secret uranium program, in November 2002, 
Pyongyang took advantage of the fact that the U.S. military was 
tied down in preparations for the invasion of Iraq and withdrew 
from the NPT, kicked out the inspectors, and started reprocessing 
plutonium. Pyongyang is now thought to have six to eight nuclear 
weapons, to be producing more plutonium in the Yongbyon reactor, 
and to be constructing a larger one.

President Bush famously promised, in his 2002 State of the 
Union address, that the United States “will not permit the world’s 
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most dangerous regimes to threaten us with the world’s most 
destructive weapons.” Yet when North Korea kicked out the IAEA 
inspectors, Secretary of State Colin Powell proclaimed that the 
situation was “not a crisis,” and Bush repeatedly declared that 
the United States had “no intention of invading North Korea.” 
Deputy Secretary of State Richard Armitage quickly underscored 
the position: “The president has no hostile intentions and no plans 
to invade. That’s an indication that North Korea can have the regime 
that [it] want[s] to have.” The point was not lost on Tehran.

The 1994 Agreed Framework thus serves as a reminder of 
what to do, and its failure as a warning about what to avoid. If 
Washington is to offer security assurances to Tehran, it would be 
wise to do so soon (making the assurances contingent on Tehran’s 
not developing nuclear weapons), rather than offering them too 
late, as it did with North Korea (and thus making them contin-
gent on Tehran’s getting rid of any existing nuclear weapons). As 
with North Korea, any deal with Iran must be structured in a 
series of steps, each offering a package of economic benefits 
(light-water reactors, aircraft parts, or status at the World Trade 
Organization) in exchange for constraints placed on Iran’s future 
nuclear development.

Both Washington and Tehran will need to make major com-
promises. The Bush administration has said that a condition of 
any deal must be that “not a single centrifuge can spin” in Iran. 
But it might have to soften its stance. Allowing Tehran to maintain 
its experimental 164-centrifuge cascade, which poses no immedi-
ate danger and yet is an important status symbol for the Iranian 
regime, could help Tehran save face and sell a deal with Washington 
to its domestic constituencies by allowing it to claim that the ar-
rangement protects Iran’s “sovereign right” to have a full nuclear 
fuel cycle. One way to do this would be to draw a line between 
research on uranium enrichment (which would be allowed) and 
significant production of enriched uranium (which would be 
prohibited). In exchange, Tehran would have to accept verifiable 
safeguards on all its enrichment operations, permit throughout 

Return to Table of Contents



[31]

How to Keep the Bomb From Iran

the country the more intrusive type of inspections required by the 
Additional Protocol of the IAEA, supply the IAEA with full 
documentation about suspected past violations, and freeze the 
construction of more centrifuges and heavy-water reactors that 
could produce plutonium.

History, particularly that of U.S.–North Korean relations, 
suggests that such agreements are just the start of serious nego-
tiations. Even if a deal is struck, delays and backsliding should 
be expected. To limit their impact and keep them from leading to 
the agreement’s dissolution, it would be necessary for Washington 
to both keep its promises and maintain credible threats that it 
would impose sanctions or even use limited force against Iran if 
Tehran violated its commitments.

Most important, however, would be a reduction in the security 
threat that the United States poses to Iran. Given the need for 
Washington to have a credible deterrent against, say, terrorist 
attacks sponsored by Iran, it would be ill advised to offer Tehran 
a blanket security guarantee. But more limited guarantees, such 
as a commitment not to use nuclear weapons and other commit-
ments of the type offered North Korea under the Agreed Frame-
work, could be effective today. They would reassure Tehran and 
pave the way toward the eventual normalization of U.S.-Iranian 
relations while signaling to other states that nuclear weapons are 
not the be all and end all of security. None of this will happen, 
however, if U.S. officials keep threatening to topple the Iranian 
government. In any final settlement, Tehran will need to agree to 
freeze its nuclear program and end its support for terrorism, and 
Washington—along with China, Russia, and the EU-3—must 
issue a joint security guarantee that respects Iran’s political sover-
eignty, thus committing the United States to promote democracy 
only by peaceful means. Peaceful coexistence does not require 
friendly relations, but it does mean exercising mutual restraint. 
Relinquishing the threat of regime change by force is a necessary 
and acceptable price for the United States to pay to stop Tehran 
from getting the bomb.∂
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The chronic problem of nuclear proliferation is once again 
dominating the news. A fierce debate has developed over how 
to respond to the threat posed by Iran’s nuclear activities, which 
most experts believe are aimed at producing a nuclear weapon 
or at least the capacity to assemble one. In this debate, one side 
is pushing for a near-term military attack to damage or destroy 
Iran’s nuclear program, and the other side is hoping that strict 
sanctions against the Islamic Republic will soften it up for a 
diplomatic solution. Both sides, however, share the underlying 
assumption that unless outside powers intervene in a dramatic 
fashion, it is inevitable that Iran will achieve its supposed nuclear 
goals very soon.

Yet there is another possibility. The Iranians had to work for 25 
years just to start accumulating uranium enriched to 20 percent, 
which is not even weapons grade. The slow pace of Iranian nuclear 
progress to date strongly suggests that Iran could still need a very 
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long time to actually build a bomb—or could even ultimately fail 
to do so. Indeed, global trends in proliferation suggest that either of 
those outcomes might be more likely than Iranian success in the 
near future. Despite regular warnings that proliferation is spin-
ning out of control, the fact is that since the 1970s, there has been 
a persistent slowdown in the pace of technical progress on nuclear 
weapons projects and an equally dramatic decline in their ultimate 
success rate. 

The great proliferation slowdown can be attributed in part 
to U.S. and international nonproliferation efforts. But it is 
mostly the result of the dysfunctional management tendencies 
of the states that have sought the bomb in recent decades. 
Weak institutions in those states have permitted political leaders 
to unintentionally undermine the performance of their nuclear 
scientists, engineers, and technicians. The harder politicians have 
pushed to achieve their nuclear ambitions, the less productive 
their nuclear programs have become. Meanwhile, military attacks 
by foreign powers have tended to unite politicians and scientists 
in a common cause to build the bomb. Therefore, taking radical 
steps to rein in Iran would be not only risky but also potentially 
counterproductive, and much less likely to succeed than the sim-
plest policy of all: getting out of the way and allowing the Iranian 
nuclear program’s worst enemies—Iran’s political leaders—to 
hinder the country’s nuclear progress all by themselves.

nuclear dogs that have not barked
“Today, almost any industrialized country can produce a 
nuclear weapon in four to five years,” a former chief of Israeli 
military intelligence recently wrote in The New York Times, echoing 
a widely held belief. Indeed, the more nuclear technology and 
know-how have diffused around the world, the more the timeline 
for building a bomb should have shrunk. But in fact, rather than 
speeding up over the past four decades, proliferation has gone 
into slow motion.
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Seven countries launched dedicated nuclear weapons projects 
before 1970, and all seven succeeded in relatively short order. By 
contrast, of the ten countries that have launched dedicated nuclear 
weapons projects since 1970, only three have achieved a bomb. 
And only one of the six states that failed—Iraq—had made much 
progress toward its ultimate goal by the time it gave up trying. 
(The jury is still out on Iran’s program.) What is more, even the 
successful projects of recent decades have needed a long time to 
achieve their ends. The average timeline to the bomb for successful 
projects launched before 1970 was about seven years; the average 
timeline to the bomb for successful projects launched after 1970 
has been about 17 years. 

International security experts have been unable to convincingly 
explain this remarkable trend. The first and most credible con-
ventional explanation is that the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty 
(NPT) has prevented a cascade of new nuclear weapons states by 
creating a system of export controls, technology safeguards, and 
onsite inspections of nuclear facilities. The NPT regime has 
certainly closed off the most straightforward pathways to the 
bomb. However, the NPT became a formidable obstacle to 
would-be nuclear states only in the 1990s, when its export-control 
lists were expanded and Western states finally became serious about 
enforcing them and when international inspectors started acting 
less like tourists and more like detectives. Yet the proliferation 
slowdown started at least 20 years before the system was solidified. 
So the NPT, useful though it may be, cannot alone account for 
this phenomenon.

A second conventional explanation is that although the NPT 
regime may not have been very effective, American and Israeli 
bombs have been. Syria’s nascent nuclear effort, for instance, was 
apparently dealt a major setback by an Israeli air raid on its secret 
reactor construction site in 2007. But the record of military strikes 
is mixed. Contrary to the popular myth of the success of Israel’s 
1981 bombing of the Osiraq reactor in Iraq, the strike actually 
spurred Iraqi President Saddam Hussein to move beyond vague 
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intentions and commit strongly to a dedicated nuclear weapons 
project, which lasted until the 1990–91 Gulf War. Moreover, the 
bombs that the United States dropped on Iraq during that conflict 
mostly missed Saddam’s nuclear sites. 

Finally, some analysts have asserted that nuclear weapons 
projects become inefficient due to political leaders’ flagging levels 
of commitment. But these analysts are reversing cause and effect: 
leaders lose interest when their nuclear programs are not running 
well. And some nuclear weapons projects, such as France’s, 
have performed well despite very tepid support from above. The 
imperfect correlation between the commitment of leaders and the 
quality of nuclear programs should not be surprising, for although 
commentators may speak casually of “Mao’s bomb” or “Kim Jong 
Il’s bomb,” the real work has to be carried out by other people.

arrested development
A more convincing explanation of the proliferation slowdown 
begins with the observation that during the early days of the 
nuclear age, most states with nuclear ambitions were in the devel-
oped world, whereas since the mid-1960s, most would-be nuclear 
states have been in the developing world. As proliferation has 
become a mainly developing-world phenomenon, timelines to the 
bomb have slowed down dramatically. But the relevant difference 
here is not primarily economic. Some nuclear programs in very 
poor states have fared rather well, such the one undertaken by 
famine-stricken China in the 1950s and 1960s. Conversely, wealthy 
oil states, such as Iraq and Libya, spent vast amounts on decades-
long nuclear quests but still failed. 

National income is only one dimension of development, however, 
and in this case it is not the most important one. As the political 
scientist Francis Fukuyama has stressed, despite strong rates of 
economic growth, most developing countries struggle to establish 
high-quality state bureaucracies. And a dysfunctional bureaucracy 
is likely to produce a dysfunctional nuclear weapons project. 
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Nuclear research and development organizations depend heavily 
on intense commitment, creative thinking, and a shared spirit of 
cooperation among large numbers of highly educated scientific and 
technical workers. To elicit this positive behavior, management 
needs to respect their professional autonomy and facilitate their 
efforts, and not simply order them around. Respect for profes-
sional autonomy was instrumental to the brilliant successes of the 
earliest nuclear weapons projects. Even in Stalin’s Soviet Union, 
as the historian David Holloway has written, “it is striking how the 
apparatus of the police state fused with the physics community to 
build the bomb. . . . [The physics community’s] autonomy was 
not destroyed by the creation of the nuclear project. It continued 
to exist within the administrative system that was set up to manage 
the project.”

By contrast, most rulers of recent would-be nuclear states 
have tended to rely on a coercive, authoritarian management 
approach to advance their quest for the bomb, using appeals 
to scientists’ greed and fear as the primary motivators. That 
coercive approach is a major mistake, because it produces a sense 
of alienation in the workers by removing their sense of profes-
sionalism. As a result, nuclear programs lose their way. Moreover, 
underneath these bad management choices lie bad management 
cultures. In developing states with inadequate civil service pro-
tections, every decision tends to become politicized, and state 
bureaucrats quickly learn to keep their heads down. Not even the 
highly technical matters faced by nuclear scientific and technical 
workers are safe from meddling politicians. The result is precisely 
the reverse of what the politicians intend: not heightened efficiency 
but rather a mixture of bureaucratic sloth, corruption, and endless 
blame shifting.

Although it is difficult to measure the quality of state institu-
tions precisely, the historical record strongly indicates that the 
more a state has conformed to the professional management 
culture generally found in developed states, the less time it has 
needed to get its first bomb and the lower its chances of failure. 
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Conversely, the more a state has conformed to the authoritarian 
management culture typically found in developing states, the 
more time it has needed to get its first bomb and the higher its 
chances of failure.

Of course, not all developing states share the same model. For 
instance, as the political scientist Samuel Huntington famously 
argued, the Soviet Union’s “bureaucratic” form of communism 
was merely a variation on the basic archetype of the western 
European state. Thus, although the Soviet Union was bad at many 
things, it was good at “big science.” Likewise, China’s successful 
nuclear weapons project took place at a time when the Chinese 
Communist Party was still clinging to the Soviet bureaucratic 
communist model, despite Chairman Mao Zedong’s best efforts 
to wreck it. The Chinese nuclear program fared poorly when 
Mao was manhandling the party, but it fared well when the party 
was able to keep him at bay, which it managed to do just long 
enough to attain the bomb. 

the iraqi nuclear mirage
The case of Iraq’s nuclear activities in the 1980s might seem to 
contradict the idea that the global proliferation slowdown has 
resulted from poor management practices. After all, according to 
the conventional wisdom in Washington, Iraq had come to within 
just a few months of obtaining its first bomb when the Gulf War 
serendipitously intervened. But in fact, the Iraqi case provides a 
clear instance of authoritarian mismanagement leading to an 
inefficient nuclear weapons project. 

In the years leading up to Israel’s 1981 attack on Iraq’s half-
built Osiraq reactor, Iraq’s nuclear program had been ravaged by 
one of Saddam’s periodic fits of peremptory dismissals and jailings 
of officials and scientists. But immediately after the strike, Saddam 
released Iraq’s top nuclear scientist, Jafar Dhia Jafar, from house 
arrest and reinstalled him as the head of the nuclear program. 
( Jafar had been detained after objecting to the jailing of another 
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top nuclear scientist.) Jafar’s return marked the beginning of 
Iraq’s dedicated nuclear weapons project. For a while, the project 
progressed well. The Israeli attack had awakened the nationalist 
pride of Iraq’s nuclear scientists, and they were determined  
to succeed.

But in the mid-1980s, the program fell victim to a power grab 
by Hussein Kamel al-Majid, Saddam’s powerful son-in-law. 
Kamel’s reign over the nuclear program was almost a caricature 
of a coercive management approach. He imposed unrealistic 
deadlines for technical progress, causing machines and human 
beings alike to crack under the pressure. He pitted scientists against 
one another in brutal competition, forcing them to duplicate work 
that others had already completed. When progress toward the 
bomb appeared to stall, he demanded dramatic technical 
changes, rendering prior work practically meaningless. And 
his pursuit of sensitive materials on the international black market 
was so blatant that by the end of the 1980s, even the sleepiest 
nonproliferation watchdogs had begun to take notice.

Kamel relentlessly bullied his scientists, with predictable 
results. For instance, in 1987, he asked Mahdi Obeidi, the leader 
of the team tasked with building gas centrifuges, how long it 
would take to get the first one up and running. Obeidi imagined 
two years but, fearful of displeasing Kamel, said one year. In 
response, Kamel told Obeidi that he had 45 days. The result was 
a mad dash that caused the finely crafted, costly centrifuge rotor 
to crack on its first test run. Thanks to this rampant misman-
agement, Iraq still had not produced any weapons-grade highly 
enriched uranium at all by the time the Gulf War intervened, 
even after spending $1 billion on ten years of work and despite 
successfully concealing the bulk of its program from the outside 
world. The Iraqi program was a “spectacular failure,” according to 
Robert Kelley, a former inspector for the International Atomic 
Energy Agency (IAEA). “This was probably one of the most 
expensive undertakings in the history of mankind in terms of 
dollars spent to material produced.” 
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After the Gulf War, international inspectors were shocked to 
find many large, well-equipped secret nuclear facilities in Iraq. 
With all that fancy equipment, Iraq probably could have built the 
bomb within a couple of years—if it had been able to count on a 
well-motivated, professional scientific and technical team. But by 
1991, after years of coercive, authoritarian mismanagement, Iraq’s 
scientific and technical workers had become exhausted, cynical, 
and divided. Most security analysts have been slow to understand 
this reality and have perpetuated the myth that Iraq was very 
close to building a bomb before the Gulf War. 

Outside analysts have also overstated the threat posed by Iraq’s 
“crash program,” which was launched immediately after Saddam’s 
1990 invasion of Kuwait. The crash program was a last-ditch 
attempt to make a bomb with highly enriched uranium reactor 
fuel that Iraq had legally purchased under international safe-
guards in the late 1970s. In retrospect, those transfers should not 
have been permitted. But Iraq’s management problems affected the 
crash program just as much as they affected every other aspect of 
the nuclear weapons project. As a result, even the crash program 
was badly stalled before the end of the Gulf War. Hence, from a 
strategic point of view, it did not matter that U.S. bombs missed 
Iraq’s nuclear sites in 1991, because the Iraqi nuclear program had 
already crumbled from within.

caveat emptor
Iraq’s experience notwithstanding, many proliferation 
analysts insist that although technologically backward states 
might not have been capable of nuclear weapons development in 
the past, they can now simply purchase all they need in the free-
wheeling globalized marketplace. Admittedly, illicit nuclear 
entrepreneurs—such as A. Q. Khan, the rogue Pakistani scientist 
who sold nuclear technology to Iran, Libya, and North Korea—
do pose a threat. But international nuclear technology transfers 
often fail because the dysfunctional states that are trying to get 
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the bomb are hardly any better at exploiting foreign nuclear 
know-how than they are at developing their own.

Libya’s misbegotten nuclear weapons project reflects this 
general pattern. Despite buying all the items in Khan’s catalog, 
Libya was unable to “put them together and make them work,” 
according to a 2005 U.S. government report. Indeed, when 
IAEA inspectors gained access to Libyan nuclear facilities after 
Libya’s president, Muammar al-Qaddafi, abandoned the project 
in 2003, they found much of the imported merchandise still in 
its original packing crates.

As for some analysts’ terrifying predictions of ex-Soviet nuclear 
scientists and technicians leaving home en masse to further the 
nuclear ambitions of rogue regimes, this is more the stuff of 
Hollywood than a genuine problem. Ex-Soviet researchers vastly 
prefer the professional establishments of the West over the secret 
lairs of brutal dictators. Moreover, developing-state rulers need to 
be wary of recruiting outsiders, since the few genuine nuclear 
experts available can be hard to distinguish from the scores of 
frauds and spies also on the market. Take, for instance, the case 
of Argentine President Juan Perón’s post–World War II recruitment 
of Nazi scientists. This was perhaps the most successful effort to 
produce a reverse scientific brain drain in history. Yet Ronald 
Richter, the Austrian physicist whom Perón chose to head his 
nascent nuclear program, turned out to be part con man and part 
madman. Perón realized his error only after the snickering 
worldwide reaction to his 1951 announcement that Richter had 
succeeded in producing controlled fusion.

tardy in tehran
In the intensifying crisis over Iran’s nuclear activity, the great 
proliferation slowdown has gone all but unmentioned. Yet this robust 
global trend clearly indicates a need to guard against any hasty 
conclusion that Iran’s nuclear program is about to achieve its ultimate 
aims. Iran’s nuclear scientists and engineers may well find a way to 
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inoculate themselves against Israeli bombs and computer hackers. 
But they face a potentially far greater obstacle in the form of Iran’s 
long-standing authoritarian management culture. In a study of 
Iranian human-resource practices, the management analysts Pari 
Namazie and Monir Tayeb concluded that the Iranian regime has 
historically shown a marked preference for political loyalty over 
professional qualifications. “The belief,” they wrote, “is that a loyal 
person can learn new skills, but it is much more difficult to teach 
loyalty to a skilled person.” This is the classic attitude of authoritarian 
managers. And according to the Iranian political scientist Hossein 
Bashiriyeh, in recent years, Iran’s “irregular and erratic economic pol-
icies and practices, political nepotism and general mismanagement” 
have greatly accelerated. It is hard to imagine that the politically 
charged Iranian nuclear program is sheltered from these tendencies.

It is surely more difficult to assess the quality of Iran’s nuclear 
management than it is to count the number of Iranian centrifuge 
machines. But such an assessment is vital, because the progress of 
Iran’s program will depend on how much professional autonomy 
its scientists and engineers are able to retain. In the meantime, a 
number of broad lessons from the great proliferation slowdown 
can help provide a more sober assessment of the situation. 

The first lesson is to be wary of narrow, technocentric analyses 
of a state’s nuclear weapons potential. Recent alarming estimates of 
Iran’s timeline to the bomb have been based on the same assump-
tions that have led Israel and the United States to consistently 
overestimate Iran’s rate of nuclear progress for the last 20 years. 
The majority of official U.S. and Israeli estimates during the 
1990s predicted that Iran would acquire nuclear weapons by 2000. 
After that date passed with no Iranian bomb in sight, the estimate 
was simply bumped back to 2005, then to 2010, and most recently 
to 2015. The point is not that the most recent estimates are neces-
sarily wrong but rather that they lack credibility. In particular, 
policymakers should heavily discount any intelligence assessments 
that do not explicitly account for the impact of management 
quality on Iran’s proliferation timeline.
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The second lesson of the proliferation slowdown is that policy-
makers should reject analyses based on assumptions about a 
state’s capacity to build nuclear programs in secret. Ever since the 
mid-1990s, official proliferation assessments have freely extrap-
olated from minimal data, a practice that led U.S. intelligence 
analysts to wrongly conclude that Iraq had reconstituted its 
weapons of mass destruction programs after the Gulf War. The 
United States must guard against the possibility of an equivalent 
intelligence failure over Iran. This is not to deny that Tehran 
may be keeping some of its nuclear work secret. But it is simply 
unreasonable to assume, for example, that Iran has compensated 
for the problems it has faced with centrifuges at the Natanz 
uranium-enrichment facility by hiding better-working centri-
fuges at some unknown facility. Indeed, when Iran has tried to 
hide weapons-related activities in the past, it has often been 
precisely because the work was at the very early stages or was 
going badly. 

The third lesson is that states that poorly manage their nuclear 
programs can bungle even the supposedly easy steps of the 
process. For instance, based on estimates of the size of North 
Korea’s plutonium stockpile and the presumed ease of weapons 
fabrication, U.S. intelligence agencies thought that by the 1990s, 
North Korea had built one or two nuclear weapons. But in 2006, 
North Korea’s first nuclear test essentially fizzled, making it 
clear that the “hermit kingdom” did not have any working weap-
ons at all. Even its second try, in 2009, did not work properly. 
Similarly, if Iran eventually does acquire a significant quantity 
of weapons-grade highly enriched uranium, this should not be 
equated with the possession of a nuclear weapon. 

The fourth lesson is to avoid doing anything that might 
motivate scientific and technical workers to commit themselves 
more firmly to the nuclear weapons project. Nationalist fervor 
can partially compensate for poor organization. Therefore, 
violent actions, such as aerial bombardments or assassinations 
of scientists, are a loser’s bet. As shown by the consequences of 
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the Israeli attack on Osiraq, such strikes are liable to unite the 
state’s scientific and technical workers behind their otherwise 
illegitimate political leadership. Acts of sabotage, such as the 
Stuxnet computer worm, which damaged Iranian nuclear 
equipment in 2010, stand at the extreme boundary between 
sanctions and violent attacks, and therefore they should be 
undertaken only after very thorough consideration.

Traditionally, nonproliferation strategy has revolved around 
persuading leaders to stop desiring nuclear weapons and depriving 
nuclear scientists of the tools necessary to build them. But scientists 
have motivations, too, and policymakers must keep in mind 
this critical third dimension of nuclear programs’ efficiency. The 
world is lucky that during the past few decades, the leaders of 
would-be nuclear weapons states have been so good at frus-
trating and alienating their scientists. The United States and 
its partners must take care not to adopt policies that resolve 
those leaders’ management problems for them.∂
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In early October, U.S. officials accused Iranian operatives of 
planning to assassinate Saudi Arabia’s ambassador to the United 
States on American soil. Iran denied the charges, but the episode 
has already managed to increase tensions between Washington 
and Tehran. Although the Obama administration has not publicly 
threatened to retaliate with military force, the allegations have 
underscored the real and growing risk that the two sides could 
go to war sometime soon—particularly over Iran’s advancing 
nuclear program.

For several years now, starting long before this episode, American 
pundits and policymakers have been debating whether the United 
States should attack Iran and attempt to eliminate its nuclear 
facilities. Proponents of a strike have argued that the only thing 
worse than military action against Iran would be an Iran armed 
with nuclear weapons. Critics, meanwhile, have warned that such 
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a raid would likely fail and, even if it succeeded, would spark a 
full-fledged war and a global economic crisis. They have urged the 
United States to rely on nonmilitary options, such as diplomacy, 
sanctions, and covert operations, to prevent Iran from acquiring 
a bomb. Fearing the costs of a bombing campaign, most critics 
maintain that if these other tactics fail to impede Tehran’s progress, 
the United States should simply learn to live with a nuclear Iran.

But skeptics of military action fail to appreciate the true danger 
that a nuclear-armed Iran would pose to U.S. interests in the 
Middle East and beyond. And their grim forecasts assume that the 
cure would be worse than the disease—that is, that the conse-
quences of a U.S. assault on Iran would be as bad as or worse than 
those of Iran achieving its nuclear ambitions. But that is a faulty 
assumption. The truth is that a military strike intended to destroy 
Iran’s nuclear program, if managed carefully, could spare the 
region and the world a very real threat and dramatically improve 
the long-term national security of the United States.

dangers of deterrence
Years of international pressure have failed to halt Iran’s attempt 
to build a nuclear program. The Stuxnet computer worm, which 
attacked control systems in Iranian nuclear facilities, temporarily 
disrupted Tehran’s enrichment effort, but a report by the Interna-
tional Atomic Energy Agency this past May revealed that the 
targeted plants have fully recovered from the assault. And the latest 
IAEA findings on Iran, released in November, provided the most 
compelling evidence yet that the Islamic Republic has weathered 
sanctions and sabotage, allegedly testing nuclear triggering 
devices and redesigning its missiles to carry nuclear payloads. 
The Institute for Science and International Security, a nonprofit 
research institution, estimates that Iran could now produce its 
first nuclear weapon within six months of deciding to do so. 
Tehran’s plans to move sensitive nuclear operations into more 
secure facilities over the course of the coming year could reduce 
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the window for effective military action even further. If Iran 
expels IAEA inspectors, begins enriching its stockpiles of uranium 
to weapons-grade levels of 90 percent, or installs advanced 
centrifuges at its uranium-enrichment facility in Qom, the United 
States must strike immediately or forfeit its last opportunity to 
prevent Iran from joining the nuclear club.

Some states in the region are doubting U.S. resolve to stop the 
program and are shifting their allegiances to Tehran. Others have 
begun to discuss launching their own nuclear initiatives to counter 
a possible Iranian bomb. For those nations and the United States 
itself, the threat will only continue to grow as Tehran moves closer 
to its goal. A nuclear-armed Iran would immediately limit U.S. 
freedom of action in the Middle East. With atomic power behind 
it, Iran could threaten any U.S. political or military initiative in 
the Middle East with nuclear war, forcing Washington to think 
twice before acting in the region. Iran’s regional rivals, such as 
Saudi Arabia, would likely decide to acquire their own nuclear 
arsenals, sparking an arms race. To constrain its geopolitical 
rivals, Iran could choose to spur proliferation by transferring 
nuclear technology to its allies—other countries and terrorist 
groups alike. Having the bomb would give Iran greater cover for 
conventional aggression and coercive diplomacy, and the battles 
between its terrorist proxies and Israel, for example, could escalate. 
And Iran and Israel lack nearly all the safeguards that helped the 
United States and the Soviet Union avoid a nuclear exchange 
during the Cold War—secure second-strike capabilities, clear 
lines of communication, long flight times for ballistic missiles from 
one country to the other, and experience managing nuclear arsenals. 
To be sure, a nuclear-armed Iran would not intentionally launch 
a suicidal nuclear war. But the volatile nuclear balance between 
Iran and Israel could easily spiral out of control as a crisis unfolds, 
resulting in a nuclear exchange between the two countries that 
could draw the United States in, as well.

These security threats would require Washington to contain 
Tehran. Yet deterrence would come at a heavy price. To keep the 
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Iranian threat at bay, the United States would need to deploy 
naval and ground units and potentially nuclear weapons across 
the Middle East, keeping a large force in the area for decades 
to come. Alongside those troops, the United States would have to 
permanently deploy significant intelligence assets to monitor any 
attempts by Iran to transfer its nuclear technology. And it would 
also need to devote perhaps billions of dollars to improving its 
allies’ capability to defend themselves. This might include helping 
Israel construct submarine-launched ballistic missiles and hard-
ened ballistic missile silos to ensure that it can maintain a secure 
second-strike capability. Most of all, to make containment credible, 
the United States would need to extend its nuclear umbrella to its 
partners in the region, pledging to defend them with military 
force should Iran launch an attack.

In other words, to contain a nuclear Iran, the United States 
would need to make a substantial investment of political and 
military capital to the Middle East in the midst of an economic 
crisis and at a time when it is attempting to shift its forces out of 
the region. Deterrence would come with enormous economic 
and geopolitical costs and would have to remain in place as long 
as Iran remained hostile to U.S. interests, which could mean 
decades or longer. Given the instability of the region, this effort 
might still fail, resulting in a war far more costly and destructive 
than the one that critics of a preemptive strike on Iran now hope 
to avoid.

a feasible target
A nuclear Iran would impose a huge burden on the United 
States. But that does not necessarily mean that Washington 
should resort to military means. In deciding whether it should, 
the first question to answer is if an attack on Iran’s nuclear 
program could even work. Doubters point out that the United 
States might not know the location of Iran’s key facilities. Given 
Tehran’s previous attempts to hide the construction of such 
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stations, most notably the uranium-enrichment facilities in 
Natanz and Qom, it is possible that the regime already possesses 
nuclear assets that a bombing campaign might miss, which would 
leave Iran’s program damaged but alive.

This scenario is possible, but not likely; indeed, such fears are 
probably overblown. U.S. intelligence agencies, the IAEA, and 
opposition groups within Iran have provided timely warning of 
Tehran’s nuclear activities in the past—exposing, for example, 
Iran’s secret construction at Natanz and Qom before those facilities 
ever became operational. Thus, although Tehran might again 
attempt to build clandestine facilities, Washington has a very 
good chance of catching it before they go online. And given the 
amount of time it takes to construct and activate a nuclear facility, 
the scarcity of Iran’s resources, and its failure to hide the facilities 
in Natanz and Qom successfully, it is unlikely that Tehran has any 
significant operational nuclear facilities still unknown to Western 
intelligence agencies.

Even if the United States managed to identify all of Iran’s 
nuclear plants, however, actually destroying them could prove 
enormously difficult. Critics of a U.S. assault argue that Iran’s 
nuclear facilities are dispersed across the country, buried deep 
underground and hardened against attack, and ringed with air 
defenses, making a raid complex and dangerous. In addition, they 
claim that Iran has purposefully placed its nuclear facilities near 
civilian populations, which would almost certainly come under 
fire in a U.S. raid, potentially leading to hundreds, if not thousands, 
of deaths.

These obstacles, however, would not prevent the United States 
from disabling or demolishing Iran’s known nuclear facilities. A 
preventive operation would need to target the uranium-conversion 
plant at Isfahan, the heavy-water reactor at Arak, and various 
centrifuge-manufacturing sites near Natanz and Tehran, all of 
which are located aboveground and are highly vulnerable to air 
strikes. It would also have to hit the Natanz facility, which, although 
it is buried under reinforced concrete and ringed by air defenses, 
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would not survive an attack from the U.S. military’s new bunker-
busting bomb, the 30,000-pound Massive Ordnance Penetrator, 
capable of penetrating up to 200 feet of reinforced concrete. The 
plant in Qom is built into the side of a mountain and thus represents 
a more challenging target. But the facility is not yet operational 
and still contains little nuclear equipment, so if the United States 
acted quickly, it would not need to destroy it.

Washington would also be able to limit civilian casualties in 
any campaign. Iran built its most critical nuclear plants, such as 
the one in Natanz, away from heavily populated areas. For those 
less important facilities that exist near civilian centers, such as the 
centrifuge-manufacturing sites, U.S. precision-guided missiles 
could pinpoint specific buildings while leaving their surroundings 
unscathed. The United States could reduce the collateral damage 
even further by striking at night or simply leaving those less 
important plants off its target list at little cost to the overall success 
of the mission. Although Iran would undoubtedly publicize any 
human suffering in the wake of a military action, the majority of 
the victims would be the military personnel, engineers, scientists, 
and technicians working at the facilities.

setting the right redlines
The fact that the United States can likely set back or destroy 
Iran’s nuclear program does not necessarily mean that it should. 
Such an attack could have potentially devastating consequences—
for international security, the global economy, and Iranian domestic 
politics—all of which need to be accounted for.

To begin with, critics note, U.S. military action could easily 
spark a full-blown war. Iran might retaliate against U.S. troops or 
allies, launching missiles at military installations or civilian popu-
lations in the Gulf or perhaps even Europe. It could activate its 
proxies abroad, stirring sectarian tensions in Iraq, disrupting the 
Arab Spring, and ordering terrorist attacks against Israel and 
the United States. This could draw Israel or other states into the 
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fighting and compel the United States to escalate the conflict in 
response. Powerful allies of Iran, including China and Russia, 
may attempt to economically and diplomatically isolate the United 
States. In the midst of such spiraling violence, neither side may 
see a clear path out of the battle, resulting in a long-lasting, devas-
tating war, whose impact may critically damage the United States’ 
standing in the Muslim world.

Those wary of a U.S. strike also point out that Iran could 
retaliate by attempting to close the Strait of Hormuz, the narrow 
access point to the Persian Gulf through which roughly 20 percent 
of the world’s oil supply travels. And even if Iran did not threaten 
the strait, speculators, fearing possible supply disruptions, would 
bid up the price of oil, possibly triggering a wider economic 
crisis at an already fragile moment.

None of these outcomes is predetermined, however; indeed, 
the United States could do much to mitigate them. Tehran would 
certainly feel like it needed to respond to a U.S. attack, in order 
to reestablish deterrence and save face domestically. But it would 
also likely seek to calibrate its actions to avoid starting a conflict 
that could lead to the destruction of its military or the regime 
itself. In all likelihood, the Iranian leadership would resort to its 
worst forms of retaliation, such as closing the Strait of Hormuz 
or launching missiles at southern Europe, only if it felt that its 
very existence was threatened. A targeted U.S. operation need 
not threaten Tehran in such a fundamental way.

To make sure it doesn’t and to reassure the Iranian regime, the 
United States could first make clear that it is interested only in 
destroying Iran’s nuclear program, not in overthrowing the 
government. It could then identify certain forms of retaliation to 
which it would respond with devastating military action, such as 
attempting to close the Strait of Hormuz, conducting massive 
and sustained attacks on Gulf states and U.S. troops or ships, or 
launching terrorist attacks in the United States itself. Washington 
would then need to clearly articulate these “redlines” to Tehran 
during and after the attack to ensure that the message was not lost 
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in battle. And it would need to accept the fact that it would have to 
absorb Iranian responses that fell short of these redlines without 
escalating the conflict. This might include accepting token missile 
strikes against U.S. bases and ships in the region—several salvos 
over the course of a few days that soon taper off—or the harassment 
of commercial and U.S. naval vessels. To avoid the kind of casualties 
that could compel the White House to escalate the struggle, the 
United States would need to evacuate nonessential personnel from 
U.S. bases within range of Iranian missiles and ensure that its troops 
were safely in bunkers before Iran launched its response. Washing-
ton might also need to allow for stepped-up support to Iran’s proxies 
in Afghanistan and Iraq and missile and terrorist attacks against 
Israel. In doing so, it could induce Iran to follow the path of Iraq 
and Syria, both of which refrained from starting a war after Israel 
struck their nuclear reactors in 1981 and 2007, respectively.

Even if Tehran did cross Washington’s redlines, the United 
States could still manage the confrontation. At the outset of any 
such violation, it could target the Iranian weapons that it finds 
most threatening to prevent Tehran from deploying them. To 
de-escalate the situation quickly and prevent a wider regional 
war, the United States could also secure the agreement of its allies 
to avoid responding to an Iranian attack. This would keep other 
armies, particularly the Israel Defense Forces, out of the fray. 
Israel should prove willing to accept such an arrangement in 
exchange for a U.S. promise to eliminate the Iranian nuclear 
threat. Indeed, it struck a similar agreement with the United 
States during the Gulf War, when it refrained from responding to 
the launching of Scud missiles by Saddam Hussein.

Finally, the U.S. government could blunt the economic conse-
quences of a strike. For example, it could offset any disruption of 
oil supplies by opening its Strategic Petroleum Reserve and quietly 
encouraging some Gulf states to increase their production in the 
run-up to the attack. Given that many oil-producing nations in 
the region, especially Saudi Arabia, have urged the United States 
to attack Iran, they would likely cooperate.
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Washington could also reduce the political fallout of military 
action by building global support for it in advance. Many countries 
may still criticize the United States for using force, but some—
the Arab states in particular—would privately thank Washington 
for eliminating the Iranian threat. By building such a consensus 
in the lead-up to an attack and taking the outlined steps to mitigate 
it once it began, the United States could avoid an international 
crisis and limit the scope of the conflict.

any time is  good time
Critics have another objection: even if the United States 
managed to eliminate Iran’s nuclear facilities and mitigate the 
consequences, the effects might not last long. Sure enough, there 
is no guarantee that an assault would deter Iran from attempting 
to rebuild its plants; it may even harden Iran’s resolve to acquire 
nuclear technology as a means of retaliating or protecting itself 
in the future. The United States might not have the wherewithal or 
the political capital to launch another raid, forcing it to rely on the 
same ineffective tools that it now uses to restrain Iran’s nuclear drive. 
If that happens, U.S. action will have only delayed the inevitable.

Yet according to the IAEA, Iran already appears fully committed 
to developing a nuclear weapons program and needs no further 
motivation from the United States. And it will not be able to 
simply resume its progress after its entire nuclear infrastructure is 
reduced to rubble. Indeed, such a devastating offensive could well 
force Iran to quit the nuclear game altogether, as Iraq did after its 
nuclear program was destroyed in the Gulf War and as Syria did 
after the 2007 Israeli strike. And even if Iran did try to reconstitute 
its nuclear program, it would be forced to contend with continued 
international pressure, greater difficulty in securing necessary nuclear 
materials on the international market, and the lurking possibility 
of subsequent attacks. Military action could, therefore, delay 
Iran’s nuclear program by anywhere from a few years to a decade, 
and perhaps even indefinitely.
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Skeptics might still counter that at best a strike would only 
buy time. But time is a valuable commodity. Countries often hope 
to delay worst-case scenarios as far into the future as possible in 
the hope that this might eliminate the threat altogether. Those 
countries whose nuclear facilities have been attacked—most 
recently Iraq and Syria—have proved unwilling or unable to restart 
their programs. Thus, what appears to be only a temporary setback 
to Iran could eventually become a game changer.

Yet another argument against military action against Iran is 
that it would embolden the hard-liners within Iran’s government, 
helping them rally the population around the regime and eliminate 
any remaining reformists. This critique ignores the fact that the 
hard-liners are already firmly in control. The ruling regime has 
become so extreme that it has sidelined even those leaders once 
considered to be right-wingers, such as former President Ali Akbar 
Hashemi Rafsanjani, for their perceived softness. And Rafsanjani 
or the former presidential candidate Mir Hossein Mousavi would 
likely continue the nuclear program if he assumed power. An attack 
might actually create more openings for dissidents in the long term 
(after temporarily uniting Iran behind Ayatollah Ali Khamenei), 
giving them grounds for criticizing a government that invited 
disaster. Even if a strike would strengthen Iran’s hard-liners, the 
United States must not prioritize the outcomes of Iran’s domestic 
political tussles over its vital national security interest in preventing 
Tehran from developing nuclear weapons.

strike now or suffer later
Attacking Iran is hardly an attractive prospect. But the 
United States can anticipate and reduce many of the feared 
consequences of such an attack. If it does so successfully, it can 
remove the incentive for other nations in the region to start their 
own atomic programs and, more broadly, strengthen global non-
proliferation by demonstrating that it will use military force to 
prevent the spread of nuclear weapons. It can also head off a possible 
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Israeli operation against Iran, which, given Israel’s limited capability 
to mitigate a potential battle and inflict lasting damage, would 
likely result in far more devastating consequences and carry a far 
lower probability of success than a U.S. attack. Finally, a carefully 
managed U.S. attack would prove less risky than the prospect of 
containing a nuclear-armed Islamic Republic—a costly, decades-
long proposition that would likely still result in grave national 
security threats. Indeed, attempting to manage a nuclear-armed 
Iran is not only a terrible option but the worst.

With the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq winding down and 
the United States facing economic hardship at home, Americans 
have little appetite for further strife. Yet Iran’s rapid nuclear 
development will ultimately force the United States to choose 
between a conventional conflict and a possible nuclear war. 
Faced with that decision, the United States should conduct a 
surgical strike on Iran’s nuclear facilities, absorb an inevitable 
round of retaliation, and then seek to quickly de-escalate the 
crisis. Addressing the threat now will spare the United States 
from confronting a far more dangerous situation in the future.∂
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In “Time to Attack Iran” ( January/February 2012), Matthew 
Kroenig takes a page out of the decade-old playbook used by 
advocates of the Iraq war. He portrays the threat of a nuclear-
armed Iran as both grave and imminent, arguing that the United 
States has little choice but to attack Iran now before it is too 
late. Then, after offering the caveat that “attacking Iran is hardly 
an attractive prospect,” he goes on to portray military action as 
preferable to other available alternatives and concludes that the 
United States can manage all the associated risks. Preventive war, 
according to Kroenig, is “the least bad option.”

But the lesson of Iraq, the last preventive war launched by the 
United States, is that Washington should not choose war when 
there are still other options, and it should not base its decision to 
attack on best-case analyses of how it hopes the conflict will turn 
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out. A realistic assessment of Iran’s nuclear progress and how a 
conflict would likely unfold leads one to a conclusion that is the 
opposite of Kroenig’s: now is not the time to attack Iran.

bad timing
Kroenig argues that there is an urgent need to attack Iran’s 
nuclear infrastructure soon, since Tehran could “produce its first 
nuclear weapon within six months of deciding to do so.” Yet that 
last phrase is crucial. The International Atomic Energy Agency 
(IAEA) has documented Iranian efforts to achieve the capacity 
to develop nuclear weapons at some point, but there is no hard 
evidence that Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei has yet 
made the final decision to develop them.

In arguing for a six-month horizon, Kroenig also misleadingly 
conflates hypothetical timelines to produce weapons-grade uranium 
with the time actually required to construct a bomb. According 
to 2010 Senate testimony by James Cartwright, then vice chairman 
of the U.S. Joint Chiefs of Staff, and recent statements by the 
former heads of Israel’s national intelligence and defense intelli-
gence agencies, even if Iran could produce enough weapons-grade 
uranium for a bomb in six months, it would take it at least a year 
to produce a testable nuclear device and considerably longer to 
make a deliverable weapon. And David Albright, president of the 
Institute for Science and International Security (and the source 
of Kroenig’s six-month estimate), recently told Agence France-
Presse that there is a “low probability” that the Iranians would 
actually develop a bomb over the next year even if they had the 
capability to do so. Because there is no evidence that Iran has 
built additional covert enrichment plants since the Natanz and 
Qom sites were outed in 2002 and 2009, respectively, any near-
term move by Tehran to produce weapons-grade uranium would 
have to rely on its declared facilities. The IAEA would thus detect 
such activity with sufficient time for the international community 
to mount a forceful response. As a result, the Iranians are unlikely 
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to commit to building nuclear weapons until they can do so much 
more quickly or out of sight, which could be years off.

Kroenig is also inconsistent about the timetable for an attack. 
In some places, he suggests that strikes should begin now, whereas 
in others, he argues that the United States should attack only if 
Iran takes certain actions—such as expelling IAEA inspectors, 
beginning the enrichment of weapons-grade uranium, or installing 
large numbers of advanced centrifuges—any one of which would 
signal that it had decided to build a bomb. Kroenig is likely right 
that these developments—and perhaps others, such as the dis-
covery of new covert enrichment sites—would create a decision 
point for the use of force. But the Iranians have not taken these 
steps yet, and as Kroenig acknowledges, “Washington has a very 
good chance” of detecting them if they do.

riding the escalator
Kroenig’s discussion of timing is not the only misleading 
part of his article; so is his contention that the United States 
could mitigate the “potentially devastating consequences” of a 
strike on Iran by carefully managing the escalation that would 
ensue. His picture of a clean, calibrated conflict is a mirage. Any 
war with Iran would be a messy and extraordinarily violent affair, 
with significant casualties and consequences.

According to Kroenig, Iran would not respond to a strike with 
its “worst forms of retaliation, such as closing the Strait of Hormuz 
or launching missiles at southern Europe” unless its leaders felt 
that the regime’s “very existence was threatened.” To mitigate this 
risk, he claims, the United States could “make clear that it is 
interested only in destroying Iran’s nuclear program, not in over-
throwing the government.” But Iranian leaders have staked their 
domestic legitimacy on resisting international pressure to halt the 
nuclear program, and so they would inevitably view an attack on 
that program as an attack on the regime itself. Decades of hostility 
and perceived U.S. efforts to undermine the regime would reinforce 
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this perception. And when combined with the emphasis on anti-
Americanism in the ideology of the supreme leader and his hard-
line advisers, as well as their general ignorance about what drives 
U.S. decision-making, this perception means that there is little 
prospect that Iranian leaders would believe that a U.S. strike had 
limited aims. Assuming the worst about Washington’s intentions, 
Tehran is likely to overreact to even a surgical strike against its 
nuclear facilities.

Kroenig nevertheless believes that the United States could limit 
the prospects for escalation by warning Iran that crossing certain 
“redlines” would trigger a devastating U.S. counterresponse. 
Ironically, Kroenig believes that a nuclear-armed Iran would be 
deeply irrational and prone to miscalculation yet somehow 
maintains that under the same leaders, Iran would make clear-
eyed decisions in the immediate aftermath of a U.S. strike. But 
the two countries share no direct and reliable channels for 
communication, and the inevitable confusion brought on by a 
crisis would make signaling difficult and miscalculation likely.

To make matters worse, in the heat of battle, Iran would face 
powerful incentives to escalate. In the event of a conflict, both sides 
would come under significant pressure to stop the fighting due to 
the impact on international oil markets. Since this would limit the 
time the Iranians would have to reestablish deterrence, they might 
choose to launch a quick, all-out response, without care for red-
lines. Iranian fears that the United States could successfully disrupt 
its command-and-control infrastructure or preemptively destroy 
its ballistic missile arsenal could also tempt Iran to launch as many 
missiles as possible early in the war. And the decentralized nature 
of Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, especially its navy, 
raises the prospect of unauthorized responses that could rapidly 
expand the fighting in the crowded waters of the Persian Gulf.

Controlling escalation would be no easier on the U.S. side. In 
the face of reprisals by Iranian proxies, “token missile strikes 
against U.S. bases and ships,” or “the harassment of commercial 
and U.S. naval vessels,” Kroenig says that Washington should turn 
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the other cheek and constrain its own response to Iranian counter-
attacks. But this is much easier said than done. Just as Iran’s 
likely expectation of a short war might encourage it to respond 
disproportionately early in the crisis, so the United States would 
also have incentives to move swiftly to destroy Iran’s conventional 
forces and the infrastructure of the Revolutionary Guard Corps. 
And if the United States failed to do so, proxy attacks against U.S. 
civilian personnel in Lebanon or Iraq, the transfer of lethal rocket 
and portable air defense systems to Taliban fighters in Afghanistan, 
or missile strikes against U.S. facilities in the Gulf could cause 
significant U.S. casualties, creating irresistible political pressure in 
Washington to respond. Add to this the normal fog of war and the 
lack of reliable communications between the United States and 
Iran, and Washington would have a hard time determining whether 
Tehran’s initial response to a strike was a one-off event or the 
prelude to a wider campaign. If it were the latter, a passive U.S. 
approach might motivate Iran to launch even more dangerous 
attacks—and this is a risk Washington may choose not to take. The 
sum total of these dynamics would make staying within Kroenig’s 
proscribed limits exceedingly difficult.

Even if Iran did not escalate, purely defensive moves that 
would threaten U.S. personnel or international shipping in the 
Strait of Hormuz—the maritime chokepoint through which 
nearly 20 percent of the world’s traded oil passes—would also 
create powerful incentives for Washington to preemptively target 
Iran’s military. Of particular concern would be Iran’s “anti-access/
area-denial” capabilities, which are designed to prevent advanced 
navies from operating in the shallow waters of the Persian Gulf. 
These systems integrate coastal air defenses, shore-based long-
range artillery and antiship cruise missiles, Kilo-class and midget 
submarines, remote-controlled boats and unmanned kamikaze 
aerial vehicles, and more than 1,000 small attack craft equipped 
with machine guns, multiple-launch rockets, antiship missiles, 
torpedoes, and rapid-mine-laying capabilities. The entire 120-mile-
long strait sits along the Iranian coastline, within short reach of 
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these systems. In the midst of a conflict, the threat to U.S. forces 
and the global economy posed by Iran’s activating its air defenses, 
dispersing its missiles or naval forces, or moving its mines out of 
storage would be too great for the United States to ignore; the 
logic of preemption would compel Washington to escalate.

Some analysts, including Afshin Molavi and Michael Singh, 
believe that the Iranians are unlikely to attempt to close the strait 
due to the damage it would inflict on their own economy. But 
Tehran’s saber rattling has already intensified in response to the 
prospect of Western sanctions on its oil industry. In the immediate 
aftermath of a U.S. strike on Iran’s nuclear program, Iranian leaders 
might perceive that holding the strait at risk would encourage 
international pressure on Washington to end the fighting, possibly 
deterring U.S. escalation. In reality, it would more likely have the 
opposite effect, encouraging aggressive U.S. efforts to protect 
commercial shipping. The U.S. Navy is capable of keeping the 
strait open, but the mere threat of closure could send oil prices 
soaring, dealing a heavy blow to the fragile global economy. The 
measures that Kroenig advocates to mitigate this threat, such as 
opening up the U.S. Strategic Petroleum Reserve and urging 
Saudi Arabia to boost oil production, would be unlikely to suffice, 
especially since most Saudi crude passes through the strait.

Ultimately, if the United States and Iran go to war, there is no 
doubt that Washington will win in the narrow operational sense. 
Indeed, with the impressive array of U.S. naval and air forces 
already deployed in the Gulf, the United States could probably 
knock Iran’s military capabilities back 20 years in a matter of weeks. 
But a U.S.-Iranian conflict would not be the clinical, tightly 
controlled, limited encounter that Kroenig predicts.

spillover
Keeping other states in the region out of the fight would also 
prove more difficult than Kroenig suggests. Iran would presume 
Israeli complicity in a U.S. raid and would seek to drag Israel into 
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the conflict in order to undermine potential support for the U.S. 
war effort among key Arab regimes. And although it is true, as 
Kroenig notes, that Israel remained on the sidelines during the 
1990–91 Gulf War, the threat posed by Iran’s missiles and proxies 
today is considerably greater than that posed by Iraq two decades 
ago. If Iranian-allied Hezbollah responded to the fighting by 
firing rockets at Israeli cities, Israel could launch an all-out 
war against Lebanon. Syrian President Bashar al-Assad might 
also try to use the moment to divert attention from the uprising 
in his country, launching his own assault on the Jewish state. 
Either scenario, or their combination, could lead to a wider war 
in the Levant.

Even in the Gulf, where U.S. partners are sometimes portrayed 
as passive, Iranian retaliation might draw Saudi Arabia and the 
United Arab Emirates into the conflict. The Saudis have taken a 
much more confrontational posture toward Iran in the past year, 
and Riyadh is unlikely to tolerate Iranian attacks against critical 
energy infrastructure. For its part, the UAE, the most hawkish 
state in the Gulf, might respond to missiles raining down on U.S. 
forces at its Al Dhafra Air Base by attempting to seize Abu Musa, 
Greater Tunb, and Lesser Tunb, three disputed Gulf islands 
currently occupied by Iran.

A strike could also set off wider destabilizing effects. Although 
Kroenig is right that some Arab leaders would privately applaud 
a U.S. strike, many on the Arab street would reject it. Both 
Islamist extremists and embattled elites could use this opportunity 
to transform the Arab Spring’s populist antiregime narrative into 
a decidedly anti-American one. This would rebound to Iran’s 
advantage just at the moment when political developments in the 
region, chief among them the resurgence of nationalism in the 
Arab world and the upheaval in Syria, are significantly under-
mining Iran’s influence. A U.S. strike could easily shift regional 
sympathies back in Tehran’s favor by allowing Iran to play the victim 
and, through its retaliation, resuscitate its status as the champion 
of the region’s anti-Western resistance.
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the cost of buying time
Even if a U.S. strike went as well as Kroenig predicts, there is 
little guarantee that it would produce lasting results. Senior U.S. 
defense officials have repeatedly stated that an attack on Iran’s 
nuclear facilities would stall Tehran’s progress for only a few years. 
Kroenig argues that such a delay could become permanent. “Those 
countries whose nuclear facilities have been attacked—most recently 
Iraq and Syria,” he writes, “have proved unwilling or unable to restart 
their programs.” In the case of Iraq, however, Saddam Hussein 
restarted his clandestine nuclear weapons program after the 1981 
Israeli attack on the Osirak nuclear reactor, and it required the 
Gulf War and another decade of sanctions and intrusive inspec-
tions to eliminate it. Iran’s program is also more advanced and 
dispersed than were Iraq’s and Syria’s, meaning it would be easier 
to reconstitute. A U.S. strike would damage key Iranian facilities, 
but it would do nothing to reverse the nuclear knowledge Iran has 
accumulated or its ability to eventually build new centrifuges.

A U.S. attack would also likely rally domestic Iranian support 
around nuclear hard-liners, increasing the odds that Iran would 
emerge from a strike even more committed to building a bomb. 
Kroenig downplays the “rally round the flag” risks by noting that 
hard-liners are already firmly in power and suggesting that an 
attack might produce increased internal criticism of the regime. 
But the nuclear program remains an enormous source of national 
pride for the majority of Iranians. To the extent that there is 
internal dissent over the program, it is a discussion about whether 
the country should acquire nuclear weapons or simply pursue civilian 
nuclear technology. By demonstrating the vulnerability of a non-
nuclear-armed Iran, a U.S. attack would provide ammunition to 
hard-liners who argue for acquiring a nuclear deterrent. Kroenig 
suggests that the United States should essentially ignore “Iran’s 
domestic political tussles” when pursuing “its vital national security 
interest in preventing Tehran from developing nuclear weapons.” 
But influencing Iranian opinion about the strategic desirability of 
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nuclear weapons might ultimately offer the only enduring way 
of keeping the Islamic Republic on a peaceful nuclear path.

Finally, if Iran did attempt to restart its nuclear program after an 
attack, it would be much more difficult for the United States to stop 
it. An assault would lead Iran to distance itself from the IAEA and 
perhaps to pull out of the Nuclear Non-proliferation Treaty altogether. 
Without inspectors on the ground, the international community 
would struggle to track or slow Tehran’s efforts to rebuild its program.

contain yourself
Kroenig argues that “a nuclear-armed Iran would not inten-
tionally launch a suicidal nuclear war” but still concludes that it is 
ultimately less risky to attack the Islamic Republic now than to 
attempt to contain it later. He warns that containment would entail 
a costly forward deployment of large numbers of U.S. forces on 
Iran’s periphery for decades.

But the United States already has a large presence encircling 
Iran. Forty thousand U.S. troops are stationed in the Gulf, accom-
panied by strike aircraft, two aircraft carrier strike groups, two 
Aegis ballistic missile defense ships, and multiple Patriot antimissile 
systems. On Iran’s eastern flank, Washington has another 90,000 
troops deployed in Afghanistan and thousands more supporting 
the Afghan war in nearby Central Asian states. Kroenig claims that 
it would take much more to contain a nuclear-armed Iran. But 
U.S. forces in the Gulf already outnumber those in South Korea 
that are there to deter a nuclear-armed North. It is thus perfectly 
conceivable that the existing U.S. presence in the region, perhaps 
supplemented by a limited forward deployment of nuclear weapons 
and additional ballistic missile defenses, would be sufficient to deter 
a nuclear-armed Iran from aggression and blackmail.

To be sure, such a deterrence-and-containment strategy would 
be an extra-ordinarily complex and risky enterprise, and there is no 
doubt that prevention is preferable. Given the possible consequences 
of a nuclear-armed Iran, the price of failure would be very high. But 
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Kroenig’s approach would not solve the problem. By presenting 
the options as either a near-term strike or long-term containment, 
Kroenig falls into the same trap that advocates of the Iraq war fell 
into a decade ago: ignoring postwar scenarios. In reality, the strike 
that Kroenig recommends would likely be a prelude to containment, 
not a substitute for it.

Since a military raid would not permanently eliminate Iran’s 
nuclear infrastructure, the United States would still need to con-
struct an expensive, risky postwar containment regime to prevent 
Iran from reconstituting the program, much as it did in regard to 
Iraq after the Gulf War. The end result would be strikingly similar 
to the one that Kroenig criticizes, requiring Washington to main-
tain sufficient air, naval, and ground forces in the Persian Gulf to 
attack again at a moment’s notice.

A strike carried out in the way Kroenig advocates—a unilateral 
preventive attack—would also make postwar containment more 
difficult and costly. Many countries would view such an operation 
as a breach of international law, shattering the consensus required to 
maintain an effective poststrike containment regime. The likelihood 
that the United States could “reduce the political fallout of military 
action by building global support for it in advance,” as Kroenig sug-
gests, would be extremely low absent clear evidence that Iran is dash-
ing for a bomb. Without such evidence, Washington would be left to 
bear the costs of an attack and the resulting containment regime alone.

Finally, the surgical nature of Kroenig’s proposed strike, aimed 
solely at Iran’s nuclear program, would make postwar contain-
ment much harder. It would leave Tehran wounded and aggrieved 
but still capable of responding. Kroenig’s recommended approach, 
then, would likely be just enough to ensure a costly, long-term 
conflict without actually compelling Iran to change its behavior.

the options on the table
In making the case for preventive war as the least bad option, 
Kroenig dismisses any prospect of finding a diplomatic solution 
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to the U.S.-Iranian standoff. He concludes that the Obama 
administration’s dual-track policy of engagement and pressure 
has failed to arrest Iran’s march toward a bomb, leaving Washington 
with no other choice but to bomb Iran.

But this ignores the severe economic strain, isolation, and 
technical challenges that Iran is experiencing. After years of 
dismissing the economic effects of sanctions, senior Iranian officials 
now publicly complain about the intense pain the sanctions are 
producing. And facing the prospect of U.S. sanctions against 
Iran’s central bank and European actions to halt Iranian oil 
imports, Tehran signaled in early January some willingness to 
return to the negotiating table. Washington must test this will-
ingness and, in so doing, provide Iran with a clear strategic choice: 
address the concerns of the international community regarding its 
nuclear program and see its isolation lifted or stay on its current 
path and face substantially higher costs. In framing this choice, 
Washington must be able to assert that like-minded states are 
prepared to implement oil-related sanctions, and the Obama 
administration should continue to emphasize that all options, 
including military action, remain on the table.

Some will undoubtedly claim that highlighting the potential 
risks associated with war will lead the Iranians to conclude that 
the United States lacks the resolve to use force. But in authorizing 
the surge in Afghanistan, carrying out the raid that killed Osama 
bin Laden, and leading the NATO air campaign to oust Libya’s 
Muammar al-Qaddafi, President Barack Obama has repeatedly 
shown that he is willing to accept risk and use force—both as part 
of a coalition and unilaterally—to defend U.S. interests. And as 
Martin Dempsey, chairman of the U.S. Joint Chiefs of Staff, told 
CNN late last December, the United States has a viable contingency 
plan for Iran if force is ultimately required. But given the high costs 
and inherent uncertainties of a strike, the United States should 
not rush to use force until all other options have been exhausted 
and the Iranian threat is not just growing but imminent. Until then, 
force is, and should remain, a last resort, not a first choice.∂
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The past several months have witnessed a heated debate over 
the best way for the United States and Israel to respond to Iran’s 
nuclear activities. As the argument has raged, the United States has 
tightened its already robust sanctions regime against the Islamic 
Republic, and the European Union announced in January that 
it will begin an embargo on Iranian oil on July 1. Although the 
United States, the EU, and Iran have recently returned to the 
negotiating table, a palpable sense of crisis still looms. 

It should not. Most U.S., European, and Israeli commentators 
and policymakers warn that a nuclear-armed Iran would be the 
worst possible outcome of the current standoff. In fact, it would 
probably be the best possible result: the one most likely to restore 
stability to the Middle East. 

power begs to be balanced
The crisis over Iran’s nuclear program could end in three 
different ways. First, diplomacy coupled with serious sanctions 
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could convince Iran to abandon its pursuit of a nuclear weapon. 
But this outcome is unlikely: the historical record indicates that a 
country bent on acquiring nuclear weapons can rarely be dissuaded 
from doing so. Punishing a state through economic sanctions does 
not inexorably derail its nuclear program. Take North Korea, which 
succeeded in building its weapons despite countless rounds of sanc-
tions and UN Security Council resolutions. If Tehran determines 
that its security depends on possessing nuclear weapons, sanctions are 
unlikely to change its mind. In fact, adding still more sanctions 
now could make Iran feel even more vulnerable, giving it still 
more reason to seek the protection of the ultimate deterrent. 

The second possible outcome is that Iran stops short of testing 
a nuclear weapon but develops a breakout capability, the capacity 
to build and test one quite quickly. Iran would not be the first 
country to acquire a sophisticated nuclear program without 
building an actual bomb. Japan, for instance, maintains a vast 
civilian nuclear infrastructure. Experts believe that it could produce 
a nuclear weapon on short notice. 

Such a breakout capability might satisfy the domestic politi-
cal needs of Iran’s rulers by assuring hard-liners that they can 
enjoy all the benefits of having a bomb (such as greater security) 
without the downsides (such as international isolation and 
condemnation). The problem is that a breakout capability might 
not work as intended. 

The United States and its European allies are primarily con-
cerned with weaponization, so they might accept a scenario in 
which Iran stops short of a nuclear weapon. Israel, however, has 
made it clear that it views a significant Iranian enrichment capacity 
alone as an unacceptable threat. It is possible, then, that a verifiable 
commitment from Iran to stop short of a weapon could appease 
major Western powers but leave the Israelis unsatisfied. Israel 
would be less intimidated by a virtual nuclear weapon than it 
would be by an actual one and therefore would likely continue its 
risky efforts at subverting Iran’s nuclear program through sabotage 
and assassination—which could lead Iran to conclude that a 
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breakout capability is an insufficient deterrent, after all, and that 
only weaponization can provide it with the security it seeks. 

The third possible outcome of the standoff is that Iran continues 
its current course and publicly goes nuclear by testing a weapon. 
U.S. and Israeli officials have declared that outcome unaccept-
able, arguing that a nuclear Iran is a uniquely terrifying prospect, 
even an existential threat. Such language is typical of major powers, 
which have historically gotten riled up whenever another country 
has begun to develop a nuclear weapon of its own. Yet so far, every 
time another country has managed to shoulder its way into the 
nuclear club, the other members have always changed tack and 
decided to live with it. In fact, by reducing imbalances in military 
power, new nuclear states generally produce more regional and 
international stability, not less. 

Israel’s regional nuclear monopoly, which has proved remarkably 
durable for the past four decades, has long fueled instability in the 
Middle East. In no other region of the world does a lone, unchecked 
nuclear state exist. It is Israel’s nuclear arsenal, not Iran’s desire for 
one, that has contributed most to the current crisis. Power, after all, 
begs to be balanced. What is surprising about the Israeli case is that 
it has taken so long for a potential balancer to emerge. 

Of course, it is easy to understand why Israel wants to remain 
the sole nuclear power in the region and why it is willing to use 
force to secure that status. In 1981, Israel bombed Iraq to prevent 
a challenge to its nuclear monopoly. It did the same to Syria in 
2007 and is now considering similar action against Iran. But the 
very acts that have allowed Israel to maintain its nuclear edge in 
the short term have prolonged an imbalance that is unsustainable 
in the long term. Israel’s proven ability to strike potential nuclear 
rivals with impunity has inevitably made its enemies anxious to 
develop the means to prevent Israel from doing so again. In this 
way, the current tensions are best viewed not as the early stages of 
a relatively recent Iranian nuclear crisis but rather as the final 
stages of a decades-long Middle East nuclear crisis that will end 
only when a balance of military power is restored.
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unfounded fears
One reason the danger of a nuclear Iran has been grossly 
exaggerated is that the debate surrounding it has been distorted 
by misplaced worries and fundamental misunderstandings of 
how states generally behave in the international system. The 
first prominent concern, which undergirds many others, is that 
the Iranian regime is innately irrational. Despite a widespread 
belief to the contrary, Iranian policy is made not by “mad mullahs” 
but by perfectly sane ayatollahs who want to survive just like any 
other leaders. Although Iran’s leaders indulge in inflammatory 
and hateful rhetoric, they show no propensity for self-destruction. 
It would be a grave error for policymakers in the United States 
and Israel to assume otherwise. 

Yet that is precisely what many U.S. and Israeli officials and 
analysts have done. Portraying Iran as irrational has allowed them 
to argue that the logic of nuclear deterrence does not apply to the 
Islamic Republic. If Iran acquired a nuclear weapon, they warn, it 
would not hesitate to use it in a first strike against Israel, even 
though doing so would invite massive retaliation and risk destroying 
everything the Iranian regime holds dear. 

Although it is impossible to be certain of Iranian intentions, it 
is far more likely that if Iran desires nuclear weapons, it is for the 
purpose of providing for its own security, not to improve its of-
fensive capabilities (or destroy itself ). Iran may be intransigent at 
the negotiating table and defiant in the face of sanctions, but it 
still acts to secure its own preservation. Iran’s leaders did not, for 
example, attempt to close the Strait of Hormuz despite issuing 
blustery warnings that they might do so after the EU announced 
its planned oil embargo in January. The Iranian regime clearly 
concluded that it did not want to provoke what would surely have 
been a swift and devastating American response to such a move.

Nevertheless, even some observers and policymakers who accept 
that the Iranian regime is rational still worry that a nuclear weapon 
would embolden it, providing Tehran with a shield that would 
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allow it to act more aggressively and increase its support for ter-
rorism. Some analysts even fear that Iran would directly provide 
terrorists with nuclear arms. The problem with these concerns is 
that they contradict the record of every other nuclear weapons 
state going back to 1945. History shows that when countries acquire 
the bomb, they feel increasingly vulnerable and become acutely 
aware that their nuclear weapons make them a potential target in 
the eyes of major powers. This awareness discourages nuclear 
states from bold and aggressive action. Maoist China, for example, 
became much less bellicose after acquiring nuclear weapons in 
1964, and India and Pakistan have both become more cautious 
since going nuclear. There is little reason to believe Iran would 
break this mold. 

As for the risk of a handoff to terrorists, no country could 
transfer nuclear weapons without running a high risk of being 
found out. U.S. surveillance capabilities would pose a serious 
obstacle, as would the United States’ impressive and growing 
ability to identify the source of fissile material. Moreover, countries 
can never entirely control or even predict the behavior of the 
terrorist groups they sponsor. Once a country such as Iran acquires 
a nuclear capability, it will have every reason to maintain full control 
over its arsenal. After all, building a bomb is costly and dangerous. 
It would make little sense to transfer the product of that invest-
ment to parties that cannot be trusted or managed. 

Another oft-touted worry is that if Iran obtains the bomb, 
other states in the region will follow suit, leading to a nuclear 
arms race in the Middle East. But the nuclear age is now almost 
70 years old, and so far, fears of proliferation have proved to be 
unfounded. Properly defined, the term “proliferation” means a rapid 
and uncontrolled spread. Nothing like that has occurred; in fact, 
since 1970, there has been a marked slowdown in the emergence 
of nuclear states. There is no reason to expect that this pattern 
will change now. Should Iran become the second Middle Eastern 
nuclear power since 1945, it would hardly signal the start of a 
landslide. When Israel acquired the bomb in the 1960s, it was at 
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war with many of its neighbors. Its nuclear arms were a much 
bigger threat to the Arab world than Iran’s program is today. If an 
atomic Israel did not trigger an arms race then, there is no reason 
a nuclear Iran should now.

rest assured
In 1991, the historical rivals India and Pakistan signed a treaty 

agreeing not to target each other’s nuclear facilities. They realized 
that far more worrisome than their adversary’s nuclear deterrent 
was the instability produced by challenges to it. Since then, even in 
the face of high tensions and risky provocations, the two countries 
have kept the peace. Israel and Iran would do well to consider this 
precedent. If Iran goes nuclear, Israel and Iran will deter each 
other, as nuclear powers always have. There has never been a full-
scale war between two nuclear-armed states. Once Iran crosses 
the nuclear threshold, deterrence will apply, even if the Iranian 
arsenal is relatively small. No other country in the region will 
have an incentive to acquire its own nuclear capability, and the 
current crisis will finally dissipate, leading to a Middle East that 
is more stable than it is today. 

For that reason, the United States and its allies need not take 
such pains to prevent the Iranians from developing a nuclear 
weapon. Diplomacy between Iran and the major powers should 
continue, because open lines of communication will make the 
Western countries feel better able to live with a nuclear Iran. But 
the current sanctions on Iran can be dropped: they primarily harm 
ordinary Iranians, with little purpose. 

Most important, policymakers and citizens in the Arab world, 
Europe, Israel, and the United States should take comfort from 
the fact that history has shown that where nuclear capabilities 
emerge, so, too, does stability. When it comes to nuclear weapons, 
now as ever, more may be better.∂
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The Islamic Republic of Iran is determined to become the world’s 
tenth nuclear power. It is defying its international obligations and 
resisting concerted diplomatic pressure to stop it from enriching 
uranium. It has flouted several UN Security Council resolutions 
directing it to suspend enrichment and has refused to fully explain 
its nuclear activities to the International Atomic Energy Agency. 
Even a successful military strike against Iran’s nuclear facilities would 
delay Iran’s program by only a few years, and it would almost 
certainly harden Tehran’s determination to go nuclear. The ongoing 
political unrest in Iran could topple the regime, leading to funda-
mental changes in Tehran’s foreign policy and ending its pursuit of 
nuclear weapons. But that is an outcome that cannot be assumed. 
If Iran’s nuclear program continues to progress at its current rate, 
Tehran could have the nuclear material needed to build a bomb 
before U.S. President Barack Obama’s current term in office expires.

The dangers of Iran’s entry into the nuclear club are well known: 
emboldened by this development, Tehran might multiply its 
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attempts at subverting its neighbors and encouraging terrorism 
against the United States and Israel; the risk of both conventional 
and nuclear war in the Middle East would escalate; more states in 
the region might also want to become nuclear powers; the geo-
political balance in the Middle East would be reordered; and 
broader efforts to stop the spread of nuclear weapons would be 
undermined. The advent of a nuclear Iran—even one that is satisfied 
with having only the materials and infrastructure necessary to 
assemble a bomb on short notice rather than a nuclear arsenal—
would be seen as a major diplomatic defeat for the United States. 
Friends and foes would openly question the U.S. government’s 
power and resolve to shape events in the Middle East. Friends 
would respond by distancing themselves from Washington; foes 
would challenge U.S. policies more aggressively.

Such a scenario can be avoided, however. Even if Washington 
fails to prevent Iran from going nuclear, it can contain and mitigate 
the consequences of Iran’s nuclear defiance. It should make clear 
to Tehran that acquiring the bomb will not produce the benefits 
it anticipates but isolate and weaken the regime. Washington will 
need to lay down clear “redlines” defining what it considers to be 
unacceptable behavior—and be willing to use military force if 
Tehran crosses them. It will also need to reassure its friends and 
allies in the Middle East that it remains firmly committed to 
preserving the balance of power in the region.

Containing a nuclear Iran would not be easy. It would require 
considerable diplomatic skill and political will on the part of the 
United States. And it could fail. A nuclear Iran may choose to 
flex its muscles and test U.S. resolve. Even under the best circum-
stances, the opaque nature of decision-making in Tehran could 
complicate Washington’s efforts to deter it. Thus, it would be far 
preferable if Iran stopped—or were stopped—before it became a 
nuclear power. Current efforts to limit Iran’s nuclear program 
must be pursued with vigor. Economic pressure on Tehran must 
be maintained. Military options to prevent Iran from going nuclear 
must not be taken off the table.
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But these steps may not be enough. If Iran’s recalcitrant mullahs 
cross the nuclear threshold, the challenge for the United States 
will be to make sure that an abhorrent outcome does not become 
a catastrophic one. This will require understanding how a nuclear 
Iran is likely to behave, how its neighbors are likely to respond, 
and what Washington can do to shape the perceptions and actions 
of all these players.

messianic and pragmatic
Iran is a peculiarity: it is a modern-day theocracy that pursues 
revolutionary ideals while safeguarding its practical interests. 
After three decades of experimentation, Iran has not outgrown its 
ideological compunctions. The founder of the Islamic Republic, 
Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, bequeathed to his successors a 
clerical cosmology that divides the world between oppressors and 
oppressed and invests Iran with the mission of redeeming the 
Middle East for the forces of righteousness. But the political 
imperative of staying in power has pulled Iran’s leaders in a dif-
ferent direction, too: they have had to manage Iran’s economy, 
meet the demands of the country’s growing population, and 
advance Iran’s interests in a turbulent region. The clerical rulers 
have been forced to strike agreements with their rivals and their 
enemies, occasionally softening the hard edges of their creed. The 
task of governing has required them to make concessions to often 
unpalatable realities and has sapped their revolutionary energies. 
Often, the clash of ideology and pragmatism has put Iran in the 
paradoxical position of having to secure its objectives within a 
regional order that it has pledged to undermine.

To satisfy their revolutionary impulses, Iran’s leaders have 
turned anti-Americanism and a strident opposition to Israel into 
pillars of the state. Tehran supports extremist groups, such as 
Hamas, Hezbollah, and the Islamist militias opposing U.S. forces 
in Iraq. The mullahs have sporadically attempted to subvert the 
U.S.-allied sheikdoms of the Persian Gulf. But the regime has 
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survived because its rulers have recognized the limits of their power 
and have thus mixed revolutionary agitation with pragmatic 
adjustment. Although it has denounced the United States as the 
Great Satan and called for Israel’s obliteration, Iran has avoided 
direct military confrontation with either state. It has vociferously 
defended the Palestinians, but it has stood by as the Russians have 
slaughtered Chechens and the Chinese have suppressed Muslim 
Uighurs. Ideological purity, it seems, has been less important than 
seeking diplomatic cover from Russia and commercial activity 
with China. Despite their Islamist compulsions, the mullahs like 
power too much to be martyrs.

Iran’s nuclear program has emerged not just as an important 
aspect of the country’s foreign relations but increasingly as a 
defining element of its national identity. And the reasons for 
pursuing the program have changed as it has matured. During 
the presidencies of Hashemi Rafsanjani and Muhammad Khatami, 
nuclear weapons were seen as tools of deterrence against the United 
States and Saddam Hussein’s regime, among others. The more 
conservative current ruling elite, including President Mahmoud 
Ahmadinejad and the Revolutionary Guards, sees them as a critical 
means of ensuring Iran’s preeminence in the region. A powerful 
Iran, in other words, requires a robust and extensive nuclear in-
frastructure. And this may be all the more the case now that Iran 
is engulfed in the worst domestic turmoil it has known in years: 
these days, the regime seems to be viewing its quest for nuclear 
self-sufficiency as a way to revive its own political fortunes.

Going nuclear would empower Iran, but far less than Tehran 
hopes. Iran’s entry into the nuclear club would initially put 
Tehran in a euphoric mood and likely encourage it to be more 
aggressive. The mullahs would feel themselves to be in possession 
of a strategic weapon that would enhance Iran’s clout in the region. 
They might feel less restrained in instigating Shiite uprisings 
against the Arab sheikdoms in the Persian Gulf. But any efforts to 
destabilize their Sunni neighbors would meet the same unsuccessful 
fate as have similar campaigns in the past. Iran’s revolutionary 

Return to Table of Contents



Iran and the Bomb

[76]

message has traditionally appealed to only a narrow segment of 
Shiites in the Persian Gulf. Sporadic demonstrations in Bahrain 
and Saudi Arabia have not sought to emulate Iran’s revolution; 
rather, they have been an outlet for Shiites to express their eco-
nomic and political disenfranchisement.

A nuclear Iran might also be tempted to challenge its neighbors 
in the Persian Gulf to reduce their oil production and limit the 
presence of U.S. troops on their territories. However, obtaining 
nuclear weapons is unlikely to help Iran achieve these aims, 
because nuclear weapons, by definition, are such a narrow category 
of arms that they can accomplish only a limited set of objectives. 
They do offer a deterrent capability: unlike Saddam’s Iraq, a nuclear 
Iran would not be invaded, and its leaders would not be deposed. 
But regime security and power projection are two very different 
propositions. It is difficult to imagine Sunni regimes yielding to a 
resurgent Shiite state, nuclear or not; more likely, the Persian Gulf 
states would take even more refuge under the U.S. security umbrella. 
Paradoxically, a weapon that was designed to ensure Iran’s regional 
preeminence could further alienate it from its neighbors and prolong 
indefinitely the presence of U.S. troops on its periphery. In other 
words, nuclear empowerment could well thwart Iran’s hegemonic 
ambitions. Like other nuclear aspirants before them, the guardians 
of the theocracy might discover that nuclear bombs are simply not 
good for diplomatic leverage or strategic aggrandizement.

Likewise, although the protection of a nuclear Iran might 
allow Hamas, Hezbollah, and other militant groups in the Middle 
East to become both more strident in their demands and bolder 
in their actions, Israel’s nuclear arsenal and considerable conven-
tional military power, as well as the United States’ support for Israel, 
would keep those actors in check. To be sure, Tehran will rattle its 
sabers and pledge its solidarity with Hamas and Hezbollah, but it 
will not risk a nuclear confrontation with Israel to assist these 
groups’ activities. Hamas and Hezbollah learned from their recent 
confrontations with Israel that waging war against the Jewish 
state is a lonely struggle.
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The prospect that Iran might transfer a crude nuclear device 
to its terrorist protégés is another danger, but it, too, is unlikely. 
Such a move would place Tehran squarely in the cross hairs of the 
United States and Israel. Despite its messianic pretensions, Iran 
has observed clear limits when supporting militias and terrorist 
organizations in the Middle East. Iran has not provided Hezbollah 
with chemical or biological weapons or Iraqi militias with the 
means to shoot down U.S. aircraft. Iran’s rulers understand that 
such provocative actions could imperil their rule by inviting retali-
ation. On the other hand, by coupling strident rhetoric with only 
limited support in practice, the clerical establishment is able to at 
once garner popular acclaim for defying the West and oppose the 
United States and Israel without exposing itself to severe retribution. 
A nuclear Iran would likely act no differently, at least given the 
possibility of robust U.S. retaliation. Nor is it likely that Iran 
would become the new Pakistan, selling nuclear fuel and materials 
to other states. The prospects of additional sanctions and a military 
confrontation with the United States are likely to deter Iran from 
acting impetuously.

A nuclear Iran would undeniably pose new dangers in the 
Middle East, especially at first, when it would likely be at its most 
reckless. It might thrash about the Middle East, as it tried to 
press the presumed advantages of its newfound capability, and it 
might test the United States’ limits. But the mullahs will find 
it difficult to translate Iran’s nuclear status into a tangible political 
advantage. And if Washington makes clear that rash actions on 
their part will come at a high cost, they will be far less likely to 
take any.

the ripples in the region
In assessing the consequences of Iran’s nuclearization, it is 
important to consider not only how Iran is likely to act but also 
how other states will react to this outcome—and what the United 
States could do to influence their responses. Iran’s nuclearization 
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would not reduce Washington to passively observing events in 
the region. Washington would retain considerable ability to shape 
what Iran’s neighbors do and do not do.

The nightmare scenario that could be unleashed by Iran’s 
nuclearization is easy to sketch. Israel would go on a hair-trigger 
alert—ready to launch a nuclear weapon at a moment’s notice—
putting both countries minutes away from annihilation. Egypt, 
Saudi Arabia, and Turkey would scramble to join the nuclear club. 
The Nonproliferation Treaty (NPT) would collapse, unleashing a 
wave of nuclear proliferation around the globe.

Such a doomsday scenario could pan out. Whether it did would 
depend greatly on how the United States and others, starting 
with Israel, responded to Iran’s nuclearization. Whether Israeli 
Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu forgoes a preventive strike 
against Iran’s nuclear facilities or opts for launching an attack 
and it fails, the Israeli government will continue to regard the 
Iranian regime as an existential threat to Israel that must be 
countered by any means possible, including the use of nuclear 
weapons. Given Israel’s unique history and Ahmadinejad’s con-
temptible denials of the Holocaust, no Israeli prime minister can 
afford to think otherwise.

The riskiness of a nuclear standoff between Israel and Iran 
would vary with the nature and size of Tehran’s nuclear arsenal. 
An Iran with only the capability to build a nuclear weapon would 
pose a far less immediate threat to Israel than an Iran that pos-
sessed an actual weapon. Iran’s possession of a bomb would create 
an inherently unstable situation, in which both parties would 
have an incentive to strike first: Iran, to avoid losing its arsenal, 
and Israel, to keep Tehran from using it. The Israeli government’s 
calculations about Iran would depend on its assessment of the 
United States’ willingness and ability to deter Iran. Israel’s decision-
making would be shaped by a number of factors: the United 
States’ long-standing support for Israel, Israel’s doubts about U.S. 
leadership after Washington’s failure to stop Iran from going 
nuclear, and Washington’s response to Iran’s nuclearization.
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Another danger that would have to be countered would be 
nuclear proliferation in the Middle East. Iran’s regional rivals 
might try to catch up with it. History suggests, however, that 
states go nuclear for reasons beyond tit for tat; many hold back 
even when their enemies get nuclear weapons. China’s pursuit 
of the bomb in the 1960s prompted fears that Japan would 
follow, but nearly half a century later, Japan remains nonnuclear. 
Although Israel has more than 200 nuclear weapons, neither its 
neighbors—not even Egypt, which fought and lost four wars 
with Israel—nor regional powers, such as Saudi Arabia or Turkey, 
have followed its lead.

An Iranian nuclear bomb could change these calculations. 
The U.S. National Intelligence Council concluded in a 2008 
report that “Iran’s growing nuclear capabilities are already partly 
responsible for the surge of interest in nuclear energy in the Middle 
East.” And nuclear energy programs can serve as the foundation 
for drives for nuclear weapons. But it would not be easy for 
countries in the region to get nuclear weapons. Many lack the 
infrastructure to develop their own weapons and the missiles 
needed to deliver them. Egypt and Turkey might blanch at the 
expense of building a nuclear arsenal. The Pakistanis were willing 
to “eat grass” for the privilege of joining the nuclear club, as the 
Pakistani leader Zulfikar Ali Bhutto once famously put it, but 
not everyone is.

Cost considerations aside, it would take years for nuclear aspi-
rants to develop indigenous nuclear capabilities. They would need 
to build nuclear reactors, acquire nuclear fuel, master enrichment 
or reprocessing technologies, and build weapons and the means 
to deliver them. While they tried, the United States and other 
states would have ample opportunity to increase the costs of pro-
liferation. Indeed, the economic and security interests of Egypt, 
Saudi Arabia, and Turkey, unlike those of Iran, are tied to the 
United States and the broader global economy, and developing 
nuclear weapons would put those interests at risk. Egypt would 
jeopardize the $1.5 billion in economic and military aid that it 
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receives from Washington each year; Saudi Arabia, its implicit 
U.S. security guarantee; and Turkey, its place in NATO. Given 
their extensive investments in and business ties to the United States 
and Europe, all three countries would be far more vulnerable than 
Iran is to any economic sanctions that U.S. law imposed, or could 
impose, on nuclear proliferators.

States seeking nuclear weapons might try to sidestep these 
technological and political hurdles by buying, rather than making, 
the weapons. Saudi Arabia’s clandestine acquisition of medium-
range ballistic missiles from China in the 1980s suggests that even 
countries that depend on U.S. security guarantees might be tempted 
to buy their way into the nuclear club. Although neither the five 
acknowledged nuclear powers nor India would be likely to sell 
nuclear weapons to another state, Pakistan and North Korea 
could be another matter. Both countries have a history of abetting 
proliferation, and Pakistan has warm ties with its fellow Muslim-
majority countries. But selling complete nuclear weapons would 
come at great political cost. Pakistan might forfeit U.S. foreign 
assistance and drive the United States into closer cooperation 
with India, Pakistan’s mortal enemy. North Korea would endanger 
the economic aid it gets from China, which the regime needs to 
stay in power.

If a buyer did manage to find a seller, it would have to avoid a 
preventive strike by Israel—which would be likely if the sale 
became known before the weapon was activated—and then handle 
the inevitable international political and economic fallout. (In 1988, 
Saudi Arabia avoided a major rift with Washington over its missile 
deal with China only by finally agreeing to sign and abide by the 
NPT.) Furthermore, any country that bought a nuclear weapon 
would have to worry about whether it would actually work; in global 
politics, as in everyday life, swindles are possible. Obtaining a 
nuclear weapon could thus put a country in the worst of all worlds: 
owning a worthless weapon that is a magnet for an attack.

If Iran’s neighbors decided against trying to get nuclear weapons, 
they could pursue the opposite approach and try to appease Tehran. 
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The temptation would be greatest for small Persian Gulf states, 
such as Bahrain and Kuwait, which sit uncomfortably close to 
Iran and have large Shiite populations. Such a tilt toward Iran 
would damage U.S. interests in the region. The U.S. Fifth Fleet 
is based in Bahrain, and U.S. military bases in Bahrain, Kuwait, 
and the United Arab Emirates are crucial to projecting U.S. power 
and reassuring U.S. allies in the region. But as long as these gov-
ernments believe that Washington is committed to their security, 
appeasement will be unappealing. Pursuing that strategy would 
mean casting aside U.S. help and betting on the mercy of Tehran. 
In the absence of a U.S. security guarantee, however, Iran would 
be free to conduct in those countries the very subversive activities 
that their governments’ appeasement was intended to prevent.

Although Iran’s nuclearization would probably not spell the 
end of efforts to halt proliferation in other parts of the world, it 
would undeniably deal the nonproliferation regime a setback, by 
demonstrating that the great powers are unable or unwilling to 
act collectively to stop proliferators. On the other hand, most 
states adhere to the NPT because they have compelling national 
reasons to do so. They may not feel threatened by a nuclear power; 
they may be covered by the nuclear umbrella of another state; 
they may lack the financial or technological wherewithal to build 
a bomb. Iran’s success in developing a nuclear weapon would not 
change these calculations. Nor would it prevent Washington from 
pushing ahead with its efforts to strengthen the Proliferation 
Security Initiative (a U.S.-led multinational effort launched by the 
Bush administration that seeks to stop trafficking in weapons of 
mass destruction), impose a cutoff on the further production of fissile 
material, tighten global rules on trade in nuclear materials, and 
otherwise make it more difficult for nuclear technologies to spread.

Iran’s acquisition of a nuclear bomb could have disastrous 
consequences in the Middle East. But Washington would have 
considerable opportunities to influence, and constrain, how Iran’s 
neighbors reacted to its new status. It would matter whether 
Washington reassured Israel or fueled its fears. It would matter 
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whether Washington confronted regional proliferation efforts 
or turned a blind eye, as it did with Pakistan in the 1980s. It 
would matter whether Washington pushed ahead with efforts to 
strengthen the NPT regime or threw in the towel. To keep the 
nightmare scenario at bay, the United States will need to think 
carefully about how to maximize its leverage in the region.

i  say no, no, no
Tehran is an adversary that speaks in ideological terms, wants 
to become a dominant regional power, and is capable of acting 
recklessly. But it is also an adversary that recognizes its limita-
tions, wants to preserve its hold on power, and operates among 
wary neighbors. Its acquiring a nuclear bomb, or the capacity to 
make a nuclear bomb, need not remake the Middle East—at least 
not if the United States acts confidently and wisely to exploit 
Iran’s weaknesses.

Any strategy to contain Iran must begin with the recognition 
that this effort will have to be different from that to contain the 
Soviet Union. Iran poses a different threat. During the early years 
of the Cold War, U.S. policymakers tried to protect like-minded 
countries against a Soviet invasion that would have imposed com-
munist rule, or against widespread economic dislocation, which 
could have produced a communist takeover from within. Their 
strategy was to turn to the NATO alliance and launch the 
Marshall Plan. The United States’ containment strategy toward 
Iran must reflect different realities today. Iran does not seek to 
invade its neighbors, and its ideological appeal does not rest on 
promises of economic justice. It seeks to establish itself as the 
dominant power in the region while preserving political control 
at home.

Deterrence would by necessity be the cornerstone of a U.S. 
strategy to contain a nuclear Iran. Success is by no means guaran-
teed. Deterrence can fail: it nearly did during the Cuban missile 
crisis, in 1962, and at several other critical junctures of the Cold 
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War. Iran’s revisionist aims and paranoia about U.S. power may 
appear to make the country uniquely difficult to deter. But that 
conclusion conveniently—and mistakenly—recasts the history of 
U.S. confrontations with emerging nuclear powers in a gentler 
light than is deserved. At the start of the Cold War, U.S. officials 
hardly saw the Soviet Union as a status quo power. In the 1960s, 
China looked like the ultimate rogue regime: it had intervened 
in Korea and gone to war with India, and it repressed its own 
people. Mao boasted that although nuclear war might kill half 
the world’s population, it would also mean that “imperialism 
would be razed to the ground and the whole world would 
become socialist.”

Today, the challenge for U.S. policymakers devising a deter-
rence strategy toward Iran will be to unambiguously identify 
what behavior they seek to deter—and what they are willing to 
do about it. When Washington publicly presents its policy on 
how to contain a nuclear Iran, it should be explicit: no initiation 
of conventional warfare against other countries; no use or trans-
fer of nuclear weapons, materials, or technologies; and no 
stepped-up support for terrorist or subversive activities. It should 
also make clear that the price of Iran’s violating these three pro-
hibitions could be U.S. military retaliation by any and all means 
necessary, up to and including nuclear weapons.

The pledge to deter a conventional attack would be the easiest 
of the three prohibitions to enforce. Iran’s ability to project sus-
tained military power outside its borders is limited. And it is 
unlikely to grow substantially anytime soon: even more arms 
embargoes would likely be imposed on Iran if it crossed the 
nuclear threshold. At their current level, U.S. troops in the 
region are more than sufficient to deter Iran from undertaking 
incursions into Iraq or amphibious operations across the Persian 
Gulf—or to stop them if they occurred.

Deterring Iran from using or threatening to use nuclear 
weapons would present a different set of challenges. So long as 
Iran lacks the ability to strike the United States with a nuclear-
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tipped missile, the United States can credibly threaten to retaliate 
militarily if Iran uses or threatens to use a nuclear bomb against 
anyone. But that could change if Iran developed long-range 
missiles. Tehran might also try to deter the United States by 
threatening to attack Europe, which would raise well-known con-
cerns about the viability of so-called extended deterrence, the 
ability of one state to deter an attack on another. These possibilities 
highlight the importance of developing robust, multilayered 
ballistic missile defenses. The Obama administration’s decision 
to reorient U.S. missile defenses in Europe to protect against 
shorter-range missiles while continuing to develop defenses 
against longer-range missiles is just the right approach.

A tougher challenge would be to ensure stable deterrence 
between Iran and Israel. With regard to this issue, too, the Iranian 
nuclear program’s ultimate degree of development would be 
pivotal: an Iran armed with nuclear weapons would present a 
significantly more dangerous threat than one that merely had 
the capacity to build them. It is thus essential that Washington 
continue to apply diplomatic and economic pressure to keep 
Tehran, should it manage to complete the nuclear fuel cycle, from 
taking the final step. The United States should also publicly 
pledge to retaliate by any means it chooses if Iran uses nuclear 
weapons against Israel; this would in effect supplement what-
ever second-strike capability Israel has. If the Israelis need a formal 
commitment to be more reassured, this pledge could be made in 
an executive agreement or a treaty. As a tangible expression of 
its commitment, Washington should also be prepared to deploy 
U.S. troops on Israeli soil as a tripwire, which would show that 
the United States would be inextricably bound to Israel in the 
event of any Iranian attack.

Washington should also inform Tehran that it would strike 
preemptively, with whatever means it deemed necessary, if Iran 
ever placed its nuclear forces on alert. And it should bring both 
Israel and Israel’s Arab neighbors fully under its missile defense 
umbrella. The more aggressive Iran is, the more inclined its 
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neighbors will be to work with Washington to construct missile 
defenses on their territories.

Deterring Iran from transferring nuclear weapons, materials, and 
technologies to state and nonstate actors would require another set 
of measures. For the most part, Iran has reasons not to pursue such 
perilous activities, but it could be tempted to exploit the difficulty of 
tracking the clandestine trade in nuclear materials. The United States 
and its allies would need to act decisively to prevent Tehran from 
seeking to profit in the international nuclear bazaar, for example, 
through the Proliferation Security Initiative and through UN reso-
lutions that imposed additional sanctions on Iran and its potential 
business partners. To impress on Iran’s ruling mullahs that it is sin-
gularly important for them to control whatever nuclear arsenal they 
may develop or obtain, Washington should hold Tehran responsible 
for any nuclear transfer, whether authorized or not; Tehran cannot 
be allowed to escape punishment or retaliation by pleading loss of 
control. Increased investments in monitoring and spying on Iran 
would be critical. The United States must improve its ability to 
track nuclear weapons, materials, and debris and prove and publicize 
whether they came from Iran (or any other country, for that matter). 
Such nuclear forensics is crucial to determining who is responsible 
for nuclear transfers and would be crucial to building support for 
any U.S. retaliation against Iran, if it were the culprit.

Deterring Iranian support for terrorist and subversive groups—the 
third redline prohibition that the United States should impose—
would be difficult. Such activities take place secretly, making it 
hard to establish precisely who is complicit. That complication 
places a premium on improving the ability of the U.S. intelligence 
community, acting alone and in concert with its counterparts 
abroad, to track Iran’s clandestine activities.

whats and what nots
In addition to holding Iran accountable for violating any of 
the three noes, the United States’ containment strategy should 
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seek to influence and, where necessary, constrain Iran’s friends 
in the Middle East. An energetic diplomacy that softened the 
disagreements between Israel and its neighbors would under-
mine Iran’s efforts to exploit anger in the region. A concerted 
push, diplomatic and economic, to improve the lives of the Pal-
estinians would limit Iran’s appeal among them. Drawing Syria 
into a comprehensive Israeli-Palestinian peace process could 
not only attenuate Tehran’s links with Damascus but also stem 
Iran’s ability to supply weapons to Hezbollah. Washington should 
seek to further limit Iran’s strategic reach by strengthening the 
institutional and military capabilities of Afghanistan and Iraq. 
It should reassure the Persian Gulf states that it is committed to 
preserving the existing balance of power, which would require 
expanding trade agreements, enhancing their security and intel-
ligence apparatuses, and developing a more integrated approach 
to defense planning in the region. At the same time, the United 
States will need to dissuade these governments from further 
suppressing their Shiite minorities, a practice that inadvertently 
aids Tehran. And it should work assiduously to prevent more 
countries in the Middle East from going nuclear; the United 
States cannot look the other way again, as it did with Pakistan 
during the 1980s.

Tone and conviction will matter. Washington must keep in 
mind that Iran’s entry into the nuclear club would be read by 
Israel and Arab states as a failure of the United States’ political 
will and a demonstration of the limits of U.S. power. Washington 
cannot afford to compound its credibility problem by hesitating 
or vacillating. An indecisive U.S. response would undermine the 
efforts both to deter Iran and to reassure U.S. friends and allies 
in the region.

Washington should also push other major powers to contain 
the Iranian threat. The five permanent members of the UN 
Security Council have sponsored numerous resolutions demand-
ing that Iran cease its nuclear activities and cooperate with the 
International Atomic Energy Agency. They should have a vested 
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interest in punishing Iran, an original signatory to the NPT, if 
it reneges on its decades-old pledge to remain a nonnuclear 
power. Doing nothing would substantially undermine the UN 
Security Council’s authority and with it their status as permanent 
members of the council. Europe should be pressed to commit 
troops and naval vessels to preserve the free flow of traffic through 
the Persian Gulf. Russia should cease its nuclear cooperation 
with and its conventional arms sales to Iran. China should be 
pressed to curtail its investment in Iran’s energy sector, which 
does so much to fuel Iran’s belligerence. The United States would 
have to do much of the heavy lifting in containing a nuclear 
Iran, but any concerted containment strategy must have not 
just regional support but also an international complexion.

Just as important as what Washington should do to contain 
Iran is what it should not do. If Iran gets a nuclear bomb, the 
United States might be tempted to respond by substantially 
expanding the presence of U.S. troops in the Middle East. But 
this would not appreciably increase Washington’s ability to deter 
Iran from launching a nuclear or conventional attack; there are 
already enough U.S. forces in the region for that. It could, however, 
play into the hands of Tehran’s proxies by inflaming anti-American 
sentiment and fanning civil unrest in the Persian Gulf.

Washington might also be tempted to seek to further under-
mine Iran’s economy by imposing broad-based economic sanc-
tions, an idea that enjoys considerable support on Capitol Hill. 
But such measures would wind up punishing only Iran’s disen-
franchised citizenry (which is why Iranian opposition leaders 
have strenuously opposed them). The wiser course of action 
would be to strengthen and better monitor existing export con-
trols, in order to make certain that Iran’s nuclear and defense 
industries do not have access to dual-use technologies, and to 
reinforce targeted sanctions against the Iranian leadership and 
the business enterprises controlled by the Revolutionary 
Guards. Washington should push, both inside and outside the 
UN, for travel bans on Iranian leaders and measures denying 
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Iran access to capital markets, for example. It should also find 
ways to penalize foreign businesses that invest in Iran’s dilapi-
dated oil industry. Smart sanctions of this kind would punish 
Iran’s leaders but spare ordinary Iranians, who have no say over 
the regime’s actions.

The United States should refrain from greatly expanding the 
range of weaponry it sells to the Persian Gulf states, which see 
the United States as a military guarantor and their chief arms 
supplier. To some extent, increasing arms sales will be necessary: 
the Arab governments of the region would regard such sales as a 
tangible sign of the strength of Washington’s commitment to 
their defense, and if Washington holds back, these governments 
will look for weapons elsewhere. On the other hand, throwing 
the doors of the armory wide open would do little to secure the 
buyers and might even increase instability in the region. A smart 
U.S. arms sales policy would focus on offering weapons systems 
that are designed to deter or help counter an Iranian attack, such 
as missile defense systems and command-and-control systems, 
which would provide advance notice of Iranian actions.

Finally, Washington should resist any urge to sign mutual 
security treaties with Arab countries in the Middle East. (Israel, 
whose relations with Iran are fundamentally different from 
those of every other power in the region, is a special case.) Such 
efforts would do little to enhance deterrence and could do a lot 
to undermine it. Many members of the U.S. Senate, which would 
have to vote on any alliance treaty, would question whether the 
United States should further tie itself to authoritarian regimes 
that many Americans find odious. The spectacle of that debate 
would exacerbate doubts in the Middle East about the depth 
of the United States’ commitment. Efforts to construct formal 
alliances might also lead Iran to believe that any country left out 
of these agreements is fair game for intimidation or attack. 
Washington should be mindful not to invite a replay of North 
Korea’s calculation in 1950 that South Korea lay outside the U.S. 
defense perimeter.
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Instead, the U.S. government should encourage the formation 
of a regional alliance network that would marshal Arab states 
into a more cohesive defense grouping. The network could be 
organized along the lines of the Middle East Treaty Organization 
(then the Central Treaty Organization), a security arrangement 
among Iran, Pakistan, Turkey, the United Kingdom, and, for a 
time, Iraq (with the United States participating in the organiza-
tion’s military and security committees) that existed from 1955 to 
1979. An alliance of this kind would secure all the benefits of a 
regionwide commitment to deterrence without exposing the 
United States and its allies to the complexities of formal bilateral 
or multilateral security treaties.

dangerous times
Iran’s nuclearization would make the Middle East a more 
dangerous place: it would heighten tensions, reduce the margin 
for error, and raise the prospect of mass catastrophe. The interna-
tional community should not let up on its efforts to stop Iran’s 
progress. But given the mullahs’ seeming indifference to the benefits 
of engagement, U.S. policymakers must consider now what to do 
if Iran does get the bomb.

Containment would be neither a perfect nor a foolproof policy. 
The task of foiling Iran’s support for Hamas and Hezbollah 
would be difficult, as would countering Iran’s support for terrorist 
and subversive groups in the region. The need to gain favor 
with Arab dictatorships would likely tempt Washington to shelve 
its calls for domestic political reforms in those countries—even 
though such reforms could diminish Iran’s ability to meddle 
there by improving the lot of local minority Shiites who might 
otherwise be susceptible to Tehran’s influence. Maintaining great-
power support for pressure on Iran could require overlooking 
objectionable Chinese and Russian behavior on other matters. 
Containment would not be a substitute for the use of force. To 
the contrary, its very success would depend on the willingness 
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of the United States to use force against Iran or threaten to do so 
should Tehran cross Washington’s redlines. Applying pressure 
without a commitment to punishing infractions is a recipe for 
failure—and for a more violent and dangerous Middle East.

Containment could buy Washington time to persuade the 
Iranian ruling class that the revisionist game it has been playing 
is simply not worth the candle. Thus, even as Washington pushes 
to counter Iran, it should be open to the possibility that Tehran’s 
calculations might change. To press Tehran in the right direc-
tion, Washington should signal that it seeks to create an order in 
the Middle East that is peaceful and self-sustaining. The United 
States will remain part of the region’s security architecture for 
the foreseeable future, but it need not maintain an antagonistic 
posture toward Iran. An Islamic Republic that abandoned its 
nuclear ambitions, accepted prevailing international norms, and 
respected the sovereignty of its neighbors would discover that 
the United States is willing to work with, rather than against, 
Iran’s legitimate national aspirations.∂
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Tensions between the United States and Iran have spiked 
once again. Last week, responding to planned U.S. sanctions 
against Iran’s central bank, Tehran threatened to close the Strait 
of Hormuz, the shipping gateway for one-fifth of the world’s oil. 
U.S. President Barack Obama, pressed by Congress’ near-universal 
support for tough new measures to force Iran to abandon its 
nuclear ambitions, decided to go ahead with the sanctions and 
signed them into law on Saturday. Fully enforced, they would 
slash one of Iran’s foremost state revenue streams and virtually excise 
one of the world’s leading oil exporters from the marketplace.

The chain of events fueled concerns that Washington might 
be stumbling into a third war in the Middle East. But a more 
fundamental problem underlies these developments. The Obama 
administration’s new sanctions signal the demise of the paradigm 
that had guided U.S. Iran policymaking since the 1979 revolution: 
the combination of pressure and persuasion. Moreover, the decision 
to outlaw contact with Iran’s central bank puts the United States’ 

Return to Table of Contents



Iran and the Bomb

[92]

tactics and its long-standing objective—a negotiated end to Iran’s 
nuclear ambitions—at odds. Indeed, the United States cannot 
hope to bargain with a country whose economy it is trying to 
disrupt and destroy. As severe sanctions devastate Iran, Tehran 
will surely be encouraged to double down on its quest for the ul-
timate deterrent. So, the White House’s embrace of open-ended 
pressure means that it has backed itself into a policy of regime 
change, something Washington has little ability to influence.

For the moment, at least, the central bank sanctions remain a 
work in progress. The text of the law provides the executive 
branch with reasonable flexibility, including a national security 
waiver. It also appears to condition enforcement on world oil sup-
ply considerations and offers foreign governments a six-month 
amnesty period, during which they may figure out where else to 
buy crude, or, presumably, develop workarounds to continue buy-
ing from Tehran. Obama hedged, too, by appending a signing 
statement to the bill, asserting his right to disregard any measures 
that impinge on his authority to set U.S. foreign policy. To be 
sure, perfect enforcement of the sanctions regime would drive up 
the price of oil. And election-year concerns about the economy 
could ultimately trump Obama’s determination to penalize Iran. 
Still, Congress may have other ideas.

Senior U.S. officials are bullish on the prospective impact of 
sanctioning Tehran’s central bank. Allies such as Japan and 
South Korea, which together account for approximately one-
third of Iran’s crude exports, will follow Washington’s lead. U.S. 
officials also point to Tehran’s announcement that it is once 
again ready to meet with the P5 plus 1 (the multilateral group 
that has spearheaded Iranian nuclear talks, albeit with little success) 
as evidence that increasing pressure is focusing the minds of 
Iranian leaders.

Such optimism, however, is premature. Tehran has a penchant 
for signaling just enough interest in negotiations to retain a 
measure of goodwill among some segments of the international 
community—particularly countries in Asia that are increasingly 
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vital for Iran’s economic stability. Tehran might calculate that a 
show of receptivity could undermine the fragile consensus be-
tween the hawkish Americans and the Europeans, who are mov-
ing forward with their own ban on Iranian crude, and their more 
sanctions-averse partners in Moscow and Beijing. There is also, 
of course, Iran’s well-honed capacity for sanctions-busting and 
evasion, which will blunt the impact of these new sanctions.

Lest Washington forgets, the Islamic Republic has endured 
more draconian economic pressures in the past. Despite its 
phenomenal petroleum resources, rarely in its 32-year history has 
the Islamic Republic been flush. During the height of its war 
with Iraq, Iran’s annual oil revenues fell under $6 billion—less 
than ten percent of its 2010 take. Skyrocketing income from oil 
sales over the last decade has been a welcome anomaly for Iran’s 
revolutionaries, but it is hardly certain that constricting that spigot 
will doom the regime, much less force it to capitulate on the nuclear 
issue. Tehran remains confident in its ability to adopt austerity 
as needed. In fact, blaming an international bogeyman will offer 
convenient cover for the regime’s own economic mismanagement.

The Obama administration has argued that “pressure works,” 
pointing to past reversals by the Islamic Republic, including the 
grudging and belated acceptance of a cease-fire to end its eight-
year war with Iraq. Yet this formula disregards two critical points: 
first, Tehran has been under tremendous pressure to change its 
security policy throughout its entire post-revolutionary history, 
yet that policy has proved remarkably durable. Second, Iran’s major 
concessions have come not simply as a product of pressure but 
because of the declining utility of the original objective. In this 
instance, however, the tables are turned. The more Washington 
corners Tehran, the higher the value of a nuclear deterrent becomes 
in the eyes of the leadership.

Although this suggests more friction ahead, it does not mean 
that a military clash is absolutely on the horizon. Neither side 
wants war: not Washington, which has worked assiduously to 
meet the president’s timetable for winding down the two other 
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military engagements in the broader Middle East, and not Tehran, 
which prefers the more familiar (and lower-risk) options availed 
through proxies and terrorist activities. A prolonged low-intensity 
struggle—with plenty of blustery rhetoric and diplomatic hard-
ball—is now the new normal.

What needs to be addressed is the disturbing reality that the 
Obama administration’s approach offers no viable endgame for 
dealing with Iran’s current leadership. The impression that the 
sanctions are permanent—indeed, the new law does not specify 
any conditions that Tehran might satisfy in order to lift the siege 
on its central bank—conforms to Iranian hard-liners’ darkest 
delusions about Washington’s intentions. By embracing maximalist 
measures, the White House has come full circle, abandoning, 
along the way, its earlier optimistic efforts at engagement. In 
doing so, it has implicitly relinquished the prospect of negotiating 
with the Islamic regime: given the ayatollahs’ innate mistrust of 
the West, they cannot be nudged into a constructive negotiating 
process by measures that exacerbate their vulnerability.

American policy is now effectively predicated on achieving 
political change in Tehran. Such an outcome will likely prove 
even more elusive than productive talks with the revolutionary 
regime—something the United States has sought for 33 years.∂

Return to Table of Contents



Tehran Takedown

How to Spark an Iranian Revolution 

Michael Ledeen 

ForeignAffairs.com, July 31, 2012

Michael Ledeen is Freedom Scholar at the Foundation for 
Defense of Democracies. His blog, Faster, Please, is at PJ Media.

[95]

The nuclear question is at the center of most countries’ Iran 
policies. China, France, Germany, Russia, the United King-
dom, and the United States have all engaged in negotiations to 
convince Tehran to give up its presumed quest for the bomb. 
Now, with talks sputtering, Western powers have implemented 
increasingly tough sanctions, including the European Union’s 
recent embargo on Iranian oil, in the hope of compelling the 
regime to reverse course.

Yet history suggests, and even many sanctions advocates 
agree, that sanctions will not compel Iran’s leaders to scrap 
their nuclear program. In fact, from Fidel Castro’s Cuba to 
Saddam Hussein’s Iraq, hostile countries have rarely changed 
policy in response to Western embargoes. Some sanctions 
advocates counter that sanctions did work to get Chile to 
abandon communism, South Africa to end apartheid, and Libya 
to give up its nuclear program. But the Chilean and South 
African governments were not hostile—they were pro-Western, 
and thus more amenable to the West’s demands. And Libya’s 
Muammar al-Qaddafi ended his nuclear pursuit only after the 
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2003 U.S. invasion of Iraq, fearing that he would suffer the 
same fate as Saddam Hussein.

Iran, which is clearly hostile and which watched what just 
happened to a disarmed Libya, will not back down. Some 
therefore see sanctions as only a prelude to military action—
by Israel, the United States, or both. In other words, current 
Iran strategy boils down to an eventual choice between appease-
ment and attack. Neither outcome is attractive. However, if 
the United States and its allies broadened their perspective 
and paid attention not merely to Iran’s nuclear program but 
also to the Islamic Republic’s larger assault on the West, they 
would see that a third and better option exists: supporting a 
democratic revolution in Iran.

Obsession with the nuclear question has obscured the fact 
that, since the 1979 Islamic Revolution, Iran has waged a low-
level war on the United States. That war began in earnest in 
1983, when, evidence suggests, Iranian-backed operatives 
bombed the U.S. Marine barracks in Beirut. Such violence 
continued throughout the 1980s, as Hezbollah, a terrorist orga-
nization created by Iran, kidnapped and murdered Americans 
in Lebanon. In addition to supporting Hezbollah, Iran started 
funding other terrorist groups, such as Hamas, Islamic Jihad, 
and the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine. In the 
last decade, Iranian agents have attacked U.S. troops in Af-
ghanistan and Iraq. Late last year, the Obama administration 
revealed that Iranian agents had attempted to assassinate the 
Saudi Arabian ambassador to the United States and to blow up 
the Saudi and Israeli embassies in Washington, D.C.

In short, the nuclear program is not the central issue in Iran 
policymaking—defending the United States and its allies from 
Iranian terrorists and their proxies is. To meet that goal, Washington 
must replace the Islamic Republic’s regime. The theocrats in 
Tehran call the United States “the great Satan,” and waging 
war against it is one of the Iranian leadership’s core missions. 
The Ayatollah Khomeini proclaimed that as his goal very soon 
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after the shah was overthrown in 1979. Calls of “Death to America” 
have been a constant refrain ever since. Regime change cannot 
be achieved by sanctions and diplomacy alone. And, although 
war might bring down the regime, it is neither necessary nor 
desirable. Supporting a domestic revolution is a wiser strategy.

The Iranian regime is not only at war with the United States 
and its allies; it is also at war with its own people. It represses 
Iranian citizens, restricting their civil liberties and imprison-
ing, torturing, and killing political opponents. Popular discon-
tent boiled over into open protest after a rigged election in 
June 2009, as what came to be known as the Green Movement 
launched an open challenge to the political status quo. The 
regime brutally suppressed the protests and is keeping the 
movement’s two leaders, presidential candidates Mir Hossein 
Mousavi and Mehdi Karroubi, along with Mousavi’s wife, under 
house arrest.

Conventional wisdom describes the Green Movement as a 
spent force, citing the lack of mass demonstrations over the 
past year and half. Iranian authorities regularly restrict and 
censor the Internet and intercept and block cell phone and 
satellite communications, and they have increased deploy-
ments of security forces in cities across the country. In such an 
atmosphere, skeptics argue, there can be little opposition to speak 
of, let alone one with the leadership and mass support to challenge 
the regime.

But this was also the conventional wisdom back in early 2009, 
and it is as wrong now as it was then. The West was caught un-
awares by the explosion of popular rage after Mousavi’s election 
was stolen, and it failed to support the opposition. The regime 
paid no price for its crackdown.

In fact, despite the government lockdown, dissenters today 
have continued to strike out against the regime through acts 
such as the sabotage of oil and natural gas pipelines. The dis-
ruption of the natural gas line between Iran and Turkey in late 
June, which was reported by the state-run Press TV, is only the 
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latest of many such attacks. Last March, opposition activists 
privately claimed responsibility for attacks on two Revolutionary 
Guards Corps installations. One was Zarin Dasht, where missile 
fuel and warheads are manufactured. The other was Natanz, a 
major uranium enrichment center. The explosion took place deep 
underground, leading to a shutdown of the entire complex.

Meanwhile, although the Green Movement’s leaders are 
still under house arrest, they continue to issue statements to 
their supporters. And according to a recent online government 
poll, the population is fed up. Nearly two-thirds of respondents 
said that they favored giving up the nuclear program in exchange 
for an end to sanctions. The poll was quickly yanked off the 
Web site.

For their part, Iranian authorities are worried. In January, Ali 
Saeedi, Khamenei’s representative to the Islamic Revolutionary 
Guards Corps, admitted that the regime continues to fear the 
strength of the Green Movement. Regime leaders are at pains to 
reassure the public that Mousavi and Karroubi are being well 
treated. If Iranian Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei 
wanted to demonstrate the weakness of the opposition, he would 
have subjected both to the same harsh treatment that has been 
meted out to many of their followers. But as Saeedi told Fars, the 
Iranian state news agency, Mousavi and Karroubi have “supporters 
and followers,” as well as “a few [clerics] who continue to back 
elements within the sedition”—the term used by the regime to 
refer to the Green Movement.

The regime’s anxiety about the Green Movement also led it 
to delay all elections in the country for three years. And when it 
finally held parliamentary elections this past May, it banned 
scores of candidates from running and deployed thousands of 
security forces at polling stations to prevent protests. Their fear 
might also be the reason that Khamenei avoided speaking at the 
Revolutionary Guards Day festivities in late June, the first time 
he had done so in over two decades. Similarly, the regime has 
reduced the number of anti-American protests it stages, perhaps 
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worrying that the reformers would hijack them. When two 
popular (and apolitical) Iranian artists died this summer—the 
actor Iraj Ghaderi and the musician Hassan Kassai—their 
funerals were held without fanfare and in the middle of the night. 
The regime is clearly doing all it can to keep Iranians from 
gathering in the streets.

By themselves, the strength of the opposition and the regime’s 
fears do not justify Western intervention. After all, several 
Middle Eastern dictators have fallen of late, only to be replaced 
by actors more hostile to U.S. interests. And some experts con-
tend that the same could happen in Iran. Mousavi served as 
prime minister of Iran from 1981 to 1989 and played a key role 
in the creation of the Islamic Republic. Many, including U.S. 
President Barack Obama, have raised the possibility that his 
accession might not change much. So, before jumping into the 
fray on behalf of the opposition, the United States and its allies 
must ask whether the Green Movement would end Iran’s sup-
port for terrorism against the United States and its allies, stop 
oppressing its own people, and terminate the country’s nuclear 
weapons program.

Although it is dangerous for opposition leaders to be totally 
explicit about all such matters, their answers are encouraging. 
During the 2009 electoral campaign, and on several subsequent 
occasions, Mousavi promised to end Iranian backing for terrorist 
organizations—a promise that resonates with large numbers of 
Iranian citizens. In February 2011, demonstrators carried banners 
decrying the regime’s support for foreign terrorist groups, with 
slogans such as “Don’t talk to us about the Palestinians, talk 
about us.”

The Green Movement has also pledged to dismantle many 
oppressive practices of the Islamic Republic. Although the 
group’s leaders claim that they want to restore the values of the 
1979 revolution, during the 2009 presidential election, Mousavi’s 
wife, Zahra Rahnavard, campaigned alongside him and declared 
her support of women who dispense with wearing the veil. It 
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was a stark act of defiance against a deeply misogynistic regime. 
Mousavi, meanwhile, has promised tolerance of religious dissenters, 
the release of all political prisoners, and greater separation of 
church and state. As the Green leaders wrote to the Obama 
administration in November 2009, “religion, by the will of the 
Iranian people of today, has to be separated from the state in 
order to guarantee unity of Iran.”

Even from house arrest, Mousavi has continued to send 
signals that he would overturn the policies of the current 
regime. In the past year, he urged Iranians to read two books: 
News of a Kidnapping, by Gabriel Garcia Marquez, and The 
Right to Heresy, by Stefan Zweig. The first volume, which 
deals with a wave of kidnappings in Colombia by drug gangs, 
inspired a popular Iranian Facebook page called “News of a 
Kidnapping, the status of a president in captivity.” The second 
book addresses a revolt against John Calvin by the sixteenth 
century cleric Sebastian Castellio, after the torture and exe-
cution of the heretic Michael Servetus. It is at once a call for 
religious toleration and an essay on those thinkers who were 
crushed during their lifetime, only to emerge triumphant in 
death. By turning to these texts, Mousavi issued a direct 
challenge to Khamenei and oriented his movement with 
Western values. 

It is hard to pinpoint the nuclear intentions of the Green 
Movement’s leaders, but there is reason for guarded optimism; 
they have repeatedly condemned the regime’s “adventurism” in 
foreign affairs, and would certainly seek better relations with 
the West. As Iranian crude oil production drops, a democratic 
Iran might opt for nuclear energy, but it seems unlikely that 
such a government would continue the secret weapons program. 
And the West, including Israel, would have far less to fear from 
a free Iran, whatever weapons it might possess, than it does 
from the current regime.

Given the potential for a successful democratic revolution in 
Iran—and the potential for a democratic government to end 
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Iran’s war against us—the question is how the United States 
and its allies can best support the Green Movement.

Although an Iranian revolution may seem unlikely to the 
casual observer, the Iranian people can be said to have revolu-
tion in their DNA, having carried out three revolutions in the 
twentieth century. Many skeptics argue that any Western aid to 
the Green Movement would delegitimize it in such a nationalist 
country. Yet, during the mass demonstrations in 2009 and 2010, 
protesters waved signs and banners saying “Obama, where are 
you?” Moreover, in a carefully unsigned letter to the White 
House in late 2009, Green Movement leaders responded to an 
administration query by saying that “it is up to the countries of 
the free world to make up their mind. Will they . . . push every 
decision to the future until it is too late, or will they reward the 
brave people of Iran and simultaneously advance Western 
interests and world peace?”

Even so, the West snubbed the uprising, insisting that the 
Iranian opposition did not want outside help. As far as I know,  
there is no evidence to suggest that an attempt has been made 
since then to speak directly with the Green Movement inside 
the country. (Mousavi has said several times that the Green 
Movement does not have spokespeople or representatives 
outside Iran.) Unable or unwilling to engage with the opposi-
tion, the West has devoted its energy to the nuclear question 
alone, pursuing a policy that will produce war or diplomatic 
and strategic failure.

That is why the time has come for the United States and 
other Western nations to actively support Iran’s democratic 
dissidents. The same methods that took down the Soviet re-
gime should work: call for the end of the regime, broadcast 
unbiased news about Iran to the Iranian people, demand the 
release of political prisoners (naming them whenever possi-
ble), help those prisoners communicate with one another, 
enlist international trade unions to build a strike fund for 
Iranian workers, and perhaps find ways to provide other 
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kinds of economic and technological support. Meanwhile, 
the West should continue nuclear negotiations and stick to 
the sanctions regime, which shows the Iranian people resistance 
to their oppressive leaders.

Iran’s democratic revolutionaries themselves must decide 
what kind of Western help they most need, and how to use it. 
But they will be greatly encouraged to see the United States 
and its allies behind them. There are many good reasons to 
believe that this strategy can succeed. Not least, the Iranian 
people have already demonstrated their willingness to con-
front the regime; the regime’s behavior shows its fear of the 
people. The missing link is a Western decision to embrace 
and support democratic revolution in Iran—the country that, 
after all, initiated the challenge to the region’s tyrants three 
summers ago.∂
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