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Introduction


COMING TO THE CROSSROADS


Since 2002, when the world learned of Iran’s progress toward acquiring a nuclear weapons capability, the United States has endured a protracted crisis with the Islamic Republic. It has been painful and frustrating, as all interactions with the Iranian regime typically prove. There have been moments of success. The United States has helped forge a broad coalition of states that have imposed unprecedented sanctions, isolation, and other forms of punishment on Iran to try to convince it to negotiate an end to its nuclear program, albeit to no avail. Iran today is weaker, poorer, and more friendless than ever. Yet for all its successes, the policy has not achieved its ultimate goal and may never do so. In spite of all the pain Iran has suffered, its leaders remain determined to acquire the capacity for nuclear weaponry—and perhaps to field an arsenal once they have done so. There may still be some options for the United States, short of war, to prevent Iran from crossing the nuclear weapons threshold, but their number is dwindling, as is the likelihood that they will succeed.


This presents us with a dilemma over what to do next. Having tried the easy options and many hard ones, too, it looks increasingly likely that we will soon have to make the hardest choice of all: whether to contain a nuclear Iran or go to war as the final option to prevent one.


That decision is the principal focus of this book.


The debate has already begun. Many on the right have already begun to advocate for an attack on Iran. Others who recognize that America’s war-weariness after Iraq and Afghanistan makes it politically impractical to call openly for war with Iran have instead begun to argue that no alternative to war is viable. Meanwhile, many on the left are pleading that war is unnecessary or that it would be disastrous. Some have begun to argue that containment offers a better alternative.


Both sides know the ultimate fork in the road of America’s Iran policy is approaching. We are not there yet, but we may be there soon. It is time to begin to consider those choices so that we can make the best one, rather than having one forced upon us. None of the options we have left when it comes to dealing with Iran’s nuclear arsenal are good ones. Events overtook the good options long ago, leaving a bunch of difficult long shots. If our last chances all fail, as seems distressingly likely, we will have only the two worst options left: war or containment.


I believe that going to war with Iran to try to prevent it from obtaining a nuclear arsenal would be a worse course of action than containing Iran, even a nuclear Iran. However, I do not believe that the military option is foolish, and I believe that there are much stronger arguments in its favor than was the case even a few years ago. I simply believe that it entails more costs and risks than containment—except in some very specific circumstances. I will explain why in the course of this book.


Although frequently misrepresented, at its heart, containment is a strategy that seeks to prevent Iran from expanding beyond its current borders or destabilizing the Middle East until the regime collapses of its own internal contradictions. It is the strategy that the United States has employed against Iran since the earliest days following the Islamic Revolution. It is not appeasement. It does not mean simply acquiescing to Iran’s acquisition of nuclear weapons, let alone to its dominance of the Persian Gulf region. Indeed, there are many varieties of containment, some more passive, some very aggressive. If we continue to pursue containment toward Iran in the future, one of the most important questions we will have to address is when to employ a more assertive brand of containment and when to hold back and focus more on its defensive aspects.


I also recognize that containment is nothing but the less bad of the two final options. Perhaps more important than which option we choose, the worst thing of all we could do would be to refuse to think through our choice beforehand. Frequently, a politically expedient denial of reality has left us unprepared for unfortunate choices. On those occasions, we have stumbled into one policy or another, and the result has often been disastrous.


Many Americans believe that the invasion of Iraq in 2003 was our nation’s greatest foreign policy mistake since Vietnam. That war was born of the failure of our efforts to contain Saddam Husayn’s Iraq in the 1990s, and that failure was itself the result of our unwillingness to recognize the need to contain Saddam’s regime for the long term back in 1991. At that moment, at the end of the Persian Gulf War, America’s leaders assumed that Saddam would be overthrown by his generals. They designed U.S. policy toward Iraq based on this assumption without any consideration of backups or alternatives. When Saddam survived, the United States was forced into a containment policy for which it had not planned. When that policy crumbled less than a decade later, it left the American people with the worst choices of all and convinced President George W. Bush (and the majority of the American people, who supported him at the time) to invade Iraq. Yet the worst decision was not the decision to invade, but the insistence that it was not necessary to plan or prepare to occupy, secure, and rebuild Iraq. And that mistake stemmed from the Bush 43 administration’s willful denial that such a massive undertaking would be necessary.


How we handle Iran is likely to be every bit as consequential as how we handled Iraq. This time, we need to do it right. That can only mean considering our options and preparing to implement them with a clear-eyed resolution, rather than the rose-colored ignorance that plagued us in Iraq.


The Goals of the Book


Defining a new policy toward Iran has two inherent, unavoidable problems. First, there is too much that we do not know. It is too often the case that we just don’t know what the Iranians are doing and thinking. It is not that we do not have any information, only that the information is incomplete and open to multiple interpretations. Therefore, much of our decision-making about Iran must of necessity be based on assumptions. And the assumptions we make determine which policy options we favor or dislike. If you assume that the Iranians will use nuclear weapons once they get them, you will prefer war over containment, and vice versa. How we choose to fill the gaps in our knowledge is often more important than the knowledge we have.


The second unavoidable problem in making policy toward Iran is that there is no “best” strategy to pursue. We have tried lots of different approaches to Iran. None has worked and the Iranians are getting close to having the capability to quickly build nuclear weapons—a point that most people believe could change our relationship and our policy options with Iran. Every path we might take, every policy we might adopt, both before and after we reach that point, entails both significant costs and frightening risks. Deciding which strategy the United States should adopt is a matter of deciding which costs and risks are more or less acceptable. And every individual will weigh those costs and risks differently depending on his or her own perspectives, preferences, and assumptions.


This book is meant to serve two purposes. First, it lays out my own thinking about how the United States should handle the current crisis over Iran’s nuclear program. I have been thinking about and working on this question for more than twenty-five years, both in government and out, and I have a preference for one course of action—containment. Second, the book is meant to provide a framework for understanding the current crisis over Iran’s nuclear program and to help others make an informed choice regarding what the United States should do about it, whether that means agreeing with my preference for containment or adopting the alternative of war.


My foremost consideration in writing this book has been to try to be as transparent as I can. I have tried to make the best arguments for all the different policy options that the United States might pursue toward Iran, even those with which I disagree. I have also tried to be honest about the drawbacks associated with the policies that I prefer. If you end up agreeing with me, great; but you should only do so in the full knowledge that the course of action I favor carries significant risks and costs, too, if only because they all do. Similarly, if you end up disagreeing with me and preferring a different policy option toward Iran, that’s good, too. My hope is only that this book will have helped you to figure out which strategy you prefer and why, and to be ready to accept the costs and risks (and uncertainties) involved in whichever option you prefer.


In the past, my views on various issues have been misrepresented. I tried to write a balanced, nuanced book about Iraq in 2002 only to find it caricatured by people who read nothing but the subtitle—or cherry-picked lines from it. There is only so much I can do to prevent that happening to this book as well, but I am going to do what I can to make it harder this time around. And I want to start by presenting, up front, the basic argument of this book.


So here is a summary of my view:


I believe that U.S. policy toward Iran moving forward should begin by trying a revamped version of the carrot-and-stick strategy Washington has employed at least since 2009 (and arguably since 2006). In particular, we need to lay out more attractive benefits to Iran if it is willing to make meaningful concessions on its nuclear program and other problematic activities. Simultaneously, and as one of the “sticks” to convince Tehran to compromise, the United States should explore how we might better support indigenous Iranian opposition groups seeking to reform or even overthrow the Islamic Republic. I see this latter option as morally right, strategically sensible, and a potentially useful adjunct to a carrot-and stick approach of diplomacy and sanctions. I believe that an Israeli strike on Iran would serve no good purpose and might be disastrous for the United States, Israel, and our other allies. If the carrot-and-stick approach fails and regime change proves impractical, I prefer to see the United States opt for containment of Iran rather than war. I do not see the military option as stupid or reckless, and there are strong arguments in its favor. There are also circumstances in which it could be the best course of action. However, on the whole, I believe that the costs and risks of containment are more acceptable than the costs and risks of starting down the path of war with Iran. I do not believe that the containment of Iran, including potentially a nuclear Iran, will be easy or painless, just preferable to the alternative. Finally, containment does not mean appeasement, or even acceptance, of a nuclear Iran. Containment can take many shapes, some confrontational, some far more passive, and one of the keys to making containment work will be determining how assertive or reserved to be at any time.


The Structure of the Book


The rest of the book will flesh out this perspective while providing the background to the crisis and the key aspects of the different policy options available toward Iran. It is not a history of Iran or of the American relationship with Iran, although I will try to provide all the pertinent history related to the different issues relevant to Iran, its nuclear program, and the wider U.S.-Iranian confrontation.1


The book has three parts. Part I addresses the “problems” of Iran. It looks at Iranian goals, personalities, decision-making, and policies, as best we understand them. In particular, I try to highlight what we don’t know and the competing explanations for what we do know. It also provides an overview of the Iranian nuclear program. The first part then goes on to discuss the different threats that a nuclear Iran could create for American interests. Taken together, this information should serve as a foundation on which to build a new American policy toward Iran.


Part II looks at the different policy options we might still try to employ to prevent Iran from acquiring a nuclear weapons capability. It starts by discussing the trade-offs involved in these policies and then provides a summary of the progress of the Obama administration’s policy so far. It moves on to look at four potential paths forward: revamping the current Dual Track (or carrot-and-stick) strategy, pursuing a form of “regime change” by aiding Iranian opposition groups, allowing Israel to strike Iran’s nuclear facilities, or exercising the military option ourselves.


Part III explores containment in much greater depth. It surveys what different versions of containment could look like, what it would require to make them work, and under what circumstances the United States might opt for more or less aggressive versions of containment. It spends as much time on the question of “how to contain” as on “whether” the United States should do so. The strongest argument for war is that containment is impossible, or at least unlikely to work, and therefore choosing between them requires looking much harder at the question of whether containment can work.


I end by laying out how I weigh the different trade-offs, pros and cons, and how I arrive at my conclusion that, left with no other alternative but war, I believe containment of Iran to be the better choice. I do so in the firm belief that, given the many problems that beset either course of action, what matters most today is less what path we as a nation decide to take and far more having an honest, open process to reach that decision. Whatever we conclude, we need to be clear about the price we will pay, the risks we will run, and what it will take to make it work.


In 1962, the Cold War nuclear strategist Herman Kahn wrote a famous book called Thinking About the Unthinkable.2 At that time, what was “unthinkable” was the idea of a nuclear war between the United States and the Soviet Union. Kahn’s warning was that we had to think about that “unthinkable” event, because not to do so would leave us unprepared if it ever occurred and so might make it more likely. Today, as we face the challenge of Iran’s pursuit of a nuclear weapons capability, I fear that our choices are being narrowed to just two: going to war to prevent Iran from acquiring such a capability, or else learning to live with it. Watching our current public debate over Iran policy, I am struck by how many of our leaders, thinkers, and opinion-makers have deemed both of these ultimate alternatives inconceivable, unimaginable, impossible—unthinkable. Yet, it seems ever more likely that we will have to choose between them. When we do, we are going to wish that we had thought a great deal about them and decided which was the least bad, even though they may both be unthinkable.





Part I
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Reality and Hyperbole
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Iran from the Inside Out


In many ways, the crisis with Iran begins with the Iranian regime itself. All of the questions about Iran’s pursuit of a nuclear weapons capability are bound up with the regime. Why does Tehran want a nuclear capability? Why do Americans (and Israelis, and Saudis, and Turks, and others) fear how Iran would behave once it acquired such a capability—and should they? Can we deter Iran’s regime from behaving in an aggressive manner if it were to acquire such a capability? Or must we go to war to prevent it from gaining that capability because we don’t believe that we can live with it? In every case, a critical element of the answer lies in understanding the motives and inner workings of the Iranian leadership.


The Iranian regime is often a mystery. If Iran were ruled by a different government, one that we understood better, the answers to those questions would be easier. If it were ruled by a less paranoid, less antagonistic government, we would not be asking these questions at all. But Iran is ruled by the same theocracy that emerged as the victor of Iran’s revolution in 1979. That’s not to say that the regime has not changed since then. It has, and in some very important ways. But it has retained many of its most important features—its fears, its pathologies, its ideology, its belligerent insecurity, and its impenetrability.


So all of the questions persist, and we have to try to find answers to them to inform our decision, whatever that decision may be, and uncertain though it will be. That requires trying, as best we can, to understand the Iranian regime as the starting point for answering the many questions that should help us devise a policy toward Iran.


The Limits to Our Understanding of Iran


It’s actually not hard to be an expert on Iran. You only need to know two phrases: “I don’t know” and “it depends.” For better or worse (mostly worse), those are the answers to most of the questions you will ever be asked about Iran.


It’s not just that the Iranians work diligently to prevent outsiders from understanding what is going on in their government, it is also that it is difficult, if not impossible, to know what is going on at the highest levels of Iranian decision-making in real time. Outsiders often fail to understand what decision Tehran made—let alone why the Iranians made that choice—until well after the fact, if ever. This is particularly noteworthy given how fascinated many Iranians are by their own politics, and how much they write about their political affairs.


The fog starts with Iran’s culture. In the eloquent and revealing words of Hooman Majd, “No book, article, or essay . . . can ever completely unravel the mystery of Iran for a reader, or fully explain either the country or its people to his or her satisfaction.”1 Iranian society tends to be secretive by nature. Much has been made of the principally Shi’i practice of dissimulation known as taqiyyah, which forgives—some would say encourages—believers to mislead others about one’s faith and other important information.2 Iranians are more than 90 percent Shi’a, and Iranians and outside observers alike comment on how the practice of taqiyyah has spread to other aspects of Iranian life, particularly the secrecy of the clerical regime. One of the wisest scholars of Iranian politics and strategy, Shahram Chubin, adds that Iran suffers from “a national narcissism that makes it ignorant, insensitive, or dismissive of others’ concerns.”3


The endemic factionalism of the Iranian system promotes further obscurity as groups attempt to hide their views, their alliances, and their actions from others. Anthropologists have long suggested that mountainous terrain, such as that which dominates Iran’s populated areas, tends to breed cultural heterogeneity and individualism, which in turn often produces the kind of factionalism predominant in Iran—and other mountain-dwelling communities from Afghanistan to Lebanon to Switzerland to Appalachia.4 The great Iranian scholar R. K. Ramazani once famously called the politics of the Islamic Republic “kaleidoscopic” in the sense that the Iranian political scene was divided up into thousands of tiny factions (often just individuals), and every time the matter at hand changed, all of those groups lined up differently.5 Iran’s political mosaic is constantly changing, often in unpredictable ways. Because alliances tend to be ephemeral it is hard for Iranian politicians to sustain big coalitions that can engineer large-scale changes in Iranian policy over time, predisposing the Iranian system to an unhelpful inertia. As many Iranians complain, it is hard to get the Iranian regime to do something it is not already doing, or to get it to stop or change something that it is already doing. Moreover, Iranian political leaders will often hold different beliefs that outsiders see as incompatible (such as a commitment to acquiring nuclear weapons and a willingness to repair relations with the West). Depending on the issue, leaders can line up in ways that seem incomprehensible to outsiders.6


Beyond the effects of Persian culture, the cloak over Iranian decision-making is spun from a political system that is Byzantine, fragmented, and counterintuitive. More than thirty years after the Iranian Revolution, the Iranian government is a hodgepodge, sporting numerous entities with overlapping and seemingly redundant functions. Iran has institutions that serve purposes only the Iranians seem to understand, with mandates so vague they could be all powerful or utterly powerless. In many cases, several governmental organizations will be responsible for a task, and in other cases, no one is. It has an “Assembly of Experts” that chooses the Supreme Leader, and ostensibly meets every six months to monitor his performance, although it does not seem to do either in practice. It has a “Council of Guardians” that vets candidates for government offices and can nullify legislation for being un-Islamic or unconstitutional—which is not a power entrusted to the judiciary. It also has an “Expediency Discernment Council,” created to mediate disputes between Iran’s parliament (the Majles) and the Council of Guardians, although it seems to do little of that and mostly just advises the Supreme Leader on subjects unknown.


The Supreme Leader himself is ultimately Iran’s chief executive, although the president is nominally the head of government. The Supreme Leader seems to set policy on whatever issues he likes whenever he wants, although the president is responsible for all government activity. Iran has two complete militaries (the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps and the Iranian Armed Forces) and multiple internal security organizations. Almost every former senior official stays on as a senior advisor of one kind or another. Moreover, some of them seem to have real influence while others have none. As a result, whenever anyone attempts to produce a wiring diagram of the Iranian government, showing all of its entities and their lines of authority and responsibility, it becomes so labyrinthine and speculative as to be useless.


What matters is often not the formal powers or responsibilities of any government office, but the informal authority of the person who heads it. The government of the Islamic Republic is highly personalized. An office that seemed all-important when one man held it can become irrelevant the moment someone else takes it over. It is often difficult to know which institutions matter unless one understands how the Supreme Leader views the officeholders at that moment—and the Supreme Leader’s views of people are constantly changing.


There are only two exceptions to this rule: the Revolutionary Guards and the Supreme Leader himself. The leadership of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC, or Sepah-e Pasdaran-e Enqelab-e Islami, in Farsi) has consistently played a critical role in Iranian decision-making from its formation in the wake of the 1979 revolution and subsequent Iraqi invasion of 1980. Today the Guard is one of the most powerful, if not the most powerful, institution in Iran.7 It plays vital roles in defending the regime from enemies both foreign and domestic, and its leaders and veterans have gone on to hold many other key posts in the Islamic Republic. Almost alone among Iran’s high offices, the IRGC commander has been a key policymaker and advisor to the Supreme Leader regardless of who has held either post.


The Supreme Leader (or Rahbar, for “leader” in Farsi), Ayatollah Ali Khamene’i, is the highest manifestation of the personalized functioning of the Iranian regime. Ayatollah Khamene’i is the man in charge of Iran. This was not always the case, and it took at least a decade or more after he was named the Supreme Leader upon Ayatollah Khomeini’s death in 1989 for Khamene’i to consolidate his power and emerge as Iran’s undisputed authority. But Khamene’i now sits alone atop the Iranian power pyramid. Khamene’i makes all of Iran’s most important decisions, including those related to Iran’s nuclear program. And Khamene’i may be the deepest of all of Iran’s mysteries.


It is rare that outsiders—or even other Iranians—ever know when Khamene’i makes a decision, or if he does, what he has opted to do. He relies on a number of trusted emissaries to convey his decisions. Likewise, when he makes a decision, it is difficult for outsiders and insiders alike to know whose counsel (if any) Khamene’i sought, let alone heeded, to reach his conclusions. To some extent, this limitation is inherent in autocracies because the autocrat’s views are decisive and it is never possible to know what is in another person’s head. Consider one of the most infamous and closely scrutinized autocrats of all time. Even with two books written by his own hand (or at least dictated by his own mouth), dozens of memoirs written by those who knew him, scores of public speeches, and a welter of documents reflecting his decisions and orders, we still have an imperfect understanding of Adolf Hitler. And we know much less about Khamene’i’s views than we do about Hitler’s. The Ayatollah speaks in public, but his private views rarely ever reach those beyond his closest circle of confidants—an ever-changing group, never large and often shrinking.


Khamene’i’s secretive, personalized method of decision-making appears to stem from both his nature and his environment. He is said to be suspicious and conspiratorial even to the point of paranoia. This may well have been reinforced by his accession to power as a nonthreatening compromise whom few respected at the time. This was followed by a long struggle to become the master of Iran’s political circus, during which his position and authority were repeatedly challenged from within the system and without.8 Yet Khamene’i remains a weak man in a strong position. His unique ability to act to overcome the inertia of the Iranian political system also entails the power to alienate those who do not favor his decisions to do so. Khamene’i has tried to minimize the numbers of people who could be angered by his rulings, often by not deciding at all or by issuing Delphic pronouncements open to widely varying interpretations. Obviously, such decisions reveal little about his true preferences.


For these reasons, we need to respect the limits of our knowledge when it comes to Iran. Unfortunately, that does not excuse us from making hard choices regarding Iran, but we must do so without any false confidence. Churchill famously called Russia a “riddle wrapped in a mystery inside an enigma,” but that image seems to fit modern Iran even better.


Our sense of humility regarding our ignorance about Iran should be reinforced by all of the times that we and so many others have gotten Iran wrong over the past three decades. In particular, every time that the United States has tried to influence Iran’s internal political processes, we have ended up hurting the people we sought to help. From the Iran-Contra fiasco to President Clinton’s failed bid at rapprochement to the Obama administration’s Dual Track approach, the United States has tried to help the more moderate voices within the Iranian political system—and there have always been real moderates among Iran’s political leadership—only to find that far from assisting the moderates, our efforts only undercut them. Our modesty about the limits of our knowledge should also be reinforced by our experiences with Iraq, especially the stunning and terrible realization that Saddam had eliminated his weapons of mass destruction before the 2003 invasion. We (and most of the world, including this author) missed it completely.


Iranian Goals


Our understanding of Iranian goals is imperfect, to say the least. The Islamic Republic has never published an authoritative statement of its goals. Ayatollah Khomeini wrote any number of things about what he hoped Iran would accomplish, but few of these were concrete. Many still seem well beyond Iran’s current capacity. Khamene’i and his lieutenants have done little to enlighten the world regarding their ultimate aims. Moreover, we should recognize from the authoritative statements of foreign policy objectives regularly intoned by American officials that even formal enunciations of governmental goals often have little or nothing to do with actual goals. Thus, as always when we think about Iran, we have to acknowledge that when it comes to Tehran’s goals, we don’t really know and it depends.


Yet Iranian goals and the priority among them are critical to understanding both how we still might prevent Iran from acquiring a nuclear capability (and the extent that that is still a possibility), and how Iran would behave if it were to acquire such a capability. If, for instance, Iran valued spreading its Islamic Revolution even more than the survival of the Iranian state, it would be both difficult to prevent Iran from acquiring a nuclear capability and difficult to deter Iranian aggression once Tehran acquired such a capability. Thus, we have no choice but to try, as best we can, to discern Iran’s objectives from their behavior over the years.


PRESERVING THE ISLAMIC REGIME’S CONTROL OVER IRAN. Whether their inspiration is ideological or venal, Iran’s leaders are determined to hold on to power. The evidence suggests that this aim is their highest priority, as demonstrated by their willingness to use force (including mass arrests, torture, and large-scale killings) to hold power.


DEFENDING THE IRANIAN NATION FROM HARM. In some ways, it is hard to know if this goal should come before or after preservation of the regime’s control over Iran. Doubtless, the Iranian leadership seeks to save Iran and the Iranian people, to keep them safe from harm and to see them prosper. Over the years they have acted to defend Iran and Iranians from external attack. However, just as consistently, the clerical regime has willingly endured tremendous damage—damage to the Iranian nation and the Iranian people—in pursuit of other goals. During the Iran-Iraq War, Iran suffered more than a half million casualties in pursuit of Ayatollah Khomeini’s determination to “liberate” Baghdad, Mecca, and Jerusalem.9 Whether the current leadership would tolerate similar levels of misery inflicted on the Iranian people is uncertain, but it seems less likely. Khomeini is gone and his ideology commands much less reverence from many Iranians. Moreover, in 1988, when the leadership realized how much Iran would have to endure to continue the war, even Khomeini relented.10


REGIONAL HEGEMONY. For more than 2,500 years, with only a six-hundred-year interruption for the (Arab) Islamic and Mongol conquests, Iran was the dominant power in southwest Asia. Heralded by Cyrus the Great’s defeat of the Medes in 549 BC, the Persian empire became the world’s first superpower, the height of political, military, economic, and cultural civilization. The Seleucids, Parthians, Sassanids, Safavids, and Qajars that followed continued to dominate their corner of the world in a way that modern Iranians have been taught was something like the “natural” order. In their view, Iran is the greatest civilization in the region—far above the Turks, Arabs, Afghans, South Asians, and Central Asians, whom Iranians often hold in contempt. Whether by nature or divine provenance, a great many Iranians agree that Iran ought to be the dominant power, the hegemon of the region.


Few Iranians will come right out and say that they seek to be the regional hegemon. Instead they speak endlessly of “respect.” Of course, Iranians have difficulty defining what “respect” means to them.11 Often, when Iranian officials are asked to explain what they mean by “respect,” the conversation devolves into puerile assertions that anything Iran does not like is a sign of “disrespect.” Obviously, this tack is not helpful and only reinforces the sense of Iran’s neighbors that Iranian hegemony would be similarly undefined—and therefore potentially all-encompassing. It resurrects their traditional fears that Iran will want to choose their governments for them, if not control their territory outright.


Despite the ineffable quality of Iranian insistence that it should be the dominant power in the region, it seems unlikely that Iran seeks to conquer any of its neighbors outright—although the small, wealthy Gulf emirates might tempt Tehran if it were within Iran’s power to grab them. Instead, it seems more likely that Iran seeks to ensure that all of the region’s governments are friendly to it and subservient. That, rather than outright conquest, appears to be Iran’s goal in places like Iraq and Lebanon.


What’s more, Iran’s determination to regain what it sees as its rightful place as the dominant force in southwest Asia extends beyond its immediate neighbors. Tehran appears to be of the opinion that any major event, dispute, or crisis in the Middle East is Iran’s concern. Iran continues to insinuate itself into the Arab-Israeli confrontation, Lebanese politics, the Yemeni civil war, and even events in North Africa and the Balkans. Although Iran often has multiple motives for doing so, an important theme appears to be Tehran’s determination to assert its importance.


SPREADING THE ISLAMIC REVOLUTION. For the first decade after the fall of the Shah, when Khomeini ruled Iran, spreading his Islamic Revolution may have been Iran’s highest priority. Today, for the majority of Iranians, that is no longer the case. Many would like to see less of Khomeini’s revolution at home and have no interest in seeing it spread abroad. But Iranian opinion runs a gamut. At least some Iranians continue to see the spread of their Islamic Revolution as not just relevant, but imperative. For them, Iran must be willing to continue to make sacrifices for the sake of spreading the revolution and seeing their vision of God’s will enacted.12 A significant number of influential Iranian policymakers—typically referred to as radical hardliners, principalists, or ultraconservatives—seem to share that view. In Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, this view predominates among the senior officers, as it does with numerous key figures in Iran’s parliament (the Majles), judiciary, and intelligence services.13


Where things get tricky with this goal, however, is that it is often difficult to distinguish between spreading the Islamic Revolution and the more traditional Iranian (and Persian) goal of regional dominance. Especially for many of Iran’s hardliners, the policies they advocate are often consistent with both goals, and they seem to use arguments related to one or the other interchangeably. Iranian hardliners favor aid to the oppressed Shi’a majority of Bahrain as a way to spread the Islamic Revolution, in the expectation that the Bahraini Shi’a will be able to overthrow their king just as the Iranians overthrew the Shah. Yet they also see it as a way of increasing Iranian regional sway, as they expect that a new Shi’i government in Bahrain would be deferential to, and dependent on, Tehran. Which motive is stronger? Do Iranian hardliners recognize a difference between these arguments? We don’t know, and it likely varies from hardliner to hardliner.


The Rahbar


In addition to the role Khamene’i plays to obscure the workings of the Iranian regime to outsiders, the Supreme Leader is important to the story of Iran’s nuclear program in a number of other ways. In particular, as the most powerful decision-maker in the Iranian system by far, what Khamene’i wants from the nuclear program matters a great deal, and it may be all that matters. Although we don’t know a lot about Khamene’i’s views at any given time, we do know some. More than that, we have a sense of his general approach to important topics that bear on Iran’s nuclear program and how Iran might behave with a nuclear arsenal.


What we do know is helpful, but not hopeful. First off, the evidence suggests that Khamene’i takes a relatively rigid and doctrinaire view of the ideological underpinnings of the Islamic Republic. He opposed the liberalizing tendencies of former presidents Rafsanjani and (especially) Khatami.14 He even disowned former president Mahmud Ahmadinejad for deviating in small but important ways from his dogma and the system he enforces.15 The respected Iran scholar Ali Ansari writes, “There is a tight and highly dependent relationship between Khamenei and the [hardline] faction. This is not simply an ideological relationship, but a partnership in the consolidation of power, and it is important to recognize this as one of mutual dependence.”16


Khamene’i is also determined to make Iran strong, independent, and self-sufficient, in part to eliminate the foreign influences that have been the bugbear of every Iranian leader for more than a century. Like many Iranians, Imam Khomeini was obsessed with foreign influences, believing that they were responsible for all the ills bedeviling Iran. His successor has followed suit, even taking actions that represent the national equivalent of cutting off one’s nose to spite one’s face. At times, Khamene’i has even claimed that the international sanctions against Iran were a blessing as they forced Iran to further shed its dependence on foreigners and more ardently embrace self-sufficiency. Indeed, only the hermit kingdom of North Korea shares Khamene’i’s appreciation of autarky and willingness to suffer to achieve it.17


The foreign state that Khamene’i fears and despises most, of course, is the United States. The Supreme Leader has indicated that he sees the United States as determined to remove the Islamic Republic and install a submissive Iranian regime to re-create the relationship the U.S. once had with the Shah. That appears to be the touchstone of all of his thinking about the United States.18 Karim Sadjadpour, a brilliant expert on Iran, writes that “Khamenei’s contempt for the United States has been remarkably consistent and enduring. In over three decades of speeches—first as president and later as Supreme Leader—he has very rarely spoken favorably, in public at least, about the United States or the prospect of restoring relations with the U.S. government. On the contrary, whether the topic of discussion is foreign policy, agriculture, or education, he seamlessly relates the subject matter to the cruelty, greed, and sinister plots of the ‘Global Arrogance’ [as he calls the United States].”19


In recent years, he has increasingly articulated his conspiratorial fears of the United States as an American “soft war” being waged against Iran. He argues that the U.S. government employs all aspects of Joseph Nye’s famous conception of “soft power”—propaganda, cultural influence, prestige, media power, political sway, even trade and investment—to undermine the Iranian state. This fear has been a major component of Khamene’i’s objection to any agreement with the United States on any issue, including the nuclear standoff. He insists that such agreements would only further American “soft war” subversion while denying Iran the tools it needs to fight back against that threat.20 Ray Takeyh, one of the most insightful Iran analysts of his generation, writes, “For the supreme leader, the United States was always devious and arrogant, and its policies were mere cover designed to advance its nefarious purposes. To preserve the integrity and authenticity of Iran’s Islamic path, one had to resist America’s blandishments and forego the rewards that resumed relations might offer. Khamenei made his suspicions clear: ‘America appears with a deceitful smile but has a dagger behind its back and is ready to plunder. That is its true nature.’ In the end, Khamenei perceived that Iran ‘has nothing to talk to them about and no need for them.’ ”21


When it comes to America’s allies in the region, Khamene’i’s views have tended toward greater moderation, at least by the standards of the Islamic Republic. He seems to share Khomeini’s view that the United States implanted Israel into the Middle East to fight the Islamic world, and wishes for the latter’s destruction—a commonplace among Tehran’s power brokers. He has also repeatedly indicated his willingness to support groups working for the destruction of Israel. But Khamene’i has also gone to some lengths to insist that Iran is not actively and directly seeking to destroy Israel, especially after Ahmadinejad’s various suggestions to the contrary.22 Moreover, Khamene’i has also intimated that enmity toward Israel is a secondary consideration of Iranian foreign policy, especially compared to its enmity toward America, going so far as to say that “the Palestine issue is not Iran’s jihad.”23


Khomeini’s pan-Islamic revolution famously rejected Saudi Arabia’s brand of Salafiyya Islam (literally “fundamentalist” in Arabic, but also known pejoratively as “Wahhabi” Islam, for Muhammad Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab, who introduced the concept to the Arabian peninsula in the eighteenth century). Khomeini blasted it as a “baseless and superstitious cult” in his final testament.24 However, his successor has been far more circumspect with the Kingdom. Khamene’i has repeatedly signaled that he is open to improved relations with Riyadh, and portrays aggressive Iranian moves against the Kingdom as having been provoked by Saudi aggression against Iran or Iranian interests, including Saudi support for American policies. He was notably mute after Saudi forces helped crush the mostly Shi’i uprising against the Sunni royal family of Bahrain in 2011. Nevertheless, on his watch, Iran has attempted to help Shi’i revolutionaries overthrow the Bahraini government in 1996; and in 2012, after Saudi Arabia proposed a union with Bahrain, Kayhan, a conservative newspaper that frequently reflects the views of Khamene’i, called instead for Iran to annex it.25


Although Khamene’i’s approach to foreign policy is antithetical to American interests both by ideological design and diplomatic circumstance, he has typically pursued it in a calculated, pragmatic fashion. Khamene’i has repeatedly approved terrorist plots, and has tolerated some considerable risks. But he has also tried hard to avoid recklessness, pulled in his horns when he overstepped, and emphasized defending Iran over attacking its enemies whenever the two have been in conflict. He has never acted irrationally, or even with the same irresponsible belligerence and willful denial of reality as Saddam Husayn. As Israel’s greatest scholar of Iran, David Menashri, puts it, “With few exceptions, whenever ideological convictions have clashed with the interests of the state—as prescribed by the clerical ruling elite—state interests ultimately have superseded revolutionary dogma in both foreign relations and domestic politics. The change, noticeable already under Khomeini, became even more discernible following his death in 1989. Although national considerations were alien to Khomeini’s stated desire to expand Islamic influence throughout the Middle East, his regime chose to conduct its policy primarily from a perception of Iran’s state interests. . . . An analysis of Iran’s policies toward its neighbors demonstrates the degree to which actual policies have been primarily shaped by pragmatic, national interests, rather than ideological convictions.”26


PRAGMATISM AND FREELANCING. On March 23, 2007, while British forces were still in Iraq as part of the U.S.-led occupation, fifteen British sailors and marines were searching a ship suspected of smuggling in the Shatt al-Arab waterway, which divides southeastern Iraq from southwestern Iran, when a large force of Iranian Revolutionary Guard naval boats surrounded them. The IRGC personnel boarded the British boats and, because the local British commander was under orders from London not to fight back, the Iranians took the British boats and the fifteen personnel back to Iran. Although this incident could have provoked a war between Iran and the United Kingdom (and its American ally), the operation apparently was the decision of the local Iranian IRGC navy commander, Captain Abol-Ghassam Amangah. He acted without conferring with Tehran. No captain in the U.S. Navy—or any other worth its salt—would risk provoking a war without first checking with his chain of command. Remarkably, Tehran rewarded Amangah for his initiative.27 Similarly, at various times during the Iran-Iraq War, Iranian naval and air commanders conducted provocative actions and even opened fire on American armed forces in the Persian Gulf without permission from higher Iranian political authorities.


This is one of the few instances in which the United States has good evidence that local commanders took provocative actions on their own. There may well be others. For instance, in August 1998, Iran deployed roughly two hundred thousand troops to the Afghan border after the Taliban government (which then still ruled most of Afghanistan) killed eleven Iranian diplomats in Mazar-e Sharif.28 At the time, reports indicated that the IRGC military leadership wanted to invade Afghanistan to punish the Taliban and deployed six divisions to the Mashhad area on its own—only to have Tehran dispatch eight regular army (Artesh) divisions to prevent the IRGC forces from moving on their own. The story is still unconfirmed.


These incidents point to an important and somewhat unique aspect of Iranian governance: the ability of actors to freelance or push the edge of the envelope on important and sensitive policy matters. Throughout his time in office, Khamene’i has often ruled by remaining aloof and not clarifying his edicts, allowing subordinate entities to interpret them as they like, having them take actions, and then deciding which course to take based on how those initial moves pan out. Likewise, he allows some personnel and organizations—particularly his favorites and the powerful Revolutionary Guards, upon whose support his power depends—the ability to take some actions that he has not necessarily sanctioned.


SUCCESSION. The last aspect of Khamene’i’s role in the Iranian nuclear saga that bears discussion is his mortality. Khamene’i was born in 1939, at a time when Iran was desperately poor and underdeveloped. He grew up without the benefit of the most advanced health care or nutrition. He is believed to be in good health, and there is no reason to expect that he will die anytime soon. But he will not live forever. The Islamic Republic may outlive him, and if Iran crosses the nuclear threshold on his watch, that capability will live on beyond him. Consequently, the question of who succeeds him as Supreme Leader is also of importance when considering how the United States should treat Iran’s potential nuclear capability.


Unfortunately, when it comes to succession, once again, we don’t know and it depends. Khamene’i has not identified a successor. The current Iranian constitution does not include provisions for an obvious successor. Khamene’i has probably avoided giving any indication of who his successor might be both to avoid creating a rival to his own authority and to prevent infighting among various Iranian factions over who it should be. His successor might not be chosen until after he is dead, in which case the choice will likely be determined by whichever factions are most powerful at that time. The list of candidates stretches from dangerous ideologues such as Ayatollah Taqi Mesbah-Yazdi, to opportunistic moderates such as Ali Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani, to middle-of-the-road types such as Guardian Council member Mahmoud Hashemi Sharoudi, to innocuous figureheads like former judiciary chief Mohammad Yazdi.


The first constitution of the Islamic Republic provided for a committee to serve in the capacity of Supreme Leader if no suitable candidate were available. Although that constitution was superseded in 1989, Iran’s fragmented political leadership may not be able to agree on a single candidate and may look for a way to revert back to this earlier alternative. Although this may prove difficult, the current constitution provides for a council of the president, the head of the judiciary, and a member of the Guardian Council chosen by the Expediency Council to act “temporarily” in place of the Supreme Leader until a successor can be chosen.29 In the event of protracted political deadlock—often the norm in Iran, especially on issues of such import—that council might remain in power for some time, possibly even in perpetuity.30


Although less likely, this outcome does not appear impossible and it is worth considering as a possibility. Committees have different patterns of behavior from individuals. They tend to be more prone to inertia, caution, and compromise than most individuals. However, committees are not immune to aggressive, dangerous, and even risky behavior, and may be especially prone to them if that is the compromise position among the different members. Committees can sometimes make it easier for a group to compromise with a foreign adversary as no individual is wholly responsible for the blame, but may be unable to summon the courage of a strong leader to compromise when doing so would buck a trend, public desire, or ingrained interests. In short, arguments can be made on both sides regarding Khamene’i’s succession and which outcome would be best or worst for American interests as they relate to Iran and its nuclear program.



The Great Purge


In June 2009, Iran and the rest of the world received some unhelpful clarity concerning Iranian decision-making and policy. That month Iranians went to the polls to vote for president, and the incumbent—the infamous Mahmud Ahmadinejad—won reelection with a surprising 63 percent of the vote.


We may never know if Ahmadinejad’s election was fair or fraudulent, and if the latter, by how much.31 There are a lot of reasons to be skeptical—from the uniformity of his vote count across Iran’s disparate voting districts to irregularities in several aspects of the vote to the rapidity with which his victory was announced. Indeed, many of the most highly regarded Iran experts are certain that Ayatollah Khamene’i and the hardliners rigged the vote to ensure that they would not face another Mohammad Khatami, the reformist who won the presidency in 1997 and threatened the autocratic rule of the Supreme Leader and the conservative base of the Islamic Republic. Although Ahmadinejad has proven an erratic statesman who has often shot off his mouth in foolish and unhelpful ways, the Supreme Leader saw him at the time of the 2009 election as a committed hardliner who would not challenge his authority or his overarching policies for Iran.32


Regardless of what outsiders believed, a great many Iranians concluded that the vote was rigged. They took to the streets to protest, and those protests swelled to numbers and passions not seen since 1979 and the last Iranian revolution. Within a matter of days, hundreds of thousands, even millions of Iranians were pouring into the streets of Tehran and a dozen other cities to protest the stolen election.33 Most stunning of all, the protests escalated from demanding that the election results be overturned to demanding the overthrow of the regime itself. Although the leaders of the revolt mostly sought only to reform the system, the young people who made up its rank and file demanded a much more radical overhaul. Iranians stood on their rooftops and shouted “death to the dictator” to the night sky, as they had in 1978–79. But this time they meant Khamene’i, not the Shah.


This was no mere wave of protests such as Iran had experienced periodically since the 1990s. It was a determined—if unplanned—effort to bring about a revolution against what had become an oppressive and sclerotic autocracy, anticipating the revolutions of the Arab Spring by two years. The would-be revolutionaries took the name the Green Movement, echoing the “color revolutions” of Eastern Europe that overthrew the communist dictatorships there, but choosing the color of Islam, green, the color of the cloak of the Prophet Muhammad.


The scale and anger of the Green Revolution caught the regime off guard. To find so many sick of their misrule stunned the Iranian leadership, and initially split the regime. All of Iran’s leaders seemed to recognize that they faced the greatest challenge to their power since 1979. But they were divided over how to respond. The more moderate and pragmatic members of the regime, such as former presidents Rafsanjani and Khatami, argued for reform and reconciliation. They urged Khamene’i to reach out to the revolutionaries and make concessions to them, principally by agreeing to greater transparency, representation, and pluralism coupled with reduced political and social strictures. Predictably, this suggestion horrified the hardline and conservative wings of the regime. They reportedly warned that giving in to the revolutionaries even a little bit would be opening Pandora’s box, placing the regime on a path that would lead to their overthrow. They warned that making concessions, showing weakness as they saw it, was the mistake the Shah had made—and why they now ruled in Tehran rather than the Shah. They argued for a crackdown to crush the incipient revolution.


The debate within the regime appears to have been fierce, but not lengthy. Khamene’i seems to have made his decision within a few days, and he sided with the hardliners.34 Within a week or so of the disputed election, Iran’s Law Enforcement Forces (LEF), backed by the government-sponsored goon squad called Ansar-e Hizballah and elements of Iran’s Revolutionary Guard and Basij militia, smashed the would-be revolution. They shut down Internet and cell phone service to black out the social networking systems that the Greens had used to coordinate their activities. They arrested all of the opposition leaders along with thousands more; they beat up hundreds, if not thousands, and killed perhaps as many as a hundred for good measure—often at random to drive home to the revolutionaries that anyone involved with the Greens might pay the ultimate price.35 Within a few more weeks, they had snuffed out the Green Revolution and driven the movement underground.


The public suppression of the Green Movement was only part of the hardline reaction to the events of June 2009. Along with the counterrevolution came the purge. Some have called it a “coup” because it was executed by the Revolutionary Guard leadership and resulted in their political elevation. But it was much more an old-fashioned Stalinist purge than a coup, authorized and encouraged by the Supreme Leader to get rid of a troublesome segment of the Iranian political elite.36 In an unusual move, the Supreme Leader and his allies in the IRGC, the Majles, and the judiciary moved to root out the moderate and pragmatic elements within the Iranian leadership. Some were stripped of titles and authorities, including even Rafsanjani, who was not reelected as the head of the Assembly of Experts. Others were arrested, placed under house arrest, or had their children (many of whom had joined the Greens) arrested. Still others were excluded from the conversations that mattered within the government—the personalized discourse that is the warp and weft of Iranian governance.37 When Ahmadinejad submitted the names of his new cabinet in September 2009, seven of the twenty-one ministers named (including the ministers of defense, intelligence, interior, Islamic guidance, and oil) were former IRGC personnel. Many others had ties to Iranian intelligence and security agencies.38


As a result, the Iranian leadership that emerged from the fires of the 2009 Green revolt is a far more homogeneous and hardline coven than any since 1981. In Takeyh’s words, “In today’s Islamic Republic, all moderate voices have been excised from the corridors of power, and the debates of the previous decades have been displaced by a consensus among a narrow cast of militant actors.”39 Or as Sadjadpour has put it, the Iranian political spectrum “now ranges from pitch black to charcoal grey.”40 They still had disputes—it is Iran, after all—particularly between Ahmadinejad and his coterie on the one hand, and the rest of the Iranian political establishment on the other. However, these are now debates between the Iranian right and its far right. Moreover, these have often been disputes about personality and power masquerading as arguments over substance.41 On issues of policy, particularly foreign policy, the disputes have tended to be over tactics and limits, to the extent there have been any differences at all. For instance, Ahmadinejad had shown an interest in cutting a deal with the Americans on nuclear issues, but only on his terms, and reportedly only to claim that he had tamed the Great Satan when no one else could.


Iranian Foreign Policy Since 2009


Not surprisingly, the triumph of Iran’s hardliners since 2009 has been reflected in Iran’s foreign policy. However, it has been tempered by Khamene’i’s own approach to Iran’s external affairs, producing a practice different from what the hardest of the hardliners might have pursued if left to their own devices. As a result, there has been a noticeable shift to the right, but it has been a matter of degree, as Khamene’i remains the consistent polestar of Iranian strategy.


OFFENSIVE DEFENSE OR DEFENSIVE OFFENSE? One of the great unknowns of Iranian foreign policy, especially since the hardline consolidation of 2009, is whether it is an offensive strategy with defensive components, or defensive with offensive components. Is Iran’s support for various terrorist groups an effort to weaken its adversaries to allow Iran to make gains at their expense? Or is it meant to weaken Iran’s adversaries to hinder them from attacking Iran? Or might it be both? Iranian actions are consistent with both, and different Iranian leaders suggest one or the other—or both—on differing occasions. Nevertheless, the answer is important because it would provide an intimation as to whether Iran seeks a nuclear capability to prevent aggression against it or to enable its own aggression against others.42


BATTLING THE GREAT SATAN. One of the defining features of Iran’s hardline streak is its abiding hatred of the United States. This hatred is no by-product of other Iranian goals, but a distinct strand. When Khomeini branded the United States the “Great Satan,” that rhetoric was not an idle put-down. He meant it. Khomeini had a Manichean philosophy (and it is worth noting that Manes, from whose name the word manichean derives, was a Persian who conceived of the world as being divided into good and evil). This worldview characterized human history as a struggle between the forces of God/good and Satan/evil. For Khomeini, the United States was the devil’s champion while Iran was God’s. To this was added the traditional Iranian mistrust of foreigners, which after World War II and the fall of Prime Minister Mohammad Mosaddeq (toppled in a coup aided by the CIA) became largely focused on the United States as the external force subverting, controlling, and suppressing the Iranian people for its own benefit. These twin strands of ferocious anti-Americanism make up one of the critical pillars of the Islamic Republic’s worldview.43


This concern may have faded or even been discarded for the moderate and pragmatic elements of the Iranian elite, but for its most zealous adherents, it remains gospel. As Ayatollah Ahmad Jannati, one of the hardest of the hardliners and a member of the powerful Council of Guardians, said in 2007, “When all is said and done, we are an anti-American regime. America is our enemy and we are the enemies of America.”44 It is also clear that the hardliners continue to stoke the fire of anti-Americanism to legitimize their own increasingly autocratic rule. Indeed, Jannati also said in January 2009, “If we are to assure that the Islamic establishment, the revolution and Islam are to stay and the people are to live comfortably, the flag of the struggle against America should always stay hoisted.”45


Although Khamene’i shares the hatred, fear, and distrust of the United States, he appears to prefer a more pragmatic policy toward America than others, particularly the leadership of the Revolutionary Guard Corps. The tendency of key actors within the system—particularly the Guard—to freelance appears most often when it comes to Iranian anti-Americanism. This tension makes it hard to sort out just how much consensus there is in Tehran for conducting various attacks on the United States. We know that attacks occur. What we do not know is whether the most provocative attacks are conducted by freelancers or sanctioned by the highest authority, and if the latter, did they represent the farthest that Khamene’i was willing to go, or (as seems likely with the IRGC leaders) was it a compromise position to maintain a consensus with more risk-tolerant elements of the regime? This question may seem esoteric, but it looms large when nuclear weapons enter the mix.


In the fall of 2011, the attorney general of the United States announced the arrest of Mansour J. Arbabsiar, a naturalized U.S. citizen and the cousin of Gholam Shakuri, a high-ranking officer in the Quds force of the Iranian Revolutionary Guards. The Quds force (named for Jerusalem, “al-Quds” in Arabic and Farsi) is the arm of the IRGC that conducts terror attacks, supports terrorist groups and other violent extremists, wages unconventional warfare beyond Iran’s borders, and exports the Iranian Revolution abroad. As best we understand the operation, Arbabsiar’s cousin asked him to make contact with various Mexican drug cartels to try to hire one of them to kill the Saudi ambassador to the United States, Adel al-Jubeir. Arbabsiar arranged for the Los Zetas cartel to bomb a popular restaurant in Washington, D.C., called Café Milano while Ambassador al-Jubeir was having dinner there. When all of the preparations were in place, his cousin from the Quds force told him to execute the operation. It never happened. Arbabsiar’s Los Zetas contact was an informant for the U.S. Drug Enforcement Administration, and the U.S. government caught Arbabsiar with extensive evidence of his guilt.46 American officials then taped a conversation between Arbabsiar and Shakuri in which the latter told Arbabsiar about killing al-Jubeir, “[j]ust do it quickly, it’s late.”47 Ultimately, Arbabsiar confessed and pled guilty to the charges in October 2012.48


There is a lot we don’t know about the plot. The U.S. government is confident that the operation was ordered by high-ranking officials of the Quds force. However, they have never indicated that they know that the operation was blessed by Iran’s highest political leadership (including Khamene’i). In the past, Khamene’i did have to approve all terrorist operations abroad, and in 1997, a German court had sufficient evidence to conclude that Khamene’i had ordered the killing of four Iranian Kurdish dissident leaders in a Berlin restaurant (the Mykonos) in 1992.49 So either the Iranians have gotten better at concealing Khamene’i’s involvement in such activities, or the Quds force was freelancing.


Either way, it seems likely that the attempted killing of Ambassador al-Jubeir was in retaliation for the assassination of several Iranian scientists connected to Tehran’s nuclear and missile programs.50 And either way, it represents an important escalation in Iranian attacks on the United States. In the past, Tehran had always steered clear of attacking the U.S. homeland, for fear that doing so would trigger an American conventional military response, which the Iranians fear. During the so-called Tanker War of 1987–88, Iran attempted to block the oil exports of the Gulf emirates for their support of Iraq during the Iran-Iraq War, prompting American air and naval intervention. Iran’s naval forces clashed with the U.S. Navy, only to take severe losses in several encounters with only a tiny fraction of America’s armed forces.51 That experience has taught Iran to respect U.S. conventional power. Despite glib assertions to the contrary, Iran has avoided provoking an American military retaliation against Iran since then. At least until the Arbabsiar incident.


What has changed, if anything, remains unclear. Was the Quds force freelancing to provoke a war with the United States and the international community? Was it Khamene’i signaling his desperate fear that his rule was being undermined by America’s soft war? Or the belief that the United States was killing his nuclear scientists? And how much did it represent an Iranian assessment that the Obama administration would never retaliate, either because it was seen as weak or so determined to end America’s military involvement in the Middle East that it would never start down a path that could end in a full-scale war between the United States and the Islamic Republic? Moreover, why was it not repeated—and is that a sign that it was a rogue operation that won’t recur now that the senior leadership is aware of what almost happened? We don’t know the answers, but know that they would tell us a great deal if we did.


Meanwhile, Iran continues to battle the United States and its allies across the Middle East. In Syria, Lebanon, and Iraq, the Iranians provide extensive support to various armed groups. In Syria, Iran is among the last backers of Bashar al-Asad’s faction, technically still the Syrian government, but in truth just the (Shi’i) Alawi community and other minorities waging a civil war against mostly Sunni opposition forces. In Lebanon, Iran continues to support Hizballah, which, thanks to spillover from the Syrian civil war, is increasingly in conflict again with Sunni (and Maronite Christian) factions supported by Saudi Arabia, Jordan, and the Gulf states. In Iraq, the Iranians back a range of Shi’i groups that employ violence against Sunni Arabs, the Kurds, and one another. Likewise, Iran still supports Hamas and Palestinian Islamic Jihad (although Hamas has distanced itself from Iran since the Arab Spring) in their struggles against Israel and the more moderate Palestinian leadership represented by Fatah. However, with the withdrawal of U.S. troops from Iraq, Iran’s only direct confrontation with the United States is in Afghanistan, where the Quds force has provided money, weapons, explosives, and other support to the Taliban and other Afghan groups, albeit not at the same level as it did in Iraq.52


UNDERMINING THE STATUS QUO IN THE MIDDLE EAST. So far, Iranian foreign policy has singularly failed to achieve its goal of dominating southwest Asia. Especially before the Arab Spring, when Tehran’s leadership looked out at the world, they probably found little solace. Tehran had few friends in the Middle East—or Central or South Asia. Across the Middle East, nearly all of the states of the region, and all of its most powerful states, were not aligned with Iran. They were aligned with the United States. Turkey, Israel, and all of the strongest Arab states (Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Morocco, the United Arab Emirates, Kuwait, Qatar, and Jordan) were American allies. Iran had Syria, Hizballah (which had secured tacit control of Lebanon), and Hamas (which controlled Gaza). Iran had made important inroads in Iraq and was more influential there than the United States by 2011, but Iraq was no Iranian vassal, and Iraqi prime minister Nuri al-Maliki tried to push back on Iranian pressure. The status quo across the region favored the United States and threatened Iran.


Consequently, virtually anything that threatened to overturn the status quo was positive from Tehran’s perspective. It seemed that it was impossible for them to imagine that the geopolitics of the region could get worse for them, given that they had almost nothing.


The Arab Spring, when it came, was thus something of a rude awakening for Tehran. Initially, the Iranians embraced it readily, seeing it as the end of the old Middle Eastern status quo and likely to bring to power regimes far more sympathetic to Tehran. The Iranian leadership appeared to believe that the Islamist movements poised to triumph across the Arab world if the dictators and monarchs were pushed out would be sympathetic to Iran’s own Islamist regime. Instead, Iran has found that the Sunni Arab Islamists who have taken power in Tunisia, Egypt, and Yemen, and are threatening to do so in Jordan, Syria, Libya, and Kuwait (each in different ways), have no love for the Persian Shi’a.53


Moreover, Tehran fears that the Syrian civil war will end with the destruction of their allies, the Alawite regime. Syria is roughly 80 percent Sunni, and the opposition militias are being armed and equipped by the Gulf states and Turkey with more limited assistance from the United States and the Europeans.54 All of this suggests that the opposition will eventually prevail over the remnants of the regime (really just the Alawite community and several other Syrian minorities, such as the Kurds and Druse, all of whom fear being slaughtered if the Sunnis prevail).


The Syrian conflict has created serious problems for the Iranians even beyond the unpleasant prospect of losing their one real, national ally in the Middle East. The Syrian civil war, coming on top of the Iraqi civil war of 2005–2007, has exacerbated the Sunni-Shi’a split across the region. The animosity has taken a firm hold on the Sunni side, where the Saudis, Jordanians, Moroccans, Gulf emirates, and even Egypt and Tunisia increasingly see the Arab world as besieged by Iranian-backed Shi’i chauvinists (Iraq, Syria, Lebanon) and revolutionaries (Bahrain and the heavily Shi’a eastern province of Saudi Arabia).55 For the Sunni states, this looks like a region-wide Sunni-Shi’a war, and while Syria may be the main battlefield right now, it is only one of many. The Iranians fear that the emergence of this view is rallying both Sunni governments and populations against them in ways that it had not in the past. Hamas, which is Sunni fundamentalist, has distanced itself from Iran as a result of it, and Hizballah (which is Shi’a) tried hard for many months not to choose a side for fear of galvanizing Lebanon’s Sunni and Christian communities into action against them.


SUPPORT FOR TERRORISM AND UNCONVENTIONAL WARFARE. Supporting both terrorist attacks and unconventional warfare campaigns* has been a cardinal element of Iranian foreign policy from the earliest days of the Islamic Republic. At first the regime killed Iranian dissidents living abroad, backed a variety of efforts to overthrow the Iraqi, Saudi, Bahraini, and Kuwaiti governments, and organized various Lebanese Shi’i terrorist and militia groups into Hizballah. Iran has mounted or backed acts of terrorism against Israelis both in Israel and abroad. The regime has attacked American soldiers in Lebanon, Iraq, Saudi Arabia, and Afghanistan and American diplomats in Lebanon and Kuwait. It has provided assistance to other violent extremist groups across the Middle East, Europe, North Africa, and Asia. It has enabled al-Qa’ida terrorist operations against Americans, Iraqis, Afghans, and Saudis. In recent years, Iran has added another form of covert warfare to its arsenal: cyberwarfare, which it has reportedly employed against American and Gulf Arab institutions.56


This persistent campaign serves to defend the regime against its foreign foes and, as the Iranian leadership seems to see it, to prevent their adversaries from threatening them at home. Thus, beginning in 2011, Iran unleashed a new campaign of covert attacks to try to deter and prevent what it perceives as a joint American-Israeli-Gulf Arab campaign to sabotage the Iranian nuclear program through similar methods. As part of this, Iran is believed to have been responsible for terrorist attacks on Israeli officials in Georgia and India, on Israeli tourists in Bulgaria, and for cyberattacks on the United States and the Gulf Arabs.57 Moreover, as noted above, Tehran typically sees anything that undermines the status quo as beneficial to reorienting the geopolitics of its neighborhood in a favorable way. Overthrowing governments that oppose Iran or ally with the United States (which Tehran often considers the same) and otherwise putting Washington and the conservative Arab states on the defensive can also help prevent them from going on the offensive against Iran.


These points also highlight a common misunderstanding about Iranian support for terrorists, namely that the Iranians always (or even generally) support Shi’i groups. This confusion stems from the misperception that Iran’s only goal is to spread the revolution and that Iranian leaders conceive of the revolution as being a Shi’i phenomenon. Neither is correct. Certainly many of Iran’s hardline leaders do believe in spreading the revolution, but that is only one of several motives, and the priority that each assigns to that goal seems to vary. Although many Iranian hardliners are Shi’a chauvinists, Khomeini’s ideology saw the revolution as pan-Islamist, and therefore embracing Sunni, Shi’a, Sufi, and other, more nondenominational Muslims. More than this, Iran has never allowed ideology to determine which violent extremists to support. Because of Tehran’s emphasis both on defending itself and overturning the regional status quo, Iran has been ecumenical about its support to terrorists and other violent extremists, helping out Shi’a groups (such as Hizballah and Jaysh al-Mahdi in Iraq), Sunni groups (such as Hamas, Palestinian Islamic Jihad, the Taliban in Afghanistan, and even some indirect support to al-Qa’ida itself), secular Marxists (the anti-Turkish PKK and the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine), Christians (Armenian guerrillas fighting the Shi’i Azeris), and others.58


Iran often finds it easiest to work with Shi’i groups because the Shi’a tend to be more receptive to Iranian offers, but the Iranians have shown a willingness to work with anyone interested in overturning the status quo and damaging the United States and its allies. And it is worth noting that many of the Sunni fundamentalist groups that Iran has provided aid to—including the Taliban—are insanely anti-Shi’a, loathing them as heretics, and spewing far more venom against them than at infidel Christians and Jews. In some cases, the Iranians have even supported non-Muslims fighting Muslims (even fighting Shi’i Muslims), and Sunnis fighting Shi’a (like al-Qa’ida in Iraq). In short, the Iranians are not fussy when it comes to violent extremists. Anyone willing to wreak havoc on the prevailing order is typically good enough for Tehran, regardless of the group’s ostensible aims.


HATRED OF ISRAEL. Iran’s leadership seems to vary in its feelings about Israel, from passive distaste to genocidal loathing.59 Ayatollah Khomeini was both anti-Semitic and anti-Zionist, and his beliefs have influenced his followers and successors. Khamene’i and other Iranian leaders fulminate against Israel. At times this posture is an adjunct of their anti-Americanism, treating Israel as the “little Satan” to America’s “Great Satan” and deriding the Jewish state as an offense inflicted upon the Muslim world by the United States and the West.60


Nevertheless, Iran still has a small Jewish population that is among the largest left in the Muslim world.61 Other Iranians harbor little animosity toward Israel or Jews in general, and some even speak wistfully of the clandestine Iranian-Israeli relationship that existed during the Shah’s era (and led to the Israelis’ clandestine agency Mossad helping the Shah to build his fearsome SAVAK intelligence service).62 For the most part, after the revolution, Iran saw Israel as a distant obscenity rather than an imminent threat. Iran would lash out at Israel whenever it was convenient to do so, and embraced the Arab-Muslim cause against the Jewish state with great vigor for ideological reasons, but also because doing so allowed them to ingratiate themselves with the Arabs and other Muslims. It also gave them a seat at the table of a key Middle Eastern dispute.63 That the international community did not punish Israel for its acquisition of a nuclear capability has allowed Tehran to cry hypocrisy and claim that the Western campaign against Iran’s nuclear program is nothing but a Jewish conspiracy.64


Since 2002, however, Tehran’s progress toward a nuclear weapon has changed the nature of the Iranian-Israeli relationship. It is not clear how the Iranian leadership saw its acquisition of a nuclear weapons capability affecting its relationship with Israel. However, the Israeli leadership perceived it to be a grave threat to the Jewish state because of Iran’s support for terrorism against Israel, its own terror attacks against Israelis, and its ferocious rhetoric against Israel. As Jerusalem demanded international action to prevent Iran from acquiring this capability and threatened to attack Iran’s nuclear sites preventively, Tehran’s perception of the danger from Israel changed.65 Still, Iran’s senior-most leaders—particularly Khamene’i—have been careful to indicate only that they would retaliate for any Israeli attack, avoiding any indication that they want nuclear weapons to attack Israel. Ahmadinejad’s stupid and undisciplined comments are the exceptions that prove the rule.


There is no question that Iran now feels a growing sense of threat from Israel, where formerly Tehran had felt none. The most obvious manifestation of that threat is the covert war going on between Iran and Israel, with both sides conducting terror attacks against the other and both governments lashing out at each other on a regular basis. But the Iranians also appear to believe that the Israelis (and the Saudi Mukhabarat, CIA, and MI6) have been encouraging Iran’s unhappy minority groups such as the Baluch, Arabs, and Kurds to resist the regime.66 It is likely that Iran has been encouraging Hizballah and the various Palestinian terrorist groups to ratchet up their attacks on Israel as well, but all of them now have their own problems created by the Arab Spring and all feel the need to distance themselves or to concentrate on their own internal problems rather than picking a fight with the Israelis.


Iranian Foreign Policy: The Big Picture


Overall, and particularly since 2009, Iranian foreign policy has largely hewed to the hardline perspective, but Iran has mostly pursued its objectives in a pragmatic and even restrained manner. It has continued to defy the international community in pursuit of a nuclear weapons capability, and despite punishing international and multilateral sanctions, it has shown no willingness to improve relations with the United States. It has clung to its ally in the Syrian regime, no matter how many civilians the regime slaughters or how isolated it becomes from other nations. Although Iran does not appear to be courting a sectarian war across the Middle East, neither has it backed down, challenging the Sunni champions of Saudi Arabia, the Gulf emirates, Jordan, Morocco, and Turkey, and supporting Shi’i groups in Syria, Iraq, Bahrain, and Yemen.


Although in some areas Iranian policy toward the United States and its allies has been aggressive (and unprovoked), in other areas it has been passive or merely reactive. To some extent, in the conflict in Afghanistan and before that to a much greater extent in Iraq, Iran went on the offensive, providing support to a variety of groups willing to kill Americans. The Iranian regime can claim perverse responsibility for a considerable number of the 6,500 American military personnel killed in Iraq and Afghanistan. Yet Iran has also been the defender at other times, fending off assassinations, sabotage, and cyberattacks that Tehran believes to have been the work of the United States, Israel, Britain, and Saudi Arabia. Even here, Iran’s efforts to retaliate and deter further attacks have shown the mark of its dominant hardline leadership, with the Arbabsiar plot standing out as a serious potential miscalculation. Indeed, the Iranians might have gotten lucky: had they succeeded in blowing up Café Milano, they may have killed dozens and injured scores—on American soil. It seems most likely that, in the post-9/11 United States, it would have been difficult if not impossible for President Obama to have resisted public pressure for massive military retaliation against Iran for a brazen terrorist attack on American soil.


Moreover, what the Arbabsiar plot may highlight is that as much as we may misunderstand the Iranians, they understand us no better, perhaps even less.


In June 2013, Iran surprised the world once again, electing the pragmatic reformer Hassan Rowhani to succeed Ahmadinejad as president. That the majority of Iranians would vote for Rowhani—the most anti-establishment figure among the six candidates—was no surprise. Iranians have consistently voted for whoever offered the greatest prospect for change since 1997, with the obvious exception of the (likely) rigged election of 2009. What was more unexpected was that Khamene’i would allow Rowhani to win given his apparent desire for a submissive president who would not challenge him as both Khatami and Ahmadinejad had.


Whether Rowhani’s election will result in any meaningful change is another story entirely. Like his mentor Rafsanjani, Rowhani has expressed a greater interest in rationalizing Iran’s economy, easing social restrictions, improving relations with the United States and compromising on aspects of Iran’s nuclear program to rebuild foreign economic ties. As president, Rowhani will have some authority within the system to push such agendas, but ultimately he cannot rival the Supreme Leader. Khamene’i crushed both Khatami and Ahmadinejad when they attempted to deviate from his line. This history suggests that Rowhani will run into trouble if he tries to fundamentally alter Iran’s domestic or foreign policies. If he does try to do so, he may simply provoke another major internal struggle that will at least be a distraction for the Iranians if not a real threat to the regime’s hold on power. Still, Rowhani’s unanticipated victory at the polls should serve as a reminder of just how unpredictable Iran is and how we should never assume that any conclusion is foregone in Tehran.





* Americans frequently group all unconventional attacks under the rubric of “terrorism.” However, the vast majority of accepted definitions of terrorism focus on the use of violence for a political purpose against noncombatants. Many of the Iranian attacks against the United States and its allies have used terrorist methods—such as car bombs—but against soldiers. Although they may feel like terrorism to us, they do not meet the definition. They are acts of war, of unconventional war or asymmetric war, not terrorism. To some extent, this distinction is one without real difference since they do engender a similar response; however, there is no question that Americans, and most people, react differently to the killing of women and children in civilian areas than they do to the killing of soldiers, especially soldiers in a war zone. Thus, labeling an attack on American soldiers “terrorism” is often inaccurate and excessively inflammatory. I believe it important to differentiate between these two different forms of political violence.
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The Iranian Nuclear Program


Iran’s nuclear program dates back to the days of the Shah. He hoped to build a nuclear power infrastructure and at least toyed with the idea of acquiring nuclear weapons to realize his ambition of having Iran join Russia and America as a third superpower. Most of the Shah’s effort, however, was focused on nuclear energy to ensure that Iran’s hydrocarbon wealth was available for export and not needed for domestic consumption. Moreover, the Shah appears to have recognized that Iran’s size and wealth meant it could develop a conventional military that would allow it to dominate the Persian Gulf region and his acquisition of nuclear weapons was not only unnecessary, but potentially counterproductive if it spurred Iran’s neighbors to do the same.1 Perhaps the best evidence that the Shah chose not to seek nuclear weapons was that he became a charter member of the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT), signing (even before France and China) in July 1968.2


The NPT remains the cornerstone of the modern nonproliferation regime. However, it is also a problematic document, reflecting the naïve assumptions of an earlier time. It is grounded in the notion of “atoms for peace,” the early Cold War belief that one could separate civilian from military uses and countries would not use the former as a cover for the latter. Thus, the NPT enables all member states to pursue nuclear energy for civilian purposes, but forbids any that did not possess them in 1968 (that is, the United States, USSR/Russia, China, Britain, and France) from acquiring nuclear weapons. Moreover, the NPT requires all nonweapons states to sign Comprehensive Safeguards Agreements, which obliges them to declare all civilian nuclear facilities and allow them to be inspected by the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA).


The revolution of 1978–79 halted all aspects of the Iranian nuclear program. However, at some time during the 1980s, after Iran recognized that Saddam Husayn intended to acquire nuclear weapons himself—and doubtless would have used them to defeat Iran in their vicious eight-year struggle—Tehran reignited its own nuclear drive.3 The program came under the auspices of the Revolutionary Guard, and it had nothing to do with generating electricity. Yet even after the Iran-Iraq War ended in 1988, Tehran’s nuclear program continued to chug along, possibly out of sheer inertia.


Soon thereafter, the Iranian nuclear program received an important boost from Pakistan’s Abdul Qadeer Khan. Khan was the father of the Pakistani nuclear program and was later discovered to have run a covert network selling equipment, material, and know-how related to nuclear weapons to many of the worst countries in the world—Libya, North Korea, and Iran among them. Nuclear weapons require solving both complex theoretical physics problems and equally complicated practical engineering problems to manufacture both the radioactive “fissile” material that is the explosive fuel and the mechanical device that causes the fissile material to detonate. Most countries can benefit from the help of others who have already solved these problems, and in the late 1980s, Iran definitely needed help.


There are many ways to produce the fissile material. All of them involve separating trace elements of either uranium or plutonium from other materials to produce purified concentrations, which when combined in sufficient quantity (a “critical mass”) can sustain the chain reaction that produces a nuclear explosion. Saddam’s Iraq used giant magnets to try to do the job—the same technology that the United States used to produce the Hiroshima bomb in 1945. The North Koreans used a breeder reactor, which threw off quantities of purified plutonium as a by-product that can then be collected and reprocessed for weapons. The Iranians, following the Pakistani lead, chose to use cascades of high-speed centrifuges, which take uranium in gaseous form (uranium hexafluoride) and spin out the gas to separate the heavier U-238 molecules from the lighter U-235 (the uranium molecules needed for bombs and energy). Perhaps as a hedge, the Iranians also set up a plutonium separation facility on the North Korean model at Arak.


A. Q. Khan began to provide Iran with information related to nuclear weapons fabrication in 1989. He would go on to provide Iran with the design for Pakistan’s first-generation P-1 centrifuge, and in 1995 he provided Tehran with the plans for a more advanced Pakistani centrifuge, the P-2. The P-1 design enabled the Iranians to build their own IR-1 centrifuges, which now form the vast majority of Iran’s functioning centrifuge inventory. The Iranians also built a small number of advanced IR-2, -3, and -4 centrifuges modeled on the P-2, which can enrich uranium far faster than the first-generation models. In January 2013, Iran announced that it would begin to operate advanced IR-2 centrifuges at its Natanz uranium enrichment plant.4 Its IR-3 and -4 versions are not yet fully operational.5


Several years after Khan first began providing help, Tehran’s nuclear ambitions received another important boost. Like most things in the Islamic Republic, the nuclear program was mismanaged and made little progress for most of its first decade or more in operation. Bizarrely, what pulled it out of its torpor was the reformist president Mohammad Khatami. There is no evidence to suggest that Khatami was more eager for a nuclear weapon than his predecessors. In fact, in private communications with the United States through trusted emissaries, he signaled his willingness to trade away the program in return for American concessions in other areas, such as trade, aid, and investment.6 There are two versions of what happened. The first version focuses on Khatami’s reforms, part of which were intended to remove from power the unqualified clerics and their bureaucratic protégés who had taken over the Iranian government after the revolution and helped run it into the ground. Khatami was determined to repopulate Iran’s institutions with competent technocrats. In this version of events, the nuclear program was no exception. The alternative version is that it was not Khatami but Khamene’i himself who cleaned house. The Supreme Leader, annoyed with the glacial pace of Iran’s nuclear program, wanted to see it making greater progress.7 In either version, the end result was the same: Reza Amrollahi, the longtime chief of the Atomic Energy Organization of Iran, was sacked, and replaced with the dynamic former oil minister, Gholamreza Aghazadeh-Khoi. Aghazadeh brought the same energy and efficiency to the nuclear program that he had once brought to Iran’s hydrocarbon sector.8


As a result, between 1997 and 2002, between the efforts of Khan and Aghazadeh, the Iranian program began to accelerate. In August 2002, the Mujahedin-e Khalq (MEK), an Iranian Marxist-Islamist opposition group, happened upon information indicating that the Iranian nuclear program had made far greater progress than had been previously realized (it is widely rumored that the Israeli Mossad provided the information to the MEK). The MEK revealed to the world the existence of Iran’s uranium enrichment facility at Natanz and its plutonium extraction facility at Arak, both in violation of Iran’s requirements under its Safeguards Agreement with the IAEA, a critical component of its NPT obligations.


In response to these revelations, the IAEA began a much more intrusive investigation of Iranian nuclear activities. Neither Arak nor Natanz constituted incontrovertible proof of a nuclear weapons program, because it is possible to use either plutonium or enriched uranium in civilian reactors, but the fact that these facilities and other activity had not been declared to the IAEA left the impression that they were for military purposes. Similarly, the Iranians claimed that they were not obligated to inform the IAEA of new nuclear facilities until they were finished—an argument they continue to advance. Not only is this not correct under their Safeguard Agreement with the IAEA, but if the facilities were purely for civilian use, why conceal them at all? In addition, if Iran wanted to acquire nuclear reactors for civilian purposes, they needed neither the capability to enrich uranium domestically nor to extract plutonium. It would have been far cheaper and easier for Iran to have bought fuel from another country, as the vast majority of countries with nuclear energy programs do.9 The Iranians insisted that they were not trying to acquire nuclear weapons, but they could not provide a plausible explanation either for having concealed the plants or for why they needed such capabilities.10


Since then, Iran briefly suspended its enrichment activities in 2003–2005, and may have ended or suspended most or some of its weaponization programs. It has been subject to six binding United Nations Security Council resolutions demanding that it halt its nuclear activities—all enacted under Chapter VII of the UN Charter and therefore superseding the provisions of the NPT under international law. Iran has endured multiple rounds of international and multilateral sanctions that have inflicted enormous damage on the Iranian economy. It has also had its nuclear program attacked by computer viruses and some of its nuclear scientists attacked physically (and some killed). Yet, Iran has persevered. Its program has been slowed but not stopped.


The Evidence


Why does everyone (or almost everyone) think Iran’s nuclear program is intended to produce weapons? It’s an excellent question. After all, enrichment is (technically) permitted under the NPT and could be related to civilian needs, and most of the hard evidence regarding the Iranian nuclear program relates to its enrichment of uranium. Indeed, Iran insists that its nuclear program is entirely peaceful. So it is worth asking why so many people are so convinced that the Iranian program is really intended to give Tehran the capability to build nuclear weapons.


Iran does not deny that it has an extensive nuclear program—how could it with inspectors monitoring so much of it? However, Tehran insists that the program is meant only for medical uses and civilian energy production.11 This claim is difficult to square with the available information. The evidence suggests that the Iranian program is intended for military purposes, although it certainly can (and has) produced relatively small amounts of both civilian energy and radioactive material for medical uses. Nevertheless, while the evidence indicates that Iran intends to acquire the capability to build nuclear weapons, it does not definitively indicate that Iran has made the decision to build those weapons and field a nuclear arsenal, and that is where the debate within the international community is currently focused.


First off, for more than a decade and continuing to the present, Iran has lied and concealed information from the IAEA (and various other countries and international organizations) about its nuclear program in contravention of its Safeguards Agreement under the NPT.12 For instance, the Iranians concealed the assistance they received from Pakistan and A. Q. Khan. When the IAEA inspected the Natanz and Arak sites in 2002, the inspectors found traces of enriched uranium hexafluoride in the centrifuges (the feedstock used for enrichment), indicating that the centrifuges had been used to enrich uranium, which violated Iran’s Safeguard Agreement with the IAEA.13 The Iranians claimed that the enriched uranium had been on the centrifuges when they got them from another country, which they would not name—but which turned out to be Pakistan. The fact that Iran had imported centrifuges without notifying the IAEA was also a violation of its Safeguard Agreement. The inspectors found uranium from two different countries, China and Pakistan. This discovery forced the Iranians to admit that they had acquired nearly two tons of slightly refined uranium (called “yellowcake”) from China; uranium hexafluoride and uranium in two other, lesser stages of refinement, from another foreign supplier (Pakistan); and had decided to start mining uranium from their own indigenous sources. The Iranians also admitted to having a Laser Isotope Separation program, yet another way to enrich uranium. Finally, the Iranians told the IAEA that they were building a plant near Esfahan that would convert yellowcake into uranium hexafluoride. Since enriching any uranium hexafluoride would have been yet another violation of their Safeguards Agreement, the Iranians claimed that they had not performed any enrichment or even testing as of 2002. Not even the IAEA found that claim credible.14


The list went on and on. The IAEA discovered that Iran had produced polonium-210, a short-lived, unstable element whose only real use is as an initiator for nuclear weapons (although the Iranians claimed it was for nuclear batteries to be used in satellites and deep space exploration vehicles, neither of which they have). The Iranians also continued to dissemble on a range of other issues, and delayed the IAEA from conducting several inspections that hampered its work.


In December 2003, under tremendous international pressure and fearing an American invasion, Iran signed the Additional Protocol to its Comprehensive Safeguards Agreement, a refinement of the NPT that allowed IAEA inspectors much greater access and latitude in conducting inspections and monitoring of Iranian nuclear facilities—and in checking out suspected clandestine nuclear facilities. However, the Iranians have refused to implement the agreement and allow the inspectors the access they promised.15 As a result of all of Iran’s deceptions, in June 2004, the IAEA Board of Governors adopted a resolution condemning Iran for failing to provide the requisite information, for obstructing the inspections, and for not suspending its uranium enrichment process as promised. In a momentous decision, the IAEA referred Iran’s nuclear program to the United Nations Security Council for further action. It was only the first of many occasions on which the IAEA found the Iranians unwilling to cooperate or abide by its obligations under the NPT and the UN Charter related to its nuclear program.16


Iran’s claim that its goal is nuclear power plants for civilian energy needs is ridiculous.17 An authoritative study by Ali Vaez and Karim Sadjadpour concluded, “No sound strategic energy planning would prioritize nuclear energy in a country like Iran.”18 Building enrichment facilities is expensive, and for that reason, most countries with civilian nuclear energy programs purchase fuel supplies from elsewhere. Although its nuclear program has been in existence for decades, and Iran has insisted the program is intended only for civilian uses at least since 2002, it has belied these claims with the paltry effort it has expended on the construction of civilian nuclear power plants—especially compared to the priority it has placed on developing enrichment capabilities. In 2004, Iranian foreign minister Kamal Kharrazi stated that Iran planned to build the capacity to generate 7,000 megawatts of electricity by 2025, but this statement has never been confirmed or repeated, and Tehran has made no effort to implement it, if it had any official standing at all.19 Iran has only one functioning civilian nuclear plant, a 1,000-megawatt reactor at Bushehr, which did not come on line till 2011. Iran has announced that it will complete the moribund project to build another (360-megawatt) power plant at Darkhovin in southwestern Iran using an indigenous design, but it appears to have little interest from the Iranian leadership and so is languishing far behind schedule. If Iran wanted nuclear energy, it could have begun by building the power plants, bought fuel from abroad, and explored the cost-effectiveness of enriching its own fuel later. That is what states looking to develop nuclear power do.20 In fact, in the late 1990s, Iran shifted resources away from getting the Bushehr power plant operational and devoted them to its enrichment program instead.21 That is what a military program, not a civilian program, looks like.22


Iran sits on the second-largest natural gas reserves in the world. Natural gas is a cheaper and easier method of generating power than nuclear.23 In 2002–2003, when the British, French, and Germans first sat down with the Iranians to discuss the recent revelations about their nuclear program, the Iranians claimed they were pursuing nuclear energy because it was more cost-efficient than natural gas. The Europeans, surprised to hear this claim, requested that the Iranians provide them with the studies they had done that led them to this conclusion. After all, if Iran had found a way to use nuclear plants to produce energy more cost-effectively than natural gas, the whole world would want to know about such a remarkable breakthrough. According to one British official at these talks, the Iranians “looked at each other as if to say, ‘studies, what studies?’ ”24 Needless to say, the Iranians have never produced any documentation to demonstrate that nuclear plants would be more cost-effective than natural-gas-fired plants, which may explain why they have made so little effort to build nuclear energy plants.


At least as early as 2006, Iran began construction of its Fordow enrichment facility near the Iranian holy city of Qom. The Fordow plant now has a full complement of roughly 2,800 centrifuges, many of which are operational. Several aspects of Fordow seem more consistent with a military facility. First, it was built at a Revolutionary Guards base. Second, it was built at enormous cost deep inside a mountain where it is impervious to Israeli air attack. Even the United States Air Force could have difficulty destroying it with conventional munitions. Third, Iran kept the facility secret (a further violation of its Safeguards Agreement under the NPT) until the United States and European nations revealed its existence in 2009. Fourth, in late 2012, Iran began using it to produce uranium enriched to 19.75 percent purity—which it claims will be for the Tehran Research Reactor (TRR), where it manufactures radioactive products needed in medical procedures such as some cancer treatments. Iran has already produced uranium enriched to 19.75 percent purity, in excess of what the TRR requires, for years to come, but is still producing more.25 If Iran’s goal is a cost-effective civilian energy and medical research program, why pay the massive expenses of building an underground nuclear enrichment facility (especially when you can buy the fuel from Brazil or Argentina at a fraction of the cost)? And why move the highest levels of enrichment to the most bombproof facility? A better way of proving one’s innocence would have been to have left the higher-level enrichment at less heavily defended facilities. Moreover, after the exposure of the Fordow facility, President Ahmadinejad announced that Iran planned to build ten more enrichment facilities, all of them inside mountains like Fordow.26


There’s also evidence that Iran has been working on taking its fissile material and turning it into nuclear bombs and warheads for its ballistic missiles.27 Iran was forced to admit to having both uranium enrichment and plutonium separation programs (albeit, only after being caught red-handed with enormous secret facilities to do so), two paths to producing the fissile material for nuclear weapons. However, it has never admitted to a weaponization program, the engineering effort to build the mechanical device that causes the fissile material to explode in a nuclear chain reaction. Nevertheless, there is evidence that Iran had an active weaponization program at least until 2003 and has a more clandestine (and possibly smaller) effort to this day. In 2007, the U.S. intelligence community publicly stated that Iran had had an active weaponization program at least up until the fall of 2003.28 Many European and Middle Eastern intelligence services have echoed this conclusion privately and publicly. The IAEA has posed numerous questions to the Iranian government to ascertain the validity of this evidence, and year after year Tehran has refused to answer those questions. In 2012, Iran agreed to discuss the matter with the IAEA, but when the two sides met in January, the Iranians did not provide any satisfactory answers and instead just claimed (without any proof) that all of the evidence regarding their weapons program was disinformation manufactured by the Americans, Europeans, and Israelis. When the IAEA asked to visit the Parchin military complex, where much of the engineering work on nuclear weapons had reportedly taken place, Tehran again refused. Satellite imagery showed the Iranians performing an industrial cleanup of the areas there where nuclear weapons research work was believed to have taken place.29 As of early 2013, Iran had still not agreed to allow the IAEA to inspect Parchin despite all of its cleanup efforts.30


The IAEA’s frustration with Iran has grown as the agency has acquired more and more evidence indicating that Iran had such a program prior to 2003 and probably still has an ongoing effort of some kind. In February 2010, the IAEA declared that they had extensive evidence of “past or current undisclosed activities” by the Iranian military to develop a nuclear warhead, and that the activities continued past 2004—an important point since the U.S. intelligence community declared in 2007 that it believed the Iranians had discontinued their weaponization program in 2003. The IAEA further stated that they had uncovered evidence that Iran was exploring ways of detonating nuclear weapons, and designing warheads to fit on top of a missile.31 By September 2011, the IAEA announced that it was “increasingly concerned” about credible evidence provided by “many member states,” which it felt was “extensive and comprehensive,” indicating that Iran was continuing to work on developing a nuclear warhead for a missile and other aspects of weaponization.32 The agency indicated that it possessed several Iranian documents that showed that the Iranian military was involved with Iran’s nuclear program, an alarming development.33


The November 2011 IAEA report on Iran included an extensive annex that described the IAEA’s information on Iran’s weaponization efforts, as well as the facilities Iran had built for this purpose.34 At that time, the IAEA stated that “[t]he information which serves as the basis for the Agency’s analysis and concerns, as identified in the Annex, is assessed by the Agency to be, overall, credible. The information comes from a wide variety of independent sources, including from a number of Member States, from the Agency’s own efforts and from information provided by Iran itself. It is consistent in terms of technical content, individuals and organizations involved, and time frames.” It went on to assert that Iran had acquired information and documentation regarding the development and testing of nuclear weapons—which the report noted had no possible application to civilian uses.35


The Warning: Similarities and Differences with Iraq


Perhaps this all sounds familiar. It may seem like déjà vu all over again, to quote Yogi Berra. Didn’t we make the same claims about Iraq having an aggressive nuclear (and biological and chemical) weapons program? And weren’t we (including, painfully, this author) completely wrong about Iraq’s WMD programs? So, then, why should we believe any of these claims about Iran?


Good questions, and questions we need to keep asking given the Iraq experience. We did get the Iraq WMD problem wrong—the United States’ intelligence community, and the intelligence agencies of Britain, France, Germany, Israel, Iran, and many others. Nor can we blame it all on an overzealous and reckless Bush 43 administration. It was the U.S. intelligence community that had this wrong and the Bushies just ran with it (while adding exaggerations or worse about Iraqi connections to al-Qa’ida).36 And that history should make us wary of being overly confident about what we think we know about the Iranian program. There are some discomforting similarities.


In particular, the public has not seen any “smoking gun” evidence of an Iranian weaponization program. That is the key to the whole crisis. Iran acknowledges it is enriching uranium but claims that it is doing so for energy and medical purposes. The United States, the IAEA, the Europeans, Israelis, and others all say that this claim is just a cover for a weaponization program. But those same entities also believed that Iraq was concealing WMD programs, too (although their estimates about what Iraq was concealing varied widely). As was the case with Iraq, the IAEA and all of these governments are telling the public, “Trust us, our information is rock solid.” Which is also what we heard (this author included) prior to the invasion of Iraq.


Nevertheless, we need to recognize that there are a number of important differences from the Iraq case. First, in 2002 Iran was caught red-handed enriching uranium and separating plutonium at clandestine facilities that it had concealed from the IAEA in violation of its NPT obligations. In Iraq after 1991, the IAEA could never find a covert program that would have allowed Saddam to manufacture the fissile material for nuclear weapons. Since 2002, Iran has tried to build at least one additional covert enrichment facility (the Fordow plant at Qom), only to have it discovered in 2009. So we can be certain that Iran has an industrial-scale program that would allow them to manufacture the fissile material for nuclear weapons, that it does not need this capability for civilian uses, and that it keeps trying to hide these efforts. None of that was true for Iraq.


In the case of Iraq after 1991, the international community kept sending UN and IAEA inspectors to sites where Iraq was purportedly working on WMD. When they eventually got into those sites, they found nothing. The Iranians have blocked inspectors from seeing the sites where they have allegedly conducted weaponization work. In one case, the Iranians allowed the inspectors in—but only after they had bulldozed the entire facility, replaced much of the topsoil, and turned it into a park. Not even Saddam had thought of that.37


It is also worth comparing the current Iranian and post-1991 Iraqi situations within the wider context of the history of nuclear proliferation. Specifically, there has never been a country that attempted to conceal a peaceful nuclear program. Lots of countries have overt peaceful nuclear programs. North Korea, Libya, and Iraq before 1991 all had covert enrichment programs (at least they were covert at first) like Iran’s, but these were weapons programs, not civilian programs. Similarly, Israel and Pakistan pursued what they claimed to be civilian nuclear programs but are widely alleged to have been covers for secret weapons programs (and were recognized as such early on).38 Moreover, it is worth noting that after 1991, Iraq had neither a covert enrichment program nor a covert weaponization program—at least not by 2003. When Iraq had a covert enrichment effort it was because it was pursuing a nuclear weapon. When it decided to forgo that prospect (to put it off to a later point, according to the definitive postwar study), it did not retain a covert enrichment program.39 Iran’s efforts to conceal an enrichment program are historically only consistent with other efforts to conceal a weapons program.


Last, it is important to remember that what Saddam did that confused the intelligence communities of the world was so bizarre and foolish that it bordered on irrational. Saddam got rid of his nuclear program at some point in the 1990s, retaining only some plans, the knowledge in the heads of his scientists, and a few buried parts to aid a reconstitution effort at some point in the future after he had succeeded in having the last of the faltering UN sanctions lifted or nullified. He hoped that if the IAEA and UN inspectors could not find any pieces of a nuclear (or wider WMD) program, the UN would have to lift the sanctions. However, he also wanted his own people and, secondarily, the Iranians, to believe that he had retained an extensive, secret program so that neither would feel confident attacking him. Of course, foreign intelligence agencies picked up on his efforts to propagate the latter and assumed that it was proof that he was lying about the former.40 Before the invasion of Iraq, only a tiny number of people either inside or outside Iraq believed that Saddam had eliminated all of his WMD assets.41 Even those Americans who argued against an invasion did so overwhelmingly in the belief that Saddam had reconstituted his WMD programs, but that he could be deterred and contained even with these capabilities.


Saddam’s behavior was close to madness. This is not how nation-states behave, which is why no one imagined that this was what Saddam was doing—not even the handful of people who believed before the invasion of Iraq that Saddam did not have a WMD program. Although we have seen Iran behave in ways that make little sense to outsiders (because they were driven by domestic political considerations that went unrecognized by outsiders), we have never seen them do something as incredible as Saddam’s WMD gambit. And why would Iran want to follow Saddam’s approach given that it resulted in the invasion of Iraq, Saddam’s fall from power, and his execution at the hands of his own people?


These specific differences with the case of Iraq after 1991, the similarities with Iraq pre-1991 (as well as Libya and North Korea), and the evidence of Iran’s efforts at weaponization all point in the direction that Iran is pursuing a nuclear weapons capability and that we are not making the same mistake we made with Iraq in 2003. But confidence, even high confidence, is not the same as certainty. The post-1991 Iraq example should be another important cause for humility and caution as we feel our way toward a new Iran policy.


Status Report


Right now, and for some time to come, Iran’s nuclear program appears to be focused on giving Iran the ability to build nuclear weapons. Whether the regime has made the decision to go ahead and field one or more weapons, however, is a matter of debate. Iran’s approach has been a clever, but obvious, one. The Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty states that nations may acquire peaceful nuclear technologies, but not nuclear weapons. Iran has been trying to use this ambiguity to cover its nuclear weapons–making project—as Iraq, North Korea, Libya, Syria, and others have before it. Prior to the 2002 revelation of its fissile material fabrication plants at Natanz (uranium enrichment) and Arak (plutonium extraction), Iran appears to have had an active nuclear weapons research program. In 2003, with the entire nuclear program under international scrutiny and facing the threat of sanctions or even invasion, Iran ratcheted back (or possibly discontinued) its covert weaponization program while declaring its enrichment activities. Since the enrichment activities were sanctioned by the terms of the NPT, Iran may have decided to continue to pursue that track (even in defiance of the legally binding UN Security Council resolutions) until it got far enough along with both its stockpile of enriched uranium and operational centrifuges to be in a position to withdraw from or just ignore the NPT. If this is what Iran has been doing, it makes a great deal of sense. Since Iran needs time to build its sort-of-justifiable enrichment capacity anyway, there is no reason not to focus on that while leaving the impossible-to-justify weaponization program to catch up later.


Because Iran did come clean about its enrichment activities, to the best of our knowledge, this is one important area of Iranian behavior about which we know a good deal. We know about two sites where Iran is enriching uranium. First is the large, well-defended underground facility at Natanz. It houses more than 14,000 operational centrifuges as of mid-2013 and enriches uranium to both 3.5 percent purity (low-enriched uranium, or LEU) and 19.75 percent purity (sometimes referred to as medium-enriched uranium, or MEU).42 Natanz can accommodate as many as 50,000 centrifuges. Then there is the smaller, but even better protected, facility outside Qom, called Fordow. Fordow has roughly 2,800 operational centrifuges, and while it has enriched uranium to 3.5 percent purity, it appears to be concentrating mostly on MEU production. In addition, the IAEA reported in early 2013 that Iran is now making progress on its plutonium separation plant at Arak. Tehran has notified the IAEA that it plans to start operating Arak in early 2014, which will create an entirely new supply of fissile material.43
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