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Preface

Iranian spokesmen – particularly the former president Ahmadinejad– have 
spoken of Iran as a “nuclear power” or having “joined the nuclear club”. This 
terminology is generally construed as alluding to a military nuclear capac-
ity and serves two ends: towards the domestic theatre, the leaders allude to 
Iran being on the verge of a military nuclear status; whereas towards the 
international community they maintain constructive ambiguity. 

Some optimistic observers of Iran suggest that the Islamic Republic does 
not intend to actually break out as a nuclear power, but has in mind the 
Japanese or the German model, i.e. enrichment of fissile material to a level 
just below weapons grade material or amassing a quantity of weapons grade 
fissile material that would enable it to break out within a short period of two 
to three months. In this scenario, Iran would gain the “status” of a threshold 
nuclear state and would refrain from breakout.1 This option is presented 
by some as a far better outcome than a military strike or a spiral of nuclear 
proliferation in the Middle East that would lead to a “poly-nuclear” Middle 
East. Another argument is that the Iranian motivation for acquiring nuclear 
weapons is its sense of insecurity, which can be allayed by creative Western 
security guarantees. Another theory with wide currency is that there exists 
no valid military option to pre-empt Iran’s nuclear program and that the 
consequences of military action are far worse than the consequences of a 
nuclear Iran. This latter assumption has its origins in the perception of Iran 
as a “rational actor” that is aware of the non-conventional superiority of Is-
rael and the US and therefore would not dare reach confrontation that could 
threaten the very existence of Iran.

Iranian willingness to freeze its nuclear program at the threshold would 
however have to derive from a number of inter-related considerations: 

• The goals of Iran’s nuclear strategy - how does the Iranian leadership define 
Iran’s strategic goals in attempting to acquire a military nuclear capability? 
• The nuclear negotiations strategy - what is its cost-benefit assessment re-
garding whether it can achieve those goals through a political resolution? 
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What is the level of Iranian confidence in the viability of compensation that 
it will receive in return for not breaking out (in other words – its confidence 
in the world powers that will offer the compensation)? 
• Assessment of the threat - what is the Iranian assessment regarding the 
probability of a military strike to take out its nuclear program? In this con-
text, the Iranian assessment in the wake of the Syrian crisis is of prime im-
portance.
• Possible nuclear posture - what is the most likely nuclear posture that a 
nuclear Iran will adopt: will it attempt to maintain a “bomb in the base-
ment” (and is such a policy feasible under the circumstances) or will it break 
out?
• Command and Control paradigms that Iran will adopt to manage its nu-
clear assets.

This paper will endeavor to analyze these questions. Obviously, the opacity 
of the Iranian regime restricts access to information in the public domain 
regarding many of these questions. However, one may, through analysis 
of Iranian behavior to date, arrive at insights regarding possible future 
behavior.

The Goals of Iran’s Nuclear Strategy

What is the Iranian regime’s goal in acquiring nuclear weapons? Is it to 
make Iran into a threshold state poised a few months from a nuclear arse-
nal? Or are Iran’s strategic goals unachievable without a declared military 
nuclear capability? To what extent has Iran already drawn up a concept of 
nuclear posture?

The motivation of the Iranian regime for acquiring a military nuclear capa-
bility appears to be grounded in a mixture of drivers – some of them pre-
ceding the Islamic regime. While Israel’s purported nuclear capability has 
frequently been cited as a key motivation for Iran’s nuclear program (feed-
ing calls for a “nuclear free zone” in the Middle East as a solution to the 
Iranian program), in its present stage, the program began during the Iraq-
Iran war in response to Iraq’s WMD programs. Subsequently, the fact that 
the United States attacked Iraq despite, believing that it had chemical and 
biological weapons only strengthens the Iranian resolve to achieve a nuclear 
capability, which presumably is the only non-conventional capability which 
can effectively deter the United States. The alternative explanation for the 
American invasion of Iraq – that the administration and the US military 
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knew that Iraq had no WMD but used the claims of WMD to justify the inva-
sion for wider strategic goals (including pressure on Iran and taking control 
of the oil in the region) also lends itself in Iran to the conclusion that Iran is 
in dire need of a strategic deterrent against the US. While the Syrian crisis 
is still developing at the time of this writing, the actions or inaction of the 
West in the Syrian case will certainly provide lessons to Iran regarding the 
necessity to maintain a non-conventional deterrence.

The debate over acquisition of nuclear weapons has occasionally slipped 
into the public realm, evidence of discussion within the regime regarding 
the pros and cons and the ramifications of “going nuclear”.2  On the defen-
sive side, it is argued that Iran lives in a dangerous neighbourhood and is 
surrounded by nuclear or potentially nuclear neighbours.3  

Along with the argument that nuclear weapons are needed for deterrence, 
they are also seen as compensation for Iran’s humiliation at the hands of 
the West during the last centuries and as a “membership card” to an exclu-
sive and respected club of nuclear powers, to which Iran feels it is worthy 
of belonging. The international acceptance of other nuclear states in Iran’s 
neighbourhood (India and Pakistan as declared nuclear powers and Israel 
as an undeclared power) exacerbates the Iranian sense of discrimination 
in the international demand for Iran to forego its own nuclear program. 
From this point of view, it is argued that nuclear weapons are necessary for 
Iran’s national honour and to enable Iran to achieve its manifest destiny in 
the region.4  Former Minister of Defense and current military advisor to the 
Supreme Leader, Admiral Ali Shamkhani, pointed out that threats to the 
national security of the Islamic Republic all point to a security imbalance, 
embodied in potential nuclear threats: Israel, India and Pakistan, Russia, 
NATO and the U.S. naval fleets deployed in the region that are carrying 
atomic weapons.”5 

However, the strategic rationale for Iran’s drive for nuclear weapons has a 
proactive aspect as well. There are grounds to believe that Iran will see those 
weapons, once acquired, not only as weapons of deterrence and last resort 
but as an umbrella under which it can establish its hegemony at least in the 
Gulf, with enhanced influence in other parts of the region. This approach can 
be deduced from statements by radical clerics identified with the Haqqani 
school in Qom – which views such weapons as part of Iran’s arsenal for 
enhancement of its regional status.. Thus, Hossein Shariatmadari, the 
Supreme Leader’s representative in the Kayhan Institute, and Chief Editor 
of the Kayhan Daily wrote, “…Iran’s transformation into a nuclear power 
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contains a powerful and wide-ranging message… the Europeans and the 
Americans made various and diverse excuses … they expected us to … accept 
that they are a master cult and race, and that the rest of the world …must … 
enslave itself… Either we …throw up our hands, and slaughter at their feet 
the ‘daring’ and the ‘will’ that are the foundations for building civilization, 
honor, and progress – or we do not give in to blackmail, and value and 
preserve the rare pearl for which we have labored greatly… If our country 
wants to attain glory in the world, it has no choice but to lay out a strategy in 
this direction, and to prepare the appropriate means for this strategy… We 
must make the enemies understand that it is inconceivable that instability, 
insecurity, and shock will be our lot, while theirs will be stability, security, 
and tranquillity.” 6 

Iran’s deterrent goals and hegemonic aspiration cannot be achieved by a 
mere appearance of being a threshold state. Such a threshold status would 
not satisfy Iran’s neighbours – all of which lag far behind Iran in achiev-
ing nuclear status and would not prevent attempts on their side to acquire 
nuclear weapons. Such a status would also be viewed by the regime as likely 
to encourage and not deter an attempt by its enemies (the US and Israel) to 
pre-empt breakout through military action. The American invasion of Iraq 
is seen as an indication of such a scenario. 

A frequent argument that is brought up to counter the logic of Iran’s actu-
ally wanting to acquire nuclear weapons is that the founder of the Islamic 
Republic, Ayatollah Khomeini, and his successor, Ayatollah Khamenei’ have 
issued fatwas prohibiting nuclear weapons. Indeed, upon achieving power 
in 1979, Khomeini ordered the suspension of the Shah’s nuclear program 
and he has been quoted as having ruled, albeit orally, that “Atom(ic power/ 
weapons) is a thing of the Satan”. However, there is no any text of the afore-
mentioned fatwa despite the fact that all other fatwas by the founder of the 
Islamic Republic can be easily found. While the absence of proof is not proof 
of absence, in this context, it cannot be ignored. 

Whether he did at some time issue a ruling against nuclear weapons, Kho-
meini’s position on this issue was short-lived. The fact that the nuclear pro-
gram was revived while Khomeini was still alive is of cardinal significance 
not only for historic reasons. While there is no official record of a ruling 
by Khomeini on this matter, the power structure of Iran at the time of the 
renewal of the Iranian program precludes the possibility that the program 
was initiated without his legal and moral dispensation. Shiite jurisprudence 
is also relatively flexible in changing religious rulings in accordance with 
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political realities.7 If and when Iran achieves a military nuclear potential, 
Khomeini’s unpublished rulings may emerge both as a key element in the 
internal debate within the regime and in order to provide Islamic justifica-
tion of the highest level to whatever decision is made.

Khamene’i lacks his predecessor’s status as an almost infallible religious 
scholar and came to power by collegial choice. Nevertheless he remains at the 
centre of the decision-making process on the issue of nuclear power. During 
the decade and a half of Khamene’i as Supreme Leader, there has also been 
no substantiated official ruling on nuclear weapons by him or by any other 
cleric associated with him and perceived as ruling on his direction. On the 
eve of the crucial discussion in the IAEA on Iran’s military nuclear program, 
the spokesman of the Iranian Foreign Ministry Hamid Reza-Asafi  released 
the “news” (10 August 2005)  that the Supreme Leader had issued a fatwa 
declaring the use of nuclear weapons as “haram” – forbidden by Islamic 
law. Khamanei’s purported fatwa however was not published by the Office 
of the Leader and its exact wording is nowhere to be found in the Iranian 
media or in official records of the Supreme Leader’s religious edicts, which 
are assiduously updated and published. The closest declaration by Khame-
nei that can be interpreted as such as fatwa could be a statement he made 
(22 May 2005) that  “We are not after producing the atomic bomb, because 
Islam does not even allow us to treat our enemy in such a manner.” Such a 
statement does not amount to a fatwa. Recently, President Rouhani reiter-
ated this position however, such a statement has no religious weight. The 
much-touted TV speech by the Supreme Leader, Khamenei against nuclear 
weapons was very clear: “We don’t want nuclear weapons, not because of 
pressure from the U.S. or others but because of our belief that no one should 
have nuclear weapons. When we say no one should have nuclear weapons 
that means not for them and not for us either.” 8 It is clear from this state-
ment that Iran’s commitment not to acquire nuclear weapons is contingent 
on the implementation of a “zero option” nuclear policy on a global scale.

Nevertheless, Khomeini’s original position remains in force among many 
of the traditional “quietist” clerics.9 On the other hand, there has been 
increasing support for acquisition of nuclear weapons and even justifica-
tion of their use by radical ‘Ulama. For example, Ayatollah Taqi Mesbah 
Yazdi, widely considered as the spiritual mentor of the IRGC elite, pub-
lished a book called “The Islamic Revolution – Surges in Political Chang-
es in History”. According to Mesbah Yazdi:” “We cannot know with cer-
tainty when the wolf-like elements in many countries which hold power 
will disappear and be wiped off the face of the earth, or when they will 
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change their murderous ways. Therefore, we should not be indifferent to 
defensive policy and must strengthen our internal forces… we must al-
ways strive to strengthen the country’s military and defense systems. We 
have to produce the most advanced weapon inside the country, even if our 
enemies don’t like it. There is no reason that they have the right to pro-
duce a certain special type of weapon, but that other countries not have 
that right... In seeking to acquire the [necessary] technology Iran must 
be patient and not be deterred by economic shortages: Divine, messian-
ic support has been the determining factor in the success of the Iranian 
regime during the various trying periods which have plagued it since its 
foundation…We cannot be broken because of temporary difficulties, they 
will pass, and Muslims must be patient and not be deterred by material or 
economic shortages, because if they do, it may lead them to be separated 
from [Islam].” One of Mesbah Yazdi’s prominent disciples, Hojjat al-Islam 
Mohsen Gharavian, a professor at the Imam Khomeini Institute in Qom, 
was quoted (April 2006) as having ruled that the use of nuclear weapons 
is legal in Islam as “One must say that when the entire world is armed with 
nuclear weapons, it is only natural that, as a counter-measure, it is neces-
sary to be able to use these weapons. However, what is important is what 
goal they may be used for.” Later, he denied having issued such a fatwa 
and claimed that he was misquoted. The incident itself is indicative of the 
high significance that the regime accords to statements by clerics – even 
middle ranking ones.

Whether there exist one or more fatwas dealing with nuclear weapons, it 
is important to take into account two more salient features of the religious 
ideology of the Iranian regime. The principle of Taqiyya (religious dissimu-
lation) justifies strategic disinformation regarding intentions to produce or 
use nuclear weapons. It is considered legal in Shi’a in situations where there 
is danger of loss of life or property, on the condition that mental reservation 
is maintained.10 The concept of danger might be widened to the interests 
of the Islamic Republic and, thus holding and use of nuclear arms may be 
justified. The other principle that is relevant to this issue is that of  maslaha 
(public/political interest). This principle is common to both Shi’a and Sun-
na but holds a much greater weight in Shiite jurisprudence. This principle 
permits actions  - even if they contradict Islam – if they serve a higher goal 
for the greater interest of Islam. The public interest – unlike immutable 
dictates of God - change with circumstances and that which was forbidden 
yesterday can be permitted today. 11
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The Nuclear Negotiations Strategy

Iran’s right to what is referred to as “nuclear technology” enjoys wide con-
sensus among all Iranian factions. In “right to nuclear technology” most 
Iranians would include the right to build nuclear power plants and to have 
total control over the fuel cycle for those plants as well as to maintain nu-
clear research. Iranians – like many other publics in the “third world” – 
seem to subscribe to the view that the monopoly of nuclear weapons by the 
great powers is discriminatory and colonialist in nature. Notwithstanding, 
the price that the Iranian public is willing to pay for the “right to nuclear 
technology” in general, and a military nuclear capability in particular, var-
ies. While it is difficult to gauge Iranian public opinion in a reliable manner, 
there are indications that much of the Iranian public may be willing to suf-
fer sanctions and international displeasure to ensure their right to civilian 
nuclear technology; however this may not be the case were it clear that the 
issue was Iran’s right to develop nuclear weapons. This is one of the reasons 
that the regime has consistently downplayed the fact that the conflict with 
the West is not over Iran’s right to nuclear technology as such but over the 
claim that Iran is clandestinely involved in developing nuclear weapons. 

Iran’s strategic imperative in the nuclear negotiations has been, first and fore-
most to buy time and to accustom the international community to a nuclear 
Iran, while its military nuclear option takes shape. There is much evidence 
that the Iranian leadership has been closely following the North Korean case 
study and – to a certain extent – drawing parallels from that case to its own. 
Like North Korea, Iran has consistently attempted to receive international 
recognition for its ostensibly civil nuclear program in return for short-term 
concessions on aspects of the program that have military applications, while 
refusing all demands for a roll–back of those aspects. The Iranian strategy 
seems to be to remain within the framework of the NPT, while implicitly 
threatening withdrawal from the NPT if the international community does 
not meet its demands. Such a route, if it succeeds would allow Iran –when 
the time is ripe – to announce terminating its adherence to the NPT (giv-
ing the three-month notice and the justification of extraordinary events that 
jeopardize the supreme interests of the country, as stipulated in the treaty, 
and thus not being in formal contravention of the treaty, even when with-
drawing from it), and using the installations to prepare nuclear weapons. 

Since his election, Rouhani has issued a number of statements indicating 
that he would revive the negotiations with the West and bring about lifting 
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of sanctions and promised “more transparency” in nuclear negotiations. 
However he did not elaborate what it would practically mean or what Iran 
is ready to give up. These statements have been rewarded by declarations 
on the American side that the US is willing to re-engage with the new 
administration in Teheran.  Optimism in the West has been bolstered by 
the narrative (that Rouhani himself contributed to spreading) that during 
his tenure as chief nuclear negotiator, Iran suspended uranium enrichment 
and that he had proposed an Iranian initiative to suspend the nuclear 
program which was rejected by the Bush administration. In fact, Iran 
began to enrich uranium on an R&D scale in April 2006, after Rouhani 
was replaced by Jalili, and achieved full industrial production in February 
2007; so obviously, enrichment could not have been suspended before it 
began.12  Furthermore, Rouhani’s term as chief negotiator does not auger 
well for reaching enduring agreements. During his term, Iran conducted 
intensive negotiations with the EU3, culminating in the Brussels agreement 
of February 2004. The Brussels agreement was cancelled unilaterally by 
Iran a few months after its conclusion, and after further negotiations the 
Paris agreement of November 2004 was concluded in its stead.  The main 
achievement of the Paris agreement was Iranian agreement not to launch 
operation of the newly completed Esfahan Uranium Conversion Facility 
(UCF) to produce UF6; a month and a half after the agreement was signed 
the Iranians launched operation of the UCF as if they had never heard of 
any such undertaking, and began to produce UF6.  Furthermore, Rouhani 
negotiated with the EU3 the parameters of EU3 willingness to allow Iran to 
retain 20-centrifuge R&D cascades only; the Iranians continued thereafter 
to install full 164-centrifuge production scale cascades nevertheless.  

Some lessons Rouhani’s strategy towards the negotiations may be deduced 
from his book, published in 2011: “National Security and Nuclear Diploma-
cy”. In that book, Rouhani elaborated on how he developed the negotiations 
strategy. His narrative of the negotiations focused on how Iran succeeded 
in stymieing the intentions of the West to impose sanctions on Iran while 
moving ahead with the nuclear program. Indeed, he criticized the Ahma-
dinejad administration’s belligerent attitude towards the West, complain-
ing that “the US has been trying to drag Iran to the UNSC for decades and 
Ahmadinejad accomplished this within months…”  It stands to reason that, 
as President, Rouhani will attempt to implement a similar strategy. 

Recent international attention has been focused on a claim, highlighted 
by the former French ambassador to Teheran (2001-2005) François 
Nicoullaud that in 2003 Rouhani convinced Supreme Leader Khamenei 
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to shut down an IRGC led clandestine nuclear weapons weaponization 
program (AMAD).13  Nicoulland adds that this was later confirmed by 
the November 2007 US National Intelligence Estimate (NIE) – which 
reported that in 2003 the weaponization effort was halted. His narrative 
of the developments however was clearly selective. The same report he 
cites contradicts his claims 14  and the 2007 NIE claim on this has been 
substantially revised, since it was issued.    

Rouhani’s appointments to senior relevant positions has also served the 
narrative that he has embarked on a conciliatory track that includes the 
nuclear file.  On the one hand, he has appointed Javed Zarif, who is per-
ceived as a moderate to the position of Foreign Minister, and possibly as 
Iran’s chief nuclear negotiator, instead of Saeed Jalili and has replaced the 
Iranian Ambassador to the IAEA, Ali Ashar Soltaniyeh with Reza Najafi. On 
the other hand, he has appointed Ali Akbar Salehi, who was Ahmedinejad’s 
Foreign Minister and formerly the highly active head of the Atomic Energy 
Organization of Iran (AEOI), who was largely responsible for Iran’s military 
nuclear program to return to his previous post. Rouhani has also appointed 
Hossein Deghan, the former Deputy Commander of the IRGC who was in-
volved in operation of Lebanon’s Hezbollah, IRGC operations in Lebanon, 
terrorist actions against US targets and the occupation of the US Embassy 
in Teheran as Minister of Defense. 

 Needless to say, it is the Supreme Leader and not the President of Iran 
who defines Iranian foreign policy, including the nuclear issue. Rouhani will 
not be able to diverge from those lines. Therefore, it is safe to assume that 
Rouhani’s new tone will be little more than a cover of the Iranian policy 
of procrastination and buying time while the nuclear program continues 
to make progress. The responses in Western capitals to Rouhani’s election 
seem to indicate that the West – and the United States in particular – are 
willing to attempt a “re-set” of the relations with Iran on the basis of gener-
ous concessions in return for a suspension – and not a roll-back – of the 
nuclear program. Under the circumstances, Iran may acquiesce to such a 
temporary suspension, much as it did during the period when Rouhani led 
the negotiations. The very fact that negotiations will be pending will be seen 
as putting the military option in abeyance. This will certainly be true about 
the American military option, but one may also expect that Israel will be 
pressured not to take action or even create tension by raising the military 
option in order not to sabotage the negotiations. However, the removal of 
the military option from the table will also reduce any incentives on the part 
of the Iranians to continue to suspend activities. 
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The American response to the Iranian negotiation tactic has already been 
encapsulated in President Obama’s address to the UN (24 September):

The United States and Iran have been isolated from one another since 
the Islamic Revolution of 1979. This mistrust has deep roots. Iranians 
have long complained of a history of U.S. interference in their affairs, 
and America’s role in overthrowing an Iranian government during 
the Cold War. On the other hand, Americans see an Iranian govern-
ment that has declared the United States an enemy, and directly – or 
through proxies – taken Americans hostage, killed U.S. troops and ci-
vilians, and threatened our ally Israel with destruction. ..We are not 
seeking regime change, and we respect the right of the Iranian people 
to access peaceful nuclear energy. Instead, we insist that the Iranian 
government meet its responsibilities under the Nuclear Non-Prolifer-
ation Treaty and UN Security Council resolutions. …Meanwhile, the 
Supreme Leader has issued a fatwa against the development of nuclear 
weapons, and President Rouhani has just recently reiterated that the 
Islamic Republic will never develop a nuclear weapon.15

Reading between the lines raises the following interpretation: The US will 
guarantee Iran (or try to) in the framework of negotiations “non-interven-
tion”. That means criminalizing the Iranian opposition (MKO) by the US, 
preventing activities against the Iranian regime etc. The Iranian quid pro 
quo will be to refrain from encouraging terrorism against the US and to re-
strain itself from regularly threatening Israel with destruction. The former 
is a demand that can be met, since it is temporary and reversible. The lat-
ter would be perceived as impractical since it would call for a fundamental 
change in the ideology of the regime and inconsistent with the protestation 
that the US is not interested in regime change. Finally, President Obama 
did not include a demand that Iran and its proxies refrain from terrorist 
acts against Israel. On the basis of  “argumentum e silentio”, one may con-
clude (and certainly the Iranians will have done such a textual analysis of 
Obama’s words) that the US will not allow the continued support of terrorist 
organizations that target Israel but not the US to interfere with a US-Iranian 
détente.

Obama is willing to swallow the myth of a “fatwa” (that has never been is-
sued) about the development of nuclear weapons. This serves his purpose.
The US will acquiesce to a UN supported agreement that will allow Iran to 
retain the HEU on condition it commits not to go for weaponisation.
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Iran’s Threat Assessment

Iranian society – and the current regime in particular - is prone to belief in 
conspiracy theories. This has frequently been attributed to the legacy of the 
Manichean dichotomy of good and evil and the belief in convoluted ways 
that both God and Satan (and the latter’s servants such as the West) oper-
ate. This Weltanschauung has two consequences that might exert large in-
fluence on deterrence doctrine: 

1. Rejection of long-term compromise as there cannot be a win-win game 
with the Satan. Any compromise would be leveraged by the other party to 
weaken Iran and eventually overcome it.16

2. A lack of distinction between “defensive” and “offensive” measures. Iran 
insists on describing its actions as defensive. Iran only defends itself re-
gardless of how its concrete action might be perceived by rivals. The latter 
contradicts the principle of aligning with mutually accepted red lines which 
both challengers or defenders accept in order to prevent an uncontrolled 
escalation 

Iran’s published threat assessment regarding the probability that the US or 
Israel will attack its nuclear program if no agreement is achieved is equivo-
cal. On one hand, the regime likes to quote the words of the founder, Aya-
tollah Khomeini to the effect that “American can’t do a damn thing”17 On 
the other hand, the US and Israel are presented as always on the verge of 
attacking Iran.

It seems however that the former assessment is the sober estimate of the re-
gime. The preference of the Obama administration for a diplomatic solution 
and its tolerance of Iran’s actions in Iraq, Syria and Lebanon reinforce this as-
sessment. This assessment though even precedes the Obama administration. 
In a lecture in October 2005 Abbasi described the global balance of power 
as in a state of flux, wherein the Western powers, led by the “Anglo Saxons” 
and particularly the United States, still hold immense military and economic 
power but are in decline and are unable to use that power because their popu-
lations have become averse to risk and hostile towards their governments. 
Hence, the US intervention in Iraq was the last of its kind. In his opinion, 
even crippling economic sanctions against Iran will fail due to opposition 
from the Western public opinion and Iran would be able to bring the price 
of oil to $110 per barrel and in case of a military attack, to over $400 mark.18
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 A recent indication of this assessment can be found in an article by Amir 
Mohabbian that was posted on the website of the Supreme Leader, Khame-
nei’ that discussed the possibility of the United States and its allies waging 
war on Iran. Surveying “three probable scenarios” for war, it offers a sur-
vey of what the United States has done to counter Iran’s influence in the 
region, including presenting the Quds Force as a new al-Qaeda, support-
ing the Syrian opposition with the ultimate goal of weakening Iran’s ties 
with both Syria and Hezbollah, and imposing harsher sanctions on Iran. It 
then discusses the possibility of war with Iran, determining that the United 
States and Israel have failed in inciting ethnic tensions, supporting terrorist 
groups’ attacks inside Iran and building the reform movement. However, 
it rules out the military option. It determines that all military scenarios are 
unfeasible. The US will not dare attack Iran with ground forces as it has 
learned from the mistakes of the George W. Bush administration in Iraq 
and does not want to exacerbate the world economic situation by a rise in oil 
prices. At the same time, European countries may not be willing to pay the 
price for supporting the United States. As for extensive bombing of Iranian 
military sites, Mohebbian opines that in order to achieve any real goals, the 
attacks would have to be extensive, Iran will strike back with force against 
America’s allies, and the war will quickly spill over to become a regional war. 
The article was accompanied by a diagram that seems to have been drawn 
up by military analysts of the IRGC.
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 The Syrian crisis will, undoubtedly, have a critical impact on the Iranian 
threat assessment. The Russians and Iranians are in a win-win situation. 
Having offered the Obama administration a ladder to climb down from the 
inevitable defeat in the Congress, Moscow and Tehran will perceive this as 
reducing the probability that the US will act against Iran if it crosses the 
nuclear red line. If the US does not strike, the same goal will have been 
achieved. 

The Russian proposal to enter into negotiations with the aim of creating a 
mechanism for international supervision of Syria’s chemical arsenal is very 
likely to turn out to be a tactic to tie the chemical disarmament of Syria to 
a new nuclear agenda aimed at linking any progress vis-à-vis Iran’s nuclear 
program with nuclear disarmament of Israel. Iran will certainly have an in-
terest in dragging the Syrian negotiations on and creating a linkage on the 
assumption that when the muses are singing, the cannons will remain silent.

Possible Iranian Nuclear Postures

There is no evidence to the effect that Iran has already crystallized its fu-
ture nuclear doctrine. There are however four basic paradigms of nuclear 
posturing, which Iran may learn from and implement individually or suc-
cessively: 

• Nuclear Ambiguity – similar to the model that is attributed to Israel and to 
South Africa and Pakistan in the 1980s. This paradigm would be the optimal 
one from the point of view of traditional Iranian international relations and 
the ideological opposition among the clergy to nuclear weapons. It would 
allow for a level of deterrence and regional status based on the perception 
of Iran’s nuclear power, without having to forego international legitimacy. 
The present stage of confrontation between Iran and the international com-
munity makes such a model difficult to implement.
• Premature Posturing – This model fits Iran’s present stage of nuclear de-
velopment and would be similar to the Iraqi model before the first Gulf War. 
Iran may attempt to create the impression that it already has a military nu-
clear capability, even when some of these capabilities are not operational 
yet. As the conflict with the West escalates, it seems that Iran is moving 
towards such a paradigm.
• Early Posturing – similar to India’s detonation in 1974 of a nuclear device 
(i.e. not a bomb) even before it had real delivery capabilities. This model 
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seems to be more and more relevant. Nationalistic considerations and 
Ahmadinejad’s propensity towards challenging the international community 
may push Iran towards exposing its nuclear capabilities. From the domestic 
point of view, it would be virtually impossible for the reformist camp to 
oppose such a step and the tension with the West that such a step would 
probably generate would play into the hands of the regime in its struggle 
against the reformists. 
• Breakout once a credible nuclear strike capability with a reliable delivery 
system – this would be similar to the Pakistani model. Under the present 
circumstances, it would seem that Iran would find it difficult to bide its time 
until it achieves a credible nuclear weapon. 

It appears that Iran has already crossed the Rubicon that precludes adop-
tion of a model of nuclear ambiguity for any length of time (option 1). To 
announce a capability and to rely on disinformation to create the illusion 
of such a capability without actually achieving it (option 2) would be, under 
the circumstances, to invite attack. The Iranian behaviour until now and the 
lessons that Iran may have learned from the Pakistani and North Korean 
breakouts may encourage the regime to adopt the third option; to perform 
a test as early as possible without having enough fissile material for a cred-
ible arsenal. The assumption, in such a case may be that the West would not 
want to risk attack on a country that may have additional nuclear weapons 
and therefore would begin negotiations from the point of acceptance of the 
status quo and attempting to cap the future production and deployment of 
nuclear weapons. 

It seems therefore that the preferred scenario for Iran would be the last, 
though it may be forced to adopt the third. An analysis of the goals of the 
Iranian nuclear program shows that they are not achievable by a mere 
“threshold” status. A threshold status or nuclear ambiguity would drive the 
Arab states to acquire their own capability. Nationalistic considerations and 
the regime’s propensity towards challenging the international community 
will also be factors in adopting this course of action.

Once it acquires nuclear weapons, Iran would most probably tend to bran-
dish them in order to promote its regional agendas and to coerce neighbour-
ing states. The Iranian tendency to demonize the West, Israel and its Sunni 
Arab neighbours will surely exacerbate its already acute threat perception 
(some would say paranoia). Discovery of extreme threats to the very exis-
tence of the regime will encourage its decision makers to counter-balance 
the threats with a commensurate nuclear threat. American assurances of 
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“extended deterrence” to the Gulf States will surely exacerbate the Iranian 
threat perception and create a sense of a clear and imminent threat to the 
regime. If we judge by the responses of the Iranian regime to recent events 
that were interpreted as threats against it, the stock response is to threat-
en with disproportionate force, advanced weaponry and devastation. The 
brandishing of nuclear weapons would be in form with this behaviour. 

It is also plausible that the future Iranian deterrence doctrine will under-
state the implications of threatening to use nuclear weapons, without a re-
alistic assessment of how this menace might be understood by all potential 
rivals. It may not realize that a declared threat addressed to a rival (whilst 
challenger has already nuclear capacity) is sharply different from “usual” 
exchange of bellicose declarations.19 The risk of gradual escalation will in-
crease if the Iranian regime resorts to its usual threats of retaliation while 
disposing of nuclear capacity. Any of Iran’s rivals, be it the US or Israel will 
not be able to discard such bellicose rhetoric because Iranian declarations 
of this kind will be fostered by existing nuclear weapons. The reaction of 
adversaries to the menacing rhetoric combined with nuclear capacity could 
usher in DEFCON1 declaration, which in its turn alerts Iran. Thus, the risk 
of an escalation gets higher. 

Such a nuclear posture would preclude a doctrine based on downplaying 
the nuclear weapons or keeping them steps away from operational status. 
Demonstration of the capability will call for holding exercises in which the 
nuclear arsenal is part of the response to a threat scenario. This scenario 
would make highly sensitive and complex command and control structures 
indispensible.

Once Iran breaks out as a nuclear power, the question of the strategic nu-
clear posture will arise. There is no evidence that Iran has developed such a 
doctrine. However, one may explore the applicability of the “threshold state” 
option to different scenarios. In this framework, it is essential to analyse the 
compatibility with a threshold state status of three key concepts in nuclear 
deterrence: “minimum deterrence” “second strike capability” and “No First 
Strike” policy. As a threshold state, Iran will not enjoy any of these; without 
an existing arsenal, it cannot present either minimum deterrence or a sec-
ond strike capability, and even a declaration of “no first strike” becomes ir-
relevant. However, were Iran to break out, it would have to adopt in the first 
stage a policy of minimum deterrence. This is the policy of the UK (though 
the UK enjoys the luxury of the US nuclear capability which was not based 
on minimum deterrence) and was, until recently the policy of Pakistan. The 



Friends of Israel Initiative

Freezing Iran as a Nuclear Threshold State: Chances, Costs and Consequences.

17

latter – interestingly in the context of a prognosis of Iranian nuclear posture 
– seems to be moving, as it increases its nuclear arsenal, from that policy 
to one that threatens its adversary (India) with assured destruction.20 Iran 
may also, as it develops its capabilities, move towards a “superpower” pos-
ture vis-à-vis its adversaries.

Command and Control

The form of command and control that Iran may adopt will differ according 
to the nature of its nuclear arsenal. In the scenario of Iran only have demon-
strated a nuclear device and possessing a limited amount of fissile material, 
there is no need for a sophisticated structure of command and control. In 
any other model, a command and control structure will be necessary from 
the level of the decision makers down to issues of custody, safeguards, pre-
vention of unauthorized use etc.

If Iran achieves nuclear weapons under the incumbency of the present Su-
preme Leader, it is reasonable to assume that he would be designated as the 
highest authority for authorization of deployment or use nuclear weapons. 
This immediately raises the question, to what extent Khamenei’s and his 
close advisors are acquainted with the range of issues related to handling 
nuclear weapons, such as command and control, safeguards, deterrence, 
operational use of the weapons, and the consequences of wielding nuclear 
threats, or of carrying them out? It stands to reason that once a nuclear 
capacity has been acquired, its control will pass on to the IRGC. The IRGC 
already has control over the R&D of these weapons and it is highly unlikely 
that it would relinquish control over such a prestigious and influential asset. 
The regular military has no access to the WMD program and is not trusted 
by the leadership. 

There are two opposing views regarding the type of Iranian regime that may 
be more conducive to rational control of nuclear weapons. One argues that 
the Supreme Leader represents a more risk-averse worldview that would 
mitigate the risk of nuclear escalation and confrontation. The other actually 
views the conversion of Iran into a “praetorian state” ruled by the IRGC elite 
would bring about the integration of “cost-benefit” calculus of this elite.21 
Insofar as the total control of the Supreme Leader is concerned, it should be 
noted that even in the past, during the Iran-Iraq War, there were indications 
that the IRGC occasionally acted in a way that appears to run against orders 
coming down from above (e.g. missile attacks against Kuwait, attempts to 
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oust the Kuwaiti regime, threatened attacks against the Saudis at a time 
when others in Tehran were trying to separate Saddam Hussein from Saudi 
Arabia, arrest of British seamen in the Gulf). 

The identity of key figures in the specific command and control structure 
will most probably be based on criterions for loyalty of individuals and not 
primarily bureaucratic affiliation. The collective memory of the regime holds 
the images of military officers who crossed the lines as it became evident 
that the Shah was falling. There is cultural legitimization of pragmatism. 
Hence, the Iranian regime will probably take into account that even senior 
officers may not obey orders to launch weapons if the regime seems as if it is 
in danger of falling or that the use of those weapons may bring a catastrophe 
on them and their families. 

The Iranian regime tends to centralism in strategic areas and an aversion 
towards delegation of authority in matters relating to strategic weapons and 
strategic interests. There is no reason not to assume that this feature will ap-
ply to nuclear issues as well. The centralist tendency derives not only from a 
“micro-management” tendency of the leadership but from a broad faction-
alism and deep lack of trust, which imbues Iranian society. The western sys-
tem of delegation of authority (including but not only for strategic weapons) 
is based on an assumption of loyalty (based on a vetting system) according 
to which the individuals in the chain of command will obey orders (except 
for “illegal” orders). Such a system works as a “Gestalt” organism in which 
only a select few individuals are aware of all its parts and are authorized to 
override the chain of command. The ethnic, regional or family affiliation 
of the officers down the line of command who implement the orders of the 
political leadership is completely transparent to that leadership. In Iran it 
is not individual vetting but a variety of familial, regional, religious and po-
litical links which determines whether an individual may be trusted or not. 

There are few indications of actual delegation of authority to forces in the 
field to act in absence of orders from above. In the mid 2000s, the regime 
gave orders to its military personnel in the Persian Gulf that if, during war-
fare, they are cut off from the center, they are instructed to use whatever 
they have to wreak havoc on in the Gulf – especially to blockade the Straits 
of Hormuz. The very issuing of such an order is out of form for the Iranian 
regime and runs counter to two basic features of Iranian culture. In any 
case, this order was not put to the test and it is questionable whether junior 
officers in the chain of command would continue to obey orders of a defunct 
regime – particularly if the consequence may endanger themselves and their 
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families (by provoking a nuclear retaliation as a result of having launched 
nuclear weapons). The regime is aware of this danger and will endeavor to 
install procedures to bypass such potential insubordination.

A classic Iranian solution is reliance on political commissars. These “com-
missars” existed in the regular military during the Shah’s era and today they 
are found both in the regular military and in the IRGC. These “commissars” 
have more authority in their units than do the military officers that often 
outrank them. During the Iran-Iraq war, for example, clerics, affiliated with 
the Supreme Leader (“representatives of the Supreme Leader”) were sta-
tioned at the front and often instructed the military in such matters as in 
which direction the troops should shoot. The religious leaders lacked mili-
tary experience, yet it was their decisions – not those of the military leaders 
–, which were implemented. 

Given all of the above, can those in the senior echelons of the Iranian gov-
ernment, -i.e., those who are responsible for the nuclear and other non-
conventional weaponry - be sure that they and only they have the decision-
making authority regarding these weapons?  They may fear that the moment 
they appear to have lost control over the country, these weapons would no 
longer be theirs to control and while they may fall into the hands of “rational 
actors”, they could also fall into the hands of apocalyptic zealots. 

A common argument against the possibility that Iran would transfer 
nuclear weapons to the hands of terrorists is that no nuclear power has 
ever taken such a step. This is a weak argument. The rationale for Iranian 
nuclear doctrine to include transfer of nuclear weapons to a non-state actor 
(Lebanese Hezbollah would be the prime candidate) could be: a desire to 
attain “plausible deniability” regarding Iranian responsibility for a nuclear 
explosion in another country in order to gain time before retaliation is 
launched; a means of preparing a ground based second strike capability 
outside of Iranian territory (and hence not vulnerable to an enemy first 
strike) based on a non-state actor in another country. In both cases, the 
weapons would have to be prepared for operation in advance, the non-state 
actor’s designated operators would have to be trained and command and 
control procedures would have to be worked out. An Iranian doctrine that 
includes a “second strike” capability based on a proxy organization would 
entail either actual physical deployment of the weapons outside of Iran 
(e.g. in Lebanon under complete control of Hezbollah, analogous to the US 
deployment in Europe) or contingency planning for such a deployment. 
In any case, the C2 issues that such a deployment would raise would be 
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manifold and the risks of accidental or unauthorized use or of loss of the 
weapons would be considerably greater. 

Authentication Procedures

There exists a deep suspicion in the Iranian regime towards technological 
means that can conceivably be manipulated by an enemy with a much higher 
technological capability (the US, Israel) and there may be a certain reticence 
regarding use of technologies which originated in the West. It very unlikely 
that the Iranian regime would adopt human verification of the orders of the 
Head of State- particularly when that individual is ideologically perceived as 
the “vali faqih” and hence virtually infallible. A leader like Khamenei would 
probably not accept any restrictions on his authority to launch weapons – 
even authentication by a “trusted” deputy as restriction of his discretion by 
a lesser individual would be tantamount to imposing restrictions on the will 
of Allah. Even the argument that the verification is not meant for regular 
situations but for contingencies in which the leader may become mentally 
instable would be difficult to support.

Technical systems for coded authentication of the identities of those who 
give the orders may be instituted. However, the natural suspicion of the 
regime that the enemy may find a way to override orders by imposture of 
the leader in order to disable weapon systems would keep such systems at 
a relatively primitive level with a great deal of reliance on physical com-
munication, and verbal codes for communication between the highest level 
and the operational units. Reliance on such means though would have an 
adverse effect on the regime’s ability to maintain flexible time-sensitive re-
sponse mechanisms and hence would influence other elements of the nucle-
ar doctrine. There is no indication that Iran has been active in attempting 
to acquire safeguard technology such as PAL’s. Once the weapons are in 
place, it is doubtful that Iran would allow itself to use foreign (particularly 
Western/American) technology that has the capacity to disable its weapons. 
The fear that any such technology would be vulnerable to foreign manipu-
lation (if not pre-built with Trojan horses that would allow the designer to 
take control) would preclude their use. Another reason for the incompat-
ibility of such safeguards with the Iranian program would be the ambiguity 
regarding the coupling of the warheads with a designated delivery system 
(as opposed to American or Russian ICBM’s which only carry nuclear war-
heads, the Iranian delivery systems (Shehab SSMs) also carry conventional 
warheads) and with a designated target. Since the Iranian military will not 
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know in advance who the target country will be, it will not be able to hard-
wire this data into a PAL. Consequently, it appears that the trustworthiest of 
the technological safeguards would not be available for the Iranian program 
in its early stages.

Conclusions

Many in the international community view the fallout of a military attack 
on Iran as almost apocalyptic. It is claimed that an Israeli or American at-
tack would bring about Iranian retaliation against oil production and export 
facilities in the Arab Gulf states, resulting in an intolerable rise in oil prices, 
waves of attacks by Islamic terrorists in the West, taking revenge for the at-
tack on a Muslim country, the destabilization of conservative pro-Western 
regimes in the region and massive missile attacks against Israel that would 
draw the US into a multi-front regional war. This analysis is similar to the 
arguments raised in the debate on the Syrian crisis and it is tenuous at best 
and disingenuous at worst. The same analysts who claim that these would be 
the results of military action also argue that a nuclear Iran can be contained, 
that Iran is a rational country and hence, would not use nuclear weapons 
against any of its perceived enemies and that Iran’s motivation for acquisi-
tion of nuclear weapons is primarily defensive and that these concerns can 
be allayed by positive security guarantees by the West to Iran. 

A common argument, as pointed out above, is that the Iranian motivation to 
acquire nuclear weapons is defensive in nature and derives from a sense of 
insecurity. Therefore, a sincere offer on the part of the US of positive secu-
rity guarantees for the regime could compensate the Iranian leadership for 
ceding its nuclear ambitions. The recent overtures on the part of the Rou-
hani administration (including in an article for the Washington Post, echo-
ing Russian President Putin’s successful New York Times article) that Iran 
“will never” attempt to acquire nuclear weapons and its efforts to leverage 
the Russian initiative vis-à-vis Syria to reach an agreement with the West on 
its nuclear program encourage those who take this position.22 

It should, however, take more than eloquent articles to create trust in Iran’s 
intentions. It appears that the Iranian regime senses the weakness of the 
Obama administration after it failed in convincing the Congress to support 
military action in Syria and believes that the administration will be willing 
to take advantage of any ladder to climb down from its position on the Ira-
nian nuclear file. In this context, it seems that Iran has close ties with North 
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Korea and there is much evidence that it has been learning lessons from the 
Korean case study and imitating that case: to attempt to gain security guar-
antees and international support for the civil nuclear program in return for 
ostensibly freezing an illicit military program, while stalling on demands for 
a roll–back of the military program. The logic behind this goal would seem 
to be to maintain international legitimacy as a signatory to the NPT, and at 
the same time to be able to blackmail the West with the threat of withdrawal 
from the NPT and renewal of the enrichment to military levels.23 Such a 
route, if it succeeds would allow Iran –when the time is ripe – to announce 
terminating its adherence to the NPT (giving the three-month notice and the 
justification of extraordinary events that jeopardize the supreme interests of 
the country, as stipulated in the treaty, and thus not being in formal contra-
vention of the treaty, even when withdrawing from it), and using the instal-
lations to prepare nuclear weapons.24 A real political option would have to 
be based on a high level of mutual trust. The Iranian regime – almost across 
the board of its various factions – seems to assess that such trust is almost 
impossible to achieve. Putting aside the difficulty to achieve American trust 
in Iran, the Iranian leadership – including under Rouhani - projects a deep 
mistrust not only of the US but also of the Europeans and particularly of the 
British. Any western gesture therefore will probably be perceived by this 
group as part of a conspiracy to ultimately bring down the regime.

Another argument is that even if Iran acquires a nuclear weapon, its lead-
ership is “rational”, is aware that Israel has a formidable second-strike ca-
pability that can destroy Iran and hence will be deterred from using such a 
weapon. This argument has three cardinal flaws: 

1. It relies on the experience of the Cold War, which differed fundamentally 
from the situation in a potentially “poly-nuclear” Middle East.

2. It ignores the “low-probability/high risk” inherent in this situation. Even 
if the chances are less than a few percent that Iran will be drawn into nuclear 
escalation and use a nuclear weapon, the consequences of such a develop-
ment would be devastating for Israel.
3. It ignores the possibility of escalation, unintentional use and miscalcula-
tion as potential sources of nuclear war. 

Finally, in this context, we should recall the clarion warning of the former 
US Secretary of Defence, Robert McNamara who said:| “The early years of 
the Cold War were far less stable, though we tend to forget that. Former U.S. 
Defense Secretary Robert McNamara noted regarding the Cuban missile 
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crisis: “It was luck that prevented nuclear war. We came that close to nuclear 
war at the end. Rational individuals: Kennedy was rational; Khrushchev 
was rational; Castro was rational. Rational individuals came that close to 
total destruction of their societies. And that danger exists today.”25 The 
volatile nature of the Middle East and the recorded behavior of the Iranian 
regime should give us pause when attempting to rely on Iranian diplomatic 
guarantees for the future of the region.
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rule, its independence, [and] non-intervention in its internal affairs, [as well as] its national security, and for not 
invading it.” Iran also gave prominence to a study by the International Crisis Group that claimed that Iran was 
imitating North Korea, IRNA, 11 March, 2006, http://www.irna.ir/en/news/view/line-17/0603118811180122.
htm

24.  Ahmadinejad in his second press conference after being elected raised the question “what have thirty years of 
adherence to the NPT given us?”. http://abcnews.go.com/International/wireStory?id=1886557&page=2

25.  See The Fog of War: Eleven Lessons from the Life of Robert S. McNamara, transcript available at http://www.
errolmorris.com/film/fow_transcript.html (this link accessed June 14). 
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