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IRAN’S THREAT PERCEPTIONS AND
ARMS CONTROL POLICIES

by Peter Jones

Any discussion of Iran’s arms
control and security policies
must necessarily be specu-

lative to some degree. Information
about Iranian security policies is of-
ten more in the nature of propaganda
than objective reporting. And the po-
litical, social, and economic situa-
tions in the country are, to put it
mildly, in a state of flux and have
been for some time. Nevertheless, it
behooves anyone interested in secu-
rity in the Middle East, and particu-
larly the Persian Gulf, to try to
fathom where that country’s secu-
rity and arms control policies may
be going. For better or worse, Iran
is the biggest state in that critical
sub-region, if not its richest. As the
past 20 years have shown, events in
Iran are also able to affect remark-
ably the wider regional and global
policies of the international commu-
nity.

This article outlines Iran’s arms
control and security policies, both
globally and regionally, and shows
how they relate to Iran’s larger se-
curity goals and threat perceptions.
The article argues that Iran’s arms
control policies have been remark-
ably consistent and represent a ra-
tional response (as seen through
Iranian eyes) to the security situa-
tion in which that country finds it-
self. This does not necessarily mean
that these policies are what most
Western nations would like, or even
that Iran’s actions are always con-
sistent with its freely entered into ob-
ligations concerning various
nonproliferation regimes. There is
indeed credible evidence that Iran is
in contravention of at least the spirit
of its nonproliferation commitments
with respect to the possible acquisi-
tion of weapons of mass destruction
(WMD). The goal here is to put these

policies in context.

This article argues that Iran has a
clear, long-standing set of threat
perceptions and that these security
concerns are not entirely unreason-
able. Though Iran’s views may not
all find support in the West, once
these views are understood, that
country’s arms control policy and
WMD programs can be understood
as responses that make sense given
the Iranian perception of the
country’s security concerns. This
point is not made to justify or ex-
cuse Iranian actions in these areas,
as Iranian policies do pose some
threats to others. However, a better
understanding of Iran’s motivations,
even where one disagrees with them,
should help the international com-
munity develop effective and appro-
priate responses.

Given the goal of improved un-
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derstanding, this article attempts to
eschew the more emotional terms of
debate employed equally by Iran’s
detractors and apologists. My own
view is that Iran is neither the ma-
levolent demon involved in every
untoward event in the Middle East
that its critics suggest, nor the tragi-
cally misunderstood peace-loving
nation described by its diplomats
and apologists. Instead, the reality
lies in the middle. On the one hand,
Iran’s activities in the fields of ter-
ror and weapons of mass destruction
are probably not as apocalyptic as
some suggest—certainly they are
not as advanced as those of some
other Middle Eastern states. On the
other hand, Iran is undoubtedly look-
ing into the possibility of acquiring
WMD and has been a sponsor of ter-
rorism in the world. I do not seek to
rationalize these actions or imply
that the international community
should accept them; it should not.
However, the world should seek to
understand why Iran adopts the poli-
cies it does. As the record demon-
strates, these are not simply the acts
of irrational, religious fanatics.

This article begins by outlining
Iran’s arms control policies and
threat perceptions. It then discusses
the foreign policymaking process
that gives rise to these policies.
Thereafter, the article shows how
Iran’s military programs derive logi-
cally from its security perceptions
and policy process, and it discusses
how the use of terror may or may
not relate to Iran’s security policies.
After summarizing the main find-
ings about Iran’s goals and activi-
ties, the article closes with some
policy recommendations, especially
for the United States. It suggests that
the best policy is one of cautious en-
gagement. Such a policy would
maintain current wariness about

technology transfers to Iran. But it
would also recognize areas of com-
mon interest—with containment of
Iraq being number one—that pro-
vide a possible basis for improved
relations.

IRAN’S ARMS CONTROL
POLICIES: AN OVERVIEW

The arms control policies of Iran
involve both global and regional as-
pects. Globally, Iran has played a
very active role in international dis-
armament fora. It is a member of the
Conference on Disarmament (CD)
and is active there. Iran also takes
part in the debates of the U.N. First
Committee and other disarmament
activities. In reviewing Iranian state-
ments and actions on global arms
control, one can discern four long-
standing trends.

First, Iran is a member of all of
the major multilateral disarmament
agreements currently in existence.
This includes the Treaty on the Non-
Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons
(NPT), the Chemical Weapons
Convention (CWC), and the Bio-
logical and Toxin Weapons Conven-
tion (BTWC). The only other
country in the Middle East with such
a record is Jordan.

Second, Iran subscribes to, and is
a leader in, the development of what
might have been called in a previ-
ous era the “Non-Aligned Move-
ment” (NAM) agenda as regards
such issues as technology transfer
regimes. Tehran has paid particular
attention to what it regards as the
discriminatory policies of Western
nations when they restrict access to
dual-use technologies (those with
both legitimate civilian and weap-
ons development applications) in
such areas as nuclear, chemical, and
biological research and industry. Ira-

nian diplomats have been scathing
in their condemnation of supplier
control groups such as the Nuclear
Suppliers Group, the Australia
Group, and the Missile Technology
Control Regime (MTCR). In par-
ticular, Iranian delegates at disarma-
ment fora have argued that treaties
such as the NPT guarantee access to
civilian nuclear technologies for
those who have signed them and are
members in good standing.1

Thus, Iran argues that the exist-
ence of supplier control regimes is
an attempt by the West, under the
guise of invented security concerns,
to deny developing nations the tech-
nologies they need to develop their
economies. Iranian representatives
have joined with others in charging
that supplier control groups repre-
sent nothing less than a contraven-
tion of the basic deal inherent in
multilateral arms control treaties: in
return for renouncing possession of
certain types of weapons, develop-
ing countries should be assisted in
developing the well-recognized ci-
vilian and peaceful applications as-
sociated with those technologies.2

As a response to this problem, the
Iranians have repeatedly suggested
that such supplier groups be abol-
ished and that, in their place, the in-
ternational verification mechanisms
associated with multilateral treaties
be strengthened. They also maintain
that, if an international body such as
the International Atomic Energy
Agency (IAEA) gives a country a
clean bill of health, it should be ille-
gal for any state or group of states
to deny technology transfers on the
basis of an entirely independent
monitoring program. It should fur-
ther, in the Iranian argument, be il-
legal for any state or group of states
to deny access to legitimate tech-
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nologies on the basis of suspicions
those countries are not prepared to
bring to the attention of the relevant
international body, with full support-
ing evidence.3  This argument con-
stitutes a direct challenge to the
philosophy that underpins the sup-
ply-side approach to nonprolifera-
tion and its associated regimes.

Of course, Iran is not alone in ar-
guing this. Many developing coun-
tries argue these points, but the
Iranians are particularly active. It
should also be noted that some
states, such as India for example,
that have refused to join treaties like
the NPT have done so citing, in part,
these arguments. Unlike these coun-
tries, Iran has joined the regimes and
has never threatened to withdraw, as
did North Korea a few years ago.

Third, and not surprisingly given
what happened during the Iran-Iraq
war, Iran has placed great emphasis
on the security guarantees that are
often associated with these treaties,
both positive and negative, and has
called for negotiations to make such
assurances legally binding.4 Iran has
firsthand experience of the fact that
these guarantees do not always work
as they should. Despite Iraq’s pledge
under the terms of the 1925 Geneva
Protocol not to use chemical weap-
ons (CW), Iraq initiated their use and
the international community did
nothing.5  Indeed, Iraq’s war effort
was largely paid for by external
states, which are now reaping the
“reward” for their support of
Saddam Hussein.

Though the Geneva Protocol did
not contain any specific security
guarantees (as does its successor, the
CWC), the clear violation of what
was at the time the main interna-
tional document banning the use of
chemical weapons by a signatory—

and the support given to that
violator’s war effort by the rest of
the international community—had a
dramatic impact on Iranian thinking
about international arms control.
This experience convinced Tehran
that international instruments and
guarantees are only useful if you are
a friend of the great powers.6 As
Hashemi Rafsanjani, then speaker of
the Majlis (Parliament), said in
1988, “Chemical and biological
weapons are the poor man’s atomic
bombs and can easily be produced.
We should at least consider them for
our defense. Although the use of
such weapons is inhuman, the war
taught us that international laws are
only scraps of paper.”7

At root, any arms control agree-
ment calls upon states to surrender
a part of their sovereignty in return
for enhanced security. In the case of
the major international arms control
agreements dealing with weapons of
mass destruction, these agreements
are based partly on the notion that
those who have renounced the
WMD option can count on certain
guarantees from the international
community if they are attacked with
those weapons. In the case of the
NPT, an additional guarantee exists
to the effect that the nuclear weapon
states will not threaten or use nuclear
weapons against those who have re-
nounced them and joined the treaty.
Iran’s question, however, is: do
these guarantees also apply to states
that the nuclear powers do not like?
Iran is not so sure.

Fourth, and finally, Iran has used
its membership in international dis-
armament fora to defend itself from
charges that it is seeking to acquire
WMD and to push the nuclear
weapon states to make progress to-
wards their commitment to negoti-

ate the complete elimination of
nuclear weapons. At the NPT Re-
view and Extension Conference in
1995, for example, Iran joined with
a group of developing countries to
introduce a Draft Decision calling
for a limited extension of the treaty
for 25 years, with further extensions
being contingent upon, among other
things, “the elimination of nuclear
weapons and other weapons of mass
destruction.”8 The possibility that
treaty membership is partly a shield
behind which Iran seeks to hide the
existence of WMD programs is dis-
cussed below. The point here is that
Iran has joined these regimes and has
expressed a range of goals in con-
nection with doing so. To understand
Iran, the full range of these objec-
tives must be kept in mind.

Not all of Iran’s global arms con-
trol policies seem to be universally
popular in Iran. In a recent speech,
the leader of Iran’s Revolutionary
Guards asked skeptically, “Will we
be able to protect the Islamic Repub-
lic from international Zionism by
signing conventions to ban prolifera-
tion of chemical and atomic weap-
ons?”9 This disturbing statement
could cause one to wonder whether
Iran’s stated arms control policies
reflect their real policies. Though my
own view is that this statement says
more about the internal power
struggle in Iran (which will be dis-
cussed in another section of this ar-
ticle) than arms control, it does raise
questions that Iran is going to have
to answer. However, it is not un-
known for generals in other states
to issue scathing condemnations of
their country’s adherence to arms
control treaties either.

Turning from global to regional
arms control, Iran was not a partici-
pant in the arms control talks that
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took place within the Middle East
peace process. It was not invited.
Had it been, however, it is highly
unlikely that Iran would have ac-
cepted. It regards the entire peace
process, which those arms control
talks were part of, as illegitimate.
However, Iran’s absence was criti-
cal. It contributed to Israel’s posi-
tion that serious talks on the nuclear
issue could not be undertaken until
Iran was at the table. This, in turn,
was a factor in the suspension of the
arms talks.10

It is the Persian Gulf sub-region,
however, that is the real focus of
Iran’s regional security policies,
whatever Iranians may say about
perceived Israeli threats. Here, Iran
has consistently taken the view that
the presence of “outside” forces, pri-
marily those of the United States, is
the main cause of instability in the
Persian Gulf. To counter this, Iran
has argued that the states of the re-
gion should develop closer relations,
including security ties to each other.
As a first step in this process, Iran
has repeatedly offered to discuss
various confidence-building mea-
sures (CBMs) with its neighbors
across the Gulf, leading to some sort
of regional non-aggression pact.11

The way in which Iran has pur-
sued these offers has evolved in the
last few years. Iranian diplomats
used to talk about the purpose of a
regional CBM process as being to
develop a regime that would lead to
the removal of all outside powers
from the region. They now say that
this is Iran’s priority, but it is not a
necessary precondition to starting a
regional CBM process. In other
words, Iran no longer insists that its
neighbors share the view that they
should all be striving to eliminate the
U.S. presence from the region as an

agreed goal of regional security
talks.12  This may be another way of
saying, without saying it, that Iran
recognizes that its neighbors might
just have invited the United States
in because they feel threatened, and
those threats will have to be dealt
with before the neighbors can be
expected to ask the United States to
leave. There are signs that Iran’s
neighbors are now prepared to enter
into such talks.13

In terms of more specific regional
arms control proposals, Iran has ad-
vocated talks in the Persian Gulf to
achieve a reduction in regional mili-
tary spending.14  Iranian proposals
call for measures to enhance trans-
parency in military matters, and to
promote restraint in military pur-
chases and sales in the Middle East
and the Persian Gulf, as a first step
in this direction. Significantly, Iran
has consistently argued that such
steps must include a provision for
counting the military capabilities of
“outside powers” that are based in
the Gulf or visit the region often. Iran
has also offered to invite observers
from regional states to selected mili-
tary maneuvers, particularly mari-
time maneuvers, and has suggested
joint maneuvers as a possible way
of beginning talks on regional
CBMs. So far, there have been few
takers, but that seems to be chang-
ing. For example, Kuwait recently
announced that it will conduct a joint
naval exercise with Iran.15

As for harder arms control pro-
posals for the region, Iran first
floated the idea of a regional
nuclear-weapon-free zone (NWFZ)
during the time of the Shah.16 Inter-
estingly, the Shah’s nuclear policy
and that of the present government
bear many similarities. Like the cur-
rent regime, the Shah was being

slightly disingenuous with his
NWFZ proposal of 1974. He had
already signed the contracts for the
Bushehr nuclear reactor, and many
believed that he had a not very se-
cret desire to acquire the capability
to make nuclear weapons—while
hiding behind the NPT and regional
arms control proposals during the re-
search phase. Iran’s basic approach
was to subscribe to and propose arms
control initiatives concerning
nuclear weapons, while also explor-
ing other options in the meantime.

Of course, exploring an option is
not necessarily the same thing as
having decided to go ahead and build
a weapon. Moreover, it is not en-
tirely clear what activities under-
taken in such an exploration are in
contravention of the NPT, although
such an exploration is, of course,
contrary to the spirit of that treaty.
It is precisely this ambiguity that the
Western supply-side control regimes
seek to address. Iran’s critique of
such regimes is thus a possible clue
to its intentions.

In fact, as a subsequent section
discusses in more detail, the post-
revolutionary regime does seem to
have maintained the Shah’s policy
of keeping open the nuclear option
(though with much less success thus
far than the Shah would likely have
had). The one marked evolution of
policy under the present regime is
the firm linkage of all WMD issues
to Israel’s nuclear status. The notion
that Israel’s nuclear policy is the root
cause of all proliferation pressures
in the region, and the greatest single
impediment to the realization of a
regional nuclear-weapon-free zone,
has long been a staple of Iranian
statements.17 This clearly has pro-
pagandistic elements and may not
fully accord with Tehran’s deepest
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threat perceptions. To determine
where Iran’s global and regional
arms control priorities came from
and how serious they are, therefore,
it is necessary to look at Iran’s threat
perceptions.

IRAN’S THREAT
PERCEPTIONS

At present, there are no immedi-
ate threats to Iran’s borders. Never-
theless, Iran is acutely aware that it
lives in a tough neighborhood. Re-
lations with the Taliban regime in
Afghanistan are worsening precipi-
tously over that regime’s treatment
of Shiites in Afghanistan and the
recent killing of Iranian diplomats.18

The Persian Gulf and the Central
Asia/Caucasus regions are two of
the world’s more unstable regions,
and Iran lies between them. The
post-Soviet future of the Central
Asia/Caucasus areas is still in flux.19

In the Persian Gulf, two major wars
have been fought in the past decade,
and the threat of more violence is
real. According to one scholar of the
region, the Gulf has been going
through a “crisis in slow motion” for
the past 20 years, a gradual, cumu-
lative set of jolts and shocks that is
creating pressures for change that
regional governments may not be
able to resist.20

The picture adds up to a region
that has many potential flashpoints,
both in state-to-state terms and also
in terms of the internal stability of
many regional regimes. Of course,
one should hesitate to predict the
collapse of the Gulf political system
into anarchy. News of the death of
the Arab Sheikhdoms has been over-
stated for many years now, and they
have proven remarkably resilient.
But the cumulative effect of the cri-
sis in slow motion is building. Per-

haps of greatest concern, the slow-
motion nature of the crisis leads to
an illusion on the part of regional
rulers, especially in the Arab states
of the Gulf, that fundamental change
is not necessary. They have, until
now, survived by virtue of their vast
wealth, which has permitted them,
when forced, to get away with no
more than tweaking at the margins
of reform. They may believe that
they can continue on this way, but
this will not work forever. Though
it may come as a surprise to many,
the Gulf states are actually quite
poor and are getting poorer, despite
the unimaginable personal wealth
enjoyed by a privileged few. Struc-
tural reforms at the basic level are
necessary in societal and economic
terms.21

If such reforms are undertaken,
they will lead to a period of insta-
bility as old structures attempt to
adapt themselves. Small-scale flare-
ups of violence are likely during this
period. If reforms are not under-
taken, a period of instability is even
more likely, though it may take a bit
longer to develop. Flare-ups of vio-
lence in the latter case will probably
be a lot more significant. Either way,
the region is in for a bumpy ride, and
Iranian policymakers are quite aware
of this.

While most of Iran’s concerns to
the north and east revolve around the
long-term stability of those regions
(its present dispute with the Taliban
notwithstanding), its greatest threat
perceptions at the present time arise
in the Persian Gulf and wider Middle
East. In terms of specific threats,
Iran’s greatest concerns involve
three possible scenarios for con-
flict.22

The most likely of these, and the
most devastating for Iran were it to

occur, is a resumption of the Iraqi
military threat to Iran. Put simply,
Iraq is Iran’s only real regional mili-
tary rival and the only state that
could launch a war against it. Al-
though Iraq is, for the moment, con-
strained by U.N. sanctions and
inspections, this cannot be a source
of long-term reassurance for Iran.
Moreover, Iraq’s military machine,
though seriously damaged by the
1991 Gulf War, remains formidable
in relation to Iran’s and could
quickly be rebuilt if Saddam were
allowed to trade oil and buy weap-
ons. Though neither of these things
looks likely for some time, military
planners in Iran, as they do else-
where, must look to the longer term.
If the West, and particularly the
United States, considers Saddam’s
regime a long-term threat to the se-
curity of the region, one can hardly
blame Iran for doing so as well.

Furthermore, the Iranians can le-
gitimately claim to be the aggrieved
party in terms of who started their
war with Iraq and how Saddam’s
war effort was financed. As noted
earlier, after its experience, Iran can
also legitimately question the attach-
ment of the international community
to its own nonproliferation norms.
This does not absolve Iran of the re-
sponsibility to adhere to the inter-
national agreements on WMD that
it has freely signed and ratified, in-
cluding the CWC, which it signed
after the war. But it does color Iran’s
perspective on those agreements,
particularly, as mentioned, on the
question of security guarantees.

The second major threat percep-
tion that concerns Iran is a possible
conflict between it and another re-
gional neighbor. Such a develop-
ment would soon occasion U.S.
involvement, as all of the members
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of the Gulf Cooperation Council
(GCC) rely upon the United States
for protection. The most-often cited
possible trigger for open confronta-
tion between Iran and one of the Gulf
Arab states is the dispute with the
United Arab Emirates (UAE) over
three islands near the strategic Strait
of Hormuz. Leaving aside the rights
and the wrongs of the dispute,23 the
chance of actual conflict seems re-
mote. Indeed, talks on the dispute
may now be possible in the wake of
what appears to have been an Ira-
nian offer to discuss handing over
one of the islands as a possible com-
promise.24

However, some concern exists in
Iran that any flare-up would quickly
involve the U.S. presence in the re-
gion, especially the U.S. Navy. In
terms of the prospect for a direct
confrontation with “the Great Sa-
tan,” this seems the most likely av-
enue. It is in this context that Iran’s
buildup of naval forces, beyond
that which could legitimately be
claimed as necessary to prosecute
the maritime aspects of another Iran-
Iraq war, is troubling. Though it is
hardly likely that Iran would, as the
U.S. Navy has sometimes said it
fears, try to shut down the Strait of
Hormuz (which would effectively
cut off Iran’s trade lifeline to the
world), the Iranian Navy does seem
to be following a strategy designed
to raise the costs for any U.S. in-
volvement in a future regional en-
gagement.25 That said, Iran could
have no illusions about who would
win. The U.S. Navy is the over-
whelmingly predominant force in
the region. But Iran’s purchase of
conventional submarines, shore- and
sea-based anti-ship missiles, and so-
phisticated mines, and perhaps as-
pects of its WMD programs, may be

intended to make the U.S. realize
that there would be a price to pay
for any U.S. attack on Iranian facili-
ties in the Gulf.

At the same time, at the opera-
tional level, the Iranian Navy is re-
puted to be very careful whenever
the U.S. Navy is operating nearby.
Indeed, it would seem that both
navies treat each other with profes-
sional courtesy and try to avoid ac-
cidents and incidents when they
come into contact with each other.
It is even likely that they are pre-
pared to develop a set of tacit “rules
of the road” to avoid incidents be-
tween them, though a formally
signed document for this purpose is
unlikely for political reasons.26

The third threat perception held
by Iran is that of a direct attack on it
by either the United States or Israel,
most likely in an attempt to curtail
its nuclear power program. That pro-
gram itself will be discussed shortly,
but the important thing here is that
Iran believes that such an attack is
possible. Certainly, when Israel pub-
licly justifies the procurement of
new fighters and the possibility of
seeking submarine-launched cruise
missiles as being, in part, to give it
the ability to strike Iranian targets,
Iran cannot help but take note.27

The next question that needs to be
addressed next is how the threat per-
ceptions described here get trans-
lated into the arms control policy
outlined above. What is the process
whereby threat perceptions become
security and arms control policy, and
what does that process mean in terms
of the seriousness of the policy and
whether it reflects Iran’s true inten-
tions?

THE FOREIGN POLICY
PROCESS IN IRAN

As with most policy formulation
in the Islamic Republic, foreign
policy emerges from a vague pro-
cess. When Iran’s revolutionary
government took over in 1979, it suf-
fered, like many revolutionary gov-
ernments in history, from the
problem of too many factions. The
only unifying force was the charisma
and unchallenged leadership of Aya-
tollah Khomeini, who was called
upon to mediate. His Delphic pro-
nouncements were vague and often
contradictory, but were accepted as
law. Beyond that, a dizzying constel-
lation of Islamists, nationalists, prag-
matists, and many others struggled
to exercise day-to-day power.
Through a long and often bloody
process, the outcome of which was
not a forgone conclusion, the present
“system” emerged. It is still emerg-
ing.

The most dramatic recent event in
this process has been the surprise
landslide election of President
Mohammad Khatami in May 1997.
In defeating the handpicked candi-
date of the conservative religious
establishment, President Khatami
demonstrated that the growing popu-
lar displeasure with the clergy’s eco-
nomic mismanagement, corruption,
and repressive social policies had
reached a decisive point. Though
President Khatami does herald the
promise of change, it would be un-
wise to expect a great deal in the near
future. Under Iran’s system, the su-
preme leader of the revolution, cur-
rently Ayatollah Khamenei, wields
ultimate power. Through him, the
hardliners still control the key levers
of power, including those associated
with intelligence and the military.
Nevertheless, President Khatami’s
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election is significant. He holds the
good will of the people, and his de-
sire to enact genuine reform on their
behalf will be difficult for the
hardliners to resist if they wish Iran
to continue to have a visibly func-
tioning democracy.28

The central argument of President
Khatami and (more quietly) former
President Rafsanjani, the young, and
the vast majority of the technocrats
in the bureaucracy is that the sys-
tem must change if it is to survive.
Leaving aside the question of
whether it is possible to ride the
horse of change without being
thrown, the critical point is that these
men do not want an end to the Is-
lamic Republic. They want it to take
a more pragmatic approach to eco-
nomic and other day-to-day issues,
and they recognize that the people
of Iran are desperate for change.
Such change will involve opening
the country up, but in a careful and
controlled way, if that can be accom-
plished.

The reformers have also stated
their belief that, to advance the pur-
suit of change at home, it is neces-
sary to develop a proper “civil
society.” This would imply that both
domestic and foreign policies must
be based on the desire of the people
for freedom and democracy and that
no individual or institution (even the
clergy) is above the rule of law.29

Efforts by President Khatami and his
supporters to enact long-suppressed
sections of the constitution and to
force the clerical establishment to
conduct itself within the law are
critical to this drive. Indeed, they
form one of the main sources of con-
tention between those seeking
change and defenders of the status
quo. But reform will not be easy. The
arrest in April 1998 of the mayor of

Tehran, a key supporter of President
Khatami, shows that the religious
establishment will fight back.30

Ideologues, by contrast, tend to be
concentrated in the clergy (though
there are many in the clergy who are
pragmatists) and in institutions such
as the security services. They take
the view that hardships should be en-
dured in the cause of preserving the
purity of the revolution. Of course,
the fact that many of the clergy have
benefited enormously from the revo-
lution, in both political and material
terms, tends to cushion the blow as
far as they are concerned.31

The key point is that Iran’s politi-
cal and policymaking structures are
very diffuse and feature a high de-
gree of interplay and struggle be-
tween various factions and power
centers. While the long-term trend
favors the moderates (in demo-
graphic terms, if no other), the pro-
cess of change will not be smooth
and the result is not a foregone con-
clusion. In this context, the remarks
noted earlier by the leader of the
Republican Guards, to the effect that
adherence to arms control regimes
is not in Iran’s interests, do contrast
with the stated policy of the Iranian
government in a way that is genu-
inely disturbing. However, one must
look at who is making such state-
ments and what their position is
within a system that continues to
evolve.32 There simply is no unity in
Iran on some of these issues. Indeed,
the reformers take the view that in-
ternational nonproliferation norms
are a critical part of the international
version of a civil society, based on
the rule of law, that they seek to de-
velop in Iran. Adherence to these
norms is thus crucial to their vision
of Iran’s broader domestic and for-
eign policies.33

Overall, then, Iran’s foreign
policy emerges from a struggle be-
tween competing coalitions, which
are themselves ever shifting. At the
same time, there are important ele-
ments of continuity in Iran’s poli-
cies. The outcome of internal power
struggles thus matters for some
questions, but within a context of
broader agreement on certain secu-
rity threats. Based on the under-
standing developed to this point of
Iran’s arms control objectives, threat
perceptions, and policymaking pro-
cess, the next section traces how
these are reflected in Iran’s security
policies, particularly its force struc-
ture and acquisition efforts.

IRAN’S NATIONAL
SECURITY PROGRAMS

Conventional Military Posture

Iran’s conventional military capa-
bilities were disastrously (for Iran)
eroded during the Iraq war. It has
been estimated that Iran lost up to
60 percent of its conventional arse-
nal during the final battles of that
conflict.34These losses, combined
with an embargo on the sale of U.S.
military equipment throughout and
since the conflict, dwindling cash re-
serves with which to buy less ad-
vanced equipment from other
sources, and the need to maintain
U.S. weapons for which spares are
not available (or must be acquired
circuitously and expensively) have
led to a major problem for Iran.

Though opponents of the regime
point to an Iranian threat to the other
Gulf states, it seems farfetched to
imagine that threat as coming from
any large-scale Iranian capability to
take offensive conventional military
action. Even opponents of the Ira-
nian regime concede that it poses
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very little threat to its neighbors
across the Gulf in terms of large-
scale conventional military
capabilities.35Moreover, Iran’s poor
economic situation and lack of ac-
cess to Western technology mean
that it is falling disastrously behind
in the acquisition of the key military
technologies that make up the so-
called revolution in military affairs.
Even though Iran regularly an-
nounces tests of indigenously devel-
oped advanced weapons, most
Western analysts are skeptical of its
real capability in these areas, and
Iran rarely puts any of these weap-
ons into production. This suggests
considerable technological, manage-
rial, and financial problems.36 Thus,
in relation to the United States, Is-
rael, and America’s Gulf allies, Iran
may well be at risk of falling even
further behind in conventional mili-
tary capability, particularly in terms
of the most modern systems.37

Iran’s primary threat is Iraq, and
this is a land threat. Therefore, Iran’s
efforts to upgrade existing army
equipment and to acquire or produce
new equipment to be used in a con-
flict with Iraq should not occasion
enormous concern on the part of
other countries in the region, particu-
larly in view of Iran’s weak position
in conventional weapons in com-
parison with its neighbors. Iran’s
relative weakness is most clear when
one examines purchases of equip-
ment by other countries in the re-
gion. Comparisons of imports of
major conventional weapons by the
Persian Gulf countries during the
period 1993 to 1997 show that Iran
imported considerably less than
Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, or the UAE
during the period and much less than
the GCC countries as a group.38

However, as noted, the Iranians have

exhibited a disturbing interest in
maritime power projection capabili-
ties that go beyond the requirements
they might have for maritime forces
in the event of another Iran-Iraq con-
flict. 39

Thus, to appreciate the military
situation in the Gulf, one must bear
in the mind that Iran is not capable
of attacking any Gulf Arab state
(other than Iraq) with conventional
weapons in anything other than a
punitive, though possibly painful
way. The prospect of invasion across
the Gulf is nonexistent for the fore-
seeable future. An Iranian attack,
punitive or otherwise, would be fu-
tile militarily and would occasion
massive U.S. and Gulf retaliation.
Finally, the idea that Iran would seek
to “close” the Strait of Hormuz,
thereby severely disrupting world oil
shipping, also seems unlikely. Such
a step would cut off Iran’s only out-
let for its own oil exports, upon
which the regime depends entirely
for its economic survival.

These points being made, certain
aspects of Iran’s security and arms
procurement policies are worrying.
First, although Iran is unlikely to
launch an offensive against any of
its neighbors, it does have the abil-
ity to undertake terror operations.
Indeed, if the Iranians really do
want to influence the security situa-
tion on the ground in neighboring
countries, this is virtually the only
way they can do it, and they freely
admit to having supported such
groups as Hamas and Hezbollah.
Meanwhile, Iran’s Gulf neighbors
charge that the Islamic Republic has
been active in fomenting unrest in
their countries, though such charges
are less frequent now that relations
appear to be thawing in the wake of
President Khatami’s election. Sec-

ond, Iran’s neighbors do seem to
worry about Iranian efforts to de-
velop greater naval capability,
WMD, and missiles capable of strik-
ing throughout the Gulf and possi-
bly beyond. These represent a
possible threat to Iran’s wider circle
of neighbors and to U.S. interests in
the region. This brings us logically
to the possible non-conventional
threat posed by Iran.

Weapons of Mass Destruction

Whether Iran is developing WMD
is one of the most vexing questions
about security in the Persian Gulf
and the wider Middle East.40 In the
nuclear area, there is simply no
smoking gun that proves irrefutably
that Iran has decided to develop a
nuclear weapon and is working to-
ward the early realization of that
aim.41This is at least true in the pub-
lic domain, and one has to believe
that the United States and Israel
would have found a way by now to
make public any hard evidence they
have, given their interest in this is-
sue. If there were hard evidence, the
United States would likely have for-
mally raised it with the IAEA. That
it has not done so seems to indicate
that the evidence is more in the form
of circumstantial and cumulative de-
velopments that suggest a WMD re-
search program of some kind. But
the critical question is what kind of
WMD program and why?

Before discussing the evidence,
let me indicate that I do believe Iran
is researching all forms of weapons
of mass destruction, and probably
possesses a chemical and perhaps
even a biological arsenal of some
type. It is also undertaking efforts
to acquire or develop longer-range
missiles than it presently has. From
a policy perspective, in order to de-
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velop appropriate responses, one
needs to focus on the questions of
how far Iran has gotten with this re-
search and why Iran is doing this.
However, such an understanding
does not absolve Iran from its obli-
gations under treaties to forego
WMD, treaties that it entered into
freely.

Turning first to the nuclear file,
there is no publicly available evi-
dence to support the notion that Iran
is anywhere near producing a
nuclear weapon, despite the rolling
“five to seven years from now”
warning that has been emanating
from Washington and Tel Aviv for
more than five to seven years.42

There is considerable reason to be-
lieve that Iran has a research pro-
gram into how to construct such a
device and is trying to acquire (of-
ten through surreptitious means43)
the various technologies that would
be necessary both to produce a bomb
and to “weaponize” it. But their
known enrichment capability is such
that they have no hope of producing
the raw materials for a bomb any-
time soon, and this is likely to re-
main so for many years to come. Of
course, if they could acquire already
enriched uranium, the calculation
would change dramatically, but
there is no public evidence that they
have come close to this.44 At the
same time, Iran points out that it is a
member of the NPT and has ac-
cepted more visits under the IAEA’s
revised “93+2” verification proce-
dures than any other state. None of
these visits has ever revealed unto-
ward activities, though there is some
question as to whether Iran will ac-
cept all of the 93+2 inspection re-
quirements. Certainly, if it does,
clandestine research into prohibited
nuclear activities will become more
difficult to conceal over the longer

term, a point that Iranian officials
understand.45

On the other hand, the fact that
Iran arguably has no real need for a
civilian nuclear power program,
given its reserves of oil and gas, and
seems to be spending considerable
sums of precious foreign reserves to
sustain a technically questionable
nuclear program, does legitimately
raise questions. This is particularly
true when one notes the Iranian’s in-
terest in a number of technologies
that have no real utility for the power
program they are pursuing.46  For
their part, the Iranians note that they
have every right to pursue a nuclear
power program and to receive tech-
nical assistance as a non-nuclear
weapon state that is in compliance
with the NPT. Iranian officials claim
that they are interested in nuclear
power for reasons of environmental
protection, economic development,
and the general development of
Iran’s technical and industrial infra-
structure.47

In short, Iran’s current nuclear
weapons research program is real,
but it looks most like an effort to
develop an option to build a bomb
at some future point should the re-
gional security situation dictate that
Iran needs such a deterrent for its
safety.48This was in essence also the
Shah’s program. Indeed, if one looks
closely at the current Iranian pro-
gram and the Shah’s, one finds a
surprising number of similarities.
Under both regimes, Iran partici-
pated in the international nuclear
nonproliferation regime, but it also
explored the nuclear option. The
exact point at which this exploration
will become a violation of the NPT
is difficult to ascertain and may not
yet have happened in a strictly legal
sense. In terms of the spirit of the

regime, however, as a non-nuclear
weapon state signatory, Iran should
not be exploring this option at all.
At the same time, it is not at all clear
that any decision has yet been made
actually to build a bomb. The Ira-
nian program is certainly nothing
like the Iraqi one was before Saddam
Hussein invaded Kuwait.

This point has now been grudg-
ingly acknowledged by the U.S. gov-
ernment. After many years of dire
warnings, U.S. officials have now
quietly admitted that Iran’s acquisi-
tion of a nuclear weapon is a pros-
pect best measured in decades, rather
than years. They even say Iran may
have shelved some time ago any am-
bitions it might have had to rapidly
develop such a capability.49

The recent nuclear tests by India
and Pakistan are unlikely to change
this estimate in the short to medium
term. Officially, Iran has expressed
regret over the tests and called on
both states to respect the interna-
tional nonproliferation norm.50

Though fears that Pakistan and Iran
will combine their efforts to produce
an “Islamic bomb” play well in fic-
tion, their reality is questionable.
Pakistan and Iran have an often dif-
ficult relationship, due to their sub-
scription to the Sunni and Shi’a
strands of the Islamic faith, respec-
tively, among other factors. Besides,
if Pakistan intended to transfer
nuclear technology to Iran, it could
have done so long before now; the
tests were an affirmation of a capa-
bility that Pakistan has had for some
years. There is no evidence of such
a transfer having taken place before
the tests, nor any indication that a
transfer is any more likely now.51

The South Asian tests may, how-
ever, contribute to a general weak-
ening of the nonproliferation norm
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over time, both regionally and glo-
bally. If this is the outcome, Iran is
likely to be affected to the extent that
the international nonproliferation
regimes will offer less and less cer-
tainty. Under such circumstances,
and given Iran’s other concerns
about neighbors such as Iraq, we
may expect those within Iran who
argue that the Islamic Republic re-
quires its own deterrent to receive a
boost.

Another point to note is that the
question of constructing a bomb is a
matter of debate within Iran itself,
and many segments of the govern-
ment and society do not support this
course. The extent to which such
policy issues are the subjects of
genuine debate within Iran is not
appreciated in the West, and particu-
larly the United States. I have sat in
on many meetings in universities
and research institutes in Iran where
the bomb issue was hotly debated.
Though such discussions may be
“staged” for the benefit of Western-
ers, or may be irrelevant to some
small cadre of officials who are mak-
ing the real decisions, they do take
place. The idea that Iran should pos-
sess a nuclear option does not seem
to enjoy anything like the over-
whelming support that it does in
other countries, such as Israel.

In the case of chemical and bio-
logical weapons (BW), there seems
little evidence that either was par-
ticularly well developed when the
Iran-Iraq war began. Iraq’s use of
CW against Iran triggered an enor-
mous crash research program in Iran.
Though Iran was never able to em-
ploy CW as effectively as Iraq dur-
ing the conflict, Iran did finish the
war with a major program of re-
search and production of both CW
and BW, under the control of the Is-

lamic Revolutionary Guards
Corps.52

Today, Iran probably has an abil-
ity to conduct limited chemical and
biological operations near its bor-
ders. Western analysts believe that
Iran has effectively mastered the
technology to use artillery armed
with chemical warheads and to de-
liver CW and BW by aerial means.53

But analysts think Iran has little abil-
ity to conduct longer range CW and
BW operations, outside of the im-
mediate Gulf area, because of the
current range limitations of its mis-
sile forces and the difficulties in
mastering effective warhead tech-
nology. Iran is reported to be mak-
ing large-scale efforts to master
these technologies. However, these
claims are themselves not without
their detractors.54 At a minimum,
though, Iran has the ability to use
CW and BW as terror weapons if it
so chooses.

Other points are worthy of note
in the biological and chemical areas.
First, Iran has formally proposed that
the parties to the BTWC urgently
consider ways to develop an effec-
tive verification regime for that
treaty.55 Second, the BTWC permits
signatories to retain “reasonable”
(but unspecified) amounts of mate-
rial for research purposes.56 Thus, in
a strictly legal sense, Iran may not
be in violation of the treaty, but it is
certainly in violation in spirit if it has
a BW program. On the other hand,
some Iranians have expressed to me
the view that the BTWC is about as
effective a guardian of Iran’s secu-
rity as the Geneva Protocol was. Iran
expects Iraq to rebuild its BW capa-
bility once UNSCOM’s demise is
complete (and it may be the case that
Iraq has managed to shield large
portions of its BW program from

UNSCOM and has an intact BW
capability even today). Thus, taking
advantage of a loophole to maintain
a deterrent may not seem unreason-
able to some Iranians.

In terms of CW, Iran appears not
to have submitted a statement on its
chemical weapons holdings on Janu-
ary 3, 1998, as it was supposed to
do under the terms of the CWC. This
statement, which all members of the
regime are required to submit, is in-
tended to provide a complete inven-
tory of national CW to facilitate
inspections and to establish a sched-
ule for the destruction of such stocks.
However, it should be noted that
many countries are late in their re-
ports, the United States among them,
and Israel has not yet ratified the
CWC. In some cases, this may be
due to bureaucratic workload or
oversight. In others, it may be due
to a desire to sit back and see who
else in the region submits a state-
ment and what they say. Whatever
the reason, when Iran submits its
statement, the document will be
closely scrutinized. Failure to sub-
mit a realistic statement would be in-
terpreted as a sign that Iran does not
take its obligations under interna-
tional arm control regimes seriously.

Finally, Iran has an ambitious pro-
gram to develop long-range missiles
capable of striking throughout the
Gulf and beyond, with Israel as one
oft-cited target. Iran has long been
rumored to be working to upgrade
missiles supplied by North Korea.
Many believe Iran is being assisted
in this by Russia, though it is not
clear whether this is being done as
an act of policy or because the Rus-
sian government is losing control
over its scientists and research cen-
ters.57 Proof of Iran’s missile efforts
came on July 23, 1998, when Iran
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tested its Shahab-3 missile. This is
believed to be a solid-fuel missile,
based on the North Korean Nodong
and designed to carry a 700 kg war-
head with a range of 1,300 km.58 Al-
though the test was only partially
successful (the missile exploded 100
seconds into a flight that was sup-
posed to have lasted longer59), it has
proven that Iran is well on the way
to developing an indigenous capa-
bility. Indeed, Iran is already at work
on a longer range missile, the
Shahab-4, and officials have talked
about possibly also developing a
Shahab-5. Analysts believe the
Shahab-4 is based on an old Soviet
design and will be liquid fuelled and
capable of carrying an unspecified
payload up to 1,900 km.60

These missile programs are trou-
bling and do raise the level of ten-
sion in the region. However, Aaron
Karp suggests that these develop-
ment programs may not be priori-
ties nor run according to any
well-defined timetable, but rather as
and when foreign assistance is avail-
able and to fulfill a generally per-
ceived need to have a long-range
capability.61 Iran’s goal may simply
be to match the undoubted ability of
Iraq, Israel, and the United States to
strike Iran. Even if defensively mo-
tivated, however, the high visibility
of Iran’s missile program does un-
derstandably increase suspicions
about its WMD intentions. At the
same time, though, the very ambi-
guity of the overall evidence on its
WMD efforts may have caused these
suspicions to run ahead of Iran’s
actual capabilities.

The Terror Issue and Overall
Findings

With respect to terror as an instru-
ment of foreign policy, the problem

that quickly arises is that of defini-
tions. While it is banal to resort to
the “one man’s terrorist is another’s
freedom fighter” formula, there is
something to it. As one analyst
points out, Israel has a far longer and
greater history of political assassi-
nations of opponents abroad and
support of overseas factions seeking
the destabilization of others in the
region than does Iran (at least, so far
as we know), although this does not
make Iran’s undoubted activities in
this realm any more acceptable.62

What makes Iran’s use of terror a
potential threat to Western interests
is the apparent goals of such use. Iran
is alleged to have used this instru-
ment to undermine the Middle East
peace process and to threaten its
neighbors and Western interests in
the Persian Gulf.

However, there is a sense that the
Iranians have scaled back their over-
seas terror operations since the pe-
riod immediately following the
revolution, and that this trend is in-
tensifying under President Khatami
as Iran seeks better relations with its
neighbors and the international com-
munity. Certainly, President
Khatami and other officials have
made repeated statements to the ef-
fect that they condemn terrorism.63

Western governments acknowledge
that there has been a reduction in Ira-
nian involvement in and support for
terror, though Iran maintains its ca-
pabilities and continues operations
against selected targets.64

Interestingly, the Clinton admin-
istration recently and for the first
time placed the Mujahedin-e Khalq,
a terror organization dedicated to the
overthrow of the Iranian regime, on
its list of terrorist organizations with
which it is illegal for U.S. citizens
to be involved.65This was almost

certainly done to signal to Tehran a
desire to improve relations. How-
ever, it seems likely that the admin-
istration will continue to list Iran as
a sponsor of state terror in its annual
statement on such matters. Though
there was no discernible softening
of the language in the latest state-
ment, administration officials
quickly engaged in a round of quiet
interviews to make the point that
Iran’s behavior is not as bad as the
statement may have indicated.66

Thus, in the midst of the compet-
ing claims about Iran’s WMD and
terror programs, one needs to bear
in mind some essential facts. Alto-
gether, the foregoing analysis sug-
gests five key conclusions:

• Iran’s WMD programs are not
all equally well developed. Asser-
tions that Iran is actively research-
ing nuclear weapons are based on
the analysis of cumulative, cir-
cumstantial evidence. The evi-
dence points to a real research
program, but does not seem to add
up to nuclear weapons in the next
decade. In the CW and BW cases,
Iran appears further along, but
probably lacks capabilities to do
much that is militarily significant
beyond its immediate borders.
Iran’s missile program, however,
is clearly real and appears to be
making some headway.
• Any use by Iran of WMD against
a neighbor aligned with the
United States, or against U.S. in-
terests or Israel, would invite mas-
sive retaliation, far beyond that
which Iran could hope to inflict
by its own use of such weapons.
It would amount to an act of sui-
cide by the current regime, and the
regime realizes this.
• The potential for use of these
weapons (especially CW and



Peter Jones

The Nonproliferation Review/Fall 199850

BW) as instruments of terror does
exist. As with the above case,
however, the retribution would be
far in excess of anything Iran
could hope to accomplish. More-
over, such use, or even the threat
of such use, would be at least as
likely to drive the other states of
the region further into the U.S.
orbit as out of it. This would be
completely counterproductive
from Iran’s point of view.
• Given the above, and given that
every state associated with Iran’s
basic threat perceptions (Iraq, the
United States, and Israel) pos-
sesses WMD of its own as well
as the means to strike Iran with
these weapons, Iran’s own pro-
grams may well add up to a strat-
egy of deterrence. Certainly, Iran
has every reason to put little faith
in the security guarantees that
come with membership in inter-
national arms control regimes.
This does not excuse these pro-
grams, especially in light of the
international nonproliferation in-
struments Iran has signed. But it
does put Iran’s efforts in a differ-
ent light than analyses that depict
the regime as an irrational, fanati-
cal group of religious lunatics
bent on blackmailing and threat-
ening their neighbors.
• Finally, if Iraq is Iran’s overrid-
ing perceived threat, it seems pos-
sible that Iran’s research efforts
with respect to WMD and mis-
siles are designed to provide it
with the capability to face Iraq
once again if the sanctions are
ever lifted and Saddam Hussein
renews his military buildup and
WMD programs, both of which
seem likely at some point in the
future. That Iran’s weapons could
also be used against others is an
ancillary factor, though at least

some Iranians may well regard
this as highly desirable.

THE RATIONALITY OF
IRAN’S ARMS CONTROL
POLICY

Given all of the above, let us now
return to a consideration of Iran’s
arms control policy. As noted in the
first section, that policy is framed
around global and regional themes.
Globally, Iran is an active player in
the international arms control
agenda and subscribes to all major
treaties. It takes the NAM view on
such issues as supplier-control re-
gimes and security guarantees. Re-
gionally, Iran considers Iraq to be
its main source of potential threat.
Beyond this, the presence of U.S.
forces in the region is a concern, as
is the general level of tension in the
region. Iran has proposed a dialogue
on CBMs, hopefully leading to the
signing of a regional NWFZ or
WMD-free zone, a regional non-ag-
gression pact, and steps to reduce
arms spending in the region.

Once the emotional rhetoric about
Iran is stripped away, the first thing
that strikes one about Iran’s arms
control policy, and the perceived
threats on which it is based, is that it
is all quite rational. The West may
not like these policies, but these are
not the crazed policies of a group of
religious lunatics. Iran, like the rest
of the world community, has every
reason to be intensely skeptical of
Iraq, and of the international inspec-
tions regime in that country, in the
absence of far-reaching change
there. Given the high level of ani-
mosity between Iran and the United
States and Iran and Israel—even if
one admits that Iran must take a large
measure of the blame for this ani-
mosity due to its ideological predis-

positions—Tehran has yet more rea-
son to look to its defenses and fear
the worst. At the same time, mem-
bership in global nonproliferation
regimes permits Iran to develop its
options with respect to WMD behind
these regimes, all the while claim-
ing the right to receive civilian tech-
nologies associated with WMD as a
member in good standing.

The second point that emerges out
of a careful reading of Iranian arms
control statements over the years is
that their policy towards arms con-
trol is consistent and enduring. De-
spite the changes that have taken
place within Iranian politics over the
past several years, Iran’s represen-
tatives have hewed to a remarkably
constant line on arms control. This
may mean that it is a lowest-com-
mon-denominator policy, or that
those who fight for power within the
allowed political spectrum of Iran
share a common view of the nation’s
security needs at some basic level.
It may also be the case that some
forces in Iran subscribe to this policy
publicly while working privately to
defeat or circumvent it. Probably, all
three trends are in play. Another
point to make about consistency is
that Iran’s nuclear ambitions go back
to the Shah and would probably have
been realized by now if the revolu-
tion had not set them back.

Third, at a declaratory level at
least, Iran’s arms control policy is
not particularly extreme. Iranian of-
ficials say many things Western del-
egates do not like to hear concerning
such issues as supplier-control re-
gimes, but they are not saying any-
thing that is not said by other
developing countries, some of which
are not part of these regimes. Cer-
tainly, a lot of countries that take
these positions have been able to
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have a perfectly productive relation-
ship with the West on many other
issues. In strictly declaratory terms,
Iran’s arms control policy should not
be the reason for the deep estrange-
ment between Iran and the United
States. The problem comes when
each side views the other’s state-
ments and actions through a prism
of deep suspicion concerning more
basic motives and ideologies.

Finally, though it is largely sup-
position at the public level, it seems
likely that Iran is using arms con-
trol to hide certain WMD programs,
or at least the desire to develop
WMD options. The question of
whether Iran is violating the letter
of its arms control commitments
may be argued at some length by
lawyers, but this activity would cer-
tainly be a contravention of the spirit
of Iran’s arms control obligations.
On the other hand, given the secu-
rity concerns that the regime has,
many Iranians may view it as only
prudent to preserve WMD options.
In short, though it is likely that Iran
is to some extent violating its arms
control commitments, this may not
necessarily imply strictly aggressive
intentions. To understand fully Ira-
nian policy, its unwelcome aspects
must be balanced against the ele-
ments of restraint and the valid se-
curity concerns that are also
involved. Once again, however, this
statement is not made to excuse Ira-
nian actions that threaten others.

CONCLUSIONS

At the declaratory level at least,
Iran’s arms control policies are not
what one would expect from a sup-
posedly irrational, “rogue” state.
When combined with an analysis of
its threat perceptions, Iran’s arms
control priorities and military pro-

grams begin to look very much like
a strategy of deterrence against what
it believes to be a set of serious
threats to the country. Moreover,
when one looks closely at Iran’s con-
ventional and non-conventional pro-
curement efforts, the picture that
emerges is of a state that is having
difficulty keeping up with those
whom it identifies as its primary
possible threats, though it is still a
state that also poses some specific
and disturbing threats of its own. If
this is the case—and Iran is not an
irrational state bent on domination
of its neighbors and committed to the
destruction of Israel for ideological
reasons—certain policy responses
are suggested.

First, with respect to weapons of
mass destruction, the United States
and the international community
should not relax their vigilance in
seeking to limit Iran’s access to
WMD and the technologies upon
which they are based. Iran does have
research programs and capabilities
in these areas and they are disturb-
ing. Even if these research programs
are devoted more to the creation of
options for eventual deployment
than to such deployments any time
in the foreseeable future, they do run
counter to the spirit of Iran’s non-
proliferation undertakings, and pos-
sibly the letter as well. Efforts to
deny Iran access to WMD technolo-
gies have raised the costs and diffi-
culties associated with their
development and should be main-
tained and even strengthened where
possible.

Second, it needs to be recognized
that Iran’s WMD capabilities may
be far less developed than we have
been told, and they probably stem
as much from Iran’s deep-seated
feelings of national threat as from

any ideological or hegemonic am-
bitions. Moreover, Iranian threat
perceptions are not all unwarranted.
If Saddam Hussein is the menace
that the West makes him out to be,
it can hardly blame Iran for agree-
ing. Since they have bitter experi-
ence of the fact that security
guarantees associated with arms
control do not always work, it is dif-
ficult to criticize the Iranians for
coming to the conclusion that they
must deter Hussein themselves, in-
cluding across the range of non-con-
ventional capabilities he may throw
at them. Even if Americans do not
like that conclusion, in many ways
they are at least partly responsible
for it in that they refused to honor
nonproliferation norms when Iraq
began CW use against Iran.

Third, if it is the case that Iran’s
WMD capabilities are some years
away from fruition, the West has
some time, though this is not a call
for complacency in any way. Fur-
thermore, if these capabilities are
primarily intended to act as deter-
rents to perceived threats, it be-
hooves the West to try to understand
those threat perceptions and see if
there is anything that can be done to
lessen them, while still pressing Iran
to respect the West’s basic security
interests and live up to its nonpro-
liferation commitments. This will
not be easy. The success of the prag-
matists in Tehran, with whom any
hope of a real dialogue rests, is far
from assured.

Fourth, if Iraq is Iran’s overrid-
ing perceived threat, then the con-
tainment of Hussein’s regime by the
international community may con-
stitute the most effective way to pre-
vent Iran from fully developing and
deploying WMD (though Iran may
well continue to develop its options
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regardless of what happens with
Iraq). The integrity of this logic de-
pends largely on the unprovable as-
sertion that Iran will only go down
the WMD deployment road if it be-
lieves that Iraq is left unconstrained
to do the same. One cannot know if
this is true, but it points to an area of
possible congruence between Ira-
nian and Western policy. It also sug-
gests that, while the West should not
accept Iranian research on WMD
and should seek to counter it where
possible, an informal understanding
may be reached that this research
should not go beyond a certain point
unless international constraints are
removed from Iraq. In short, Iran
may be willing to keep its efforts
within certain bounds in return for
some form of cooperation from the
international community. Until the
day when Iran believes it is secure
enough to abandon its WMD op-
tions, this may be the best that can
be hoped for. In the meantime, this
policy costs little for either side. The
containment of Saddam Hussein re-
mains a priority for both, even if they
cannot work out a tacit understand-
ing on what it should lead to in terms
of their own relations. And Western
attempts to deny Iran access to sus-
picious technologies should con-
tinue regardless of any such
understanding.

Recommendations that the West
should keep trying to deny Iran ac-
cess to technologies that may further
its WMD ambitions while, at the
same time, trying to establish tacit
understandings as to how far those
programs should go may appear fun-
damentally contradictory. In a sense,
they are. However, nonproliferation
is a complex game at the operational
level and policies in support of these
goals sometimes pursue contradic-
tory avenues to reach the desired ob-

jective. As was the case in North
Korea, for example, the West may
have to consider strengthening a
government it does not like by as-
sisting Iran to develop other sources
of energy (primarily in the Iranian
case in terms of assistance in mod-
ernizing its oil and gas infrastruc-
ture) if it is to persuade Iran to
abandon its nuclear power program.
Ultimately, however, a combination
of two factors will determine
whether Iran eventually abandons its
pursuit of WMD options. These are
the outcome of efforts to eliminate
the Iraqi WMD threat and the prod-
uct of who wins the internal power
struggle in Tehran.

Other areas where discussion may
prove fruitful are in establishing tacit
understandings, if not agreements,
as to what Iran’s legitimate defense
needs are and what role the United
States should play in the Persian
Gulf. Though Washington is pre-
pared to state what conventional
weapons Iran should not have (and
seems to want to block any and all
purchases Tehran tries to make67), it
is less forthcoming about what
weapons Iran may seek for its de-
fense needs. Surely, Iran has some
legitimate need to acquire conven-
tional weapons. Similarly, quiet dis-
cussions may seek to establish tacit
understandings on the U.S. role in
the Persian Gulf. At a minimum,
both sides have a key interest in pre-
venting the rise of another military
threat from Saddam Hussein.
Calmer heads in Iran do recognize
that this requires a U.S. military
presence in the Gulf, public rhetoric
from Tehran notwithstanding.68  A
third area of possible tacit under-
standing is Afghanistan, where some
policies of the Taliban have proven
disturbing to both Iran and the
United States.

Thus, the analysis suggests that
the United States should pursue a
strategy of cautious but serious en-
gagement of Iran. Such a policy
would be better than either non-en-
gagement or an engagement that
seeks to bring Iran to the table for
the exclusive purpose of delivering
a stern lecture. It would be best if
Iran were prepared to enter into of-
ficial talks with the United States,
but, in the absence of this willing-
ness, serious academic and other ex-
changes are warranted to explore
differences and to see if there may
be areas where informal understand-
ings could be developed that may be
to the advantage of both sides. What-
ever mechanism for dialogue
emerges, it needs to be recognized
that the Iranians do have their own
views on security issues and these
deserve to be taken seriously, even
if Americans do not entirely agree
with Iran’s views.

Above all, one needs to get away
from the broad generalizations and
simplifications that too often char-
acterize the debate over Iran. Iran is
a complex nation whose internal
political situation is highly fluid and
whose revolution is still in progress.
As with all revolutionary societies,
Iran contains advocates of both ex-
treme and moderate positions. Of-
ten, the success of one position is far
more dependent upon domestic is-
sues and forces that are only periph-
erally related to those that excite
Americans or that the West can nec-
essarily do anything about. The West
should not accept Iranian claims of
innocence as regards WMD at face
value, but neither should it always
assume guilt simply because it does
not feel comfortable with Iran’s gov-
ernment or rhetoric. Iran does have
legitimate security concerns, fore-
most of which is Iraq.



53The Nonproliferation Review/Fall 1998

Peter Jones

At the end of the day, Iran and the
United States are and always will be
major players in the Persian Gulf and
the Middle East. The United States
cannot isolate Tehran forever, just
as Iran cannot force America to
leave either the Persian Gulf or the
Middle East. It seems increasingly
foolish for Iran and the United States
to base their policies towards the
region and each other on a single-
minded attempt to try to accomplish
impossible aims that are not really
in either’s longer-term interests any-
way. It may actually be possible to
accomplish more in the nonprolif-
eration area by engaging Iran, while
holding firm to an insistence that
Tehran abide by its nonproliferation
commitments.
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