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The dispute over Iran’s nuclear program has reached a turning point. The US

and some of its allies, especially Israel, have accused Iran of secretly trying to

produce nuclear weapons. Iran has repudiated this accusation with a persistent

claim that its nuclear program is for peaceful purposes and in conformity with

its rights under the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT). However, on 4

February 2006, the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) voted to report

Iran to the Security Council of the United Nations for possible sanctions. The

IAEA resolution called on Iran to extend ‘indispensable and overdue’ coopera-

tion to the agency and assist it to ‘clarify possible activities which could have a

military dimension’. Russia and China supported the resolution, but only on the

condition that it did not contain an immediate threat of sanctions, and the IAEA

agreed to put off any action until its chief Mohamed ElBaradei had delivered a

report on Iran’s compliance at the next IAEA meeting in March. However,

given the absence of a breakthrough with Iran, the IAEA finally reported Iran

on 8 March to the UN Security Council. These developments have constituted a

boost for the US, and three US European allies*/Britain, France and

Germany*/which had been negotiating unsuccessfully with Tehran since early

2004 to persuade it against its nuclear program.
Tehran has condemned the IAEA’s actions. In response, as it had forewarned,

it has ordered the IAEA to remove all its ‘containment and surveillance

measures’ in Iran and end its snap inspections. It has also announced a

resumption of full-scale uranium enrichment, which it had frozen voluntarily

for two years as a confidence-building measure. Further, the Iranian con-

servative Islamist president, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, who has been very critical

of the US and Israel, intimated on 10 February 2006 that if Iran were forced to

limit its nuclear activities in denial of its rights for peaceful use, it may even be

willing to consider abandoning the NPT. While Tehran has remained unmoved

in its resolve to press on with its nuclear program, and the US and Israeli

governments have vowed to do everything possible to contain the Iranian

Islamic regime as a major threat to their interests, the Iranian nuclear dispute

has the potential now to result in a major crisis.
There are three main questions. If it comes to a military confrontation, what

are Iran’s non-military and military options, and could an awareness of such

options lead all sides involved towards the path of a negotiated resolution? Can

the dispute be resolved without having to be addressed in the context of the
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wider dimensions of ruptured US�/Iranian relations? Will the establishment of a

region-wide regime of weapons of mass destruction (WMD) control be essential

to persuade Iran not to pursue a military nuclear program?

The nature of the dispute

Washington and Israel seem convinced that Iran is intent on producing nuclear

bombs. They have based their claim not only on their intelligence reports, but

also on the IAEA’s lingering suspicion of the Iranian nuclear program and Iran’s

contradictory accounts of its program. They have wanted Iran to halt

permanently its uranium enrichment and reprocessing activities. This comes

against the backdrop of long-standing hostilities between the Iranian Islamic

regime and Washington and the Israeli government ever since the Iranian

revolution of 1978�/79, which resulted in the toppling of the Shah’s pro-Western

regime and its replacement with Ayatullah Khomeini’s anti-US, anti-Israeli,

Islamic government. President George W. Bush has condemned the Iranian

Islamic regime as a member of the ‘axis of evil’, ‘an outpost of tyranny’ and

‘exporter of international terrorism’. He has vowed not to allow it to develop

WMD, and to do whatever it takes, including the use of force, to ensure such an

outcome. Israel has fully shared his position.
While a signatory to the NPT, Tehran has categorically refuted American and

Israeli claims. It has insisted that its acquisition of nuclear technology and

uranium enrichment up to a certain grade permissible under the NPT are solely

for civilian objectives. It has claimed that despite Iran’s oil and gas riches, the

country needs to generate more efficient and safer sources of energy in order to

cater for its rapidly expanding population in the long run. Despite its failure

to report on its nuclear activities to the IAEA for many years, it signed the

‘additional protocol’ in early 2004, enabling the agency to carry out vigorous

inspections of the Iranian nuclear facilities. And the agency has not, to date,

produced any firm evidence that Iran has a military nuclear program.
At the United Nation’s sixtieth anniversary summit in New York in

September 2005, Ahmadinejad, who had been elected two months earlier on

a platform to work for the dispossessed and to make Iran a stronger,

independent Islamic state, declared that it was Iran’s ‘inalienable right’ to

acquire nuclear technology for the purpose of producing nuclear energy. He

intimated that the religion of Islam was opposed to WMD, and that an ‘Islamic

republic never seeks weapons of mass destruction’. He underlined a willingness

to share Iran’s nuclear secrets with other Muslim countries and invited other

states and private companies to help with Iran’s nuclear program for peaceful

purposes. Meanwhile, he condemned ‘powerful interests’ bullying and mis-

representing Iran, and castigated the policy of what he called ‘nuclear apartheid’

pursued by the US and its allies to allow some countries, such as Israel, Pakistan

and India, to develop nuclear capabilities, but not others. He called for
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complete nuclear disarmament and a declaration of the Middle East as a WMD-
free zone. He warned the US and its allies of the consequences of referring Iran’s
nuclear issue to the UN Security Council for sanctions, emphasising that Iran
has never bowed to intimidation, has survived American sanctions for 26 years
and has the means to defend itself.

Ahmedinejad essentially echoed a long-standing determination on the part of
the Iranian Islamic regime not to let the US and its allies influence its domestic
or foreign policy behaviour. Iran’s all-powerful supreme religious and political
leader, Ayatullah Ali Khamanei, who has followed the anti-US Islamic political
tradition of his predecessor, Ayatullah Khomeini, had earlier warned Washing-
ton against interfering in Iran’s nuclear program, and condemned the US as
‘arrogant, rude’ and deserving ‘a punch in its mouth’. He had reportedly
instructed Iran’s chief nuclear negotiators in Geneva not to negotiate beyond the
point that may have undermined Iran’s sovereignty and entitlements under
international law, and said that if this resulted in a confrontation with the US,
let it be so.

The dominant fear amongst the Iranian leadership is that the US and some of
its allies, especially Israel, are using the nuclear issue as a pretext to achieving
wider objectives. One is to secure a regime change in Iran and to regain the
country as a vital strategic foothold as it once was under the Shah. Another is to
prevent one of the unintended consequences of the US-led invasion of
Iraq*/that is, the empowerment of the Iraqi Shia majority, which has close
sectarian affiliations with Iran*/from giving rise to a hostile Shia-led strategic
entity stretching from Iran to Lebanon. The third is to couple a regime change in
Iran with a similar change in Syria, whose leadership has a strong political
relationship with Tehran, not only to ensure the success of the occupation of
Iraq and US involvement in Afghanistan, but also to realise one of the key goals
of the neoconservatives in the Bush administration: the transformation of the
Middle East into the image of the US. The fourth is to secure the future of
America’s geopolitical dominance and Israel’s strategic supremacy in the region
on a long-term basis.

The Iranian leaders, whether hardline or reformist Islamists, have all along
believed that it is largely in pursuit of these objectives that Washington has
constantly accompanied its criticism of Iran’s nuclear program with a vigorous
demonisation of the country’s Islamic regime. They have also intimated that it is
for similar reasons that Washington has turned a blind eye to Israel’s nuclear
capability and accepted Sunni-dominated Pakistan as a member of the
nuclear club in the wake of Pakistan’s decision to become America’s partner
in the war on terrorism following the events of 11 September 2001. While
lending credence to Iranian fears, some analysts have argued that the
threatening environment of insecurity that the US and Israel have created for
the Iranian regime may have pushed some of its leaders towards opting for
nuclear deterrence. Yet it is also this very fact that has Washington and Israel
very worried about Iranian intentions.
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Beyond this, the Iranian leaders are convinced that even if they soften their

stand on the nuclear issue, the Bush administration will still be set on a policy of

regime change in Iran. They point to the example of Washington’s contra-

dictory treatment of Iraq under Saddam Hussein, and North Korea, as well as

Pakistan and India. In the case of Iraq, which did not possess the alleged WMD,

the US invaded the country; but in relation to North Korea, which has evidently

obtained a military nuclear capability, Washington has opted for a diplomatic

solution. Once Pakistan and India had gone nuclear, the US eventually dropped

its objections and accepted their entry into the nuclear club.
At this stage, given the depth of mutual distrust and enmity, no one can rule

out the possibility of a US or an Israeli (or a combined) military campaign

against Iran in the foreseeable future. In view of America’s bitter experiences in

Iraq, the campaign is most likely to be in the form of surgical strikes targeting

Iranian nuclear and other major military installations, thus disabling Iran to the

extent that it would not be able to reengage in a nuclear program for many

years. It is reported that the CIA’s special units have already been active in Iran

in selecting such targets and that the Pentagon has certain contingency plans for

military action against Iran. Similarly, Israel has moved closer to act if the US

fails to do so at an appropriate time.

Iran’s options in the event of a confrontation

In the event of an attack, Tehran has vowed to retaliate with devastating

consequences. Given that the Iranian regime is far more resourceful, resilient

and stubborn than that of Saddam Hussein, with a willingness to wear the risk

of a confrontation irrespective of its damage to Iran, its threat of retaliation has

to be taken seriously. In what ways could Iran respond to an attack? It

has several non-military and military options.
First, Iran can block the highly strategic Strait of Hormuz, through which the

bulk of oil supplies from the Persian Gulf countries is exported to the outside

world. Located in the mouth of the Persian Gulf, the Strait touches Iran to the

north and the Sultanate of Oman to the south, and connects the Persian Gulf to

the Indian Ocean. It is about 280km in length and 50km in width at its

narrowest point, with shipping lanes of only 2�/2 km. Iran has considerable

military and naval power deployed to the north, with a capacity to carry out

commando actions to mine or sink a number of ships in order to block the

Strait. Iranian officials have said that in the event of a conflict, Tehran will have

no hesitation to take such action. The best way the US could keep the Strait

open is to land troops on the Iranian side, but that would enable the Iranians to

draw the US potentially into a difficult and costly ground war. Yet it is also this

scenario that the Americans would want to avoid.
Second, Tehran is in a position to flex its oil muscle. Currently, Iran produces

some four million barrels of oil a day. If it institutes either a substantial
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reduction or a complete halt to its oil output, this would, in the present climate

of growing global oil consumption, create a serious oil shortage in the world

market, causing oil prices to rise dramatically, with devastating economic and

therefore political consequences for the US and its allies as well as the rest of the

world. Neither any of the oil producing states (most importantly Saudi Arabia

as the largest producer within the Organization of Petroleum Exporting

Countries, OPEC) nor the US, through the release of strategic reserves, will

be in a position to compensate for the loss of Iranian oil. Of course, such a

development will also be extremely harmful to Iran itself, but Iranian policy-

makers have indicated privately that when it comes to the survival of the Islamic

regime and therefore Iran, no means will be spared.
Third, Tehran is capable of making life a lot more difficult for the forces of

the US and its allies in Iraq than what they have experienced to this point. So

far, Tehran has acted with restraint in regard to Iraq, for two main reasons.

First, it believes that the US-sponsored democratisation processes in Iraq will

ultimately deliver political power to its Iraqi Shia allies. It has consequently

cautioned the Iraqi Shia leaders against the use of violence as a means to achieve

what could eventually come their way through the US-backed political

processes. However, a US or Israeli attack would change everything. Tehran

could be expected not only to encourage its Iraqi allies to fight the US forces,

but also to send thousands of its own commandos and suicide bombers to Iraq.

Second, it could also count on the support of many Shia individuals and groups

within its regional network of Islamic activists to target Americans and Israelis

and their interests throughout the region. By the same token, it could rely on

some of its Shia supporters in Afghanistan, where the Shia form close to 20 per

cent of the population, to work against the Americans and their allies to

undermine Afghanistan’s very fragile transformation.
Beyond these non-military options, Tehran has the capacity to take

retaliatory military action. It has built a very sizeable devoted cadre and a

formidable military machine, equipped with both medium and long-range

Shahab 1�/3 missiles capable of carrying heavy payloads to hit targets as far

away as 2000 kms. Iranian missiles could easily reach targets anywhere in the

Gulf region and Israel. The Iranian regime could mobilise one million men

under arms in addition to the 450,000 troops and thousands of revolutionary

guards that it already has at its disposal. While unable to match American

firepower, the Iranian forces could make up for this to some extent by the

degree of Islamist and nationalist fanaticism that they could display.

A resolution of the dispute

A US�/Iranian military confrontation clearly carries a serious risk of causing

utter devastation and an inferno that could engulf the entire region. No side

would come out of it without enormous collateral cost. This alone should give

The Iran nuclear dispute 197



both Iran and the international community compelling reasons to find a
diplomatic resolution to the impasse. Despite backing the IAEA resolution,
Russia and China have lucrative relations with Iran. Russia has been making a
lot of money from building Iran’s nuclear reactors and selling arms to Iran, and
China imports some 11 per cent of its oil needs from that country. Similarly,
America’s European allies, especially Britain, France and Germany, have highly
beneficial trade deals with Iran running into billions of dollars annually. When
it comes to the crunch, at least Russia and China, which have grown
increasingly uneasy with the US role in world politics under Bush, may not
find it in their interests to vote for UN sanctions let alone support any military
action. Ultimately, the best way out of the dispute may well prove to be a
negotiated resolution, something along the lines of the Russian offer to enrich
uranium on its soil for Iran.

However, a compromise may not bear much fruit unless the parties involved
agree to it in the context of addressing the conditions that have led the Iranians
to live in constant fear of the US and Israel, and the Americans and the Israelis
to remain increasingly suspicious of Iran’s military nuclear intentions. In other
words, there is a political context to the nuclear row, the viable resolution of
which depends very much on how the parties can politically come to terms with
each other. One way that the Iranians can be persuaded to allay the concerns of
the US and its allies is for Washington to come to terms with the Iranian Islamic
regime and to stop constantly threatening it. Although informal back channel
communications have been going on between Tehran and Washington for some
years, the time has now come for the Bush administration to take the bold step
of acknowledging the legitimacy of the Iranian Islamic regime and engaging it in
serious confidence-building measures to reduce Tehran’s concerns about the
American threat factor.

If the Iranian regime is assured that it will no longer be treated as a dangerous
pariah and that it will have the degree of security and acceptability that it
requires to be a robust player in the international system, it may be more
amenable to the idea of limiting its program to a light reactor for meaningful
technological, economic and political returns. The more Washington engages
Iran the more the chances of also stimulating those reformist forces in Iranian
politics that have wanted Iran to become a progressive, constructive, respon-
sible and moderate Islamist state in world politics. Washington has had no
major misgivings with Turkey’s governance under the moderate Islamist Party
of Justice and Development; it should not be pessimistic about the possibility of
Iran going down the same path with wider international engagement.

The Iranian regime is not comparable to that of North Korea. It has a wider
base of popular legitimacy and pluralist support, as well as strategic assets at its
disposal, than Washington has been prepared to credit it with. To move Iran
further down the path of negotiation rather than confrontation, Washington
could also agree to a region-wide regime of WMD control that would include
Israel. Tehran has repeatedly sighted the case of American support for Israel as a
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nuclear power to highlight the US’s double standards and to justify the need for
Iran to deflect a perceived Israeli threat. It has indicated that it will be happy to
consider a regional disarmament regime that includes Israel. However,
Washington has remained averse to this idea. It has never wished Israel to
become subject to the same constraints as the Arabs and Iranians. A regional
regime may also help Washington and its allies secure a viable resolution to the
mess that is Iraq. Whatever America’s Iraq and wider regional strategy, it is
unlikely to succeed unless Washington brings Iraq’s neighbours on board, and
Iran is a key state in this respect.

Note

1. I am thankful to Professor Wolfgang Danspeckgruber and the Liechtenstein Institute on Self-

Determination at Princeton University for inviting me to a project on US�/Iran relations from

which I have benefited a great deal.
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