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Abstract

Despite the vast research on why states seek nuclear capability, little is known
about the conditions leaders face when deciding to reverse nuclear ambitions. A
theoretical paradigm of realism is often used to deduct state action and behavior but
scholars are in agreement that a variety of circumstances like improved national security;
political realignment and state incentives can affect nuclear reversal. This study looks at
the role of internal Iranian and U.S. domestic politics that resulted in the Joint
Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA). An analysis of domestic Iranian drivers yields
the legacy (economic mismanagement, domestic mismanagement and corruption, and
foreign policy embarrassments) of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad’s presidency (2005-2013)
initiated the need for political realignment. U.S. drivers of the JCPOA lean heavily on
different presidential non-proliferation implementation approaches. The findings add
nuance to one theory of nuclear reversal: when leaders change, so can the state’s nuclear
policy. This study is a part of a growing body of research in understanding the role

domestic politics play in nuclear aspiring states.
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Chapter I

Introduction

What is dignity? What is respect? Are they negotiable? Is there a price tag?
Imagine being told that you cannot do what everyone else is doing — what
everyone else is allowed to do. Will you back down? Would you relent? Or
would you stand your ground?.. For us Iranians, nuclear energy is not about
Jjoining a club or threatening others. Nuclear energy is about a leap, a jump
toward deciding our own destiny, rather than allowing others to decide for us...

Rights are not granted and since they are not granted, they cannot be seized. This
does not mean we have hit a dead end. There is a way forward, a construction
path toward determining our destiny, to advance, to make progress, to secure
peace, to go forward. The choice is not submission or confrontation. This past
summer our people chose constructive engagement through the ballot box, and
through this they gave the world a historic opportunity to change this course. To
seize this unique opportunity we need to accept equal foot and choose a path
based on mutual respect and recognition of the dignity of all peoples, and more so
on the recognition that no power, however strong can determining the fate of
others. This is no longer an option. Join us in ending an unnecessary crisis and
opening new horizons...

- Mohammad Javad Zarif, Iranian Foreign Minister (November 2013)!

During the third round of nuclear negotiations between Iran, P5+1 (China, France,
Russia, the United Kingdom and the United States) plus Germany, Iranian Foreign
Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif released a public message entitled, “Iran’s Message:
There is a Way Forward” clearly laying out Iran’s stance on the pursuance of nuclear
energy. The message emphasizes Iran’s core political doctrine of self-help, the pursuit of
independence and the search for equality and respect. However, there is an allusion to

exploring the path of negotiation regarding Iran’s stance to the nuclear program, which

! Christine Hauser, “On YouTube, Iranian Minister Says ‘Join Us’ in Ending Crisis,”
nytimes.com, https://thelede.blogs.nytimes.com/page/32/ (accessed November 26, 2017).



supports an underlying theory of nuclear reversal: when leaders change, so can the state’s
nuclear policy.

After nine years of active negotiations, the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action
(JCPOA) was reached because of political realignment inside Iran. Iran’s nuclear
program was the subject of intense scrutiny for over a decade. Though Iran claims their
pursuance of nuclear technology is for peaceful purposes, Western adversaries are
convinced the program is driven by military ambitions. The JCPOA is an agreement that
addresses a very long-standing and contentious dispute in a peaceful manner.

On July 14, 2015 in Vienna, Austria, negotiations between the P5+1 and Iran
were completed. The purpose of the JCPOA is to stop Iran from acquiring nuclear
weapons and the agreement has a two-fold agenda. First, the JCPOA puts safeguards on
specific components of Iran’s nuclear program by creating specific monitoring to
effectively prevent Iran from producing fissile material for 10-15 years.? Iran would
receive sanctions relief in return.

The JCPOA is a multilateral agreement that inhibits Iran from obtaining the
nuclear bomb by concentrating on limits in two main directions. The first limitation
dictated by the accord includes a constraint on Iran’s uranium enrichment program. This
occurs by putting a limitation of the number and types of centrifuges that Iran can use to
enrich uranium in addition to putting a cap on the supply of uranium that Iran can possess

at any given time.? In addition, the JCPOA also put limits on the amount of uranium that

2 Belfer Center, “The Iran Nuclear Deal: A Definitive Guide,” Belfer Center for Science
and International Affairs, (August 2015): 4.

3 Ariane Tabatabai and Annie Tracy Samuel, “Understanding the Iran Nuclear Deal
through the Lens of the Iran-Iraq War,” lawfareblog.com, https://lawfareblog.com/understanding-
iran-nuclear-deal-through-lens-iran-irag-war (accessed August 7, 2017).



Iran can enrich at one time. The second main limitation dictates against the production of
weapons-grade plutonium by having Iran pledge against establishing a re-processing
center, which is critical for the establishment of nuclear weapons and there is a restriction
against Iran to procure dual-use item.* Lastly, the JCPOA calls for strict inspection
protocols by the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), which would monitor
every aspect of the Iranian nuclear program.

This chapter introduces my research regarding domestic and U.S. drivers of the
JCPOA. We begin with identifying the research problem and research question in
addition to stating the significance of the issue at hand. Subsequently, the research

methodology section lays out my logic in supporting my hypothesis.

Research Problem and Hypothesis

The research problem focuses on the conditions that enable states to reverse their
nuclear ambitions. A gap exists in the understanding of nuclear reversal, which is a
relatively new occurrence in the domain of nuclear proliferation. The customary
paradigm in explaining state’s nuclear choices often defers to realist logic, which
highlights national security concerns as the main impetus for state actions. Scholars are
under concurrence that no single variable can explain nuclear reversal; however, there are
various factors that could contribute to disarmament such as improvement to external

security, internal political change, or state-specific incentives.>

4 Ibid.

> Ariel E. Levite, “Never Say Never again: Nuclear Reversal Revisited,” International
Security 27, No. 3 (Winter 2003-2003), 68.



The research question I want to focus on involves identifying the domestic
Iranian and U.S. drivers resulting in the JCPOA. I hypothesize that Iran reversed the
course of their nuclear program and reached the nuclear agreement because of internal
political realignment, which concurrently resulted in an alignment of forces between Iran
and the United States. I chose to analyze Iran’s nuclear deal for a variety of reasons.
First, the United States and Iran have been at odds for over three decades with no real
formal diplomatic ties and have a relationship imbedded with mistrust. With such
staunch ideological differences and a volatile political relationship, reaching the historic
accord is a significant achievement. Secondly, though Iran has braced sanctions for over
three decades, the right to nuclear technology has been a point of contention and pride for
the Islamic Republic. As a signatory to the NPT, under Article IV, the state believes they
have a right to acquire nuclear technology for peaceful purposes. Dr. Gholamali
Cheginizadeh, Professor in the Faculty of Law and Political Science at the University of
Allame Tabatabee in Tehran summarizes how nuclear weapons are tied with Iranian pride
and regime leadership:
Three pillars of Iranian strategic thinking are important to understand. The first is
Iranian’s sense of victimization. Second is the Iranian’s quest for recognition.
Third is continuity with the pre-Revolutionary period. Iran is a proud country, a
big country and a leading country. This must be recognized. The sense of Iran as
a leading country is something to which the leadership pays heavy attention. The
psychological deficit within the Iranian leadership could be fulfilled by
developing nuclear weapons capability.¢

Even though sanctions affected the Iranian economy, the resolve for the nuclear program

remained intact. Lastly, the JCPOA represents a large ideological shift for the Islamic

® Mustafa Kibaroglu, “Good for the Shah, Banned for the Mullahs: The West and Iran’s
Quest for Nuclear Power,” Middle East Journal 60, no. 2 (Spring 2006): 219.



Republic. The nuclear deal potentially removes a source of tension between Iran and the
United States opening up economic opportunities for Iran.

The significance of my research is that it helps explain the dynamics of nuclear
non-acquisition in Iran and sheds further light on the role of domestic politics in nuclear
aspiring states. The role of nuclear weapons is very different today than it was during the
Cold War where deterrent capability was the foremost priority. Nuclear weapons are
symbol of modernity and political objects of negotiation in regional and global debates
therefore understanding what drives a state’s nuclear choice to forgo nuclear weapons is

important to the end goal of non-proliferation.

Research Methodology

The purpose of the research methodology section is to break down the logic
involved in supporting or refuting my hypothesis. Though Iran’s external security
environment has a strong influence on nuclear policies, I do not believe its role is
deterministic. I hypothesize that Iran changed the trajectory of their nuclear program
because of domestic political realignment in Iran that simultaneously resulted in an
alignment of forces between Iran and the United States.

The hypothesis will be tested using a mixed method research strategy looking at
qualitative and quantitative data. Content and historical analysis for primary
data/literature and secondary literature come from articles, books and case studies using
search engines like Lexus Nexus, Factiva and Hollis. Supporting my primary data

research will be various excerpts from speaking engagements, data from the World Bank,



UN General Assembly speeches and press interviews. One research limitation that I
faced writing this thesis is that I do not read, write or speak Persian (Farsi). However,
there is an abundant amount of literature about Iran published and translated into English.
The following chapter overviews will dictate my research strategy and go into more
detail about methodology and sources.

Chapter two, the Literature Review, will look at literature surrounding nuclear
proliferation and nuclear reversal. The intent of the chapter is to identify conditions
surrounding states reversing their nuclear ambitions. The chapter will begin with Scott
Sagan’s research and explore three theoretical models explaining why states decide to
build or refrain from developing nuclear weapons. The central purpose of introducing
Sagan’s research is to highlight that nuclear weapons should be considered more than
tools of national security. Subsequently, the literature review examines three scholarly
articles examining the reasons behind nuclear reversal. Though the general consensus
among scholars is there is not one particular answer to explain why states disarm, there is
a general belief that nuclear reversal hinders on a state’s subjective needs.

Chapter three gives a brief overview on why Iran and the United States were not
able to reach a compromise about their nuclear program until the signing of the JCPOA.
Historical data analysis comes from qualitative data reflecting on the consequential
effects of particular historical events. The chapter begins with giving a bit of background
about Iran’s nuclear program and the role of the United States. Additionally, the chapter
identifies key events like the 1953 Coup, the Iranian Revolution, and the Iran-Iraq War as
periods that not only strengthened Iran’s resolve to be nuclear capable but also fostered

mistrust towards the United States. These historical events gave strength to Islamic



fundamentalist views, which in turn had a strong affect on Iranian nationalism and
nuclear policy resulting in years of political futility between the United States and Iran.

Chapter four looks at the Iranian domestic drivers of the JCPOA. The
quantitative data reflected in this chapter comes from a variety of sources like The World
Bank and U.S. government databases for the purpose of statistics to support arguments
made in the chapter. I begin the chapter with a brief background about Iranian political
factions. Subsequently, I look at the domestic political change by examining the
ideological beliefs and personal values of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad. The chapter then
examines the economic and domestic mismanagement/corruption along with foreign
policies of Ahmadinejad from 2005-2013 and the effect his policies had on political
culture and the Iranian people. Lastly, I examine the domestic political shift that
occurred with the 2013 presidential elections and the how the incentives of the nuclear
deal benefitted Iran, which helps explain why they agreed to the accord. I chose to look
at this range of domestic politics to make research more manageable and to see the
immediate comparison of effects among the polities.

Chapter five looks at the U.S. drivers that encouraged the execution of the
JCPOA. The analysis for this chapter builds on primary data consisting of interviews and
speeches along with secondary qualitative analysis of benefits and detriments of military
action against Iran. I believe there were two main reasons that drove the U.S. to accept
the nuclear deal. The first principle is that the United States realized a military strike was
too costly. The second point and the most important point was U.S. political realignment.
With new political governance, a new partisan and presidential ideology was ushered in

more conducive to international diplomacy.



All five chapters focus around the concept of nuclear reversal and why Iran
changed the trajectory of their nuclear program. In the aforementioned chapters, my
hypothesis revolves around the concept of political realignment on both the Iranian and

U.S. side, which ultimately resulted in the execution of the JCPOA.



Chapter I1.

Literature Review

George Quester presented one of the most striking questions facing the nuclear
community, “When in history have many nations had the capability to produce a
powerful weapon, and not chosen to exercise it?””’ In skimming the literature for review,
the objective was to identify what the incentives are for nuclear reversal. The reality of
finding concrete answers is complicated because literature is somewhat sparse. However,
my original goal was to provide an argument against the structural realist theory that
states make nuclear decisions solely after accessing their security costs and benefits. [
believe the explanation for nuclear reversal lies in the realms of cost/benefit variables.

The lack of fully developed research makes a comprehensive review difficult.
However there are a few authors that suggest they are several key principles that lead to
nuclear reversal. T.V. Paul and Ariel Levite are under similar consensus that there is not
one single driver that can explain this phenomenon. Instead the decision is composed of
a variety of factors like domestic political change, new standards that make nuclear
weapons less appealing and improved national security environment. Kevin Kiernan’s
argument of economic bargaining emphasizes the idea that state goals can change when a
state thoroughly analyzes the “price” or “willingness to pay” against state goals.

The literature review begins with looking at why states want to be nuclear capable

because understanding why a state wants nuclear proliferation is important because it is a

" George H. Quester, "The Epistemology of Nuclear Proliferation," Journal of
International Affairs, Vol. 40 (Summer 1986): 178.



growing concern facing the international community. Looking at the intentions of a state
is critical to finding out what the tangible and intangible frame of focus is. Subsequently,
the literature review will look at three works (Paul, Levite, and Kiernan) that show

nuclear reversal is incentivized by state interests.

Conceptual Framework for wanting to be Nuclear Capable

Nuclear proliferation is a critical issue for international security especially as
nuclear expansion grows. As of April 2017, according to the Nuclear Energy Institute,
thirty countries throughout the international community operate 449 nuclear reactors
along with sixty nuclear plants under construction in fifteen countries.® The
overwhelming concern about nuclear proliferation shared by the global community is the
unconstrained spread of nuclear weapons and technology by states and entities that are
unrecognized by the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty (NPT).” In April 2009, President
Barack Obama stated in a speech given in Prague:

Today, the Cold War has disappeared but thousands of those weapons have not.

In a strange turn of history, the threat of global nuclear war has gone down, but

the risk of nuclear attack has gone up. More nations have acquired these

weapons. Testing has continued. Black market trade in nuclear secrets and
nuclear materials abound. The technology to build a bomb has spread. Terrorists
are determined to buy, build or steal one. Our efforts to contain these dangers are

centered on a global non-proliferation regime, but as more people and nations
break these rules, we could reach the point where the center cannot hold. '

¥ Nuclear Energy Institute, “World Statistics: Nuclear Energy Around the World,”
nei.org, https://www.nei.org/Knowledge-Center/Nuclear-Statistics/World-Statistics (accessed
Aug. 5, 17).

? Steven E. Miller & Scott D. Sagan, “Nuclear Power without Nuclear Proliferation,”
Daedalus 138, No. 4 (Fall 2009): 9.

10 1bid.,7.
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Understanding why states want nuclear weapons is important to policy efforts in
stopping the spread of nuclear weapons and it could help explain the variables that help
incentivize states to reverse their nuclear trajectory. According to Scott Sagan’s
research, author of Why Do States Build Nuclear Weapons, discusses three frameworks
about the rationale that states use when deciding to build or acquire nuclear weapons
capability. The three main reasons he claims are: (i) the ability to safeguard national
security; (i) political tools to enhance domestic and bureaucratic interests; and (iii) the
establishment of modernity and legitimacy of a government to the international
community.!!

Sagan concludes that states operate under the realist perspective of wanting to
protect sovereignty and security thereby wanting nuclear weapons capability for
safeguarding safety.!> According to Sagan, states have two main options: they can either
develop their own weapons or join an existing nuclear alliance.'® For states, nuclear
weapons have two main objectives when referencing national security. They often
represent a form of deterrence against coercive policy and represent balance among
adversaries and allies.'* Peter Lavoy, author of Nuclear Proliferation Over The Next
Decade- Causes, Warning Signs and Policy Responses, reinforced Sagan’s view by

stating, “ at a fundamental level, all nuclear bomb development programs constitute a

"'Scott D. Sagan, “Why Do States Build Nuclear Weapons?” International Security 21,
no.3 (Winter 1996-1997): 55.

2 Tbid., 57.
B3 bid.

" Ibid.
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response to insecurity and a form of balancing again foreign threats, whether they be
political or military by nature.”!®

George Shultz once stated, “Proliferation begets proliferation.”'® When one state
develops a nuclear weapon for use as a coercive bargaining tool or to address military
threats, an unstable balance is created. Nuclear proliferation can institute a chain reaction
where one state feel threatened by another state with nuclear weapons thus having to
pursue nuclear capability. History reinforces this neorealist perspective. After the United
States developed the first nuclear bomb, the Soviet Union made the development of a
nuclear weapon a priority to counter the American threat. It was noted that Joseph Stalin
made a request to Soviet comrades stating:

A single demand of you comrades...Provide us with the atomic weapons in the

shortest possible time. You know that Hiroshima has shaken the whole world.

The balance has ben destroyed. Provide the bomb- it will remove a great

danger.!”
Other states followed the same security rationale in their pursuance of nuclear weapons.
London and Paris became nuclear weapon capable subsequent to a growing Soviet
military threat in addition to the wavering U.S. guarantee to the NATO allies.'® Another

example was China when they developed nuclear weapons subsequent to a possible

nuclear threat by the United States after the Korean War. "’

15 Peter Lavoy, “Nuclear Proliferation over the Next Decade: Causes, Warning Signs and
Policy Responses,” Nonproliferation Review, Vol. 13, no. 3 (Nov.2006): 434.

16 Sagan, “Why Do States Build Nuclear Weapons?” 57.
"7 Ibid., 58.
'8 Ibid.

1 Tbid.

12



The second rationale that Sagan explores of explaining why states pursue or not
pursue nuclear proliferation involves domestic politics. Often the acquisition of a nuclear
weapon trickles down to serve political interests of bureaucrats or state entities.?’ Sagan
says there are three types of state actors that can influence nuclear politics: (i) the state’s
nuclear establishment; (ii) various unit within the military establishment and (iii)
politicians representing public consensus that heavily favors the acquisition of nuclear
weapons.?! Their influence reflects a bottom-up approach because these state actors have
the ability to influence conditions surrounding the decision-making behind a nuclear
bomb.?2

The third reason for states wanting to be nuclear capable involve forming and
shaping state identity. Sagan reflects that nuclear weapons acquisition assist in
influencing state norms and beliefs and serve as a symbol of regional and international
prestige to many political leaders.?> He goes on to emphasize that some state leaders
believe that it will enhance the state’s international status and state of security.?*

France is an example of a state that has built nuclear weapons on the basis of
perception. The overarching explanation for France acquiring nuclear weapons was to

negate the growing Soviet expansionist threat. However, nuclear symbolism eventually

20 Ibid., 63.
2! Ibid.,64.
22 Tbid.

» Ibid.,73.

24 Ibid.,76.

13



inundated the French leader’s rationale for pursing nuclear capability too.?> French

President Charles de Gaulle said once said to President Dwight Eisenhower in 1959:
A France without world responsibility would be unworthy of herself, especially in
the eyes of Frenchmen. It is for this reason that she disapproves of NATO, which
denies her in a share of the decision-making and which is confined to Europe. It
is for this reason too that she intends to provide herself with atomic armament.
Only in this way can our defense and foreign policy be independent, which we
prize above everything else.?

Sagan’s theoretical frameworks show that nuclear weapons are more than national

security tools. The nuclear weapons serve as political objects for domestic and

international negotiation and they are a symbol that affects a state’s national identity.

Power versus Prudence: Why Nations Forgo Nuclear Weapons (2000)

In the book, Power Vs. Prudence: Why Nations Forgo Nuclear Weapons, author
T.V. Paul looks at why nations forgo nuclear weapons from a situational aspect. In order
to develop a situational explanation for a state’s nuclear choice, Paul pulls insights from
two theoretical and prominent explanations explaining behavior within international
relations: realism and liberalism. Realism is the typical power based explanation for
nuclear acquisition and non-acquisition and says that states acquire arms to protect their
interests in an anarchic international realm.?” The theory goes onto assume that states are

always looking to find ways to defend themselves and deter aggression. The hegemonic

% Ibid.,79.
26 Ibid.

2" T.V. Paul, Power Versus Prudence: Why Nations Forgo Nuclear Weapons (Montreal:
McGills-Queen’s Press, 2000), 6.
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stability theory is also another realist theory that Paul mentions which is essentially
viewing nuclear forbearance by states as a function of the coercive and non-coercive
power of a hegemonic power like the United States.?® Paul states that liberalism has been
a “norm-based” explanation for nuclear forbearance and believes that:

...states that are economically interdependent do not use military force against

each other and therefore rely more on other instruments to exercise power. Some

states may devote equal of more attention to economic and welfare goals, and so
security considerations become lesser priorities. Hence nuclear forbearance may
serve their economic objectives.?

Paul states that a state’s nuclear choices are “determined largely by the level and
type of security threats that it faces and the nature of interactions or conflict with its key
adversaries and allies in its immediate geo-strategic environment.” *° Paul argues that
realism can be used to account for nuclear acquisitions and liberalism can be used as the
explanation to explain why nuclear non-proliferation can be sustained but there is still a
lack of knowledge in fully understanding how a state chooses between acquisition and
forbearance.

In the second chapter, Paul uses insights from realism and liberalism to try to
explain nuclear reversal. To help explain the correlation, Paul introduces three different
levels of conflicts that states face when deciding to acquire nuclear weapons: (i) high-
conflict; (i1) moderate conflict; and (iii) low-conflict. When conflict is high, realism can

help to explain a state’s behavior and when conflict is low, liberalism prevails. Paul

believes that states in low and moderate conflict will forgo nuclear weapons to avoid

2 Ibid., 7.
2 Ibid., 9.

30 Ibid., 4.
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“negative security externalities” that may eventually lead to a security dilemma.>!

Essentially, Paul believes in the notion of prudential realism where maximizing state

interests is the leading characteristic in helping states make nuclear choices.>?

Never Say Never Again: Nuclear Reversal Revisited (2002)

In the article, “Never Say Never Again,” author Ariel Levite explores the
concepts surrounding the idea of nuclear reversal. Levite touches on the following ideas
in the article: contemporary nuclear proliferation concerns; empirical challenges to
analyzing nuclear reversal; forces influencing nuclear reversal and restraint and the role
of the United States influencing states regarding nuclear behavior. Levite begins the
article acknowledging the growing nuclear proliferation concerns throughout the global
community. One main concern Levite identifies about the growing nuclear proliferation
concerns is the speed at which nuclear technology is spreading and how the “non-
proliferation treaty regime intended to contain the spread of nuclear technologies is
disintegrating.”*? If more states are accessing nuclear technology, Levite cites that
“horizontal nuclear proliferation” would be another overwhelming security concern for

the global community to tackle.?*

*! Ibid., 33.
* Ibid., 5.
33 Ariel E. Levite, “Never Say Never again: Nuclear Reversal Revisited,” 60.

34 Ibid.
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With the rampant spread of nuclear technology, the question at hand is what has
made states in the past reverse their nuclear decisions? Levite starts off by
acknowledging the understanding of nuclear reversal as “...the phenomenon in which
states embark on a path leading to nuclear weapons acquisition but subsequently reverse
course, though not necessarily abandoning altogether their nuclear ambitions.” Levite
broadly comments on the problems plaguing the literature on nuclear reversal. One
problem is the idea of equifinality and how there are multiple paths and factors leading to

nuclear reversal.>®

Another shortcoming of the literature regarding nuclear reversal is
understanding the evolution of a state’s intention for nuclear proliferation. Levite notes
in the article, “The studies have failed to acknowledge that to bring about nuclear
reversal, it is not enough to merely to remove a state’s original motivations to remove a
state’s original motivations for obtaining nuclear weapons.”>’

Levite acknowledges that past studies have linked nuclear reversal to the
following: (i) the external security of a state improves or alternatives to nuclear weapons
emerge that make them unnecessary; (ii) a change occurs within the domestic regime and
the state’s security and/or economic orientation or (iii) systematic or state specific
incentives emerge that diminish the appeal of nuclear weapons.*® The consensus among

scholars is that not one factor has more weight than others in reversing a state’s nuclear

decisions. Levite’s argument complements T.V. Paul’s analysis that no single variable

35 Ibid., 61.
3¢ Ibid., 63.
37 Tbid., 64.

3 Ibid., 68.
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explains why a nation forgoes their nuclear program and his prudential realism
explanation.

Levite also believes the United States plays a critical role in stopping nuclear
proliferation. The U.S. is a nation that can create a favorable political climate to change
their nuclear trajectory because they have the ability to influence external factors to push
an opposing nation in a different trajectory. With this being said, Levite concludes the
article by identifying three factors that could bring some external success in bringing
about nuclear reversal: (i) a change in the domestic perceptions of the nuclear spirants of
the utility of acquiring nuclear weapons; (ii) sustained U.S. encouragement of such
perceptions, which are made possible by tracking, understanding ultimately addressing
the nuclear aspirant’s concerns and requirements and (iii) a conscious U.S. led effort to

complicate the road to nuclear weapons acquisitions and those who embark on it.*

Why Do States Give Up Nuclear Arsenals? (2008)

In the article, “Why do States give Up Nuclear Arsenals?” author Kevin Kiernan
dives into the theoretical framework of state decisions regarding nuclear decisions.
Kiernan looks at two hypotheses regarding nuclear disarmament. The first hypothesis
resonates with the realist theory that states make nuclear decisions based on their national
security status. The second hypothesis is labeled the “the bargaining approach” and
concentrates on looking at the cost benefit analysis in addition to security strategies.

Kiernan breaks the cost benefit analysis into two distinct variables: “price” and

¥ Ibid., 87.

18



“willingness to pay.”*° The price factor includes looking at a variety of variables:
security and political costs in nuclear retention, international pressure to cease the nuclear
weapons and structural factors of the international regimes.*! The willingness to pay
relates to concrete and subjective benefits of nuclear ownership, which range from
national prestige, benefits to internal domestic and political circles, future to exchange
nuclear weapons and international concessions.

Kiernan ultimately applies his hypotheses regarding nuclear disarmament to the
following case studies: South Africa, Argentina, Brazil, Ukraine, Belarus and
Kazakhstan. The circumstances surrounding South Africa starting their nuclear program
revolve around national security. The South African government constructed the nuclear
device as a symbolic deterrent against the Soviet Union and Cuba.

Looking at South Africa’s nuclear disarmament, Kiernan highlights two main
points. First, the traditional realist theory citing that disarmament occurs after accessing
security needs is inconsistent with what occurred. Right after F.W. de Klerk ascended to
presidency, he ordered the destruction of the weapons on a unilateral basis. The question
revolving around this action is why South Africa would give up such a strategic
advantage? Kiernan’s hypothesis is that South Africa disarmed because their
“willingness to pay” diminished.*> De Klerk realized the benefits of not having nuclear

weapons were more economically beneficial than the status quo. Being part of the NPT
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would mean more globalized cooperation with the West, which would help radically
liberalize and normalize South Africa’s economy.

Argentina and Brazil pursued nuclear ambitions based on the classic realist
security dilemma. Argentina’s nuclear program was intended for the purpose of
sovereign energy and Brazil emulated Argentina’s efforts shortly after in order to rival
their regional adversary. However, Kiernan notes their nuclear disarmament was due to
an improved political relationship. Eventually, the two nations improved relations
because of increased economic engagement and announced implementation of full-scope
IAEA safeguards, signing of the Treaty of Tlatelolco and accession to the NPT.*

According to Kiernan, Ukraine, Kazakhstan and Belarus’s nuclear disarmament
favors the economic bargaining framework. The main question surrounding this nuclear
reversal is why these three states gave up nuclear weapons that they did not have to pay
for to get. Applying the realist theory does work in this situation because keeping the
nuclear arms would have meant further economic sanctions, attack from the global
community and further diplomatic isolation. However, relinquishment would bring more
economic normalization and security. Kiernan believes the bargaining model is the
stronger argument all aspects were applicable to the three states political process, which
resulted in disarmament.**

Kiernan concludes the article by offering policy recommendation based off the
economic bargaining framework. He states that policies intended to prevent states from

acquiring nuclear weapons must concentrate on challenging the state’s “willingness to

* Ibid.
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pay” rather than raising the “price.” Kiernan believe that “willingness to pay” and
“price” will be positively correlated.*> The measures include changing the nature of the
regime, increasing its ability to constructively engage a rival, or changing national

attitudes towards nuclear weapons.

Conclusion From Literature Review

The common theme among the literature is that nuclear weapons are more than
tools of national security. Nuclear weapons represent political tools and are symbols for
modernity and power among the international community. The literature by Paul, Levite,
and Kiernan emphasizes that there are no concrete explanations to explain nuclear
reversal. However, the three scholars make a point that security concerns are not the only
variable when deciding to disarm. Often, the decision for reversal is to serve the state’s
own subjective needs. My hypothesis will take the variable of domestic politics and
analyze its role in nuclear reversal.

The following chapters will look at the drivers that enabled Iran to sign the
nuclear deal. We will begin with a brief overview of the Iranian nuclear program in
addition to exploring key events that strengthened the Islamic Republic’s resolve to
pursue the program. The subsequent chapters will explore key events the occurred on the

domestic and international front that aided in the reversal

4 Ibid.
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Chapter III

Iran & the United States: Roots of Anti-Americanism and Mistrust

History plays a large part in understanding Iran’s policies and sense of national
identity. The 1953 Coup, 1979 Iranian Revolution and the Iran-Iraq War help sustain an
ideological identity pervaded with anti-American sentiment and a political agenda loyal
to Islamic fundamentalist principles. These three historical events left a significant
imprint on Iran’s international orientation. The quest for independence, self-reliance and
the search for equality and respect would be the hallmark of Iran’s foreign policy. It
would also be the explanation for decades of political futility with the United States and
unwavering belief to Iran’s right of a nuclear energy program.

Iran’s nuclear program started in the mid 1950°s under Iran’s last shah,
Mohammad Reza Pahlavi. The shah saw the United States as a partner to protect the
Middle East from Communism and radical Pan-Arabism and also welcomed their
influence in the development of nuclear science. *® In December 1953, President Dwight
D. Eisenhower started a program called “Atoms for Peace” where the intention was to
help Iran develop nuclear energy for peaceful purposes.

The progress in nuclear science gave the shah a vision of Iran becoming a
regional hegemonic power. ¥’ The nuclear program became a symbol of power and

forward progress. As the program continued to expand, Iran signed agreements to

4 Alireza Nader, Iran After the Bomb (Santa Monica, CA: Rand Corporation, 2013), 3.

47 Abbas Milani, “The Shah’s Atomic Dreams,” foreignpolicy.com,
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purchase eight more reactors from the United States, work with Germany and France to
build power reactors at Bushehr and Darkhovin and purchase a 10% share in a French
uranium company called Tricastin.*® The shah had plans for a “full-fledge nuclear power
industry.”* The nuclear program was heavily funded with the budget at $1.3 billion in
1976 and believed to be an expected right of Iran, since they signed the Nuclear Non-
Proliferation Treaty in 1968.%°

The United States began to express concern about Iran’s nuclear program upon
the insistence of a full fuel cycle and interest in processing plutonium.>! These concerns
were reinforced when the shah told Le Monde, a French newspaper, that one-day “sooner
than is believed” that Iran would be “in possession of a nuclear bomb.”>? Pahlavi
subsequently put Iran’s nuclear program on hold in light of the chaos brought on by the
Iranian Revolution. Subsequently, Iran’s sense of victimization after Iran-Iraq War
would be impetus for Ayatollah Khomeini to restart the Islamic Republic’s nuclear

program.
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1953 Iranian Coup

Roots of mistrust, anti-Americanism and resentment stemmed from the 1953
Iranian Coup. The futility of foreign intervention in Iranian domestic political affairs can
be traced back to the coup where western interventionism would leave a deep imprint on
Iran’s polity, economy and popular culture.>® The biggest impact of the coup was the
elimination of a pro-democracy faction, which affected the Iranian people’s struggle for
independence and has an important impact on Islamic Republic’s political culture.

The roots of the coup drivers began in 1901 when a British investor, William
Knox D’Arcy, gained exclusive rights to look for oil in the southern territories of Iran.
Iranian grievances heavily centered on contract negotiations and oil exploitations with the
British. Up until the 1930’s, the contract only paid Iran 16% of its profits and the
contract gave Britain full control over the oil exports.>* Though negotiations with the
Anglo-Iranian Oil Company (AIOC) eventually came to a resolution of splitting revenue
50/50, the Iranian Parliament voted to nationalize oil, which would lead Iran to regaining
control over its own natural resources. >

Leading the fight to nationalize the oil industry was Mohammed Mossadegh who
was the democratically elected Prime Minister of Iran. Mossedegh was a fervent

nationalist that held true to Iran’s institution and constitution and believed in principles
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like nation formation, modernization and democracy.>® He was a leader that feared
colonialism and battled for Iranian sovereignty. While being tried in court, Mossadegh
stated:

Yes, my sin- my greater sin...and even my greatest sin is that [ nationalized Iran’s

oil industry and discarded the system of political and economic exploitation by

the world’s greatest empire...This at the cost to myself, my family; and at the risk
of losing my life, my honor and my property...With God’s blessing and the will
of the people, I fought this savage and dreadful system of international espionage
and colonialism...I am well aware that my fate must serve as an example in the
future throughout the Middle East in breaking the chains of slavery and servitude
to colonial interests.’

The coup appeared to be a short-term victory for the United States, but was
consequentially detrimental to its standing with Iran in the long-term.>® This was a
pivotal turning point in Iranian history that left four considerable legacies: (i) the
denationalization of the oil industry; (ii) the annihilation of secular opposition; (iii) the
demise of the Iranian monarchy and (iv) political insecurity.>® However, for many
Iranians, the most consequential legacy of the coup was retarding the development of

democracy in Iran.%° Ray Takeyh stated about the loss of democracy, “Iranians

continued to believe their country may have forged a nationalist path, reclaimed its
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resources from foreign exploitation, and escaped the tentacles of a despotic monarchy
had it not been for American manipulations.”®!

The biggest repercussion of the 1953 coup was two decades of dictatorship under
the shah. Pahlavi ushered in a period of authoritarian rule to bolster royal legitimacy with
reforms like the White Revolution, which attempted to preserve traditional power
patterns. © The repression and corruption led to the emergence of more Islamic groups
and anti-American sentiment. Mark Gasiorowski, a professor of political science at
Tulane University and author commented about the consequences of the coup:

...the removal of Mossadegh paved the way for two political trends- radical

Islamists led by the Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini and radical leftists in the form

of the militant Mujahedin- e Khalg- to gain ground decades after the coup... What

the coup did was to take out the moderate, secular, elements of Iranian politics
and enabled radical Islamists and radical leftists to emerge as key opposition
factions in place of it.®
The coup fueled Iranian nationalism with fundamentalist principles and poisoned the
Islamic Republic’s relationship with mistrust because it proved “Washington’s
duplicity.”® The incident reinforced to Iran that, “ the United States, which portrayed
itself as the guardian of freedom, was seen as resorting to nefarious means to get ride of a

democratically elected government to suit its own strategic interests.”®

5! Ibid.,93.

62 Zahrani, “The Coup That Changed the Middle East: Mossadeq v. the CIA in
Retrospect,” 97.

% Frus Bezhan, “Aftershocks of Iran’s 1953 Coup Still Felt Around The World, 60 Years
Later.”

% Ibid.

% Ibid.

26



The Iranian Revolution

The Iranian Revolution led to ideological changes in Iran’s political culture that
not just contributed to the halt in relations with the United States, it made Iran an enemy
of the West too. Iran’s anger stemmed from unwanted U.S. interference from the 1953
coup and support of Reza Palhavi, which ushered in a long period of brutal oppression.
Former Iranian diplomat Shireen Tahmasseb Hunter commented about the consequences
of the shah’s reign,

Because of the shah’s unwillingness to offer a political atmosphere where secular

political groups and so on can be active, everything therefore was left to the

religious minded groups, which then use the mosques and used the other religious
organizations to get their message across. %
The Iranian Revolution gave rise to theocratic rule in and a political movement that went
on to resent American customs and foreign diplomacy.

The 1979 Revolution helps explain why there was nearly three decades of
resilience against U.S. pressure to give up their nuclear program. Khomeini and his
clerics ruled Iran on the principles of divine right and their interpretation of Muslim

law.%” Iran’s political elite believed in principles such as Iranian unification and military

intervention and was hesitant in trusting any outsiders.
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Under Khomeini, Iran’s foreign policy was more insular. One of the primary
principles guiding the Islamic Republic was, “Na Sharq, Na Gharb, Faqat Jumhuri-ye
Islami” that translates to “Neither East, nor West, only the Islamic Republic of Iran.”®
Not only did this principle reflect a political struggle, it shows how Khomeini was trying
to keep the principles of Islamic thought uncontaminated with western rhetoric.”® Any
sort of collaboration with the West was rejected and the Supreme Leader strictly adhered
to a policy of anti-modernization, which included putting the nuclear program, military
upgrade and civilian infrastructures on hold.”" Other revolutionary principles included
ushering in a more militant foreign policy approach by using a more radical Islamic
approach as a foundation for their foreign policy agenda.”> The notion of prevailing
against international norms was instilled in Islamic policies from the revolution.

The declining relationship between Iran and the United States was furthered
through one post-revolutionary event that had a profound impact on the political climate,
the Iranian hostage crisis. On November 4, 1979, a group of Iranian students and

protesters penetrated the U.S. embassy and held sixty-six Americans hostage for 444

days. The purpose of the hostage taking was to avoid a repeat of the 1953 coup.”® The
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students believed that shah was taken to the United States for medical treatment as an
attempt by the United States to arrange another regime change.’ During this period,
Ayatollah Khomeini invoked nationalistic public sentiment by encouraging the student’s
action noting, “Today underground plots are being hatched in these embassies, mostly by
the Great Satan.””® According to Khomeini, “All of the problem of the East stem from
those foreigners from the west, and from America at the moment. All of our problems
come from America.”’¢

The Iranian Revolution marks a great change in the relationship between Iran and
the United States. Khomeini not only stopped any type of positive relations between the
two nations, he praised any acts or protests that encouraged the anti-Americanism
sentiment. His ideological beliefs and legacy would be evident in the leaders subsequent

to him, thus helping the halt in progress between the Islamic Republic and the United

States.

The Iran-Iraq War

The Iran-Iraq War was one of the bloodiest modern Middle Eastern conflicts with

total human casualties exceeding half a million people.”’ Historical experiences have

colored Iranian’s perception about the intentions of other nations. Iran’s post-war
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attitude is besieged with mistrust of the international community. The war would shape
Iran’s foreign policies in two main ways: (i) it triggered the need for critical defense like
the nuclear program and (ii) the realization of isolation from the global community.”

The Iran-Iraq War was an eight-year conflict that inflicted severe economic
damage and human casualties for Iran and Iraq. Insecurity subsequently plagued Iran
because officials lost confidence in the international community for not acknowledging
or condemning Iraq for the use of chemical weapons. In a 2005 UN General Assembly
Speech, President Ahmadinejad stated about the lack of global support:

For eight years, Saddam’s regime imposed a massive war of aggression against

my people. It employed the most heinous weapons of mass destruction including

chemical weapons against Iranians and Iraqis alike. Who, in fact, armed Saddam
with those weapons? What was the reaction of those who claim to fight again

WMDs regarding the use of chemical warfare then?”’

The Iranian government recognized the necessity to develop conventional and
nonconventional methods of deterrence to safeguard national security because the state
realized global support could not be relied upon if another conflict were to ensue.*
Isolation and insecurity were two other effects from the Iran-Iraq War. Ariane Tabatabai

and Annie Tracy Samuel, authors of the article, Understanding the Iran Nuclear Deal

through the Lens of the Iran-Iraqg War commented, “...the war was one of the most
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momentous events in [ran’s contemporary history and has shaped Iran’s views of itself
and the outside world.”®!

Another event that escalated mistrust with the United States was the U.S. Navy
accidentally shooting down a civilian airliner. Kenneth Pollack, an ex-CIA agent
commented about that situation, “The Iranian government assumed that the attack had
been purposeful.... Tehran convinced itself that Washington was trying to signal that the
United States had decided to openly enter the war on Iraq’s side.”®* This event along
with the lack of support from the Iran-Iraq war cemented the belief to the hardline regime

that United States was committed to the destruction of the Islamic Republic.®3

Conclusion

Iran’s beliefs mimic a neorealist system that emphasizes self-help in the
facilitation of preserving state sovereignty.®* Supporting a state’s ideological theories is
vital to the political and psychological health of a nation because it reaffirms the identity
and status of the state to allies and adversaries. The 1953 coup, 1979 Islamic Revolution

and Iran-Iraq War made the Iranian government recognize the global isolation that faced
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Iran thus supporting conventional and unconventional methods of self-sufficiency and
solidifying the seeds of mistrust with the United States. The next chapter will discuss the

domestic Iranian drivers of the JCPOA.
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Chapter IV

Domestic Iranian Drivers of the JCPOA

Nuclear reversal is a decision that can be influenced by a gamut of considerations
like domestic politics, national security concerns or state incentives. Mahmoud
Ahmadinejad’s presidency (2005-2013) produced a confluence of factors like economic
mismanagement, foreign policy embarrassments and political corruption, which sparked
the need for domestic political realignment. The turmoil from Ahmadinejad’s period of
leadership birthed a political culture that centered on more moderate policies under the
new administration of Hassan Rouhani, which influenced Iran’s stance on their nuclear
program. Domestic political realignment was therefore a major force that facilitated
Iran’s agreement to the JCPOA.

Subsequent to the 1979 Iranian Revolution, three main political factions came to
power: reformists, pragmatists and conservatives. Political factions are loosely described
as a broad network of political alliances that compete for control over state and non-state
institutions.> All three factions advocate for the Islamic government, but there are
striking differences in what policies the government should pursue. 3¢

Conservatives believes governance should be based on religious precepts. This

faction sees the purpose of the state as an executor of God’s will and is very protective of
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velayat-e fagih, which is a key ideology from the Khomeini era.®” This faction is very
conservative on economic and social issues. Hamid Reza Tariqi of the Islamic Coalition
Society stated, “The legitimacy of our Islamic establishment is derived from God. This
legitimacy will not wash away even if people stop supporting it.”*® For foreign policy,
the conservatives place a high value on autonomy and see the West, especially the United
States, as a large threat to Iran’s social and political order.

The pragmatic or moderate faction supports more liberal sociopolitical policies.
One difference between the conservative and pragmatic faction reside with economic
liberalization.®® Pragmatists believe that government should take a smaller role in
economic decisions and market orientated economic reforms will help integrate Iran into
the global economy. Ultimately, the faction believes a modern economy will fix
economic inequality resulting in a more stable society.”

Reformers are the most liberal faction and represent the “left” in Iranian politics.
This faction believes in more liberal religious and social policies and supports expanding
relations with the West. Themes of civil society, rule of law and individual sovereignty
permeate reformer leadership writing and speeches.’' Reformers challenge the authority

of the Supreme Leader and religious groups. They believe the Supreme Leader should be
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more responsive to the voice of the people and be a force for progressive change instead
of being authoritarian.®?

Mahmoud Ahmadinejad

Mahmoud Ahmadinejad’s victory in Iran’s 2005 presidential election tilted the
balance of power to the theocratic regime. Though Ahmadinejad’s intentions were to
support the poor and underprivileged, his decisions damaged the Iranian economy,
alienated a sizeable proportion of the population and eroded the legitimacy of the regime
bringing the Islamic Republic into a long period of authoritarianism and isolationism.*?
Jahangir Amuzegar, an Iranian economist, academic and politician summed up
Ahmadinejad’s legacy by stating:

As it ultimately turned out, he was the wrong man for the job. He lacked the

proper dignity and maturity to handle his position, mismanaged the country’s

delicate and vulnerable economy, and adopted a needlessly belligerent and defiant
position toward the West.**

Coming from humble beginnings, Ahmadinejad presented himself as a
presidential candidate who was a devout Muslim and a crusader for the poor. The core
theme of Ahmadinejad’s campaign promise was justice: fighting against poverty,
corruption and discrimination while consistently progressing the Islamic society.”> As a

committed Islamist and follower of Khomeini, Ahmadinejad saw the Middle East as a

battleground for Islamic authenticity and wanted Iran to return to the “roots of the
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revolution.””® Ahmadinejad believed Iran’s redemption would be found under the ideals
of the Islamic Revolution and once stated, “Today we should define our economic,
cultural and political policies based on the policies of the Imam’s return. We should

avoid copying the West.” ¥’

Economic Mismanagement

Ahmadinejad governed on the basis of ideology, resulting in economic reform
that was too expansionary.”® Acknowledging his ignorance towards economics,
Ahmadinejad once said when questioned about his contradictions in his economic policy,
“I pray to God that I will never know about economics.” His initiatives were intended
to produce income equality and reduce the development gap, which coincided with his
campaign promises of redistribution of wealth, combatting government corruption and
creating more economic opportunities. '’ Ahmadinejad’s economic policies reflected
crowd-pleasing, short-term appeasements that had harmful long-term implications and

came at the expense of policies of national economic growth and development.'°!
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Using oil revenues, Ahmadinejad pursued disastrous macroeconomic initiatives
that focused on supply by artificially controlling exchange rates, interest rates and basic
energy prices.'> By overvaluing the rial against foreign exchange, import prices were
kept low. However, the overvalued exchange hurt the Iran economy in the following
ways: (i) domestic suppliers were unable to compete with foreign suppliers; (ii) domestic
production capacity of import competing industries decreased by 30-40%; (ii1) provided a
stagnant work market for Iranian workers; (iv) worsened non-oil trade balance and (v)
gave a large subsidy to foreign workers.!? This resulted in a heavy dependence on
international products and Iranians bringing their capital to the international market. Once
economic sanctions affected the supply of oil revenues, the rial exchange rate worsened.

Interest rate regulation was another initiative yielding poor results. Ahmadinejad
believed low interest rates would stimulate the economy, but it discouraged individual
savings thus leading commercial banks to become more levered and exposed to systemic
risk. Keeping energy prices low hurt the Iranian economy too because there was
extravagant energy consumption and inefficiencies that left the industries open to
external shock. '

The mismanagement was reflected in economic indicators. Prior to his second
presidential term, sixty Iranian economists denounced the tenets of his economic policy
by stating the following discourse:

Meager economic growth, widespread jobless rate, chronic and double-digit
inflation, crisis in capital markets, government’s expansionary budget, disturbed
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interaction with the world, inequity and poverty have combined with the global

economic downturn to leave undeniable big impacts on exports and imports.'%
Key components of economic growth failed to materialize from Ahmadinejad’s policies.
According to the IMF from the World Economic Outlook Database (October 2012),
Ahmadinejad’s gross domestic product (GDP) and per capital income grew only by 19%
and 10% respectively during the first seven years of his presidency.'% This level of
growth was significantly smaller than his previous two predecessors.!®” The lack of
domestic and foreign investment, stale productivity rates and reduced global
competitiveness contributed to the decline.!®® Additionally, growth was sluggish in the
private sector because of business uncertainties. Ahmadinejad was unable to provide a
stable market for development.

Inflation was another indicator of poor economic performance. At the end of
Ahmadinejad’s presidential tenure in August 2013, Mehr News Agency reported inflation
(defined as the change in the Consumer Price Index during the last fiscal year) stood at
44%.'% The Central Bank provided the following data regarding consumer goods, which

showed how difficult life was for Iranians: dairy products up ~18%; eggs up ~79%; rice
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up~70%; beef up ~43%; beans up ~95%; chicken up ~16%; vegetables up ~81%; fruits
up ~64%; sugar up ~40% and tea up ~101%.''° In terms of housing, rents and purchase
pricing in 2012 for housing went up approximately 254% and 220% respectively.!''! With
the economy experiencing such a significant transformation, Ahmadinejad’s
unimpressive economic performance would haunt the conservative party in the 2013
presidential elections because the basic living needs of the Iranian people were not met

by his leadership.

Domestic Mismanagement & Corruption

The increase in the volume of corruption and defiance against Khamenei was an
impetus for Iranian elites to acknowledge that Ahmadinejad and his faction was a threat
to the Islamic Republic and centrist political actors were necessary to safeguard Iran’s
future.''? Corruption and domestic mismanagement worsened during the presidency of
Ahmadinejad. In Ahmadinejad’s first year of presidency (2005), Transparency
International ranked Iran 88™ among 159 countries in their annual corruption index. In
their 2012 study, Transparency International gave Iran a ranking of 133 among 176

countries, making it one of the most corrupt nations in the global community.'"?
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Though Ahmadinejad campaigned on a populist, anti-corruption platform, his
administration was inundated with corruption scandals. In 2009, a state audit discovered
the Iranian Oil Ministry failed to deposit $1.05 billion into state accounts.'* In 2011, it
was discovered that $2.6 billion was embezzled from the Islamic Republic’s leading
banks. The financial scandal was one of the biggest in Iran’s history, which became a
national obsession thus putting pressure on the clerics to take action against the
embezzlement.!'!® The illegal withdraws also increased inflation thus crossing
Khamenei’s red-line. Analyst Hamid Farahvashi stated, “ Khamenei’s red-line is the
economy...more economic pressure on ordinary Iranians means less support for the
establishment. His aim is to preserve the establishment.”!!®

The friction between Ahmadinejad and Khamenei began to take center stage
subsequent to the 2009 elections. The Supreme Leaders silence and support of
Ahmadinejad during the use of violence to subdue the 2009 protests in addition in
addition to marginalizing important political families in Iran lessened the regime’s

legitimacy.!!” Essentially, these events shifted power from the clergy to the military,

which affected Khamenei’s social base.
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The appointment of Rahim Mashaie was another power struggle between
Ahmadinejad and Khamenei. In July 2009, Mashaie was appointed to vice-president, but
Khamenei demanded that he be removed from office. Due to enormous pressure,
Ahmadinejad relented but made clear he was acting for constitution reasons rather than
respect for Khamenei.!'® Ahmadinejad’s defiance of the Iranian political system and the
fallouts from economic and domestic mismanagement made the ruling elite realize that

his actions were a threat to their leadership thus inciting the need for moderate change.

Foreign Policy

Ahmadinejad contributed to Iran’s negative image and state isolation with
combative and confrontational rhetoric against the international community. As a
staunch nationalist and a committed Islamist, Ahmadinejad’s priority was protecting
Iran’s sovereign rights and progressing the Islamic Republic’s initiatives. Two prominent
issues in Ahmadinejad’s foreign policy platform were (i) protecting Iran’s right to have a
nuclear program and (ii) providing aid to the Palestine cause against Israel and the United
States. !

Iran’s nuclear program became very political during Ahmadinejad’s presidential
tenure. In a 2005 UN General Assembly Speech, Ahmadinejad made an argument for the
U.S. and the international community to respect Iran’s sovereign rights and their nuclear

program:
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...Can nations be deprived of scientific and technological progress through the
threat of use of force and based on mere allegations of possibility of military
diversion? We believe that all countries and nations are entitled to technological
and scientific advancement in all fields, particularly the peaceful technology to
produce nuclear fuel. Such access cannot be restricted to a few, depriving most
nations and by establishing economic monopolies, use them as an instrument to
expand their domination... '
Ahmadinejad believed Iran’s rights were non-negotiable and resumed uranium
conversion after failed negotiations with Britain, France and Germany. In 2006, Iran
even announced their intention to continue research and development on its centrifuges at
Natanz. The nuclear program evolved into political propaganda used in populist rallies
by the hardliners.'?! At one point, Ahmadinejad told Islamic clerics that the country’s
nuclear program “ was going ahead like a train without breaks,” implying that program
would not be susceptible to external pressure.'??
In February 2010, Ahmadinejad made claim that Iran produced its first batch of
uranium enriched to a higher level and that the Islamic Republic was a “nuclear state.”!?
He also went onto state that Iran would not be bullied into curtailing the nuclear program

by the West.!?* His inflammatory rhetoric went on to incur economic sanctions that

contributed to Iran’s negative global standing.
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Ahmadinejad’s combative nature was overtly evident when referencing Israel. In
a conference entitled, “ A World Without Zionism,” Ahmadinejad called for Israel to be
eliminated by stating:
The establishment of a Zionist regime was a move by the world oppressor against
the Islamic World...The skirmishes in the occupied land are part of the war of
destiny. The outcome of hundred of years of war will be defined in Palestinian
land...As the imam said, Israel must be wiped off the map.'?*
The continued cost of defiance by Ahmadinejad contributed to the deterioration of Iran’s
foreign relations and elevated status of isolationism during his presidential term. Other
statements included questioning whether the Holocaust existed and whether the U.S.

government orchestrated the 9/11 attack.!?® The confrontational statements caused

nothing but problems for the Islamic Republic.

2013 Presidential Elections

The tone of Iran’s domestic and foreign policy changed after Hassan Rouhani was
elected president in 2013. Nowhere was this change more apparent than over Iran’s
nuclear program. The JCPOA was the result of foreign policy shift after the 2013
presidential election. Though some states believe sanctions pushed Rouhani to negotiate
out of fear of an economic breakdown that is not the case. Internal political realignment

occurred because Ahmadinejad’s presidential tenure was destructive resulting in
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factionalized polities. The foreign policy shift was a chance for the regime to rebuild
legitimacy and restore centrality in Iran’s political culture.'?’
The 2013 presidential election was an intense period for the Islamic Republic.

The elections represented a desire for change by the Iranian people. Looming in the
memories of Iranians was Ahmadinejad’s presidential policies that alienated the
population with economic and domestic mismanagement in addition to erosion of regime
legitimacy. The domestic and international challenges facing Iran’s government called
for a modification to leadership, which came with the election of Hassan Rouhani.

Hassan Rouhani has been active in Iranian politics since 1979. Through the
1980’s Rouhani had various roles in Iran’s defense establishment and was Iran’s chief
nuclear negotiator from 2003-2005. Rouhani campaigned on the pretense of reducing
tensions with the international community, showing more transparency on the nuclear
front and “restoring the dignity of the nation.”'?® Domestically, Rouhani promised to
improve the economy by alleviating sanctions and improving personal and social
freedoms of the people. Mohammad Javad Zarif stated about Rouhani’s win:

Rouhani’s pragmatic positions on foreign issues proved reassuring to the Iranian

electorate. Rouhani distinguished his campaign from the murky platforms of his

rivals in several key respects: his clear analysis of Iran’s current situation, his

lucid and unambiguous articulation of the major challenges facing society and the

state, and his honest and straightforward approach to the problems and possible
solutions.!®
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Rouhani was a presidential candidate that represented hope and moderation and since his
accession into office, his popularity has helped to restore legitimacy to the Islamic
Republic’s regime, with the execution of the JCPOA being the highlight.'3°

The 2013 election of Rouhani was critical to Iran’s shift with nuclear
negotiations. Though sanctions did not directly change Iran’s nuclear policy with the fear
of an economic downfall, it was an impetus for the regime to come to the negotiation
table. Rouhani unlike Ahmadinejad linked the nuclear problem to the current status of
domestic discontent and knew that, “Iranians needed more than centrifuges spinning to
promote their wellbeing”.!3!

Sanctions accentuated Iran’s economic isolationism, which was a contributor to
internal factional divide. Dr. Payam Mohseni, a professor with the Department of
Government at Harvard University, commented about the change in Iran’s foreign policy:

Yes, sanctions played a part in changing Iran’s behavior, but not because they
forced Iran to return to the negotiation table out of fear of economic collapse.
Rather, sanctions contributed to a transformation of the balance of power within
the Iranian political system that had been already underway since 2009- prior to
the enactment of the current sanctions regime. Sanctions helped pave the way for
a Rouhani victory in the 2013 presidential elections by perpetuating the divide
within the conservative forces of the Iranian establishment over the economy.
The sanctions also cemented an emerging alliance among members of the ruling
elite against the administration of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad. '*?

Rouhani’s ascent to the presidency and openness to nuclear negotiations was the result of

following two factors: (i) the Supreme Leader’s attempt to unify the constituencies and to
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legitimize the regime and (ii) Rouhani’s insistence that sanctions relief was a domestic
imperative to help the Iranian people.

The economy has been a point of contention within the conservative forces of the
Iranian establishment. The core debate surrounds the question of how open Iran should
be to outside trade and finance.!** Iranian leaders have always seen sanctions as an effort
to destroy the regime and westernize the Iranian people. As a response to sanctions,
Khamenei indoctrinated the principle of “Economy of Resistance,” which strives to make
the Iranian economy resistant to long-term economic shocks like sanctions or a global
financial crisis. 34

The divide among the Iranian political elites is at the degree to which Iran should
be integrated into the global economy and it has been an issue that has divided the
clerics.!*> Hardliners believe that,  Iran has to abjure the temptations of the West, both
its money and culture.”'*® Additionally, Hardliners adhere to economic policies that
support private property and commerce with a diminished reliance on exports and foreign
creditors thus advocating for more insular policies. '3” Moderates like Rouhani believe

the stance of the hardliners economic views are unrealistic to sustain evolving needs thus

advocating for economic normalization and ties to the global community.'*® Rouhani
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argues that sanctions need to be lifted in order to sustain any sort of sustainable economic
growth for Iran. Subsequent to the implementation of the JCPOA, Rouhani highlighted
the benefits of the agreement:

If the deal had not happened, we wouldn’t be able to export oil, access to our
assets would have become harder by the day, and the sanctions on the automobile
sector, petrochemicals, money transfer and precious metals would have caused
very dire circumstances for the country. '

Though Iranians view economic sanctions as a large interference on the economy,
they believe that a greater negative impact on the economy has been Iran’s domestic,
economic mismanagement and corruption.'*’ This argument is supported by an Iranian
public opinion study (June 2015) done by the Center for International & Security Studies
at Maryland where approximately 64% of respondents believe domestic mismanagement
and corruption had most negative impact of the Iranian economy.'*! Only 26% of
respondents thought sanctions had the most negative impact on the economy. '#?

Additionally, Iranians expressed very high expectations about the nuclear deal. In
the Iranian public opinion study done in September 2015 about the nuclear agreement,

76% of Iranian respondents approved of the JCPOA.!** The poll also quantified the

Iranian people’s expectations by stating 87% of respondents expect, “tangible
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improvement in people’s standard of living” within six months of the execution of the
JCPOA.!'** Khamenei knew that restoring Iran’s economy had to be a top priority. The
Supreme Leader not only feared a backlash about the lack of economic opportunities, he
wanted to avoid protests that occurred subsequent to the 2009 elections to ensure the
regime’s survival while returning a balance between the political factions.

Subsequent to the signing of the JCPOA, Iran complied with the accord and
dismantled the majority of its nuclear program and has given international inspectors
access to the appropriate sites On implementation day, the IAEA certified that Iran had
complied with preliminary requirements, which included taking thousand of centrifuges
offline, rendering the core of the Arak heavy-water reactor inoperable, and selling excess
low-enriched uranium to Russia.'* As of October 2017, the IAEA stated, “ The nuclear-
related commitments undertaken by Iran under the JCPOA are being implemented,” and

that they are under compliance the JCPOA requirements. '46

State Incentives

With Rouhani’s presidential victory, there were internal and external benefits for

the Islamic Republic. One internal incentive was his win helped mend the factionalized

damage under Ahmadinejad’s tenure.'*’ Externally, with Rouhani’s positive reputation
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with the West, his administration was not only able to diminish the threat of a military
attack from the U.S. regarding the nuclear program, it was able to help facilitate an
economic and social resurgence to the Islamic Republic.

The Islamic Republic has the second largest economy in the Middle East and the
North African region with an estimated GDP of USD 393.7 billion in 2015 and is driven
by the commodities market.!*® The Islamic Republic ranks second in natural gas reserves
and third in crude oil serves in the global market.'%° At the height of the multilateral
sanctions (2011-2014), oil exports were nearly halved in production to 1.4 million barrels
per day."® Liquidity for the government tightened with oil sales, which account for 80%
of government revenues cut in half because of the embargoes along with foreign reserves
decreasing approximately $20 billion.!>!

Economic sanctions not only targeted their nuclear and ballistic programs, it also
targeted the state’s oil and gas programs. The international energy sanctions included an
embargo of Iranian oil; restricting access to oil revenues; limiting ability to transport oil
and other goods and ability to invest in oil production.'>> Additionally, the financial

sanctions isolated Iran’s banking and financial sectors from the global community. The
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most serious financial sanctions included sanctioning Iran’s major banks; disconnecting
from Swift; blocking “U-turn” transactions and money laundering designation to Iran’s
financial system. '3

The lifting of sanctions would also give Iran frozen assets estimated to be ~ $56
billion, which Iran could use to reduce employment, revive domestic industries like
automotive and pharmaceutical and a return to the oil markets.'>* With Iran being one of
the largest crude oil producers, ending sanctions would allow an additional 600-800
thousand barrels per day to re-enter the global oil market.'*> The World Bank estimates
the additional oil production could help create additionally liquidity (up to $15 billion
annually in oil export earnings) and aide in positive GDP growth. !¢

The World Bank also estimates that Iran’s economy could benefit from foreign
investment, which could climb as high at $3.5 billion in a few years.'>” The World Bank

report also stated, “ With the lifting of sanctions, the government of Iran has the

opportunity to put in place a policy framework that will enable the economy to make
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maximum use of this windfall and put the economy on a path of sustained economic
growth.” !

The social impact of lifting sanctions is significant to Iran for two main reasons.
It helps alleviate unemployment rates and “brain drain.” Iran not only has the second
largest economy in the Middle East and North Africa, 60% of their population
(approximately 80 million) is under the age of 30 year old.'>® One large economic
problem sanctions relief could help fix is the high unemployment rate among the youth
(~17.9% for men and 39% with women).'®® Additionally, sanctions relief would help
alleviate the “brain drain” occurring in Iran, which is about 25% of Iranians with post-
education.'® From 2009-2013, more than 300,000 Iranians left the Islamic Republic to
look for employment opportunities abroad.'®*Since employment is scarce, the educated
youth of Iran are leaving to work elsewhere, which equivocates to the Iranian economy

losing out on $50 billion of annual revenue. %
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Conclusion

The research from this chapter looked at domestic drivers that helped Iran reverse
its nuclear course. The first driver was domestic political realignment. The economic
and domestic mismanagement along with foreign policy embarrassments incited the need
for political change. Continuation on the path started by Ahmadinejad would lead to
more mayhem and internal alienation for the clerics. The election of Hassan Rouhani not
only represented a mending of factions from the era of Ahmadinejad, it was designed to
restore centrality in the regime. The next chapter looks at the U.S. drivers of the JCPOA,

which aligned for simultaneous cooperation between the U.S. and Iran.
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Chapter V

U.S. Drivers of the JCPOA

Acceptance of the JCPOA is the result of U.S. domestic political alignment. U.S.
foreign policy objectives have revolved around the themes of nonproliferation,
counterterrorism and the promotion of democracy.'®* The execution of the nuclear
accord occurred not because the U.S. policy objectives changed, but because there was a
sharp contrast in non-proliferation implementation approaches by President Bush and
Obama.'® Additionally, the success of the negotiations is predicated upon the U.S.
realization that a preemptive military strike renders to be an irrational and destructive
policy approach.

The United States has three broad concerns with respect to Iran and their nuclear
program: (i) support of terrorism; (ii) attacking Israel and (iii) increased instability in the
Middle East. These issues had American policymakers debating whether or not the
United States should preemptively attack Iran to eliminate their nuclear program.
However, while discussing whether Iran’s nuclear program was unable to be deterred,
President Obama stated in a 2015 April interview:

It’s simply not the case...and for us to say, “Let’s try” understanding that we’re

preserving all our options, that we’re not naive but in fact we can resolve these

issues diplomatically, we are more likely to be safe, more likely to be secure, in a

better position to protect our allies, and who knows? Iran may change. If it
doesn’t, our deterrence capabilities, our military capabilities stay in place...
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We’re not relinquishing our capacity to defend ourselves or our allies. In that
situation, why wouldn’t we test it?'%

The JCPOA was achieved because President Obama realized the benefits of non-military
options and understood consequences of a military attack.

For several years, U.S. policy makers debated on whether or not diplomacy or
military action could contain Iran’s quest for nuclear weapons. Benefits of limited
military action include: (i) decreasing the probability of volatile explosive military
engagement between Iran and Israel; (i1) deterrence of nuclear weapons proliferation
among regional states and terrorist organizations; and (iii) avoiding the nuclear domino
effect and (iv) damage to Iranian military capabilities. '’

In the article, Speaking about the Unspeakable, author Chuck Freilich explains
the evolution of the US-Israeli relationship. Freilich notes that the United States and
Israel’s ‘special relationship’ evolved from diplomatic, economic and security reciprocity
to a mutual relationship that shares a broad array of threats, which include terrorism,
fundamentalism and nuclear proliferation.'®® Since Iran does not recognize Israel’s
existence, a nuclear capable Iran would be alarming because Iran represents an existential
threat to the Zionist nation. As a world power and close ally to Israel, the United States

has an obligation to minimize a potential crisis between Israel and Iran. Since Iran does

166 Thomas Friedman, “Iran and the Obama Doctrine,” nytimes.com,
https://www.nytimes.com/2015/04/06/opinion/thomas-friedman-the-obama-doctrine-and-iran-
interview.html (accessed Dec 21, 2017).

17 Matthew Kroenig, “Time to Attack Iran: Why a Strike is the Least Bad Option,”
Foreign Affairs 91, no. 1 (Jan/Feb 2012): 78.

18 Chuck Freilich, “Speaking About the Unspeakable,” The Washington Institute for
Near East Policy, policy focus #77 (2007): 1.

54



not recognize Israel’s existence, a nuclear capable Iran would be alarming because the
Islamic Republic represents an existential threat to the Zionist nation. At the annual
session of the UN’s General Assembly in New York in September 2012, Iranian
President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad denied the Holocaust and described Israel as a mere
disturbance in Middle East history that would be “eliminated.”!® Israel recognizes Iran
as a legitimate adversary that has actual capability to threaten Israel’s existence.
Therefore Israel views Iran’s pursuit to become nuclear weapons capable as an event to
prevent at all costs.

Additionally, containing Iran could diminish Iran’s support of terrorism. Per the
United States government, Iran has historically sponsored terrorists groups ranging from
Lebanon’s Shia militia, Hamas, the Palestinian Islamic Jihad and Hezbollah.'”® The
relationship with Hezbollah concerns the international front the most because the terrorist
organization has been associated with a number of well-known terrorist attacks around
the world. The concern is that nuclear weapons would be given to the terrorist groups as
a form of deterrence therefore making national security for the United States and global
community more difficult to secure.

The third concern about Iran’s nuclear program is about the potential new level of
proliferation in the Middle East. If Iran acquired a nuclear arsenal, an arms race could

potentially begin with regional neighbors like Iraq, Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Syria and
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Turkey, which would result in even greater regional instability. President Obama stated
in a press conference in 2012:
You’re talking about the most volatile region in the world. It will not be tolerable
to a number of states in the region for Iran to have a nuclear weapon and them not
to have a nuclear weapon. Iran is known to sponsor terrorist organization, so the
threat of proliferation becomes that much more severe. The dangers of Iran
getting nuclear weapons that them leads to a free-for-all in the Middle East is
something that I think would be very dangerous for the world.!"!
The possibility of Iran using nuclear weapons as a means of political coercion is a
rampant concern among the international community.!”> Military action would
demonstrate the U.S. resolve for non-proliferation in turn bolstering U.S. credibility.
Another benefit of military action would be damage to their nuclear facilities.
Most likely, this would not extinguish their ability or desire for the nuclear program, but
it would delay it. Critical components are not sourced domestically so in conjunction with
the sanctions, potential recovery could be a substantial time period.'”?
Advocates against military action argue that military action would create a highly
volatile environment for the United States and international community. Some
predominant concerns are: (i) Iranian retaliation; (ii) negative impact of world oil prices;

(ii1) increase of anti-American sentiment; and (iv) raise the likelihood that Iran would

become a nuclear weapons state.!” The overwhelming belief is that Iran would engage
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in conflict if attacked. There are estimations that Iran has over one hundred
conventionally armed ballistic missiles, which are capable of striking most of the Middle
East region.!” These missiles could potentially target U.S. facilities in the region,
American naval ships and bases.

Another scenario that could create a point of contention for the global community
is Iran closing the Strait of Hormuz, which is a maritime area where nearly 20% of the
world’s oil passes through.!’® Preventing Iran from acquiring nuclear weapons could
affect potentially affect U.S. and international economy because the disruption of oil
flows, which has severe economic repercussions. The commodity market is tied heavily
to supply and demand so events like war and terrorism would inevitably drive oil prices
up.

Any sort of military action against Iran would undoubtedly provoke retaliation.
Iran has already stated that an attack on any nuclear facility would be viewed at as attack
on the whole country.!”” The Iranian regime has also been transparent with a response to
military action against them. They have stated an attack would equivocate to a
preemptive strike on U.S. soil or against U.S. forces in the Middle East. !7® Another

consideration for the United States is that military action would most likely lead to

74 Tbid.
73 Tbid.

176 Colin Kahl, “Not Time to Attack Iran: Why War Should be a Last Resort,” Foreign
Affairs 91, No.2 (March/April 2012): 168.

77W. Michael Reisman and Andrea Armstrong, “The Past and Future of the Claim of
Preemptive Self-Defense,” The American Journal of International Law 100, No. 3 (Jul 2006):
545.

178 Tbid.

57



outright war, which would be costly and long and that would have a significant impact of
possibility of a resolution.'”’

The United States is under the belief that an attack on Iran would increase their
motivation for nuclear capability.'8® Military action would support Islamic thought that
the U.S. is attempting regime change thus progressing their nuclear program on a more
rapid basis.!8! By weighing the pros and cons of a preemptive strike in addition to taking

into account Iran’s potential reaction, the United States slowly realized that a preventive

strike was a delusion of deterrence.

The Bush Doctrine

The signing of the JCPOA reflected the demise of the Bush Doctrine and
symbolized a great shift in American foreign policy. The central tenet of the Bush
doctrine rests heavily on the principle of American hegemony and democracy. In his
second presidential inaugural speech, President Bush eluded to how ‘evil regimes’ would
not be tolerated by stating, “The survival of our liberty in our land increasingly depends
on the success of liberty in other lands. The best hope for peace in our world is the

expansion of freedom in the world.”'®? The problem with the Bush doctrine was the

17 Wilson Center, “Weighing Benefits and Costs of Military Action Against Iran,”
Wilsoncenter.org, http://www.wilsoncenter.org/sites/default/files/IranReport 091112 FINAL.pdf
(Accessed Oct. 29, 2017).
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manifestation of unsustainable ideals: aggression, dependence on military action and
strong assertion of American ideals. It was the principles of the Bush Doctrine that
contributed to long periods of political futility between the U.S and Iran and it was not
until Obama came into power that repudiation of those ideals occurred.

The “Bush Doctrine” consists of four main elements and emphasizes the fight
between freedom and tyranny. The first main point revolves around the idea of spreading
democracy. There is a naive and implicit belief that democracy is part of the natural
order, which will pave a clear path for more stability and peace. Additionally, the Bush
Doctrine believes that taking out “artificial obstacles,” which could be defined an
adversary opposed to democracy, will lead to political democratic pluralism. '®?
Subsequent to September 11%, Bush told an advisor, “We have an opportunity to
restructure the world toward freedom, we have to get it right.”!3% This belief by Bush
would be part of the compelling ideology to overthrow Saddam Hussein in addition to
overtly rebuking authoritarian regimes like Iran.

Secondly, the doctrine emphasizes the belief that preemptive war could the used
as a benchmark policy for defeating the new threats facing the United States. The basis
for this pillar revolves around two primary factors: (i) threats like terrorism cannot be

contained by deterrence and (i1) if the United States does not combat the threats, the

world will become more dangerous.'®> Bush stated in a West Point address:

'82 The American Presidency Project, “George W. Bush: Inaugural Address,”
presidency.ucsb.edu, http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=58745 (Accessed
December 31, 2017).
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Today out enemies see weapons of mass destruction as weapons of choice. For
rogue states these weapons of are tools of intimidation and military aggression
against their neighbors. These weapons may also allow these states to attempt to
blackmail the U.S. and our allies to prevent us from deterring or repelling the
aggressive behavior of rogue states. Such states also see these weapons as their
best means of overcoming the conventional superiority of the U.S. %

The third main element of the doctrine involves the United States acting on a
unilateral basis when need be. This section of Bush doctrine coincides with the idea of
preemptive war since it could be difficult to receive consensus from all involved
parties.'®” In 2002, Bush stated in a West Point commencement address:

For much of the last century, America’s defense relied on the Cold war doctrines

of deterrence and containment. In some of these cases, these strategies still

apply...If we wait for threats to fully materialize, we will have waited too
long...We must take the battle to the enemy...and confront the worst threats

before they emerge. '8?

An outstanding issue of unilateralism is that other nation’s policies are not taken into
consideration and in a more globalized society the Bush doctrine would be difficult to
sustain. Essentially, the United States would be isolated from other world powers.

Lastly, the Bush doctrine hinders on the belief that the United States is a key
entity in assuring peace thereby asserting the U.S. in world politics. The element of

American hegemony allows the United States to act in a superior manner in a way that

other states cannot. Implicitly, American hegemony coincides with beliefs of the

185 Tbid., 369.
"% Ibid., 369.
187 1bid.,374.
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hegemonic stability theory where having multiple states in power could potentially be
dangerous and destructive.'*’

Bush’s aggressive foreign policy approach led to a political standstill between
Iran and the United States. Regarding the pursuit of being nuclear capable, President
George W. Bush stated about Iran, Iraq and North Korea in a State of Union Address,
“States like these, and their terrorist allies, constitute an Axis of Evil, arming to threaten
the peace of the world. By seeking weapons of mass destruction, these regimes pose a
grave and growing danger.”'*® The international community was very concerned about
why Iran had a desire for a nuclear capability. Though Iranian officials reiterated the
nuclear program was intended for peaceful purposes, the global community believed the
reason behind of the nuclear program was to acquire weapons for terrorism and other
destructive purposes.

The “Axis of Evil” comparison had a consequential impact on Iranian self-
perception and domestic politics. In actuality, the metaphor strengthened the theocratic
and conservative ideology that the United States was the Great Satan against the Islamic
Republic.'! President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad commented about Iran’s nuclear
program:

I am telling those fake superpowers that the Iranian nation became independent 27

years ago and ...on the nuclear case it will resist until fully achieving its

rights...our nation cannot step back because of the bullying policies of some
countries in the world.!?

189 Robert Jervis, “Understanding the Bush Doctrine,” 367.
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Daniel Heradstveit and Matthew Bonham collected data in Iran during March/April 2002

that polled the public perception impact subsequent to the Axis of Evil metaphor. The

big takeaways form the polling included Iranians believing their position in foreign

policy has strengthened and the rhetoric strengthened the cause of the conservative and

ultra conservative sectors:
Religious groups, those who exercise religious and political power, have had the
greatest benefit from the speech. The speech was perceived as an insult to the
values of the Iranian people and for that reasons caused the Iranians to rally
around the religious values. This reaction strengthened the conservative groups.
The mobilization of religious and conservative ideas was strengthened by the fact
that Bush’s speech cam right before our celebration of the 23™ anniversary of the
Islamic Revolution. This made it easier to get masses of people onto the streets
and demonstrate against what Bush said- and this benefitted the conservative
forces in society.!'??

The above rhetoric shows that Bush’s doctrine of preemption led to the stance of rebuke

and strengthened the Iranian ideology of sovereignty and destined rights. The shift in the

United State’s foreign policy stance came with internal political realignment.

The Obama Doctrine

Barack Obama’s presidential (2009-2017) foreign policy implementation
contrasted sharply with the tenets of the Bush Doctrine. Obama believed in a more
liberal stance valuing ideas like global reconciliation, multilateralism, cooperation and

negotiation unlike his processor that leaned on ideas like the promotion of American

192 BBC news, “Iran condemns nuclear bullying,” news.bbc.co.uk,
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/middle east/4668792.stm, (accessed September 14, 2017).
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hegemony, unilateralism and preemptive military action.!** The eventual signing of the
JCPOA was the result of the different non-proliferation implementation approach.

The Iran nuclear deal represented a peaceful resolution that contained a threat to
international security. When discussing the nuclear deal, Obama stated, “It shows that
we can accomplish when we lead from a position of strength and a position of principle,
when we unite the international community around a shared vision, and we resolve to
solve problem peacefully.”!*> The main tenets of the Obama Doctrine involve the
following: (i) containing the idea of American exceptionalism; (ii) embracing the idea of
multilateralism over unilateralism as a new default; (iii) minimizing the importance of
ideology and regime type; (iv) use force sparingly; (v) focus on soft power and
unconventional threats; (vi) accept the decline of American power; (vii) resolve
difference with actual and potential rivals.!?®

The first principle about containing American exceptionalism takes into account
that the United States has the ability to lead the international community but in actuality
should not believe they are solely tasked to fix the global community’s problems. '’
Containment of American exceptionalism comes hand in hand with accepting the
existence of other leaders in the global community and melds into the idea of

multilateralism, which is the second tenet of the Obama doctrine.

194 Robert Kaufman, “Prudence and the Obama Doctrine,” FPRI (Summer 2014): 442.
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Multilateralism according the Obama Doctrine synthesizes the following four
principles: (i) respecting the binding effects of treaties and global status quo; (ii)
believing in the ability of multilateral institutions; (iii) question whether the use of hard
power will yield results for the national interest; (iv) a preference for using military force
involving global humanitarian goals.'”® Obama’s explanation for supporting
multilateralism is just one method to contain American’s exceptionalism; “One of the
reasons I am so focused on taking action multilaterally where our direct interests are not
at stake is that multilateralism regulated hubris.”!*A main rationale for sharing foreign
policy responsibilities is to ensure that there is not an overextension of power.

The third tenet overtly counters the Bush doctrine by not stereotyping regimes as
the source of aggression and terrorism. Obama’s foreign policies aim at creating more
working relationships with authoritarian regimes.?”° He understands the world is
becoming increasingly globalized thus promoting democratic ideals is not always the top
priority. Susan Rice commented about the nuclear deal, “The Iran deal was never
primarily about trying to open an era of relations between the U.S. and Iran....It was far
more pragmatic and minimalist. The aim was very simply to make a dangerous country
substantially less dangerous. No one had any expectation that Iran would be a more

benign actor.”?’!

198 Robert Kaufman, “Prudence and the Obama Doctrine,” FPRI (Summer 2014): 444,
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The fourth tenet of the Obama doctrine revolves around using force sparingly
and as a means of last resort. Obama abides by a realist core where states seek security
rather than hegemony thereby giving adversaries the benefit of the doubt.2? He is
naturally more resistant to direct intervention unlike his predecessor thus looking to non-
military options as the focus for resolution. Obama supported this tenet in a 2009 speech
he made in Cairo:

When one nation pursues a nuclear weapon, the risk of nuclear attack rises for all

nations...Rather than remain trapped in the past, I have made it clear to Iran’s

leaders and people that my country is prepared to move forward. The question,
now, is not what Iran is against, but rather what future it wants to build....But it is

clear to all concerned that when it comes to nuclear weapons, we have reached a

decisive point. This is not simply about America’s interests. It is about

preventing a nuclear arms race in the Middle East that could lead this region and
the world down a hugely dangerous path....And any nation- including Iran-
should have the right to access peaceful nuclear power if it complies with its
responsibilities under the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty.?%

The fifth principle revolves around the notion of soft power and the belief that
soft power has the ability to slowly exemplify the United State’s interests.?** Soft power
is another facet of political persuasion that rests on the basis of being able to mold the
preferences of others. The sources of soft power typically rest on three resources:

culture, political values, and foreign policy.?®> The purpose of concentrating on soft

power is to detract from great power rivalries and to promote the idea of hope.

202 Robert Kaufman, “Prudence and the Obama Doctrine,” 445.
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The sixth and seventh principles take into a globalized world acknowledging
multiple powers. The Obama doctrine understands the notion of declinism and accepts
the notion of the existence of other powers in the global community.?*® Obama is also
considered very liberal among his democratic presidential predecessors. His biographer,
David Remnick commented, * President Obama considers himself a bridge, reconciling

Americans of all races with each other, and reconciling the United States with the

world 99207

The Obama Doctrine represents a period of pragmatism and hope in U.S. foreign
policy. In an interview with Thomas Friedman, Obama stated about Iran:

What we’ve also seen is that there is a practical streak to the Iranian regime. I
think they are concerned about self-preservation. I think they are responsive, to
some degree, to their public. I think the election of Rouhani indicated that there
was an appetite among the Iranian people for rejoining with the international
community, an emphasis on the economics and desire to link up with a global
economy. And so what we’ve seen over the last several years, I think is the
opportunity for those forces within Iran that want to break out of the rigid
framework that they have been in for a long time to move in a different direction.
It’s not a radical break, but its one that I think offers us the chance for a different
type of relationship, and this nuclear deal, I think is a potential expression of
that.?®

The Iranian nuclear deal was the direct byproduct of Obama’s ideology. His policies of
multilateralism and negotiation are what enabled the deal to be executed. In defending
his stance on the deal, Obama commented:

You think this deal is flawed? Give me a better alternative. You think its
inspection provisions are weak? Look at the facts and you’ll see that they’re more

295 Joseph S. Nye Jr., Soft Power: The Means to Success in World Politics (New York:
NY Public Affairs, 2004), 11.
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intrusive and verifiable than any other ever signed. You think because Iran’s
government is extremist and anti-Semitic we shouldn’t negotiate with it? It’s
because Iran has been an adversary that we need to negotiate limits, just as
Richard Nixon and Ronald Reagan did with the evil and threatening Soviet
Union. You think that rejecting this deal will somehow lead to a “better” deal?
Well, let’s follow the logic and see why you’re wrong.?%

Conclusion

Execution of the JCPOA was pushed forward due to political realignment in the
United States. Under the Bush Doctrine, foreign policy leaned heavily towards
preemptive military action and unilateralism. President Obama is a president that
understands the limitations of American power and realizes if they try to fully eradicate
Iran’s nuclear program, the risk of hostile conflict will ensure. He is also a president that

represents hope and pragmatic thought making diplomacy a priority.

209 James Fallows, “The President Defends His Iran Plan,” theatlantic.com,
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Chapter VI
Conclusion and Suggestions
“This deal offers an opportunity to move in a new direction. We should seize it.”!°

-President Barack Obama in a press speech about the JCPOA on July 15, 2014

This thesis sought to identify Iranian and U.S. drivers resulting in the JCPOA.
My hypothesis is that Iran reversed their nuclear trajectory and reached the nuclear
agreement because of internal political realignment, which resulted in an alignment of
forces between Iran and the United States. The overall research objective was to shed
light on conditions leaders of state face when deciding to reverse nuclear ambitions.

Understanding what Iran’s domestic drivers for the JCPOA are is important
because it helps explain what role domestic politics play in nuclear aspiring states. This
nuclear accord is historic because Iran and United States have been adversaries for over
three decades with no formal diplomatic ties and contradictory political ideologies.

In an attempt to emphasize the positive magnitude of the execution of the JCPOA,
I spend a chapter exploring the roots of mistrust between Iran and the United States.
History is important because it plays a large part in understanding Iran’s national identity

and policies. Events like the 1953 Coup, 1979 Islamic Revolution and Iran-Iraq war

219 The White House, “Statement By The President,” obamawhitehouse.archives.gov,
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-office/2015/07/14/statement-president-iran
(Accessed January 1, 2018).



strongly influenced anti-sentiment beliefs against the United States making negotiations
futile.

My research of the Iranian domestic drivers concluded Ahmadinejad’s
presidential policies sparked the need for political change. His economic policies
devastated the Islamic Republic’s market by stunting growth and development thus
alienating the welfare of Iranians. Ahmadinejad’s domestic mismanagement resulted in
the loss of legitimacy for the regime and open defiance against the Supreme Leader.
Ahmadinejad’s combative foreign policy stances also brought nothing but global
isolation and harsh economic sanctions to the Islamic Republic. I believe that a
culmination of all these factors led to an internal political realignment in Iran and a re-
evaluation of standing policies.

My research of the U.S. drivers resulted in two main conclusions. The United
States realized that a military strike was not an option because of the potential retaliation
against the United States and allies along with probability it would not deter Iran from
wanting a nuclear program. However, I believe the biggest driver was the different non-
proliferation approaches between President Bush and Obama. Obama unlike Bush
believed in tenets of global reconciliation, multilateralism, cooperation and negotiation,

which made this fragile accord possible.

Suggestions for Research & Future Policies

As with most research projects, there is hindsight at the end on improvements and

additional research. Several metrics in the thesis warrant further studies.
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I believe the study could have benefitted from comparison with another nuclear
aspiring state that also reversed their nuclear ambitions. The side-by-side comparison
may shed more light on the importance of particular drivers that influence state nuclear
choices. Additionally, I believe studying the impact of Iranian movements, i.e. Green
Revolution, would give further insight on how citizens can affect a theocratic regime’s
decisions.

I conclude this study produced findings that support the theory of when leader’s
change, so can a state’s nuclear policies on both the Iranian and U.S. side. With that
being said, President Trump’s de-certification of the nuclear deal is a knee-jerk reaction,
which clearly does not take into account the history of the two states. The JCPOA
emerged because a number of political, social and economic elements aligned
concurrently and those circumstances should not be taken lightly. I believe if the JCPOA
is deemed null and void, the propensity for instability will be given and future
negotiations will be next to impossible. The international community needs to remember

that Iran is a state where memories run deep.
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