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Iraq and Iran are likely to pose some of the most dif-
ficult long-term proliferation challenges for the
United States in the coming years. Both countries

remain actively committed to developing weapons of
mass destruction (WMD) in spite of obstacles created
by export controls and sanctions, and even though they
are signatories to various arms control treaties proscrib-
ing the possession and/or use of such weapons.2

The WMD ambitions and capabilities of Iraq and Iran
are of concern to the United States because of the key
role these two states play in the politics of the Persian
Gulf—a conflict-prone region of strategic importance,
where two-thirds of the world’s proven oil reserves are
located. Iraq and Iran fought a bloody eight-year war in
the 1980s, and many of the factors that gave rise to this
conflict remain unresolved. As a result, they remain bit-
ter enemies. Moreover, both have tense or hostile rela-
tions with several of their neighbors. Iraq still covets
Kuwait. It  harbors deep resentments against the Arab
Gulf states for their role in the 1991 Gulf War and is
likely to try to avenge its defeat someday. The leaders
of Iraq and Iran also remain opposed to the existence of
Israel—the sole nuclear power in the region. The acqui-

sition of nuclear weapons by either would thus increase
the potential for a nuclear confrontation in the Middle
East. For all of these reasons, preventing Iraq and Iran
from enhancing their current WMD capabilities, and
deterring the use of these weapons, are high policy pri-
orities for the United States.

Arab Iraq and Persian Iran are very different coun-
tries that pose very different types of proliferation chal-
lenges to the United States.3  Iraq is a totalitarian state
controlled by a single individual (President Saddam
Husayn) who runs the country with an iron fist. Husayn
maintains power through the security services, most of
which are headed by his relatives. By contrast, Iran’s
political system is characterized by rampant factional-
ism, a multiplicity of competing power centers controlled
by rival personalities (the most important of which are
Supreme Leader ‘Ali Akbar Khamene’i, President
Mohammed Khatami, and Expediency Council Head
‘Ali Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani), and quasi-democratic
processes and institutions.4  And while Iraq has often
resorted to naked aggression to achieve key policy ob-
jectives, Iran has often attempted to achieve its policy
objectives through indirect means, including subversion



The Nonproliferation Review/Summer 2000

MICHAEL EISENSTADT

64

and terrorism by various surrogate groups supported by
Tehran. As a result, each requires a policy approach
tailored to its unique characteristics and circumstances.

To assess how Washington might influence the WMD
policies of Iraq and Iran, this viewpoint will examine
five possible policy responses available to the United
States: (1) altering motivations; (2) influencing the pro-
liferation cost/benefit calculus of these countries; (3)
imposing costs and delays; (4) strengthening deterrence;
and (5) mitigating the impact of proliferation through
encouraging political change in these countries. Each
will be assessed as it applies to Iraq and Iran.

ALTERING MOTIVATIONS TO ACQUIRE
WMD

Since their inception, the WMD programs of Iraq and
Iran have exerted a powerful reciprocal influence upon
one another. Iraq’s interest in WMD dates to the early
1970s, and was bound up, first and foremost, with the
personal ambitions of Saddam Husayn (then the num-
ber two man in Baghdad) and his pursuit of power and
influence in the Arab world. Iraq’s decision to acquire
WMD was probably also influenced by Shah
Mohammad Reza Pahlavi’s efforts to transform Iran into
a regional power and to develop nuclear weapons, and
Israel’s nascent WMD programs.5  Conversely, the Is-
lamic Republic of Iran initiated its WMD program by
pursuing chemical and biological weapons (CBW) and
reviving the Shah’s nuclear effort. Iran acted in response
to Iraq’s use of chemical weapons during the Iran-Iraq
War, and Baghdad’s pursuit of biological and nuclear
weapons. Eventually, however, Tehran also came to see
WMD as a  means of achieving broader geo-strategic
objectives.

Prior to the 1991 Gulf War, Iraq saw WMD as a means
to achieve several ends: securing a leadership role in the
Arab world, achieving hegemony in the Persian Gulf,
deterring its enemies (primarily Iran, Israel, and the
United States), enhancing its political and military free-
dom of action vis-a-vis the United States and Israel by
neutralizing their WMD capabilities, and ultimately,
transforming Iraq into a great power.6   Since 1991, with
Iraq’s armed forces crippled by war and sanctions,
Baghdad has probably seen WMD as the only way to
recoup some of its former power and influence with the
limited financial and material resources currently at its
disposal. More importantly, President Saddam Husayn
probably sees his personal survival, and the survival of

his regime, bound up with WMD; this is probably the
reason he has forgone more than $130 billion in income
from potential oil exports to hold onto his remaining
capabilities in this area. Iraqi officials have told United
Nations Special Commission on Iraq (UNSCOM) rep-
resentatives that they believe that their chemical weap-
ons (CW) and missiles saved Iraq from defeat during
the Iran-Iraq War,7  and for this reason, Saddam Husayn
will not voluntarily divest himself of these capabilities.
He also ordered CW used against Iraq’s own population
in 1987-88 in order to crush a long-running Kurdish in-
surgency.8  Thus, he apparently sees WMD as having
utility against his domestic enemies as well. Finally,
given Washington’s current commitment to regime
change in Baghdad (as embodied in the Iraq Liberation
Act passed by Congress and signed into law by Presi-
dent Clinton in October 1998),9  he probably believes that
no foreign power will dare invade Iraq and enter Baghdad
to unseat him so long as he retains such capabilities.

As for Iran, its approach to WMD was profoundly
influenced by its experience during the Iran-Iraq War
(though its clandestine nuclear program dates to the days
of the Shah). Following the 1979 Islamic revolution, Iran
was isolated internationally, and during the war it faced
Iraq virtually alone. Tehran’s sense of isolation was
heightened by an international arms embargo organized
by the United States and by the apathetic international
response to Iraq’s use of CW (in violation of its arms
control commitments). These experiences left wounds
in Iran’s national psyche that remain to this day. As a
result of this experience, Iran has demonstrated a some-
what schizophrenic attitude towards arms control mea-
sures—expressing skepticism about their efficacy (in
light of its experience with Iraq), while maintaining a
high profile in international arms control-related activi-
ties.10  Meanwhile, Iran has pursued WMD as part of its
efforts to enhance self-reliance (a goal the Islamic Re-
public has pursued in all spheres of national life); to de-
ter potential threats from Iraq, the United States, Israel,
and more recently Turkey, Afghanistan, and Azerbaijan;
and to close the gap between the self-image that most
Iranians hold of Iran as a regional power, and the reality
of the country’s military weakness. In this context, WMD
may provide Iran with the only way to transform itself
into a regional power without bankrupting itself.11

This assessment has certain policy implications. First,
many of the motivations for WMD proliferation by Iraq
and Iran are not regime-specific, and would strongly
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influence whoever is in power in Baghdad or Tehran.
Accordingly, the problem of WMD proliferation by Iraq
and Iran is likely to be with us for decades to come. Sec-
ond, because security threats are not the only reason that
Iraq and Iran are pursuing WMD, the provision of secu-
rity assurances by the great powers, or the creation of a
regional security system, will not be sufficient to con-
vince either country to abandon its WMD programs;
there are other powerful motives at work here.12  Accord-
ingly, there may not be much that the Unite States (or
its allies) can do to influence the full panoply of moti-
vations that underpin efforts by Iraq and Iran to acquire
WMD. Nonetheless, creating a regional security system
would be an inherently desirable goal, since it could re-
duce the likelihood of crises that could result in the use
of WMD. However, given the amount of distrust and
hostility that continues to characterize relations between
Iraq, Iran, and their Arab Gulf neighbors, circumstances
are not “ripe” for such arrangements at this time.

INFLUENCING THE PROLIFERATION COST/
BENEFIT CALCULUS

Though both Iraq and Iran see the possession of WMD
as a strategic imperative, the policies of each are influ-
enced by a very different proliferation cost/benefit cal-
culus. Baghdad views the acquisition of WMD as a
supreme objective, since WMD are perceived as a means
of ensuring the survival of the regime. Accordingly, it
has seen arms control agreements mainly as a cover for
acquiring materials, technology, and know-how, and it
will violate the agreements when it can. Moreover,
Baghdad under Ba‘th party rule has always viewed the
outside world with suspicion and distrust, and it has
tightly controlled all contacts between its people and the
outside.13  As a result, the country’s leadership is rela-
tively unconcerned about the impact of its actions on its
relations with foreign governments. The costs it has
paid for violating its arms control commitments are
clearly not of paramount concern for the regime. And
were sanctions on Iraq to be lifted, this pattern of be-
havior would probably not change. As a result of a de-
cade of playing cat-and-mouse with UNSCOM and the
International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), Baghdad
is familiar with the state-of-the-art in arms control de-
tection technologies, and the capabilities and limitations
of the various foreign intelligence services that target
Iraq. It therefore probably has a good idea of what it can
get away with; and if cheating is possible, it will do so.

The imperative to acquire WMD is an absolute over
which Saddam Husayn is not willing (or perhaps, as he
sees it, able) to compromise.

With Iran, the situation is much more complex. Tehran
faces a dilemma. While Iran’s clerical leadership seems
relatively united in its desire to acquire WMD,14  it is
probably divided over the importance of the interests that
could be adversely affected by a decision to violate its
arms control commitments. The pragmatic reformers
likely fear the potential impact of a violation on Iran’s
ties with the outside world and the West in particular.
These ties are important if Iran is to get its economy on
its feet, and avoid popular unrest in the future. Conser-
vative hard-liners care less about Iran’s relationship
with the non-Islamic world, and most oppose better ties
with the West—or at least the United States.15  These
differences among Iran’s clerical leadership on how
they evaluate the potentially harmful effects of WMD
development on Iran’s relations with the non-Islamic
world might provide an opening that the United States
could exploit in order to alter Tehran’s proliferation cost/
benefit calculus.

Several other factors will weigh in here as well. The
first is the Chemical Weapons Convention (CWC),
which could very well be a test case for Iran with regard
to the price of violating its arms control obligations. If
Tehran is able to circumvent its CWC commitments
without paying a heavy price for doing so, it is even more
likely to try to violate its NPT commitments as it ap-
proaches the nuclear threshold. For this reason, it is cru-
cial that Tehran be held to its CWC commitments.16  The
second has to do with the halt of UN weapons inspec-
tions in Iraq, which will not alter Iran’s motivations for
acquiring WMD, but could influence the pace and ur-
gency of Iran’s efforts in this area. For this reason, it
would be desirable for UN weapons inspections in Iraq
to resume as soon as possible. It may not, however, be
possible to create an effective inspection regime under
current conditions.

Finally, the strength of international nonproliferation
norms and the health and well-being of the various arms
control treaties (particularly the NPT) are likely to af-
fect Iranian calculations. In particular, the United States-
North Korea 1994 Agreed Framework and the response
of the international community to the twin nuclear bomb
tests by India and Pakistan in 1998 could affect the cost/
benefit calculus of Iran’s leadership—though in what
direction is difficult to predict. For instance, the even-
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tual delivery of pressurized light-water reactors to Ko-
rea under the terms of the 1994 Agreed Framework might
stiffen Iranian resolve to keep (and not trade away) its
civilian nuclear program, and strengthen its demands for
access to civilian nuclear technology, as permitted by
Article IV of the NPT. Moreover, the lack of any sig-
nificant adverse long-term consequences for India and
Pakistan as a result of their remaining outside the NPT
and developing and testing nuclear weapons might en-
courage some in Iran to advocate withdrawing from the
NPT as the best way to avoid an international backlash
for going nuclear.

IMPOSING COSTS AND DELAYS

If it is not possible to alter the WMD policies of Iraq
and Iran, it may at least be possible to hinder the ability
of these two countries to enhance their existing WMD
capabilities and acquire new ones. These efforts could
include such traditional tools as export controls, diplo-
matic demarches, political arm-twisting, sanctions, and
preventive action. Together, these measures may halt or
at least delay proliferation, and ensure that proliferators
end up with fewer and less advanced arms than would
have otherwise been the case.

Following the Israeli bombing of Iraq’s Osiraq nuclear
reactor in 1981, Baghdad redoubled its efforts in the
nuclear arena. It investigated six different routes (pluto-
nium separation, and several enrichment technologies:
EMIS, gaseous diffusion, gas centrifuge, chemical, and
laser) for acquiring fissile material in its pursuit of
nuclear weapons before deciding to pursue three of these
seriously. This pattern of pursuing multiple proliferation
routes runs like a thread through Iraq’s WMD programs.
Thus, Iraq developed several types of CW agent, sev-
eral types of BW agent, superguns, and a number of dif-
ferent models of liquid- and solid-fuel missiles (in
addition to investigating the potential of radiological
weapons). This may have reflected a certain megaloma-
nia on the part of Saddam Husayn, who took a deep per-
sonal interest in the progress of these programs.17 It
almost certainly also reflected—in the case of the
nuclear program—a decision to hedge against the pos-
sibility that progress on one route might be halted as a
result of export controls in supplier states, or the inabil-
ity of the Iraqis to master critical technologies. Not
knowing which route would bear fruit, Iraq poured bil-
lions of dollars into parallel efforts to maximize the like-
lihood of success.18

The need to evade export controls had a far-reaching
impact on how Iraq went about procuring materials, com-
ponents, and equipment overseas. So as not to arouse
suspicions, the Iraqis often broke up their orders into
small batches; they also made extensive use of middle-
men to disguise the ultimate destination and end use of
items. They would also seize opportunities to obtain
uncontrolled items in enormous quantities, as they be-
came available, whether or not they were ready to use
them.19  The Iraqis paid a price for these practices. Pur-
chasing items in small batches meant that they would
not be able to realize savings attainable by purchasing
and shipping in bulk. Extensive reliance on middlemen
meant additional salaries or bribes had to be paid. Often
they also had to pay a risk premium for controlled ma-
terials. And the purchase of items in enormous quan-
tities led to overbuying and waste.20  In a number of cases,
the Iraqis were unable to obtain components that they
had planned to purchase abroad. As a result, they had to
purchase machinery to produce the components domes-
tically.21

Finally, as a result of the Osiraq strike, Iraq decided
to disperse and hide facilities associated with its nuclear
program. It built certain key facilities in duplicate, so
that if one facility were hit in another attack, the alter-
nate might survive. Thus, Iraq constructed duplicate
calutron enrichment facilities at Tarmiya and al-
Sharqat.22  While sound operational considerations un-
derpinned this decision, it nonetheless resulted in the
diversion of resources and delays in the program.

In sum, it is clear that constraints imposed by the ex-
port controls of supplier states and the way that Iraq
structured its nuclear program—pursuing several routes
simultaneously and building key components of the in-
frastructure in duplicate—slowed the progress of this
effort.  Had Iraq run a more disciplined and tightly fo-
cused effort, it is possible that it might have had “the
Bomb” in time for Desert Storm. Recent history could
have been very different.

There was another consequence of this duplication of
effort in the nuclear arena. This large nuclear program
drew off skilled personnel from the CW and other pro-
grams, and thereby retarded the progress of these other
efforts. Thus, one early assessment of Iraq’s CW pro-
gram found:

Despite the quality of the personnel [oversee-
ing the CW program], there were difficulties
in simply maintaining the programme, as be-
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low the thin veneer of well-qualified person-
nel there was nothing. For example, when so-
phisticated machinery broke down, they were
either thrown away or not repaired for a long
time.23

Thus, the indirect effects of export controls were almost
as important, and in some ways more important, than
their direct effects, and they hindered Iraqi efforts to
acquire WMD on several different levels.

There are other examples of successful efforts to de-
lay weapons development. During the Iran-Iraq War
(1980-88), the United States spearheaded a multilateral
effort starting in late 1983—known as “Operation
Staunch”—to halt the supply of arms and spare parts to
Iran, in order to prevent an Iranian victory. According
to one US official, through the imposition of export con-
trol legislation, demarches, and pressure on various gov-
ernments around the world, Operation Staunch had a
significant impact on the Iranian war effort:

Iran obviously continued to get military equip-
ment [but]...it took much longer for Iran to ob-
tain what it needed for its military. The
material tended to cost more, so Iran could buy
less. A significant portion of what Iran pur-
chased was outdated or of poor quality in com-
parison to the equivalent that Iraq was buying
from the Soviet Union, France, and other sup-
pliers. Supplies for Iran were unreliable be-
cause they might be interdicted [and]...this
made military planning for Iran more compli-
cated.... Not being able to get the supplies they
wanted in the quantities they wanted and not
being able to count on a steady flow had a big
impact on Iran’s ability to capitalize on its
[battlefield] successes.... They could not sus-
tain their offensives...because they often ran
out of supplies, unlike the Iraqis.... We were
able, through this effort, to inhibit Iran’s war-
making ability.24

These activities extended to Iran’s efforts during the war
to procure precursors and equipment for its CBW pro-
grams, though these programs were in their infancy at
the time and would have had little impact on the course
of the war had they gone forward unhindered.

In the decade following the end of the Iran-Iraq War,
the United States continued these efforts to deny Iran
access to weapons sources. This successfully cut Iran
off from Western arms and technology sources, forcing

it to rely on less advanced suppliers such as North Ko-
rea, Russia, and—until recently—China. Moreover,
these efforts also hindered the procurement of spare parts
for Iran’s armed forces, making it more difficult for
Tehran to maintain its existing force structure. These
constraints may have made Iran more careful to avoid a
confrontation with the United States that could lead to
losses of military hardware it could neither absorb nor
afford to replace.

US efforts were also instrumental in thwarting a large
number of prospective deals concerning technologies
useful for the development of WMD. Iran initially ob-
tained chemical agent precursors from the United States,
Germany, and Japan, and production technology from
Germany and Hungary, but the imposition of stricter
export controls by these countries in the late 1980s forced
Iran to find alternative sources for precursors and pro-
duction technology. As a result, China emerged as Iran’s
principal source of both.25  Due however to the difficul-
ties it has encountered obtaining CW precursors, Iran is
now working to become self-sufficient in the produc-
tion of these materials.26

Iran has faced even greater obstacles in its efforts to
acquire nuclear technology abroad. The following is only
a partial list of Iran’s thwarted efforts to acquire civil-
ian nuclear technology over the past two decades:

• Germany repeatedly refused Iranian requests start-
ing in the early 1980s to complete the Bushehr nuclear
power plant started by the Shah, or to provide it with
reactor fuel;27

• Argentina refused to supply Iran with nuclear fuel
fabrication and reprocessing technology and a 20 to
30 megawatt thermal (MWt) research reactor in the
late 1980s and early 1990s;28

• China refused to supply Iran with a 30-MWt research
reactor in 1990 and refused to supply a uranium
hexafluoride conversion plant in 1998;29

• India refused to supply Iran with a 10-MWt research
reactor in 1991;30

• Russia refused to transfer a gas centrifuge enrich-
ment facility or a 30-MWt research reactor in 1995
that it had previously promised to Iran.31

As a result, since the 1979 Islamic Revolution, and de-
spite strenuous efforts, Iran has made little progress to-
ward establishing a modern, diversified civilian nuclear
infrastructure.32

Likewise, in 1993-94, the United States orchestrated
an international campaign to pressure North Korea not
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to transfer the Nodong-1 missile to Iran, forcing Tehran
instead to take the more roundabout route of building a
missile using North Korean-supplied production tech-
nology. This resulted in a five-year delay in the devel-
opment of Iran’s Shehab-3 missile (which is derived
from the Nodong-1). That five-year delay provided the
time for Israel to develop its US-funded Arrow anti-mis-
sile system, which achieved an initial operational capa-
bility in early 2000—at about the same time that the
Shehab-3 entered operational service. Further delays in
the Iranian missile program might provide the United
States and its allies with additional time to improve their
theater missile defense capabilities, and for the United
States to develop a national missile defense system be-
fore Iran develops an intercontinental-range missile.

Sanctions have also been an important policy tool.
Iran’s economic woes—which have been exacerbated by
US sanctions—have forced Tehran to dramatically pare
back its military expenditures. Iran’s economy is a
shambles, due to several years when relatively low oil
prices prevailed, rapid population growth, the lingering
costs of its war with Iraq, government mismanagement
and corruption, and a large short-term debt. And, while
sanctions were clearly not at the root of Iran’s economic
problems, they undoubtedly contributed to these prob-
lems by impeding Tehran’s search for foreign investment
in Iran. These economic problems have forced Tehran
to cut conventional military procurement by more than
half since 1989.33  As a result, it has had to prioritize the
allocation of scarce financial resources among the vari-
ous branches of the armed forces. Lacking the funds to
sustain a major, across-the-board military build-up, Iran
has had to content itself with selectively enhancing its
military capabilities, placing emphasis on its missile
forces, WMD, and navy, with lesser priority given to its
air, air defense, and ground forces.

While the information available in the public domain
does not allow definitive judgments, there is reason to
believe that financial problems have also forced Iran to
prioritize its expenditures on missiles and WMD as well,
and have slowed Iran’s WMD programs.  Iran has ap-
parently given high priority in recent years to its missile
forces, and it has made progress in this area recently,
thanks in large part to assistance from North Korea and
Russia.34  Emphasizing missiles is a logical decision for
Tehran, since it can use displays of its missile capabili-
ties (which are not proscribed by any treaty) as a “sym-
bolic surrogate” for the range of WMD capabilities that

it possesses but cannot brandish, due to its treaty obli-
gations. In contrast, Iran’s nuclear program—apparently
also a high priority effort—has encountered numerous
obstacles. Tehran’s efforts to purchase nuclear power
plants from Russia and China have repeatedly been de-
layed, in part, due to financial problems. Russia initially
agreed in 1990 to finish the Bushehr power plant; work
on the first reactor started after the signing of a contract
in 1995, with the Russians promising to finish work by
1999. However, most recent estimates suggest that work
on the first reactor will not be completed before 2003.
While technical problems are reportedly at the heart of
these delays, Iran’s inability to pay has also played a
role.35  Iran’s financial hardships are also believed to have
contributed to its failure to sign a contract with China
for the provision of a nuclear power plant.36

Some critics of American policy have drawn a con-
nection between US efforts to deny Tehran conventional
arms and sanctions on the one hand, and Iran’s devel-
opment of WMD on the other. They say that by denying
Tehran both cash and conventional weapons, the United
States has forced Iran to go down the WMD prolifera-
tion path, since WMD provide the biggest “bang” for
Iran’s limited “bucks.” This argument seems implau-
sible. The Islamic Republic initiated its CBW pro-
grams—and revived the Shah’s nuclear program—in
response to Iraq’s use of CW starting in 1982-83. Iran
already had some CBW capabilities before the United
States started trying to restrict Iranian access to foreign
credits and financing in 1993, and before the most pun-
ishing US sanctions were implemented in 1995 and 1996.
More likely, US policy has simply ensured that Iran has
had fewer resources available to pursue options that it
was intent on pursuing anyway.

This criticism, however, does highlight the need to
couple efforts to deny so-called rogue states access to
WMD with efforts to deny them access to conventional
arms. WMD may be seen as a means of neutralizing the
WMD capabilities of potential adversaries, in order to
create new possibilities for the employment of conven-
tional forces. Iraq seems to have assigned WMD such a
role in 1989-1991,37  and its growing WMD capabilities
may account for the increased Iraqi foreign policy ac-
tivism during this period. Conversely, this may explain
in part why Iran—lacking significant conventional ca-
pabilities—has been so cautious in the 1990s. WMD
alone are not a sufficient basis for an activist foreign
policy; their full potential may only be realized when
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they are used in combination with capable conventional
forces. Thus, efforts to control the spread of WMD must
be coupled with conventional arms control.

In sum, then, the US experiences with Iraq and Iran
show that export controls and sanctions often have indi-
rect effects (the imposition of costs and delays) that may
be nearly as important as their direct effects (the denial
of income or of a certain technology or weapons sys-
tem). The examples of Iraq and Iran likewise demon-
strate that delay is important. It buys time to develop
countermeasures to an adversary’s capabilities and to
further obstruct its efforts to acquire WMD, and it also
creates opportunities to influence the domestic or re-
gional environment in order to mitigate the impact of
proliferation.

Thus, delaying the WMD programs of Iraq or Iran
might help create a more conducive atmosphere to re-
solving the Arab-Israeli conflict, while progress toward
resolving this conflict could help reduce the potentially
destabilizing impact of a nuclear breakout by Iraq or Iran.
Moreover, in the case of Iraq, delay buys additional time
to seek the removal of the regime of Iraqi President
Saddam Husayn. A nuclear breakout by Iraq could un-
dermine US efforts to rid Iraq of its current rulers, and
could bring about the collapse of sanctions.

Delay also has benefits vis-a-vis Iran. It might be
easier for Tehran to trade away capabilities under de-
velopment than to abandon capabilities that already ex-
ist, in return for the easing or lifting of sanctions by
Washington. Likewise, delay provides a hedge against
the possibility that hard-line conservative clerics could
gain control over all the major centers of power in Tehran
in the future and pursue more aggressive foreign and
defense policies. If they do gain such control, the hard-
liners will have fewer means at their disposal with which
to pursue their objectives.  Conversely, should the trend
toward greater moderation and openness in Iranian poli-
tics continue, it would be desirable to have forestalled
Iran’s development of long-range missiles and nuclear
weapons until the time that more moderate political el-
ements are firmly ensconced in Tehran. In this case, it
is possible (though perhaps not likely) that a more mod-
erate leadership might decide, for a variety of reasons,
to abandon Iran’s long-range missile and nuclear weap-
ons programs.38  However, if new leaders decide to con-
tinue these programs, it is better that the country be in
the hands of relatively moderate reformers among the
clerical leadership (or better yet, in the hands of a mod-

erate non-clerical leadership) than in the grips of con-
servative clerical hard-liners, if and when these programs
bear fruit. Both moderate reformers and conservative
hard-liners are committed to pursuing nationalistic poli-
cies in the Persian Gulf and rigid, ideological policies
toward the Arab-Israeli conflict that could put Iran at
odds with some of its Arab neighbors, Israel, and the
United States. However, the reformers may be less in-
clined to adventurism and less likely to rely on terror-
ism and subversion to achieve their goals than are their
rivals. In this way, the potentially destabilizing impact
of a nuclear Iran might be mitigated.

Finally, it should be mentioned that delay creates op-
portunities for chance to come into play, whether in the
form of a strategic blunder by a foreign leader, a coup
or revolution that might solve some problems (even if it
creates new ones), or the sudden death of a foreign
leader.  Of course, policy should never be based on luck
or serendipity, but policymakers should be ready to ex-
ploit opportunities when they present themselves.
Chance favors those who are prepared.

STRENGTHENING DETERRENCE

Deterrence lies at the heart of any effort to influence
the WMD policies of a country that has already prolif-
erated. Here, both Iraq and Iran pose particularly diffi-
cult challenges.

In Iraq, Saddam Husayn holds absolute power and is
the key decisionmaker. Bureaucratic or factional poli-
tics play little if any role in Iraqi decisionmaking.39

However, Saddam’s personality, character, and
decisionmaking style pose significant problems from
the point of view of deterrence. Saddam Husayn has a
xenophobic view of the world—and particularly the
West—which he distrusts and does not know or under-
stand,40  and he tends to view the actions of foreign gov-
ernments in conspiratorial terms. Thus, actions by
foreign powers are often interpreted by Saddam Husayn
as indicative of hostile intent. At the same time, he holds
an inflated image of his own historical importance and
that of modern Iraq. As a result, Iraqi foreign policy
under Saddam Husayn has been characterized by an
unusual combination of insecurity and aggressiveness;
these qualities contributed to the Iraqi invasion of Iran
in 1980, crises with the United States, Great Britain, and
Israel prior to the August 1990 invasion of Kuwait, and
the invasion of Kuwait itself.41
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In addition, Saddam Husayn has repeatedly demon-
strated a propensity to miscalculate, to exaggerate his
own capabilities, and to underestimate those of his en-
emies. Twice, this tendency led him to plunge his coun-
try into wars that cost his country very dearly: with Iran
in 1980, and Kuwait in 1990. Moreover, his
decisionmaking is often driven by a perceived need to
foment crises (to keep the Iraqi people and his military
preoccupied with external threats), and an exaggerated
sense of self that allows no slight to his dignity or repu-
tation to go unavenged lest his enemies perceive a weak-
ness or vulnerability that can be exploited. Even his
closest advisors live in dread, and as a result, few are
willing to venture an opinion they believe may be at
variance with Saddam Husayn’s preferences.42  As a re-
sult, he has made some of the most fateful decisions on
his own, without prior consultation with his advisors.43

Saddam Husayn may be reckless, but he is not crazy.
He has repeatedly demonstrated that he will back down
when firmly challenged, or cut his losses when he blun-
ders into disaster. For instance, in June 1982, when he
realized that the tide of the Iran-Iraq War had turned
against him, he unilaterally ordered Iraqi forces to with-
draw from Iranian territory in a vain attempt to placate
Tehran. Similarly, on the eve of the Coalition ground
offensive during Desert Storm, Saddam belatedly blessed
a Soviet attempt to seek a negotiated solution to the
fighting once he realized the true scope of the damage
being inflicted on his army by the Coalition air campaign.
Once his forces were evicted from Kuwait, he agreed to
a cease fire rather than fight on for a hopeless cause. And
from 1991-98, in repeated standoffs with UNSCOM,
Saddam Husayn repeatedly backed down when con-
fronted with the threat or use of force, due to the fragil-
ity of his domestic situation. Experience shows that he
does not take risks when his survival is at stake. Had
Saddam Husayn suffered from a martyrdom complex,
he would have been dead long ago.

In sum, because of Saddam Husayn’s personal at-
tributes, establishing a stable deterrent relationship with
Iraq will remain an uncertain proposition as long as he
remains in power.

In Iran, the situation is much more complicated and
much less clear. Not a lot is know about national secu-
rity decisionmaking in Iran. While Supreme Leader
Ayatollah ‘Ali Khamene’i sets the broad parameters of
policy in the defense and foreign policy arenas, the Na-
tional Security Council—which has more than a dozen

members—is the key decisionmaking body. Decisions
on particularly sensitive and vital national security is-
sues, however, may be made by a much smaller infor-
mal grouping, which may include, among others, the
commander of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps,
who reportedly retains operational control over Iran’s
missile and WMD forces.44

Because Shi‘i religious doctrine exalts the suffering
and martyrdom of the faithful, and because religion plays
a central role in the official ideology of the Islamic Re-
public, Iran is sometimes portrayed as an “undeterrable”
state driven by the absolute imperatives of religion,
rather than the pragmatic concerns of statecraft. This
image of Iran as an irrational, undeterrable state with a
high pain threshold is wrong. Iranian decisionmakers
are generally not inclined to rash action. Within the con-
text of a relatively activist foreign and defense policy,
they have generally sought to minimize risk by shun-
ning direct confrontation, which they do by acting
through surrogates (such as the Lebanese Hezbollah
party) or by means of stealth (for example, Iran used
small boat and mine operations against shipping in the
Gulf during the Iran-Iraq War). They have used these
means to preserve deniability and ambiguity about their
intentions. Such behavior is evidence of an ability to
gauge accurately the balance of power and to identify
and circumvent the “red lines” of its adversaries—a
strong indicator of an ability to engage in rational cal-
culation.45

Tehran’s conduct during the latter phases of the Iran-
Iraq War likewise demonstrated that Iran is not insensi-
tive to costs. It is possible to argue that in the heady,
optimistic, early days of the revolution—from the early-
to mid-1980s—Iran had a higher threshold for pain than
did most other states. But by the final years of the war,
popular support for it had waned: the population was
demoralized and wearied by years of inconclusive fight-
ing. This was not, as Ayatollah Khomeini was fond of
saying, “a nation of martyrs.” In fact, Khomeini was
probably the only figure with the charisma and moral
authority to inspire the Iranian people to continue the
war for eight years. The double blow embodied by the
unsuccessful conclusion of the war in August 1988 and
the death of Khomeini in June 1989 marked the end of
the decade of revolutionary radicalism in Iranian poli-
tics. With respect to its ability to tolerate pain and ab-
sorb casualties, Iran has since become a much more
“normal” state. Its cautious behavior during the 1991 up-
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rising by Shi‘i co-religionists in southern Iraq and the
1998 crisis with Afghanistan (following the murder of
several Iranian diplomats by the Taliban) is perhaps the
best proof that Iran’s leaders remain wary of stumbling
into a costly quagmire. It will thus sooner compromise
its Islamic ideological commitments and abandon en-
dangered Shi‘i communities to their fate than risk Ira-
nian national interests by entering into foreign
adventures.

Such pragmatism is consistent with a basic principle
of decisionmaking established by Khomeini shortly be-
fore his death. In a series of letters in December 1987
and January 1988, to then President ‘Ali Khamene’i and
the Council of Guardians (a key body that overseas the
activities of the legislative branch), he affirmed the Is-
lamic government’s authority to destroy a mosque or
suspend the observance of the five pillars of faith (the
fundamentals of Muslim observance) if Iranian state in-
terests so required. In so doing, he sanctioned the su-
premacy of state interest over both religion and the
doctrine of the revolution.46  Since then, this has been
the guiding principle of Iranian decisionmaking, whether
with regard to social issues (e.g., birth control), the
economy (e.g., foreign investment in the oil sector), or
foreign and defense policy (e.g., restraint in pursuing
efforts to export the revolution in the 1990s).

The main problem in establishing a stable deterrent
relationship with Iran is thus not the putative “irratio-
nality” of the regime or its high threshold for pain.
Rather, it is regime factionalism, rooted in personalities,
ideology, and the very structure of the regime. Persis-
tent factionalism makes it difficult for the regime to
implement policy in a consistent, predictable manner,
and often leads to policy zig-zags, as different person-
alities, factions, or branches of the government work at
cross purposes, act to subvert their rivals, or press the
government to take actions inconsistent with its general
policy line. And because this factionalism is rooted in
the structure of the Islamic Republic, this problem will
exist as long as the clerical regime retains its current
structure.

The politics of contemporary Iran, in which its rela-
tionship with the United States is a hot-button issue, also
pose problems for deterrence. Under current circum-
stances, it is possible that rivals of President Khatami
might attack US personnel or interests in order to em-
barrass and discredit him and perhaps to prompt US re-
taliation, in the hope that this might halt efforts toward

greater openness in Iran. Thus far the violent power
struggle in Iran has been waged exclusively in the do-
mestic arena, but in the future, this could change. How
does one establish a stable deterrent relationship in such
a context? Finally, it should be mentioned that Tehran’s
preference for covert action and its past successes in
using terrorism as a policy tool without suffering retri-
bution complicate deterrence, since there may be people
in the regime that believe that Iran can engage in terror-
ism without any major adverse consequences. This also
poses an obstacle to creating a stable system of deter-
rence.

What are the policy implications of this assessment?
There are four lessons US policymakers should keep in
mind when they seek to deter. The first concerns the need
for Washington to avoid, whenever possible, ambiguity
in its policies. To this end, it should communicate clearly
certain “red lines,” the breaching of which would elicit
a harsh response from the United States, in order to re-
duce the potential for miscalculation by Iraqi or Iranian
decisionmakers. (This is not to say that there should
never be ambiguity—which is often unavoidable and
sometimes desirable—just that ambiguity should be
minimized whenever possible.)

The second concerns the need to convey a credible
threat of punishment. In this regard, Washington is la-
boring under a handicap. In the past decade or two,
American policy has often been inconsistent in respond-
ing to provocative actions by both Iraq and Iran. This is
due to political constraints (with Iraq, concerns about
how “the Arab street” might react; and with Iran, the fear
of terrorism and of disrupting the evolution of that
country’s political system toward greater moderation);
the fact that, understandably enough, the attention of US
policymakers is often focused elsewhere in the world;
and the fact that contemporary American strategic cul-
ture—with its emphasis on avoiding friendly and enemy
casualties—limits the ability of the United States to use
the full range of its military capabilities.

Third, Washington also needs to know where Baghdad
and Tehran draw their “red lines” so as to avoid unin-
tended escalation. What actions by Washington could
cause Iraq or Iran to use WMD, or could bring about a
crisis that leads to the use of WMD? Clearly, threaten-
ing the survival of these regimes is one “red line.” How-
ever, both Iraqi and Iranian leaders have at various times
blamed the United States for outbreaks of anti-regime
violence or unrest—often seeing the hand of the United
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States even when it isn’t present. Given the pervasive-
ness of conspiratorial thinking among the leaders of Iraq
and Iran, and the difficulty in refuting conspiracy theo-
ries (since the absence of proof is itself proof of a con-
spiracy), it could be difficult for the United States always
to avoid the other states’ red lines.47  Finally, because
deterrence vis-a-vis Iraq and Iran is so beset with po-
tential pitfalls, the United States needs to continue to
invest heavily in countermeasures to missiles, to non-
traditional delivery means (terrorists, unmanned and
manned aircraft, boats), and to WMD, should deterrence
fail.

MITIGATING THE IMPACT OF
PROLIFERATION THROUGH POLITICAL
CHANGE

Since it may not be possible to alter the WMD moti-
vations or cost/benefit calculus of Iraq and Iran, or to
halt their efforts to enhance their WMD capabilities, and
because deterrence remains an uncertain proposition, the
United States needs to focus on what it can do to en-
courage political change in Baghdad and Tehran to miti-
gate the impact of WMD proliferation. Though the
United States has a limited ability to influence domestic
politics in either country, it can shape the political envi-
ronment to influence the outcome of developments there.

In Iraq, the goal should be to get rid of Saddam Husayn
and his regime. Because of the relatively narrow social
base of the regime (which is essentially a family regime),
a coup or revolution in Iraq is not out of the question.
This is not to underestimate the difficulty of achieving
this objective, but to make the point that this possibility
should not be discounted, as there have been several coup
attempts and one major uprising in Iraq since the 1991
Gulf War. While a successor regime may be only mar-
ginally less brutal than the present one, it is not likely to
be driven by the particular combination of attributes
embodied in Saddam’s personality that makes the
present regime so dangerous. Moreover, Washington
should have substantial influence over a new regime that
it helps to seize power, which it could use to bring that
regime closer to compliance with norms of behavior that
the United States can live with. Acceptance by a new
regime of relevant UN resolutions related (among other
things) to disarmament should remain a precondition for
an end to sanctions. On the other hand, the United States
should publicly underscore its readiness to build a new
relationship with a post-Saddam Iraq, to include gener-

ous assistance with debt relief and reconstruction (though
such aid should be predicated on a commitment by a new
regime to live at peace with its neighbors).

By contrast, in Iran, while dissatisfaction with cleri-
cal rule is widespread, another revolution seems unlikely.
Accordingly, the goal of US policy should be to encour-
age the continued evolution of the regime in the direc-
tion of greater openness and moderation; in practical
terms, this probably means the emergence of a political
system in which clerics play a less prominent role. Do-
mestic political change of this kind would hopefully re-
sult in a decline in radicalism abroad and more normal
relations between Tehran and its neighbors (even if some
tensions persist). However, there are major differences
among analysts about how to achieve this goal. Also,
determining how best to use the limited leverage the
United States holds will pose a major challenge to
American policy in the future.

The bottom line here is this: measures to change the
regime in Baghdad and to achieve evolutionary politi-
cal change in Tehran are essential components of efforts
to manage proliferation in the Persian Gulf region. Rec-
ognition of this fact would be an important first step to-
ward dealing with the problem.

CONCLUSIONS

The foregoing analysis paints a gloomy picture, por-
traying WMD proliferation by Iraq and Iran as an un-
stoppable, even inevitable process. Such a conclusion
would overstate the case, but the factors favoring pro-
liferation by these two countries seem very powerful
indeed. In human affairs, however, nothing is foreor-
dained, though facing up to the proliferation challenge
posed by Iraq and Iran will require a substantial degree
of ingenuity, determination, and policy focus by
decisionmakers. So what is to be done?

The United States is unlikely to succeed in altering
the motivations of Iraq and Iran for acquiring WMD.
Washington’s ability to alter the complex threat envi-
ronment of the region and the ambitions of leaders in
Baghdad and Tehran is minimal. The creation of a re-
gional security regime is also unlikely to affect prolif-
eration trends in the region—at least initially—but it
might help reduce the likelihood of conflict in a prolif-
erated world. Although conditions may not yet be ripe
for such a regime, the United States should start laying
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the foundation for the eventual emergence of such a re-
gional security framework.

There is little if anything that Washington can do to
alter the proliferation cost/benefit calculus of Baghdad.
Saddam Husayn has shown that he is willing to pay a
very high price to retain his proscribed WMD capabili-
ties, and this is unlikely to change as long as Saddam
Husayn remains in power. Nevertheless, there is a slen-
der chance for a deal with Tehran—wherein Iran agrees
to fulfill its arms control obligations—should the re-
formers around President Khatami consolidate the gains
they made in parliamentary elections in February and
May 2000. This, however, remains an untested proposi-
tion, and the near-to-medium-term prospects for the re-
formers, in the face of counterattacks by hard-liners,
remain uncertain. The possibility that Iran might some-
day withdraw from various arms control regimes it cur-
rently belongs to—in order to enhance its freedom of
action in this area—should be considered, and steps to
prevent such an eventuality developed.

Washington has had much success in imposing costs
and delays on the WMD programs of Baghdad and
Tehran through using traditional arms control instru-
ments, and these efforts should continue for as long as
Iraq and Iran remain committed to acquiring WMD and
missiles. Time gained should be used to develop coun-
termeasures to emerging threat capabilities, and to en-
courage political change in Baghdad and Tehran, in order
to help mitigate the implications of proliferation.

In light of the fact that WMD proliferation by Iraq
and Iran is a reality, deterrence will remain a pillar of
US policy. However, the possibilities of miscalculation,
or that decisionmakers in Baghdad or Tehran might—
under certain conditions—welcome conflict with the
United States, underscore the limitations of deterrence,
and the need to be able to fight in a WMD environment.
The United States also needs to consider how moral and
political constraints on the use of its military power (its
aversion to both friendly and enemy casualties, and the
often tepid support by allies for the military option) could
undermine the utility of America’s conventional and
nonconventional deterrent.

Finally, encouraging political change in Baghdad and
Tehran (regime change in the former, and the evolution
of the system in the latter) might help mitigate the prob-
lem of WMD proliferation in these countries, but is un-
likely to solve it. Iraq is a traumatized nation, and the

world will be dealing for years to come—regardless of
who is in power in Baghdad—with the brutalizing con-
sequences of more than three decades of repressive Ba’th
party rule, two major wars, and a decade or more of sanc-
tions. This trauma is likely to be expressed through
revanchist and ultranationalist attitudes and policies.
Conversely, even if Iran’s reformers are able to consoli-
date their rule, they are likely to pursue policies that will
result in tensions with some of their Gulf neighbors, Is-
rael, and the United States. Even so, such a future would
be better than the even more unhappy present, and has-
tening its arrival would be a not inconsiderable achieve-
ment.
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