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Introduction
The essay that follows examines the implications of Iran’s achievement of 
a nuclear weapons capability for arms control and non-proliferation efforts 
and initiatives in the nuclear realm.

If Iran becomes a nuclear weapons state, it will of course not be the 
first to have done so since the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) 
came into force. Still, the case of Iran is unique in several respects, and the 
negative implications for the non-proliferation regime will be more severe 
than was the case with extra-NPT proliferators, such as India and Pakistan. 
As a party to the NPT, Iran’s acquired nuclear status would be in direct 
violation of its commitments, and thus a more serious challenge. Even if 
Iran acted in accordance with Article X and withdrew from the treaty, it 
would be clear that it had cheated and lied for years. A nuclear Iran would 
thus highlight the inadequacy of the NPT, due to its inability to function 
as an effective non-proliferation tool. While geared to stopping the spread 
of nuclear weapons, the NPT would be exposed as incapable of directly 
confronting the nuclear ambitions of a specific state party to the treaty. 

Even when compared with North Korea, the other nuclear state that 
set out on a nuclear path while a party to the NPT, the ramifications of 
Iran going nuclear would be harsher. Iran is situated in a potentially more 
explosive region, and has been positioned at the center of international 
concern as a perceived threat to an array of regional and extra-regional 
states with different sets of interests – including Israel, the Persian Gulf 
states, Europe, and the US. The reality of a nuclear Iran is also widely 
viewed as a development that would very likely spark additional attempts 
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at proliferation in the Middle East. The fact that many Middle East states 
have given notice since autumn 2006 that they intend to develop civilian 
nuclear programs as a solution to their energy problems has raised the level 
of concern considerably.1 These civilian programs could then be used as a 
cover for future military applications, as occurred in the case of Iran itself. 
The scenario of more nuclear states in the Middle East would mean not 
only further breaches of the NPT, but the potential for serious deterioration 
of regional security.2 

The particular manner by which the Iranian nuclear file has unfolded 
since August 2002 will significantly enhance the assessment that non-
proliferation efforts have been dealt a serious blow. Losing the Iran campaign 
after several years of intensive negotiations – carried out primarily by 
the IAEA and EU-3 (France, Germany, and Britain) – and decisions on 
sanctions by the US, Europe, and UN Security Council would render this 
failure especially severe.3 It would demonstrate in the starkest terms not 
only the worrisome limitations of the global arms control regime itself, but 
also the constraints that the international community faces when strong 
states and relevant international organs attempt to apply different means 
of statecraft in order to convince and/or compel a determined proliferator 
to reverse course. Overall, the frustration – if not the helplessness – of the 
international community in the face of nuclear proliferation would be that 
much more pronounced.

So while not the only nuclear proliferation concern, Iran is probably 
highest on the list in terms of international preoccupation and perceived 
threat. As such, it is likely to be regarded as a watershed for dealing with 
suspected proliferation, and the way this case ultimately plays out will have 
a significant impact on the future direction of non-proliferation efforts. 

With this in mind, implications of the nuclear Iran scenario are considered 
below from three main perspectives. The first involves the implications for 
the current non-proliferation regime: both the effectiveness of the NPT as 
a non-proliferation tool and its normative value. The second perspective 
considers the implications as to the ability of individual states to step in and 
compensate for the weaknesses of the non-proliferation regime, by holding 
proliferating states to their commitment to remain non-nuclear. Third are 
the more general implications for the future direction of non-proliferation 
efforts and the impetus for forging new arms control strategies. 
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The first two sets of implications are retrospective, assessing the 
implementation of arms control efforts (whether treaty-based or state-
assisted), and the manner and degree to which they would be affected by 
the failure to stem Iran’s nuclear ambitions. The final question looks more 
to the future and to the prospects of controlling and limiting the destructive 
potential of nuclear weapons down the road. Assuming that the current non-
proliferation regime will be exposed and criticized as basically impotent as 
far as stopping a determined proliferator, new strategies for controlling the 
spread of nuclear weapons will be needed.  

The Non-Proliferation Treaty and Regime
Entering into force over thirty-five years ago, the NPT is the centerpiece 
of the non-proliferation regime. When considering the NPT, at issue are 
both its effectiveness as a specific policy tool – to stop proliferation – and 
its normative value as an instrument that has helped entrench the idea that 
nuclear weapons are a negative phenomenon in the international sphere.4 
The question, therefore, is what will happen to both dimensions. In other 
words, at stake is not only the credibility of the NPT as a non-proliferation 
tool, but also whether states continue to regard non-proliferation as a 
worthy endeavor. The difficulties involved in actually achieving the goal 
could begin to erode its perceived value as well, particularly if states (and 
analysts) begin to accept the new reality of additional nuclear states as 
more or less inevitable.  

As a major non-proliferation tool, the NPT has successfully weathered 
challenges in the past, when states outside the NPT went nuclear. But 
failure in the case of Iran – a state party to the NPT that sits in a very 
dangerous neighborhood – might constitute a devastating blow to the 
treaty. The NPT would not cease to exist, but it could be undermined to 
a degree that it would no longer be regarded as having any real clout as 
far as stopping a state from attaining nuclear weapons capabilities. This 
scenario would make it imperative to address disturbing questions about 
the basic bargain upon which the NPT rests: primarily, the enshrined right 
of non-nuclear states parties to enrich uranium and to otherwise engage 
in peaceful nuclear activities, as long as they remain non-military. The 
soundness of this provision will be strongly discredited in light of what 
will be firmly established as long term and cynical abuse on the part of 
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Iran. From what seemed a firm pillar of a fair bargain between nuclear and 
non-nuclear states parties to the treaty, the protection of this right will be 
reduced to a naive aspiration that opened a gaping loophole for states to 
abuse.

The limitations of the NPT began to be exposed in 2003 when the EU-3 
and the US intervened and assumed a more prominent role in the effort to curb 
Iran’s ambitions. But in fact, the treaty’s provisions have been structurally 
handicapped from the start. The NPT was not designed with a proliferator 
like Iran in mind; its provisions are not geared to seeking out and stopping 
suspected defectors, as can be inferred from its lack of precise criteria for 
dealing with these suspicions when they arise. Instead, the NPT depends 
to a large extent on the de facto acceptance by states parties of the idea that 
nuclear weapons are an inherent cause of insecurity in the international 
arena. Relying on the assumption that non-nuclear states will basically 
concur that it is in their interest to maintain their non-nuclear status, little 
attention was devoted to the prospect that a state may nevertheless develop 
a strong interest to go nuclear. If it did, the assumption seems to have been 
that it would have had legitimate (i.e., security) reasons for doing so, and 
would withdraw from the treaty. Generally speaking, when an arms control 
instrument focuses exclusively on the denial of capabilities, a state that 
decides that it does want nuclear weapons will invariably find a crack to 
slip through. And because the NPT wasn’t at all focused on minimizing the 
motivation to proliferate, the loopholes in the NPT were tempting for such 
states. In this sense, more than weakening the NPT, the case of Iran starkly 
exposes its inherent weaknesses.5 

Nevertheless, for many years it has been widely accepted not only that 
nuclear proliferation is inherently dangerous and destabilizing, but that the 
NPT itself registered a fair degree of success in upholding this principle, 
by limiting the extent of additional proliferation that took place over the 
years beyond the five recognized nuclear states. Though it is not clear what 
role the NPT actually played in keeping the numbers down, the fact that 
very few states went nuclear deflected attention from the treaty’s inherent 
deficiencies, which will now be very much in focus. 

Can the NPT be strengthened and improved? Probably, but it is difficult 
to envision improvements that will successfully address and repair the 
basic weakness in its logic that enabled Iran to abuse it.6 More important, 
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perhaps, is that time is of the essence, and at this point commitment to 
the goal of treaty improvement does not seem to be particularly strong or 
widespread. 

As far as the normative value of non-proliferation, the limited degree of 
proliferation over the years helped to strengthen the norm against nuclear 
weapons. And while the case of Iran demonstrates the deficiencies of the 
NPT as a non-proliferation tool, it is at the same time likely to strengthen 
the normative dimension of the treaty, even as the practical difficulties 
of ensuring non-proliferation are exposed.7 This is because the very real 
dangers associated with the particular case of a nuclear Iran will be most 
pronounced.8 

Individual State Efforts: EU-3 and US
Assuming that the motivation to stop the spread of nuclear weapons remains 
strong – due to the continued importance attached to the norm – a primary 
challenge for arms control in the nuclear realm will be how to carve out 
alternatives or at least supplementary arms control approaches to prop up 
the NPT. To this end, the strong powers on the global scene are destined to 
play a central role. Therefore, it is important to examine how their role is 
likely to be affected by their failure to stop Iran.

The reality of a nuclear Iran will no doubt be a serious blow to the 
abilities of strong international powers to step in and patch emergent holes 
when weaknesses in international treaties surface full force. The US and 
the EU-3 made significant attempts to bring Iran into line: together with 
the IAEA, these self-appointed powers assumed the (virtually unopposed) 
role of primary executors of the NPT, using negotiations and sanctions to 
convince and compel Iran to reverse course and uphold its commitments. 
Their abilities were put to the test – and will be exposed as having failed. 

Negotiations between the EU-3 and Iran have been dealt with at length;9 
what is important for the present analysis is the fact that for two years 
(from the summer of 2003 until the summer of 2005), the EU-3 carried 
out focused negotiations with Iran in the attempt to devise a package of 
incentives that would be acceptable to Iran and sufficient to convince it to 
back down from the nuclear route. The role of the EU-3 was predicated 
on the fact that there was no other effective instrument available: the NPT 
cannot enforce itself, and while Iran could have been referred to the UN 
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Security Council back in 2003, the IAEA at that time was not fully up to the 
challenge of the inevitable political ramifications of presenting potentially 
controversial evidence of Iran’s deception, and was quite happy to allow 
the EU-3 to step in and begin negotiating with Iran. 

The EU was highly invested in the diplomatic process, which it viewed 
as affording it a relative advantage over the US as far as strategies for 
confronting proliferation challenges. Indeed, beyond its belief in the value 
of diplomacy for its own sake, advocating and practicing diplomacy was 
a way for Europe to concretize its independent mode of international 
influence vis-à-vis the US. Moreover, the case of Iran was an important test 
case for the EU for its new Strategy against the Proliferation of Weapons 
of Mass Destruction, which it adopted in 2003,10 and for the notion of 
“effective multilateralism.”11

Significantly, the efforts of the EU-3 focused on securing Iran’s 
commitment to a suspension of uranium enrichment in order to demonstrate 
to the international community its benign intentions in the nuclear realm. 
While two such agreements were reached over the course of the two years, 
negotiations were fatally hampered by a gap that was temporarily glossed 
over, but that in reality could not be spanned: the different meaning that 
each side attached to “suspension.” The EU-3 understood suspension to 
mean “termination”; Iran viewed it to mean a “temporary confidence-
building measure.” Iran in fact was absolutely steadfast in its message that 
it had no intention of permanently ceasing uranium enrichment, and the 
strength of its conviction was such that nothing offered was considered an 
acceptable incentive or compensation.

Some responsibility for the failure of the EU-3/Iran negotiations was 
attributed to the particular difficulties of dealing with Iran, especially 
once Ahmadinejad was elected and began to display his hard-line 
approach characterized by defiance of the West.12 However, the problems 
encountered were to a significant degree a function of the structure of the 
negotiations, and the inherent difficulty of negotiating with a determined 
and skillful proliferator who proves adept at exploiting long and dragged 
out negotiations with a not wholly united and similarly determined 
international community. Indeed, Iran was able to maximize its relative 
advantage in the negotiations situation due to the fact that it was a single 
state, highly motivated and determined, and very careful not to push the 
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situation too far, in a way that would “force” the international community 
to take action against it. In fact, Ahmadinejad’s approach in a sense helped 
the EU-3 by undermining the previously established sophisticated Iranian 
maneuvering. By assuming such extreme positions, the new president 
made it crystal clear that he was not interested in a deal, and negotiations 
quickly reached a dead end. Otherwise, the ultimate failure of negotiations 
would have been more stinging for the EU-3. This is because it would 
not have been able to blame Iran for the fact that European negotiators 
clung to a dynamic that was leading nowhere, while at the same time 
(unintentionally) enabling Iran to slowly but surely acquire the means to 
achieve military capability. 

While a strong case can be made for concluding that the efforts of 
the EU-3 were exposed as deficient – reflecting on both the approach to 
negotiations that was adopted, and perhaps on the EU-3 itself – because 
of Europe’s strong commitment to negotiations and diplomacy as the 
only option, Europeans were quick to place the blame on others, rather 
than recognize or admit the shortcomings of their own approach. Beyond 
Ahmadinejad, Europe blamed the US for not putting its full weight 
behind efforts to engage Iran, thereby undermining the effectiveness of 
negotiations.13 Furthermore, in the face of Iran actually becoming a nuclear 
state, we can ultimately expect to hear voices claiming that all nuclear 
states are to a degree accountable for this outcome for not having lived up 
to their own NPT commitments to disarm.14

It should be recognized that part of the failure was actually due to the 
fact that the states were, oddly enough, constrained by the provisions of 
the NPT itself. Because they had to deal with Iran in relation to its treaty 
obligations, much of their initial energy was spent trying to find clear-cut 
evidence of non-compliance, the so-called smoking gun. This proved a very 
difficult endeavor, because while ostensibly focused on a purely technical 
issue, in practice, there were no precise criteria for making this call, and 
decisions were very much dependent on interpretations of evidence. This 
left much room for the ongoing dynamics of “giving Iran one more chance 
to prove itself” – especially as Iran itself well understood the dynamics, and 
was doing everything in its power to present a reasonable stance (at least up 
until the election of Ahmadinejad) and display a cooperative attitude when 
it could afford to do so. And after a two year hiatus, evidence over the 
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summer of 2007 began to surface that Iran was returning to this approach, 
highlighted by its willingness to cooperate with the IAEA in answering the 
“outstanding questions” relating to its past nuclear activities.

If Iran becomes a nuclear state, it will mean that the sanctions route 
failed as well. At the time of this writing, three UN Security Council 
resolutions have been imposed on Iran to no avail, and the US has taken 
the lead in imposing financial sanctions outside the framework of the UN. 
There are different views on the effectiveness of sanctions in persuading 
a proliferator to change course, as well as on the question of whether 
sanctions would work in the specific case of Iran. Moreover, there are 
questions that relate to the ability of the international community to even 
decide on the kind of sanctions that could conceivably stop Iran, due to 
conflicting interests among them. At this point it is difficult to speculate 
how the failure of the sanctions route would be interpreted, and whether it 
would invite an economic or political/diplomatic explanation.  

Ultimately, there is good reason to believe that although “diplomacy” 
(ranging from negotiations to sanctions) will have failed, the US and the 
EU-3, and probably Russia as well, will continue to view themselves as 
the natural candidates for continuing efforts to stem nuclear proliferation 
among additional states. Unfortunately, there are no signs that serious 
consideration will be given to the reasons why diplomacy failed, and how 
it might be improved in the future. At best these states may have cause 
to review their strategies realizing the importance of formulating a more 
united front,15 but interpretations of the failure are likely to be selective, 
differential, and politically motivated. Still, these states will undoubtedly 
continue to lead non-proliferation efforts down the road, and – in the 
absence of a good alternative – the international community will most 
likely continue to acquiesce.  

New Arms Control Strategies
The final issue for consideration is the future focus and content of nuclear 
arms control efforts and strategies. 

A central question in this regard, especially in light of a nuclear Iran, is 
the continued relevance of the arms control logic embedded in the NPT, 
namely, that all states should be equal in the non-conventional realm and 
no state allowed to possess nuclear weapons. The debate on this issue turns 
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on the distinction between treating this as an arms control aspiration and 
treating it as a prescript for concrete immediate action.

According to current international practices, different states are 
treated differently in the nuclear realm. This applies not only to the five 
recognized nuclear states, but can be discerned in the different attitude 
displayed toward Israel and India, for example, as compared with Iran. 
On the one hand, one could claim that this is precisely the reason why 
the NPT is so important. In other words, the fact that Iran is a party to the 
NPT is what makes it legitimate to focus on its violations, and to demand 
compliance. It is much more difficult to present demands to states that 
remain outside the treaty, like India and Israel. Clearly, however, the issue 
goes well beyond the question of “party or not” to the NPT. In fact, in 
practice states are judged in the nuclear realm in terms that go past the 
narrow issue of nuclear capabilities and extend instead to their overall 
profile as international actors, focusing on their rhetoric; reputation; and 
bilateral, regional, and international behavior.16

If states are in any case accorded differential treatment in the nuclear 
realm, perhaps arms control efforts also need to relate to states not only 
per their nuclear activities, but in terms of their security concerns, overall 
record of international behavior, and, especially, relations with other states. 
Significantly, as far as Iran is concerned, not only did the NPT not help the 
international community to confront Iran’s nuclear ambitions, but it seems 
even to have interfered at times with that effort – for example, by elevating 
the importance of finding a smoking gun, which ended up legitimizing an 
ongoing search for such clear cut evidence and thereby delaying the process 
of firmly confronting Iran with its history of deception. More important, 
perhaps, is the fact that the provisions of the NPT itself enshrined what 
Iran referred to as its legitimate right to enrich uranium, enabling it to then 
abuse this right for military purposes. 

Yet even in light of these realities, the normative pull of the “equality 
argument” in the nuclear realm is very strong. The “disarmament prong” 
of the arms control camp will be pushing for the nuclear states to disarm 
in order to come into line with the status of the non-nuclear states, along 
with their own explicit commitments according to the NPT. This tendency 
was given a serious push forward with the publication in early January 
2007 of an article written by four prominent Americans called “A World 
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Free of Nuclear Weapons,”17 and it would very likely be reinforced by the 
reality of Iran becoming a nuclear state. The argument would be that Iran 
was “lost” because of the double standard inherent in the NPT that makes it 
impossible to deal effectively with a determined proliferator. According to 
this line of thinking – which has the unfortunate side effect of relieving the 
proliferators themselves of full blame for their actions, as well as ignoring 
important differences among states as far as the threat they pose to others 
through their rhetoric and actions – the double standard will disappear only 
when the nuclear states comply with universal disarmament.

Even if one accepts the conceptual logic embedded in this argument, 
international realities dictate that universal disarmament is a distant 
goal, whereas dangerous new proliferation challenges need to be dealt 
with today. Thus beyond the dilemmas connected to the NPT and the 
conceptual and moral arguments that can be raised and debated, new arms 
control directions might begin to reflect a distancing from the constraints 
of “universal treatment.” Indeed, some new arms control directions are 
already underway in light of the recent proliferation challenges. One such 
initiative – which is multilateral, though not global – is the Proliferation 
Security Initiative (PSI) that was announced by President Bush in May 
2003. PSI is a multilateral effort to allow the search of planes and ships 
in order to intercept the transfer of sensitive technologies and materials. 
This initiative reflects the perceived need for additional proactive and 
dynamic measures on the part of like-minded states in order to help stem 
the proliferation of WMD and related technologies.18 In February 2006, 
Secretary of State Rice described multilateral efforts centering on the PSI 
as the major tool for fighting the spread of WMD, and noted the intention 
to expand such measures. Also noteworthy is the November 2003 US/UK 
joint statement on “effective multilateralism” as the guide to their approach 
for confronting common security challenges, including the spread of 
WMD. These are arms control trends that are likely to be enhanced in the 
coming years.

Finally, there is a question of the prospects, if any, of moving in the 
direction of creating new rules of the game for a Middle East that includes a 
nuclear Iran. Once a nuclear Iran becomes a reality, the major arms control 
challenge will no doubt become regional stability – taking whatever steps 
possible to ensure that the situation in the Middle East does not get out of 
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hand, both with regard to Iran directly and with respect to motivations for 
further proliferation among states in the region. 

States in the Persian Gulf have in the past two years been much more 
outspoken about their own concerns over the prospect of Iran becoming 
a nuclear power. An initial indication of this was reflected in research 
conducted at a prominent think tank in Dubai, which raised the idea of 
initiating discussion on a Gulf WMDFZ as the first stage in a wider Middle 
East WMDFZ, and the idea was echoed at the official level by the Gulf 
Cooperation Council (GCC) secretary-general in late 2005.19 Following 
the 2003 Iraq War, additional moderate states in the region added their 
voices of growing concern with the regional implications of Iran becoming 
a nuclear state. Indeed, there have been clear signs of a converging mutual 
interest among moderate states in the Middle East to contain Iran, and in 
advance of the Annapolis meeting of late 2007, it was reported that the 
US hoped to use this opportunity to encourage dialogue and cooperation 
among these states.20

Ideas for initiating regional security dialogue are sometimes interpreted 
as requiring a demanding form of regional architecture that in order to 
work would have to replace balance of power politics.21 In fact, security 
dialogue at the regional level does not have to be grounded in a concept of 
“collective security”; rather, the purpose of such dialogue is to develop new 
rules of the game in order to conduct inter-state relations under the threshold 
of hair-trigger alert. In this sense, the options of regional security dialogue 
and an essentially balance of power approach to international relations are 
not mutually exclusive paths, and the value of regional dialogue in the 
Middle East should not be undermined on this basis.22  

Conclusion
The current diplomatic efforts geared to ensuring that Iran upholds its NPT 
commitment to remain non–nuclear, and stopping it from advancing its 
nuclear program to a military capability, are not succeeding. As such, Iran 
could become a nuclear state, with far-reaching implications for the Middle 
East and perhaps the world. This essay has focused on the implications for 
the current non-proliferation regime and for arms control efforts in the 
nuclear realm.
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As far as prospects for regional stability in the Middle East with a 
nuclear Iran, Iran’s president Ahmadinejad presents a particularly severe 
challenge due to his extremist positions toward Israel that seemingly 
lack any semblance of compromise short of Israel ceasing to exist. His 
hegemonic aspirations are a threat to all moderate states in the Middle East. 
This seems not to leave much room for a win-win strategy of coexistence, 
and the prospect of region-wide dialogue is a more distant possibility than 
ever. 

Nevertheless, together with attempts to stop further proliferation, a 
major challenge for arms control in the years ahead will become how to 
manage the potential risks involved when new nuclear states appear on 
the international scene. If a regional framework for dialogue is in fact 
initiated in the Middle East – among moderate states in the first stage – 
once understandings begin to be forged, Iran may well have an interest 
to become involved as well, as it will make more sense for Iran to be part 
of new regional understandings than to remain outside them. But this is 
looking very far down the road.
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