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11 US counter-proliferation policy
The case of Iran*

Emily B. Landau

Introduction

Since the end of the Cold War, the United States has pursued various nuclear
counter-proliferation policies. Iran and North Korea stand out as prime case
studies for examining the difficulties that are faced when seeking to confront
a determined proliferator through peaceful means. Whether efforts focus on
an attempt to alter such proliferators’ motivation through offers of induce-
ments (“carrots”) or application of pressure (“sticks”), international negoti-
ators have found that the proliferator tends to gain the upper hand in
negotiations, due to its determination at the strategic level and its ability to
play a primarily tactical game at the negotiating table (Landau 2012a).

The relevant international negotiators — the P5+1 group in the case of
Iran, and five regional powers in the case of North Korea - are structurally
hampered in this dynamic. The political context within which their efforts
are carried out has a crippling effect on their ability to garner the kind of
unified and determined stance necessary to compel a nuclear proliferator,
in a tough bargaining situation, to back away from its military aspirations
and uphold its commitment to remaining non-nuclear.

This article will focus on the major constraints that have hobbled efforts
to halt Iran’s nuclear development, even though these efforts have been
ongoing for close to a dozen years, in different forms and formats.

The significance of the NPT framework

Any informed assessment of US policy in confronting determined prolifer-
ators must begin with the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT), as the
states in question are all members of the treaty, holding the status of non-
nuclear weapons states (NNWS).! As such, the NPT has become the major
source of legitimacy for the international community to respond with deter-
mination to states attempting to acquire military nuclear capability, as that
represents a violation of their NPT commitment. The US was a major
architect of the NPT, and is strongly committed to upholding it as the
centerpiece of the non-proliferation regime (see FAS 2014).
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