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Summary
Although Iran’s mastery of the nuclear fuel cycle presents an inherent option
for creating a bomb, the Tehran regime has no urgent incentive to build
nuclear weapons. Current U.S. policy, which emphasizes coercive sanctions
and diplomatic isolation to compel Iran to comply with its obligations under
the nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty (NPT), would fall squarely under the rubric
of containment, even as the term has been eschewed and delegitimized in
the U.S. policy debate. As long as Iran does not overtly cross the U.S. “red
line” of weaponization, U.S. policy will likely remain containment in form, if
not in name.
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All Options Are on the Table
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The problem for the United States is that the nuclear
crisis is immediate, whereas the prospects for regime change
or evolution in Iran are uncertain.

decision making as being “guided by a cost-ben-
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Iran’s development of nuclear weapons and then

intelligence analysts maintain that Iran has not yet

deterring their use through the retaliatory threat

decided to cross the threshold from a potential ca-
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ing revisionism does not offer a viable long-term
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lies a third option, containment—an updated,
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Obama declared in a speech to the American
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Conclusion
In Iran, the nuclear issue remains a proxy for the

Endnotes
1

David E. Sanger and Thom Shanker, “Obama’s
Nuclear Strategy Intended as a Message,” New
York Times, April 6, 2010, http://www.nytimes.
com/2010/04/07/world/07arms.html?scp=9&s
q=David+E.+Sanger&st=nyt.

2

“Transcript: Barack Obama’s Inaugural
Address,” New York Times, January 20, 2009,
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/01/20/us/
politics/20text-obama.html?pagewanted=all.

3

Quoted in Jeffrey Lewis, “Clapper on
Iran NIE,” Arms Control Wonk, March 19,
2011, http://lewis.armscontrolwonk.com/
archive/3703/clapper-on-iran-nie.

4

Jeffrey Goldberg, “Obama to Iran and Israel:
‘As President of the United States, I Don’t
Bluff,” Atlantic, March 2, 2012.

5

“Remarks by the President at AIPAC Policy
Conference,” Washington, DC, March 4,
2012, http://www.whitehouse.gov/the-pressoffice/2012/03/04/remarks-president-aipacpolicy-conference-0.

unresolved debate over that country’s relationship
with the United States and the outside world.
Maintaining a hedge option for a nuclear weapon
(absent some perceived security imperative for
acquisition) is Iran’s strategic sweet spot.
The term containment has been eschewed and
delegitimized in U.S. policy debate.Yet it is an
accurate description of current U.S. policy toward
Iran and is likely to persist as long as the Tehran
regime does not cross Washington’s red line of
weaponization.
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