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Missing the Target
Deterrence, not nonproliferation, is the way to deal with would-be nuclear Iran.
By Charles V. Peña
A C C O R D I N G T O President Bush, “the

nations of the world must not permit
the Iranian regime to gain nuclear
weapons.” Testifying before the Senate
Select Committee on Intelligence,
Director of National Intelligence John
Negroponte said, “Iranian conventional
military power constitutes the greatest
threat to Persian Gulf states and a challenge to U.S. interests,” “Iran continues
to support a number of terrorist
groups,” has “conducted a clandestine
uranium enrichment program for nearly
two decades,” and “seeks nuclear
weapons.” And according to Secretary
of Defense Donald Rumsfeld, Iran is
“the world’s leading state sponsor of
terrorism” and “the world does not
want, and must work together to prevent, a nuclear Iran.”
If it all sounds eerily like the rhetoric
leading up to the war in Iraq, it’s
because the logic is exactly the same
and demonstrates the problem with
current nonproliferation thinking. If a
nonproliferation regime is failing, the
use of force may be necessary; otherwise it is a hollow threat. But if there is
no consensus on or an aversion to the
use of force, for whatever reasons,
then the only recourse is to redouble
nonproliferation efforts. But if the previous efforts have already failed, why
would simply trying harder be any
more effective? Furthermore, if
renewed efforts fail, then the only
option left is military action, which
was previously unacceptable; and so
on, ad infinitum.

In the case of Iraq, the Bush administration argued that United Nations Monitoring, Verification, and Inspection
Commission (UNMOVIC) efforts had
failed to prevent Saddam Hussein from
acquiring weapons of mass destruction,
including the possibility of a nuclear
weapon—the now infamous nonexistent
smoking gun in the form of a mushroom
cloud. The allegation was not based on
any discovery of WMD but on the presumption that the Iraqi regime was
engaged in an elaborate deception to
prevent UN weapons inspectors from
finding WMD. The administration’s argument rested on not being able to prove a
negative: just because WMD could not
be found does not mean they did not
exist. Unable to accept the risk of failed
nonproliferation, the Bush administration decided that the only alternative
was military action.
Much of the arms-control and nonproliferation community, on the other
hand, strongly disagreed. Most felt that
the inability to find any WMD meant that
inspections were indeed working, and if
there were any problems, they could be
remedied by strengthening the inspection regime. But if the nonproliferation
regime was, in fact, failing, this is akin to
a definition for insanity: continuing to
do the same thing but expecting different results. Moreover, the arms-control
and nonproliferation community could
not disagree with the Bush administration’s assertion that Iraq’s possession of
WMD was a threat that required a
response because to disagree would

have meant admitting proliferation was
an acceptable outcome. Instead, they
were left to disagree about the evidence
that Iraq was in violation of UN Security
Council resolutions and the appropriate
response.
Unlike Iraq, however, the case against
Iran is much stronger—especially with
the International Atomic Energy Agency
(IAEA) concluding that Iran obtained
documents on the nuclear black market
that serve no other purpose than to
build a nuclear weapon. And unlike Iraq,
there is more consensus about the need
to take action against Iran. The United
States has more international consensus—including agreement from all five
permanent members, as well as 27 other
nations, on the 35-nation IAEA board—
as well as domestic consensus. A Los
Angeles Times poll showed that 57 percent of Americans favor military intervention against Iran to stop its nuclear
program. But is the use of military
force—even limited strikes against
Iran’s suspected nuclear facilities—the
only answer?
In a word: no. Just as the question
never should have been whether Iraq
had WMD, a contention that presumed
that if Iraq did then it was a threat, the
fundamental issue is whether a nucleararmed Iran, however undesirable, represents a threat to the United States that
cannot be deterred. In other words, the
imperative is national security not nonproliferation.
Some would argue that a rogue
regime like Iran is irrational and unpre-
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dictable and thus undeterrable. But over
the years, the United States deterred
Joseph Stalin, Nikita Khrushchev,
Leonid Brezhnev, and Mao Zedong, so it
cannot be that the leaders of rogue
states such as Iran and North Korea are
more brutal than America’s previous
adversaries. Likewise, a credible case
cannot be made that Kim Jong-Il or the
so-called mad mullahs in Tehran are
more erratic and unpredictable than the
tyrants the United States deterred in the
past. Stalin epitomized paranoia, and
Mao was the architect of China’s utterly
bizarre Cultural Revolution in the late
1960s and early 1970s—at the very time
that China was acquiring a nuclearweapons capability.
The reality is that even if Iran is able
to build a few weapons in the near
future, the mullahs in Tehran have a
return address and—unless they are suicidal—can no more ignore the reality of
deterrence and the vast U.S. strategic
nuclear arsenal than could the Soviet
Union before or China and North Korea
now. As a result, the pertinent conclusion is that if deterrence works, not only
is it an argument against the necessity of
using military force but it is also an argument against an imperative for a successful nonproliferation regime. This is
not to say that a nonproliferation mechanism is undesirable, just that it may not
be necessary as an imperative of
national security.
Unfortunately, the debate about Iran’s
nuclear program—and nuclear proliferation in general—has been framed in
binary terms: on or off, black or white.
For nonproliferation efforts and policy,
success is defined as the absolute prevention of a country such as Iran from
acquiring nuclear weapons. Failure is,
by definition, the flipside of the coin. But
if failure can’t be tolerated, the result is
a “hope against experience” effort to
convince countries such as India and
Pakistan to sign on to the Nuclear Non-
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proliferation Treaty (NPT) and give up
their nuclear capabilities. Yet there is
some evidence that nuclear weapons
have actually had a stabilizing effect on
Indian-Pakistani relations, which runs
counter to nonproliferation expectations. For example, does the fact that
both India and Pakistan have nuclear
weapons prevent violence related to the
Kashmir dispute from erupting into war
between the two countries?
Moreover, the NPT is a false bargain
because it promises that the five original
nuclear-weapons states—the United
States, Russia, the United Kingdom,
France, and China—will disarm in
return for all the non-nuclear powers
not developing nuclear weapons. But
this is wishful thinking. Why should non-

only reliable deterrent—against preemptive regime change is to have
nuclear weapons.
Instead of a binary success-or-failure
paradigm, a more pragmatic arms-control and nonproliferation approach
would be to admit the possibility of failure and view success in terms of creating incentives and disincentives that
limit the size and scope of a country’s
nuclear-weapons program and arsenal
so that it is not a direct threat to the
United States. Although this is a less
than perfect solution, U.S. security
would be better served by acknowledging reality and making the best of that
reality rather than embarking on a
quixotic quest for perfection that is not
likely to be obtained.

A CREDIBLE CASE CANNOT BE MADE THAT KIM JONG-IL OR THE SO-CALLED MAD
MULLAHS IN TEHRAN ARE MORE ERRATIC AND UNPREDICTABLE THAN THE
TYRANTS THE UNITED STATES DETERRED IN THE PAST.
nuclear countries—especially those that
feel threatened by the possibility of U.S.
military intervention, now including preemptive attack to forestall threats that
have not yet materialized—forego pursuing a capability they don’t have in
exchange for the nuclear-armed powers’
promise to give up a capability they
already have?
It is also important to recognize that
interventionist American foreign policy
—since the fall of the Berlin Wall in
1989, the United States has engaged in
nine major military operations—has
created a strong incentive for countries
to acquire nuclear weapons as perhaps
the only way to stave off possible U.S.
military action. A country such as Iran
cannot possibly hope to match the conventional military capabilities of the
world’s superpower. Therefore, the
most reliable deterrent—maybe the
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Perhaps the most important lesson
from Iraq is that preventing proliferation per se is not the most important
U.S. security concern—which is not to
say that proliferation is a good thing or
should be encouraged. Rather, the most
important U.S. security concern related
to nuclear weapons is the potential for
transfer of such weapons—or materials
and technology—to terrorist groups
that are undeterrable. Therefore, the
single most important criterion to
assess the potential dangers of proliferation must be the possibility of nuclear
terrorism.
If we are willing to shed the conventional wisdom that preventing the proliferation of nuclear weapons to countries
ipso facto prevents the transfer of
weapons to terrorists, what become the
criteria, then, for determining whether a
nuclear-armed state is also a terrorist
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risk? Does having known ties to terrorist
groups automatically make a country an
unacceptable risk? Does it matter what
terrorist groups a government is linked
to? Even if a particular regime is considered a state sponsor of terrorism, does
that necessarily mean that the regime
would provide nuclear weapons to terrorists? What are the incentives and disincentives for any country to give nuclear
weapons to terrorists?
These are hard questions, and there
are no easy answers. But this is no different from during the Cold War, when
the wizards of Armageddon thought
about the unthinkable: nuclear war with
the Soviet Union. The current situation
with Iran also requires thinking about
the unthinkable—in this case, the possibility of a nuclear-armed fundamentalist
Islamic state. While seeking to prevent
this possible outcome, the United States
must also be prepared for its eventuality.
If we stick to the status quo, zero-tolerance approach to nuclear proliferation, we must resign ourselves to following much the same path we went down
in Iraq. But déjà vu in Iran would be an
even bigger mistake than invading Iraq.
Attacking another Muslim country
would only reinforce the claim that the
U.S. war on terrorism is a wider war
against the Muslim world. And while the
Iranians would unlikely be able to retaliate militarily, they could choose to use
their ties to terrorist groups as a
response. Worse yet, the result could be
to push the terrorist groups that Iran
supports into an alliance with al-Qaeda
and other radical Islamic groups against
a common enemy: the United States.
Charles V. Peña is a senior fellow with
the Coalition for a Realistic Foreign Policy, adviser on the Straus Military
Reform Project, MSNBC analyst, and
author of the forthcoming book Winning
the Un-War: A New Strategy for the War
on Terrorism.

Reports of major convulsions at the CIA are finding
their way into the media. The most recent senior-level casualty of
the continuous bloodletting that has taken place over the past year is
Robert Grenier, chief of the agency’s Counter Terrorism Center (CTC).
Grenier, a former agency chief in Pakistan, was asked to step down by
CIA Director Porter Goss early in February. The unpopular Goss and his
Myrmidons, sometimes referred to at CIA headquarters as the Gosslings
or the Hitler-lites, have been circulating an anonymously sourced spin
account of why Grenier had to go, in an all-too-characteristic attempt to
strip him of his reputation as well as his job. It is alleged that he was
“not sufficiently aggressive” and was a risk-averse bureaucrat who
worked bankers’ hours in his previous overseas tours. Grenier is, in fact,
an accomplished and dedicated field officer who was a major player in
the operation that brought the Taliban down in late 2001. His actual
failing in the eyes of Director Goss is that he was opposed to the policy
of secret prisons to stash terrorist suspects snatched under the rendition
program, which he had also criticized. He also opposed the use of
waterboarding as an interrogation technique. Another officer who will
perforce have a higher comfort level with the White House policies and
with Director Goss will replace Grenier. Some critics within the intelligence community are speculating that the final steps in the complete
politicization of CIA are underway.

❖
The undersecretary of state for public diplomacy, Karen
Hughes, is extremely frustrated by the lack of success
at “getting the message out” to predominantly Muslim countries about all
the good things that the U.S. is doing. Her own trips abroad, dubbed
listening tours, were carefully staged encounters with local Muslim groups,
many of them women. She was surprised by the intensity of criticism of
U.S. policies that she heard from organizations that were actually funded
or otherwise supported by American embassies. Hughes, not greatly
given to introspection or critical analysis, has decided that the fault lies
with the overseas embassies themselves, not the message, and has issued
a series of memos condemning their passivity in promoting a positive
American agenda. She has followed up on the memos with the recent dispatch of several of her senior staff to visit the embassies, with the stated
objective of “shaking them up” in advance of her own impending return
trip to the region. She has instructed the embassies quickly to set up and
implement information programs that she considers satisfactory or there
will be changes in personnel starting at the top, to include ambassadors.
Hughes has the backing of both Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice and
President George W. Bush and intends to force some senior staff changes
to make the point that she is serious. Embassies under pressure are mostly
in the Arab world. Career diplomatic staff are reportedly lukewarm about
democracy promotion and other themes being embraced by the administration because they consider them counterproductive—witness recent victories of Islamic parties in Palestine, Iraq, and Egypt.

Philip Giraldi, a former CIA Officer, is a partner in Cannistraro Associates.
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