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The past several Month have witnessed a heated debate over the best way fort he
United States and Israel to respond to Iran’s nuclear activities. As the argument has
raged, the United States has tightened its already robust sanctionsregime against the
Islamic Republic, and the European Union announced in January that it will begin an
embargo on iranian oil on July 1. Although the United States, the EU, and Iran have
recently returned tot he negotiating table, a palpable sense of crisis still looms.

It should not. Most U.S., European, and Israeli commentators and policymakers warn
that a nuclear-armed Iran would be the worst possible outcome oft he current
standoff. In fact, it would probably be the best possible result: the one most likely to
restore stability tot he Middle East.

Power begs tob e balanced

The crisis over Iran’s nuclear program could end in three different ways. First,
diplomacy coupled with serious sanctions could convince Iran to abandon its pursuit
of a nuclear weapon. But this outcome is unlikely: the historical record indicates that
a country bent on acquiring nuclear weapons can rearely dissuaded from doing so.
Punishing a state through economic sanctions does not inexorably derail its nuclear
program. Take North Korea, which succeeded in building its weapons despite
countless rounds of sanctions and UN security council resolutions. If Tehran
determines that its security depends on posessing nuclear weapons, sanctions are
unlikely to change its mind. In fact, adding still more sanctions now could make Iran
feel even more vulnerable, giving it still more reason to seek the protection oft he
ultimate deterrent.

The second possibe outcome is that Iran stops short of testing a nuclear weapon but
developsa breakout capability, the capacity to built and test one quite quickly. Iran
would not be the first country to acquire a sophisticated nuclear programwithout
building an actual bomb. Japan for instance, maintains a vast civilian nuclear
infrastructure. Experts believe that it could produce a nuclear weapon on short notice.

Such a breakout capability might satisfy the domestic political needsof Iran’s rulers
by assuring hard-liners that they can enjoy all the benefits of having of having a
bomb (such as greater security) without the downsides (such as international
isolation and condemnnation). The problem is that a breakout capability might not
work as intended.

()

The third possible outcome of the standoff is that Iran continues its current course
and publicly goes nuclear by testing a weapon. U.S. and Israeli officials have
declared that outcome unacceptable, arguing that a nuclear Iran is a uniquely



terrifying prospect, even an existential threat. Such language is typical of major
powers, which have historically gotten riled up whenever another country has begun
to develop a nuclear weapon of its own. Yet so far, every time another country has
managed to shoulder its way into the nuclear club, the other members have always
changed tack and decided to live with it. In fakt, reducing imbalances in military
power, new nuclear states produce more regional and international stability, not less.

Israel’s regional nuclear monopoly which has proved remarkably durable fort he past
four decades, has long fueled instability in the Middle East. In no other region of the
world does a lone, unchecked nuclear state exist. It is Israel’s nuclear arsenal,not
Iran’s desire for one, that has contributed most to the current crisis. Power, after all,
begs tob e balanced. What is surprising about the Israeli case is that it has taken so
long for a potential balance to emerge.

Of course, it is easy to understand why Israel wants to remain the sole nuclear power
in the region and it is willing to use force to secure that status. In 1981, Israel
bombed Iraq to prevent a challenge to its nuclear monopoly. It did the same to Syria
in 2007 and is now considering similar action against Iran. But the very acts that have
allowed Israel to maintain its nuclear edge in the short term have prolonged an
imbalance that is unsustainable in the long term. Israel’s proven ability to strike
potential nuclear rivals with impunity has inevitably made its enemies anxious to
develop the means to prevent Israel to from doing so again. In this way, the current
tensions are best viewed not as the early stages of a relatively recent Iranian nuclear
crisis but rather as the final stages of a decades-long Middle East nuclear crisis that
will end only when a balance of military power is restored.

Unfounded fears

One reason the danger of nuclear Iran has been grossly exaggerated is that the
debate surrounded it has been distorted by misplaced worries and fundmental
misunderstandings of how states generally behave in the international system. The
first pprominent concern, which undergirds many others, is that the Iranian regime is
innately irrational. Despite a widespread belief to the contrary, Iranian policy is made
not by ,mad mullahs® but by perfectly sane ayatollahs who want to survive just like
other other leaders. Although Iran’s leaders indulge in inlammatory and hateful
rhetoric, they show no propensity for self-destuction. It would be a grave error for
policymakers in the United States and Israel to assume othewise.

Yet that is precisely what many U.S. and Israeli officials and analysts have done.
Portraying Iran as irrational has allowed them to argue that the logic of nuclear
deterrence does not apply tot he Islamic Republic. If Iran acquired a nuclear weapon,
they warn, it would not hesitate to use it in a first strike against Israel, even though
doing so would invite massive retaliation and risk destroying everything the Iranian
regime holds dear.
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Some analists even fear that Iran would directly provide terrorists with nuclear arms.
The problem with these concerns is that they contradict the record of every othe
nuclear weapons state going back to 1945. History shows that when countries
acquire the bomb, they feel increasingly vulnerable and become acutely aware that



their nuclear weapons make them a potential target in the eyes of major powers. This
awareness dis courages nuclear states from bold and aggressive action. Maoist
China, for example, became much less bellicose after acquiring nuclear weapons in
1964, and India and Pakistan have both become more cautious since going nuclear.
There is lttle reason to believe Iran would break this mold.
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If Iran goes nuclear, Israel and Iran will deter each other, as nuclear powers always
have. There has never been a full-scale war between two nuclear-armed states.
Once Iran crosses the the nuclear threshold, deterrence will aply, even if the Iranian
arsenal is relatively small. No other country in the region will have an incentive to
acquire its own nuclear capability, and the current crisis will finally dissipate, leading
to a Middle East that is more stable tha it is today.
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