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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Iran's nuclear program has entered its most acute phase. Following the military 

confrontation of February 2026, the combination of near-weapons-grade enrichment, 

collapsing IAEA verification, and intensifying regional proliferation pressure has 

transformed what was a chronic strategic problem into an immediate crisis. This paper 

applies the McKinsey Problem-Solving Framework — structured problem definition, 

situational analysis, scenario planning, and policy optioning — to assess why the United 

States has historically rejected Iranian nuclear status, why that rejection is becoming 

structurally untenable, and what policy architecture offers the most credible path to 

durable nuclear stability in the Middle East. 

The analysis draws on two complementary theoretical frameworks: John 

Mearsheimer's Offensive Realism, which explains the American veto as a hegemonic 

structural imperative rather than a security judgment; and Kenneth Waltz's Structural 

Realism, which provides the most rigorous challenge to that veto and the strongest 

available case for managed deterrence. The paper concludes with five concrete policy 

options prioritized by feasibility, impact, and time horizon. 



I. Problem Definition: The Iran Nuclear Challenge 

1.1 THE CENTRAL PROBLEM STATEMENT 

Iran stands at the threshold of nuclear-weapons capability. Its enrichment 

program has reached 83.7% U-235 — just below the 90% weapons-grade threshold — with 

a breakout window estimated at approximately twelve days. The international verification 

architecture that has monitored this trajectory is effectively defunct. The regional 

proliferation cascade that a nuclear Iran would trigger is no longer a theoretical projection 

but an operationally imminent risk. And the military confrontation of February 2026 has 

not resolved the structural problem; it has accelerated it. 

The central question this paper addresses is not whether Iran will achieve nuclear 

capability — the structural evidence suggests it will — but whether that achievement can 

be managed in a way that produces deterrence stability rather than cascading 

proliferation and conflict. This requires understanding, first, why the United States has 

made prevention the cornerstone of its Middle East strategy, and second, whether the 

theoretical and strategic frameworks that undergird that position remain adequate to the 

current reality. 

1.2 HISTORICAL ORIGINS: THE MAKING OF A NUCLEAR IRAN 

Iran's nuclear ambitions did not emerge from the Islamic Republic. They were 

seeded by the United States. In 1957, the Eisenhower administration's Atoms for Peace 

program provided the Shah's government with nuclear technology and training, 

establishing Tehran as a partner in civilian nuclear development. By the mid-1970s, Iran 

had ambitious plans for twenty-three nuclear power plants and, according to several 

accounts, a parallel interest in weapons technology that the Shah was careful never to 

state publicly. 

The 1979 Islamic Revolution suspended the program, but not permanently. 

Through the 1980s, under the duress of the Iran-Iraq War and its experience of Iraqi 

chemical weapons use — documented, and largely tolerated by Western powers — 



Tehran's interest in strategic deterrence was quietly rekindled. The decisive turning point 

came in the late 1980s and early 1990s, when Pakistan's A.Q. Khan network transferred 

centrifuge blueprints and components that gave Iran the technical foundation for 

indigenous enrichment capability. The Khan network was, in the most consequential act 

of nuclear proliferation since the Manhattan Project, the event that made the current 

crisis structurally inevitable. 

In 2002, the National Council of Resistance of Iran — an exile opposition group — 

revealed to the world what Iranian officials had concealed from the IAEA for nearly two 

decades: the existence of an enrichment facility at Natanz and a heavy-water production 

plant at Arak. The international response was the beginning of a twenty-year 

confrontation that has not resolved the underlying problem. 

 
Table 1: Iran Nuclear Program — Key Developments, 1957–2026 

Year / 
Period 

Development 

1957 Shah-era civilian nuclear program launched under US Atoms for Peace initiative 

1979 Islamic Revolution; program suspended, then quietly resumed in early 1980s 

1987–92 Pakistan's A.Q. Khan network transfers centrifuge technology to Iran 

2002 National Council of Resistance reveals Natanz enrichment and Arak heavy-water 
facilities 

2003 IAEA confirms undeclared nuclear activities; Iran suspends enrichment under EU-3 
pressure 

2005 Ahmadinejad elected; Iran resumes enrichment; UN Security Council engaged 

2006–10 UNSC Resolutions 1737, 1747, 1803, 1929 — escalating sanctions regime 

2010 Stuxnet cyberattack destroys ~1,000 IR-1 centrifuges at Natanz 

2013 Rouhani elected; backchannel US-Iran talks begin 

2015 JCPOA signed — Iran limits enrichment to 3.67%, caps stockpile; sanctions relief 
granted 

2018 Trump withdraws from JCPOA; reimpose 'maximum pressure' sanctions 

2019–21 Iran progressively breaches JCPOA limits; enriches to 60% U-235 



Year / 
Period 

Development 

2023 Iran enriches to 83.7% — weapons-grade threshold is 90%; breakout estimated at ~12 
days 

2024–25 IAEA access severely restricted; undeclared sites identified; diplomatic impasse 
deepens 

Feb 2026 Operation Epic Fury — US-Iran military confrontation triggers acute nonproliferation 
crisis 



II. The International Response: Instruments and Their 
Limits 

2.1 THE IAEA AND THE VERIFICATION ARCHITECTURE 

The International Atomic Energy Agency has been the primary institutional 

instrument for managing the Iran nuclear file since 2002. Its safeguards system — built 

on declared facility inspections, material accounting, and the Additional Protocol's 

complementary access provisions — was designed for states operating in good faith. It 

was not designed for a state that built clandestine enrichment infrastructure for eighteen 

years before disclosure. 

The IAEA's successive findings — undeclared nuclear material, undeclared sites, 

activities with 'possible military dimensions' — documented the problem with increasing 

precision while demonstrating the limits of verification as a non-proliferation instrument. 

When Iran restricted IAEA access in 2021, suspending the Additional Protocol and 

disabling real-time monitoring cameras, the agency acknowledged that its knowledge of 

Iran's nuclear activities had become 'seriously undermined.' By March 2026, twenty-

seven sites of proliferation concern have been identified that Iran refuses to declare. 

2.2 UNITED NATIONS SECURITY COUNCIL SANCTIONS 

Between 2006 and 2010, the UN Security Council adopted four binding resolutions 

— 1737, 1747, 1803, and 1929 — imposing progressively escalating sanctions on Iran's 

nuclear and ballistic missile programs. The resolutions froze assets, imposed travel bans 

on named individuals, restricted arms transfers, and called on states to inspect Iranian 

cargo. They represented the most sustained multilateral sanctions effort in the NPT's 

history. 

Their impact was real but insufficient. Iranian enrichment continued through all 

four rounds of sanctions. The regime adapted through import substitution, sanctions 

evasion, and the development of a shadow economy capable of sustaining the nuclear 

program under pressure. The sanctions imposed significant costs on the Iranian economy 

and contributed to the political conditions that enabled the 2015 JCPOA negotiations — 



but they did not stop enrichment, and they did not change the strategic calculus of Iranian 

decision-makers who had concluded that nuclear capability was an existential necessity. 

2.3 COVERT OPERATIONS: STUXNET AND BEYOND 

The most kinetically effective intervention in Iran's nuclear program was also the 

most legally and strategically ambiguous. The Stuxnet cyberattack — developed jointly by 

the United States and Israel and deployed between 2009 and 2010 — destroyed 

approximately one thousand IR-1 centrifuges at the Natanz enrichment facility by causing 

them to spin at destructive speeds while reporting normal operations to monitoring 

systems. It set the Iranian program back by an estimated eighteen months to two years. 

Stuxnet established cyberwarfare as a legitimate instrument of non-proliferation 

policy — a precedent with implications that extend far beyond Iran. It also demonstrated 

the limits of kinetic disruption as a non-proliferation strategy: Iran rebuilt its centrifuge 

capacity, dispersed its facilities, buried them deeper, and accelerated development of 

more advanced IR-2m and IR-6 centrifuges that are substantially more resistant to the 

failure modes Stuxnet exploited. Covert operations can delay but cannot eliminate a 

state's nuclear ambition when that ambition is structurally grounded in perceived 

existential necessity. 

2.4 THE JCPOA: ARCHITECTURE AND FAILURE 

The Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action, concluded in Vienna in July 2015 after 

twenty months of intensive negotiation among Iran, the United States, United Kingdom, 

France, Germany, Russia, and China, represented the most ambitious diplomatic effort 

to manage the Iranian nuclear program through mutual concession. Iran agreed to limit 

its enrichment to 3.67% U-235, cap its low-enriched uranium stockpile at 300 kilograms, 

reduce its centrifuge count to 6,104 IR-1 machines, redesign the Arak reactor to prevent 

plutonium production, and accept intrusive IAEA monitoring including continuous 

surveillance and snap inspections. In exchange, the UN, EU, and US lifted nuclear-related 

sanctions, unfreezing an estimated $100 billion in Iranian assets and restoring access to 

the international financial system. 



The JCPOA held for three years. In May 2018, the Trump administration withdrew 

unilaterally, reimposing sanctions under a 'maximum pressure' doctrine premised on the 

judgment that the agreement's ten-to-fifteen-year sunset clauses left the underlying 

problem unresolved. Iran responded with a graduated departure from JCPOA limits — 

first exceeding the stockpile cap, then exceeding the enrichment ceiling, ultimately 

reaching 60% and then 83.7% enrichment — effectively dismantling the agreement that 

had constrained it. The Biden administration's attempt at a JCPOA revival failed in 2022 

when Iran demanded guarantees that a future US administration could not provide. The 

structural lesson of two JCPOA cycles is that no agreement is sustainable when one party 

cannot credibly commit to future compliance. 



III. Theoretical Frameworks: Understanding American 
Opposition 

3.1 KENNETH WALTZ: THE STABILITY OF NUCLEAR DETERRENCE 

In the summer of 2012, Kenneth Waltz — the founding architect of structural 

realism and the most influential international relations theorist of the twentieth century 

— published a thesis in Foreign Affairs that the American foreign policy establishment 

received with barely concealed alarm. Waltz argued that an Iranian bomb would, on 

balance, be a stabilizing development in the Middle East. The argument was 

parsimonious, empirically grounded, and deliberately provocative. 

Waltz's logic began with an observation about nuclear weapons that he had been 

making since the Cold War: states that acquire them become more cautious, not less. The 

prospect of annihilation concentrates strategic judgment in ways that conventional 

deterrence cannot replicate. The historical record was, at the time of writing, unblemished 

— no nuclear-armed state had ever used its weapons against another nuclear power. Nine 

nuclear dyads, across varying degrees of mutual hostility, had all managed deterrence 

without crossing the threshold. Waltz saw no structural reason why Iran would be 

different. 

The more specific argument concerned the source of regional instability. For six 

decades, Israel had maintained an undeclared nuclear arsenal outside the NPT 

framework, creating acute asymmetry in a neighborhood defined by existential enmity. 

This monopoly, Waltz argued, was itself the primary destabilizing factor — it removed 

deterrent constraints from Israeli decision-making while giving every regional adversary, 

above all Iran, a structural incentive to close the gap. His conclusion followed with logical 

economy: 

"Should Iran become the second Middle Eastern state to acquire a nuclear 

deterrent, Israel and Iran would likely settle into a relationship of nuclear 

deterrence... Iran's acquisition of nuclear weapons would restore balance to 

the Middle East." 



The Waltz thesis is the strongest available case that American opposition to Iranian 

nuclearization is strategically irrational — that Washington prolongs the very instability 

it claims to oppose. It demands engagement, not dismissal. Its central claim — that 

deterrence works — has not been empirically refuted. Its central prescription — managed 

nuclear balance — is the logic that has governed superpower relations since 1949. 

3.2 JOHN MEARSHEIMER: THE HEGEMON'S STRUCTURAL IMPERATIVE 

John Mearsheimer's Offensive Realism shares Waltz's foundational premise — 

anarchy drives states toward power accumulation — but draws a sharply different 

conclusion about the behavior of states at the apex of the international system. Where 

Waltz sees states seeking sufficient security, Mearsheimer sees great powers seeking 

dominance. The most powerful states pursue regional hegemony and, once achieved, 

work systematically to prevent any rival from replicating their achievement elsewhere. 

The United States achieved Western Hemispheric hegemony in the nineteenth 

century. Its grand strategy since then has been organized around a single structural 

imperative: no rival state shall achieve regional hegemony in Europe, East Asia, or the 

Persian Gulf. American military presence in the Gulf — forward bases, carrier groups, 

extended deterrence guarantees to Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Jordan, and Israel — is the 

institutional expression of that imperative. The Persian Gulf contains nearly half the 

world's proven oil reserves. The Strait of Hormuz carries a fifth of global energy trade. 

Control over this geography is not a peripheral interest. It is the material foundation of 

the American-led international order. 

A nuclear Iran directly threatens this architecture. With a credible second-strike 

capability, Tehran becomes immune to the coercive instruments that have disciplined its 

behavior for four decades. The fate of Saddam Hussein and Muammar Gaddafi — leaders 

who abandoned weapons programs and were subsequently removed by US-led action — 

is a lesson Iranian strategists absorbed with precision. Nuclear weapons are the ultimate 

sovereignty guarantee. A nuclear Iran is an Iran that cannot be coerced, threatened with 

regime change, or subjected to military action without catastrophic risk calculus. In 



Mearsheimer's framework, the American veto on Iranian nuclearization is not a security 

judgment. It is a hegemonic structural imperative. 

The selective application of US non-proliferation pressure makes this logic visible. 

Israel maintains an undeclared arsenal outside the NPT without American sanction. 

Pakistan became nuclear despite documented links to jihadist networks. India received 

US nuclear cooperation without signing the NPT. In each case, Washington's position 

tracked strategic utility. Iran's disqualification is not about weapons. It is about Iran's role 

as the leading revisionist power contesting American regional primacy. 

3.3 THE THEORETICAL TENSION AND ITS RESOLUTION 

 
Table 2: Mearsheimer vs. Waltz — Comparative Framework Analysis 

Dimension Mearsheimer — Offensive 
Realism 

Waltz — Structural Realism 

Core premise States maximize power under 
anarchy; hegemons prevent rival 
regional dominance 

Nuclear weapons stabilize; MAD 
logic applies universally 

Iran's bomb Existential threat to US regional 
hegemony 

Stabilizing — restores deterrence 
balance against Israeli monopoly 

Proliferation 
cascade 

Catastrophic; destroys alliance 
architecture 

Manageable; more nuclear states = 
more deterrence nodes 

US opposition 
rationale 

Structural — preserving primacy and 
coercive capacity 

Irrational — driven by hegemonic 
interest, not security logic 

Prescriptive 
implication 

Prevent Iranian nuclearization at all 
costs 

Accept or manage Iranian nuclear 
status under verified deterrence 

 
The Waltz-Mearsheimer tension resolves into a single insight: Waltz is correct 

about stability, and Mearsheimer is correct about American behavior. A nuclear-balanced 

Middle East governed by deterrence equilibrium would likely be more stable, in the 

systemic sense, than the current asymmetric order. But a stable, deterrence-governed 

Middle East is precisely the outcome that renders an American hegemon unnecessary. 

Managed instability — in which Washington remains the indispensable guarantor — 

serves American primacy better than any equilibrium Waltz could engineer. The United 



States rejects the Waltz argument not because it misunderstands it. It rejects it because it 

understands it perfectly. 



IV. Situational Analysis: The Current Crisis 

4.1 THE STATE OF PLAY, MARCH 2026 

The February 2026 military confrontation designated Operation Epic Fury has 

altered the strategic environment without resolving its structural drivers. US and Israeli 

strikes degraded Iranian air defense and missile infrastructure, set back above-ground 

enrichment facilities by an estimated six to twelve months, and demonstrated that 

military action against Iran was operationally executable. They did not eliminate the 

enrichment program, destroy underground facilities at Fordow and Natanz, or change the 

domestic political calculus in Tehran, where hardliner consolidation in the aftermath of 

military confrontation has produced the strongest domestic constituency for nuclear 

weaponization in the program's history. 

 
Table 3: Current Situation Assessment — Key Variables 

Factor Current Assessment Risk Level 

Nuclear Status Enrichment at ~84% U-235; estimated 12-day breakout 
window; 3 facilities operational 

HIGH 

Military Posture Post-Epic Fury degradation of air defense and missile 
infrastructure; IRGC intact 

HIGH 

Proxy Network Hezbollah, Houthis, Iraqi PMF remain functional despite 
degraded coordination 

MEDIUM-
HIGH 

Sanctions 
Pressure 

Maximum pressure regime; oil exports ~1.4 mb/d via shadow 
fleet; economy under strain 

MEDIUM 

Domestic Politics Hardliner consolidation post-Epic Fury; nuclear deterrence 
demand at peak 

HIGH 

Regional 
Dynamics 

Saudi proliferation intent stated; Turkey watching; Israeli 
preemption window open 

CRITICAL 

US Credibility Post-Epic Fury: military action demonstrated but nuclear 
threshold enforcement untested 

HIGH 

IAEA Access Severely restricted; 27 undeclared sites; verification 
architecture near collapse 

CRITICAL 

 
The paradox of Operation Epic Fury is structurally consistent with Mearsheimer's 

framework: a hegemon that cannot accept Iranian nuclear status and cannot permanently 



eliminate Iranian nuclear capability is locked in a cycle of coercive action that accelerates 

the very development it seeks to prevent. Each military strike strengthens the Iranian 

domestic argument that nuclear deterrence is the only credible sovereignty guarantee. 

The breakout window shortens. The verification architecture degrades. The cascade 

pressure intensifies. 

4.2 THE PROLIFERATION CASCADE RISK 

The most consequential near-term risk is not Iran's own arsenal but the regional 

response it would trigger. Saudi Arabia's position has been stated explicitly: Crown Prince 

Mohammed bin Salman confirmed in 2018 that the Kingdom would pursue nuclear 

capability if Iran achieved it. The structural incentives have only intensified since. 

Turkey's strategic calculus under an increasingly autonomous foreign policy framework 

includes latent nuclear ambition. Egypt, as the Arab world's most populous state with an 

active civilian nuclear program, faces parallel pressures. The UAE's Barakah reactor 

program has established the technical foundation for future options. 

A Gulf proliferation cascade would represent the most severe deterioration of the 

non-proliferation regime since the NPT's entry into force in 1970. It would operate at 

geographic scale — flight times between adversaries measured in minutes — and technical 

maturity — states with decades of civilian nuclear experience — that makes Cold War 

analogies structurally inadequate. The prerequisites for stable deterrence that Waltz 

assumed — survivable second-strike forces, reliable command-and-control, rational 

unitary decision-making — cannot be assumed in a rapidly proliferating multi-state 

environment under crisis conditions. 



V. Scenario Building: Four Pathways to 2035 

The following scenarios are not predictions. They are structured explorations of 

the strategic space defined by the interaction of Iranian nuclear trajectory, US policy 

options, and regional proliferation dynamics. Each is analytically coherent and 

operationally plausible. 

 
Table 4: Scenario Matrix — Iran Nuclear Trajectories to 2035 

Scenario Label Description Opportunities Constraints 

SCENARIO 
A 

Managed 
Deterrence 

Iran declares minimal 
deterrent (~10 warheads); 
Israel acknowledges 
opacity; US provides Gulf 
Arab extended deterrence; 
IAEA monitoring 
framework negotiated 

Eliminates 
preventive war 
window; 
establishes 
verifiable 
stability baseline 

Requires Israeli 
concession on 
opacity; US 
domestic political 
resistance; 
proliferation 
cascade risk if 
Saudi parity 
demands not met 

SCENARIO 
B 

Renewed 
Diplomatic 
Settlement 

Post-Epic Fury diplomatic 
opening; JCPOA+ 
framework: Iran caps at 
20% enrichment, accepts 
snap inspections; US 
provides sanctions relief 
and non-aggression 
assurance 

Preserves NPT 
architecture; 
provides 
economic relief 
incentives; buys 
10–15 years 

Requires regime 
confidence in US 
commitments 
after two JCPOA 
cycles; hardliner 
domestic 
resistance in 
Tehran; 
verification 
credibility 
problem 

SCENARIO 
C 

Continued 
Maximum 
Pressure 

US maintains sanctions 
and military deterrence; 
Iran enriches toward 
threshold without 
crossing; strategic 
ambiguity maintained 
indefinitely 

Avoids 
immediate 
proliferation 
crisis; preserves 
US coercive 
leverage 

Structurally 
unstable — 
breakout window 
narrows; 
miscalculation 
risk rises; 
cascade pressure 
builds; IAEA 
irrelevance 
entrenched 

SCENARIO 
D 

Full 
Nuclear 
Declaration 

Iran crosses 90% 
threshold and conducts 
test; declares nuclear 
state; Saudi Arabia and 
Turkey accelerate 
programs 

Establishes 
deterrence 
clarity; removes 
ambiguity-driven 
miscalculation 
risk 

Triggers Saudi-
Turkish-Egyptian 
cascade; NPT 
collapse; 
potential Israeli 
preemptive 
strike; US 



Scenario Label Description Opportunities Constraints 

credibility crisis 
globally 

 

Scenario A: Managed Deterrence — The Waltz Pathway 

The most structurally stable outcome is also the most politically difficult to achieve 

in the near term. Managed deterrence requires Iran to declare a minimal deterrent, Israel 

to move from opacity toward acknowledged nuclear status, and the United States to 

construct a formal extended deterrence architecture for Gulf Arab states that removes 

their proliferation incentive. This scenario replicates, in compressed form, the logic of 

Cold War stability: clarity of capability, credibility of retaliation, and communication 

channels sufficient to prevent miscalculation. 

The critical obstacle is Israeli nuclear opacity. Israel's undeclared status has served 

it strategically for five decades by avoiding the NPT obligations that declaration would 

require and by maintaining ambiguity that constrains adversary targeting. Moving toward 

acknowledged status requires a fundamental reassessment of Israeli deterrence doctrine 

that no current Israeli government is positioned to undertake. The scenario is 

theoretically optimal and politically dormant. 

Scenario B: Renewed Diplomatic Settlement — The JCPOA+ Pathway 

A negotiated framework that freezes Iranian enrichment at below-weapons-grade 

levels in exchange for sanctions relief and security assurances represents the most 

institutionally conventional path. The post-Epic Fury environment creates, paradoxically, 

a diplomatic opening: Iran's military vulnerability and economic distress have 

strengthened the hand of pragmatist factions who recognize that the current trajectory 

leads to either permanent conflict or full international isolation. A credibly verified 

agreement with automatic snapback mechanisms — and structured US congressional 

involvement to reduce the JCPOA's fatal flaw of executive-only commitment — would 

address the core verification and commitment problems that destroyed the original 

agreement. 



Scenario C: Continued Maximum Pressure — Strategic Stasis 

The most likely near-term trajectory is continuation of the current approach: 

sanctions, covert operations, and periodic military threats maintaining enough pressure 

to deter formal declaration while failing to reverse enrichment progress. This scenario is 

stable in the short term and structurally catastrophic in the medium term. The breakout 

window continues to narrow. Each political transition in either Washington or Tehran 

can trigger a crisis without structural resolution. The IAEA becomes progressively more 

irrelevant. Regional states make their own proliferation calculations in the absence of 

credible US commitment. Strategic stasis is not stability. It is accumulated instability that 

manifests in discrete crisis events. 

Scenario D: Iranian Nuclear Declaration — The Cascade Pathway 

Full Iranian nuclear declaration — crossing the 90% enrichment threshold, 

conducting a test, and asserting nuclear-state status — represents the scenario that all 

current US policy is designed to prevent. Its probability has risen materially in the post-

Epic Fury environment, where domestic Iranian politics have shifted decisively toward 

those who argue that conventional military action has proven the inadequacy of non-

nuclear deterrence. The cascade it would trigger — Saudi acquisition within three to five 

years, Turkish and Egyptian programs accelerating — would represent the collapse of the 

non-proliferation regime as a functional institution. 



VI. Policy Options: Toward Middle East Nuclear Stability 

No single policy instrument is sufficient to achieve nuclear stability in the Middle 

East. The following options are not mutually exclusive; an effective strategy would 

sequence and combine them according to a coherent theory of change. They are 

prioritized by impact and feasibility, and presented with honest assessment of their 

constraints. 

 
Table 5: Policy Options Matrix — Pathways to Nuclear Stability 

# Option Mechanism Horizon Key 
Actors 

Impact 

1 Verified Nuclear 
Restraint 
Agreement 
(VNRA) 

Negotiate a threshold-freeze: 
Iran caps enrichment at 
60%, accepts IAEA+ 
monitoring with automated 
sensors; US provides phased 
sanctions relief and formal 
non-aggression pledge 

Short-
term 

IAEA, P5+1, 
Iran 

High — 
directly 
addresses 
enrichment 
trajectory 

2 Gulf Nuclear 
Security 
Architecture 
(GNSA) 

Establish a NATO-
equivalent extended 
deterrence framework for 
Gulf Arab states: US nuclear 
umbrella codified in formal 
treaty, removing Saudi 
proliferation incentive 

Medium-
term 

US, GCC, 
Israel 

High — 
prevents 
cascade 
without 
requiring 
Iranian 
concession 

3 Regional 
Nuclear-Weapon-
Free Zone 
(NWFZ) Process 

Revive the 1995 UNSC 
Resolution 687 mandate for 
a WMD-free Middle East; 
convene multilateral 
negotiation including Israel 
under NPT Article VI 
obligations 

Long-term UN, EU, 
Arab 
League, 
Iran, Israel 

Medium — 
structurally 
correct but 
politically 
intractable 
in near 
term 

4 Track II 
Deterrence 
Dialogue 

Establish backchannel 
Israel-Iran strategic 
communication to reduce 
miscalculation risk during 
ambiguous nuclear 
transition; US-facilitated but 
deniable 

Immediate US 
(facilitator), 
Israel, Iran 

Medium — 
reduces 
accident 
risk without 
requiring 
political 
concession 

5 IAEA Verification 
Reinstatement 

Condition any sanctions 
relief on full Additional 
Protocol compliance; deploy 
next-generation monitoring 

Short-
term 

IAEA, P5+1 Essential 
prerequisite 
— no policy 
option is 



# Option Mechanism Horizon Key 
Actors 

Impact 

technology at all declared 
and suspect sites 

verifiable 
without this 

 

6.1 THE PRIORITY ARCHITECTURE 

The most urgent immediate requirement is restoration of the IAEA verification 

architecture. No subsequent policy option — whether diplomatic settlement, extended 

deterrence framework, or managed deterrence — is credible or verifiable without 

continuous monitoring of Iranian nuclear activities. Policy Option 5 is therefore the 

essential prerequisite for all others, and its pursuit should be unconditional and 

immediate. 

In the short term, a Verified Nuclear Restraint Agreement (Option 1) offers the 

most achievable reduction in near-term risk. An enrichment freeze at 60% with robust 

verification short-circuits the breakout window without requiring the politically 

intractable concessions that full dismantlement demands. It does not resolve the 

structural problem, but it creates the time and political space for the medium-term 

architecture to be constructed. 

The Gulf Nuclear Security Architecture (Option 2) addresses the cascade risk 

directly. Saudi Arabia's proliferation threshold is not primarily determined by Iranian 

capability — it is determined by confidence in the credibility of American extended 

deterrence. A formal, treaty-based nuclear umbrella for Gulf Arab states, modeled on 

NATO's Article V nuclear sharing arrangements, removes the structural incentive for 

Saudi indigenous capability without requiring any Iranian concession. This is the most 

strategically efficient available option for cascade prevention. 

6.2 THE LONG GAME: REGIONAL NUCLEAR-WEAPON-FREE ZONE 

The structurally durable solution is a Middle East Nuclear-Weapon-Free Zone 

encompassing all states of the region, including Israel. The 1995 NPT Review Conference 



committed to pursuing this objective; it has not advanced a single step in thirty years 

because Israel has refused to participate in any negotiation that requires acknowledging 

its nuclear status, and the United States has refused to apply the pressure that would make 

Israeli participation necessary. 

A NWFZ process will not succeed in the current political environment. It requires, 

at minimum, a regional peace architecture that does not yet exist, Israeli security 

guarantees that cannot currently be provided, and American willingness to apply 

consistent non-proliferation standards to all regional actors — including its closest ally. 

These conditions are not present in 2026. They can, however, be built. Track II deterrence 

dialogue (Option 4) is the instrument for constructing the strategic trust that a NWFZ 

process will eventually require. 

6.3 THE FUNDAMENTAL REORIENTATION 

The deepest policy implication of this analysis is the one Washington is least 

prepared to accept. The American veto on Iranian nuclear status, as Mearsheimer's 

framework makes clear, has never been primarily about non-proliferation. It has been 

about preserving the coercive leverage on which American regional hegemony depends. 

A policy architecture that genuinely prioritizes Middle East nuclear stability over 

American primacy maintenance would look very different from current US strategy: it 

would engage seriously with the Waltz stability argument, acknowledge the double 

standard in non-proliferation enforcement, and accept that durable stability in the region 

requires a security architecture built on deterrence equilibrium rather than hegemonic 

dominance. 

Whether American grand strategy is capable of that reorientation is a question that 

structural realism, by its own terms, answers pessimistically. Hegemons do not 

voluntarily relinquish the instruments of their primacy. But the alternative — a 

proliferated Gulf, a collapsed NPT, and a strategic environment in which the United States 

has demonstrated both the willingness and the inability to prevent nuclear spread — is a 



worse outcome for American interests than the managed deterrence equilibrium it 

currently refuses to consider. 



VII. Conclusion 

Iran's nuclear program is the product of rational strategic calculation by a state 

that has observed, over four decades, what happens to regional powers that abandon 

deterrence capabilities in a neighborhood that includes nuclear-armed adversaries and a 

hegemon with a documented willingness to conduct regime change. The international 

community's response — IAEA verification, UNSC sanctions, covert operations, military 

strikes, and diplomatic agreements twice constructed and once destroyed by US 

withdrawal — has been consistently insufficient because it has been applied to symptoms 

while avoiding the structural disease. 

The Waltz-Mearsheimer tension that runs through this analysis does not resolve 

cleanly. Waltz is correct that deterrence logic applies to Iran as it applies to every other 

nuclear state, and that a balanced nuclear Middle East would be more stable than the 

current asymmetric order. Mearsheimer is correct that the United States has rejected this 

logic for structural reasons rooted in hegemonic interest rather than security necessity, 

and that this rejection has driven the proliferation crisis to its current acute state. 

The five policy options presented here — verification reinstatement, verified 

nuclear restraint, Gulf extended deterrence architecture, track-II deterrence dialogue, 

and a long-term NWFZ process — represent a coherent, sequenced strategy for 

stabilization. Their implementation requires the United States to make a choice that no 

administration has yet been willing to make: between preserving the instruments of 

hegemonic coercion and achieving the nuclear stability that its own security interests, 

properly understood, actually require. 

The window for that choice is narrowing. Operation Epic Fury has demonstrated 

that military action can degrade but cannot eliminate Iranian nuclear capability. The 

breakout window stands at twelve days. The regional proliferation cascade is one Iranian 

decision from activation. The question is no longer whether the Middle East will become 

a nuclear region. The question is whether it will become one through managed stability 



or through catastrophic proliferation. The answer depends, above all, on whether 

Washington is capable of distinguishing its interest in primacy from its interest in peace. 

 

 


