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Wait a minute! In the peace and disarmament community, we thought the way it worked was that first George Bush invades a country, sinks into its quicksand, and then finds out they don't have any weapons of mass destruction. 

The startling National Intelligence Estimate (NIE) released on December 3, 2007, of course, completely upended the debate about Iran, and placed a giant boulder in the path of the Bush Administration's march to war. (One German newspaper, evoking Bush's unwise self-fulfilling prophecy remark of October, ran a huge headline: "WORLD WAR III CANCELLED.") The NIE reflected the consensus view of 16 U.S. intelligence agencies, and said that Iran had not in fact pursued any nuclear weapons development work since 2003.  

One might assume that we in the peace and disarmament community, who have been organizing so assiduously to try to stop the next war before it starts, would feel vindicated by the findings of this document. To a significant extent that is true. Half a decade ago, the Bush Administration exaggerated, manipulated, and distorted intelligence, so that it could launch a pre-emptive, unilateral, illegal, unwarranted, and unwise war in the sands of Mesopotamia -- ultimately motivated more by ideology than by hard-headed calculations of American national security. Now, half a decade later, the new NIE reveals that they have been up to precisely the same thing.   

And, too, we have endeavored to stand with the International Atomic Energy Agency, which -- despite efforts by the Bush Administration to oust its head, the Nobel Peace Laureate Mohamed ElBaradei -- has consistently maintained that it could provide no grounds for military action against Tehran. Indeed, the IAEA itself clearly felt as vindicated by the NIE as did Iran itself. "Despite repeated smear campaigns, the IAEA has stood its ground and concluded time and again that since 2002 there was no evidence of an undeclared nuclear weapons program in Iran," said a senior agency official just hours after the NIE was released. "It also validates the assessment of the director general that what the IAEA inspectors have seen in Iran represented no imminent danger." [i]

Perhaps the best of many cartoons on the NIE's stunning conclusions was by Matt Wuerker, on www.politico.com. It showed Dorothy, the tin man, the scarecrow, and the cowardly lion, cowering in front of a terrifying wizard (Iranian President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, presumably), only to have Toto (the courageous intelligence officers who produced and released the NIE, presumably) tug away the curtain … and reveal George Bush and Dick Cheney, maneuvering the levers of fear. 

And though we have been quite careful in the past four years to emphasize that our opposition to the Bush Administration's bellicosity is not support for Tehran to acquire nuclear weapons, we find it hard to disagree with Iranian government spokesman Gholamhossein Elham, who said on the day after the NIE's release: "U.S. officials have so far inflicted damage on the Iranian nation, by spreading lies against the country and by disturbing public opinion." [ii] We even find ourselves in sympathy with President Ahmadinejad's request for an apology from President Bush. (Mr. Bush, instead, when asked about the request, replied to reporters, "You can mark down I chuckled.") [iii] 

And yet, there does seem to be more to the story than just the credibility of the Bush Administration. Three larger, enduring nuclear truths, in particular, have in our view been missing from much of the subsequent commentary. 

The Rationality of an Iranian Nuclear Deterrent

Many of us have argued for years that the belligerent and threatening foreign policies of the Bush Administration have provided Iran, and arguably many other states, with rational motivations to consider acquiring a nuclear deterrent -- grounded in hardheaded calculations of their own national security. (See, e.g., my March 2007 essay, "What Would You Do If You Were Iran?" www.truthdig.com/report/item/20070305_what_would_you_do_if_you_were_iran/) Iran in the past half decade heard the Bush Administration announce its intention to initiate preemptive wars against states that have neither attacked anyone nor have any plans to attack anyone, simply because the U.S. subjectively determines that such a state, someday, might pose a threat. And they heard the president, in his 2002 State of the Union speech, identify Iran as one of three states that uniquely constitute an "axis of evil." And they heard the Administration issue a revolutionary new nuclear doctrine, one that not only contemplated American nuclear first strikes against non-nuclear states (in explicit violation of the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty regime), but actually named seven states (Iran among them) as possible targets of such an American nuclear strike. 

Then, of course, Iran witnessed an actual preemptive war, decapitating the government of the country right next door … and sending its leaders to the gallows. 

And after that, Iran found itself surrounded on all four sides by American military power -- Iraq to the west, Afghanistan to the east, U.S. bases in Central Asia and Turkey to the north, and the unchallengeable U.S. Navy in the Persian Gulf to the south. 

Iran looked west, and saw an Iraq that throughout the 1990s had opened itself to unprecedented international intrusions, did not in fact possess weapons of mass destruction, and got itself invaded for its trouble. Iran looked east, and saw a North Korea that built a nuclear arsenal in secret, then revealed it to the world, and now appears to be successfully deterring any hint of American aggression. (And that clearly, despite the excellent diplomacy conducted by Assistant Secretary of State Christopher Hill, will not go all the way to eliminating that arsenal without genuine security guarantees from Washington.)

So what would you do, if you were Tehran?   

For years, many of us have believed that at least some elements in the Iranian leadership probably have aspired to create the option of developing a small nuclear weapons arsenal. Not to obtain the means to "obliterate Israel," since any such attempt would bring about both personal and national suicide for the leaders in Tehran who made it. It would instead be intended primarily to deter those who would contemplate attacking Iran itself.  

And as a battalion of candidates aspire to move in to the White House in January 2009, we insist that an aggressive, threatening, militaristic American foreign policy in the next term will inevitably provide not only Iran, but many other states as well with rational incentives to consider seeking nuclear arsenals of their own.  

And despite the findings of the NIE, we do not believe those assessments are mistaken.  

The Shallow Nuclear Rubicon

In addition, many of us in the peace and disarmament community must admit that we are in close agreement with both the Bush Administration and the NIE itself on one key point. It is a factual agreement on which there can be little dispute. 

Whether Iran is presently working on the actual designs for nuclear weapons is a relatively trivial matter. Because now, 62 long years after the dawn of the nuclear age, making a nuclear weapon has become a relatively easy thing to do. After all, dozens of articles in recent years have made the case, quite accurately, that aspiring nuclear terrorists might be constructing a primitive but quite deadly nuclear explosive device in a garage or warehouse or machine shop, in Los Angeles or Chicago or Las Vegas … if they had managed to acquire the necessary nuclear fuel. 

The hard part, today, is not constructing a workable nuclear explosive device. The hard part, still, is producing or acquiring the necessary nuclear fuel - highly enriched uranium or reprocessed plutonium. 

But no one disputes that Iran, particularly with its centrifuges at Natanz, is continuing its laborious and difficult march to improve its abilities to enrich uranium, and to master the nuclear fuel cycle. Once Tehran can do that, fashioning its fuels into working nuclear weapon designs will be something that a state like Iran should be able to pull off in relatively short order. 

Virtually every Bush Administration official who spoke on the NIE in the days following its release made this point quite explicitly. Indeed, so too did the NIE itself: "We ... assess with moderate-to-high confidence that Tehran at a minimum is keeping open the option to develop nuclear weapons. ... We judge with moderate confidence Iran probably would be technically capable of producing enough HEU for a weapon sometime during the 2010-2015 time frame. ... We assess with high confidence that Iran has the scientific, technical, and industrial capacity to eventually produce nuclear weapons if it decides to do so. [iv]

It must be said that Iran has every right to enrich uranium under Article IV of the NPT. (See, e.g., my November 2007 essay, "Iran, Egypt, and America's Nuclear Hypocrisy," www.alternet.org/audits/67368/.) Many of us in the peace and disarmament community believe that Article IV -- which originated in the Eisenhower Administration's vision of "Atoms for Peace" -- is on balance a flaw in the NPT itself, one that hopefully will someday be corrected by either amending the NPT or replacing it entirely. A broad coalition of nongovernmental organizations and experts, in fact, has already hammered out, in draft form, a universal, verifiable, and enforceable nuclear weapons elimination treaty, known as the "Model Nuclear Weapons Convention," that would actually aim to bring about and enact the architecture of a nuclear weapon free world. (See ippnw.org and lcnp.org for a great deal more information on this important initiative, which looks beyond the horizon of the political possibilities of the moment.)

Iran's strategy, upon consideration, really makes quite a lot of sense. The consequences of being caught with a covert program to actually design and develop nuclear weapons prototypes (which would violate Iran's NPT obligations, under Article II, not to produce or acquire nuclear weapons) would be enormous and catastrophic for Iranian national interests. Why risk it? Why not, instead, take care of the hardest part of the process first -- producing sufficient quantities of sufficiently enriched uranium -- especially since that does not violate Iran's NPT obligations. Then, if at some later point they so choose, they could proceed without great difficulty to convert that fuel into workable nuclear weapons. (If it comes to that, they might formally withdraw from the NPT rather than act in violation of it -- as North Korea already did and as every party has a right to do under Article X, which permits such withdrawals if a state concludes that "extraordinary events … have jeopardized the supreme interests of its country"). 

But make no mistake. Despite our agreement with the Administration and the NIE on this point, one thing that has not changed is our profound differences regarding the optimal package of policy choices to dissuade Iran from crossing the shallow nuclear Rubicon. "All options are on the table," said President Bush -- once again -- on the day after the NIE was released. That formulation, of course, has been repeated many times, for many months, not only by the president and his subordinates but also by many presidential candidates, Republican and Democratic alike. 

But we know that in the end, any military strike on Iran by the United States will harm the national security of the United States. The peace and disarmament community, instead, offers an alternative non-violent strategy, composed of significant carrots, direct talks, and above all, genuine security guarantees that can persuade Iran that they don't need to acquire a nuclear deterrent … because they have nothing to fear from us. (See, e.g., the March 2006 essay, "The Peace Movement's Plan for Iran," by Tad Daley, Jodie Evans of Code Pink, and Mimi Kennedy of Progressive Democrats of America, www.commondreams.org/scriptfiles/views06/march2006.htm.)

And despite the findings of the NIE, we do not believe those policy prescriptions are mistaken. 

America's Nuclear Hypocrisy

Yet, one other variable is vital to solving the Iran crisis without war. In all the buckets of ink spilled by the punditocracy in response to the NIE, almost none of it drew any connection at all between Iran's nuclear ambitions and our nuclear realities. 

Many of us have long argued that Iran, and many other countries, bitterly resent the notion that some countries are apparently allowed to possess bristling nuclear arsenals, while others are threatened with "all options" if they even begin to develop the scientific and technological capacities that might enable them to develop the same. "Why can we have them when they can't?" is a question that has never once been addressed by this Administration. Some call this "the nuclear double standard," others "nuclear hypocrisy," others still "nuclear narcissism." Ahmadinejad himself, echoing the phrase used repeatedly by Indian Foreign Minister Jaswant Singh at the time of his own country's nuclear tests in 1998, often calls it "nuclear apartheid." 

Indeed, the nuclear double standard came immediately to the fore just a couple of days after the release of the NIE, when Defense Secretary Robert Gates traveled to Bahrain for a conference of Persian Gulf nations. According to the Washington Post, several Arab delegates argued that the U.S. was "hypocritical" for challenging Iran's nuclear activities, while at the same time tolerating Israeli nuclear weapons without a whisper of complaint. "Not considering Israel a threat to security in the region is considered a biased policy that is based on a double standard," said Abdul-Rahman al-Attiyah, the secretary general of the six-nation Gulf Cooperation Council. Gates himself, directly after his speech, was directly challenged by Bahraini Minister of Labor Majeed al-Alawi, who asked whether in Washington's view, "the Zionist nuclear weapon is a threat to the region." 

Gates hesitated, then answered: "No, I do not." 

When the Minister of Labor asked if that was not a double standard in light of Washington's incessant pressures on Iran, Gates replied: 

"I think Israel is not training terrorists to subvert its neighbors. It has not shipped weapons into a place like Iraq to kill thousands of innocent civilians covertly. … So I think that there are significant differences in terms of both the history and the behavior of the Iranian and Israeli governments." [v]

Now many -- including, believe it or not, many in the peace and disarmament community -- would agree with the distinctions Gates drew between Iranian and Israeli actions in the international arena. Some of us would even add that no Israeli official has ever expressed a desire for Iran to be "wiped off the map." Others might cite examples of international irresponsibility by Israel, to counterbalance those proffered by Gates about Iran. 

But our point is a different one. What we directly challenge is the underlying notion so clearly implicit in Gates's remarks. Nuclear security and stability, it would appear, can be achieved when one country (ours), unilaterally and subjectively, assesses the "history and behavior" of certain states, and renders a verdict, based on whatever criteria we invent, that one can be permitted to possess nuclear weapons while the other will be forbidden the same. 

We believe, instead, that in the long run, such an ad hoc approach can only be a formula for perpetual nuclear proliferation. 

"The nuclear weapon states are making timetables for replacing nuclear arsenals," said former IAEA head Hans Blix recently, "when they should be making timetables for their elimination." [vi]  His June 2006 Weapons of Mass Destruction Commission warned if the nine present nuclear weapon states did not begin to move toward abolition, it is quite plausible that the number of nuclear weapon states in the world could more than double by 2013. 

In the peace and disarmament community, we have consistently argued that the nuclear double standard is the colossal contradiction undermining all the Bush Administration's posturing about Iran throughout the past half decade. We know that we will not persuade others to resist the temptation of nuclear weapons unless we begin seriously to move toward the elimination of our nuclear weapons. One colleague has twin bumper stickers on the back of her rickety old jalopy: "If you want peace, work for justice," says one. "If you want non-proliferation, work for disarmament," says the other. We long ago concluded that the nuclear double standard is militarily unnecessary, morally indefensible, and -- most importantly -- politically unsustainable. 

We recommend, therefore, that President Bush, or barring that his successor, could both defuse the Iranian nuclear crisis and transform the global nuclear policy debate, in a stroke, by simply saying something like this: 

"Iran, we don't expect you to endure the nuclear double standard forever until the end of time. We recognize that the NPT does not just impose non-proliferation obligations on you (in Article II), it also imposes disarmament obligations on us (in Article VI). We understand that you -- and many other countries -- will not forever forego nuclear weapons if we insist on forever retaining nuclear weapons. We know that eventually the human race must abolish these abominations, or they will abolish us." 

That last line was stolen from this author's former boss and mentor, the late Senator Alan Cranston ... who himself stole it from President John F. Kennedy. 

And despite the findings of the NIE, we do not believe their warnings were mistaken. 

 ++++++++++++
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