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Abstract 

The spread of nuclear weapons is one of the greatest threats to world peace and has generated 

a scholarly debate concerning what underlying factors drive nuclear proliferation. Iran had for 

many years been accused of trying to develop a clandestine nuclear weapons program which 

has been a source of great concern on the world stage. The aim of this paper is to understand 

Iran´s decision to sign the JCPOA and thereby refraining from building nuclear weapons. Three 

non-proliferation models; the security model, the domestic model and the norms model will be 

used to analyze Iran´s decision and to test their respective explanatory power. The findings of 

this paper show that several factors contributed to Iran´s decision to sign the JCPOA. First, 

economic sanctions contributed to a strong public opposition to the regimes nuclear policies. 

Second, a negative image of the nuclear program in the eyes of the population further amplified 

public opposition. These two factors put pressure on the regime to find a solution to the nuclear 

issue because they saw this public opposition as a threat to their survival. Third, an increased 

influence of anti-nuclear factions in Iran´s political system put increased pressure on the 

Supreme Leader to find a solution to the nuclear issue. Fourth, the regimes perception that a 

nuclear weapon would decrease Iran´s security which reduced the incentives to proliferate. All 

these factors put together created the circumstances for Iran to sign the JCPOA and chose the 

path of nuclear restraint. These findings support the assumptions of the domestic- and norm 

model while putting the importance of the security model in question. Iran´s continued nuclear 

restraint relies on increasing the economic and political costs of pursuing a nuclear weapon 

while decreasing the security incentives of having one. 

Keywords: Iran, Nuclear Restraint, JCPOA, Moderates, Principalists, Factionalism, 

Sanctions, Non -Proliferation theory. 
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Abbreviations 

CSA: Comprehensive Safeguards Agreement 

IAEA: The International Atomic Energy Agency 

JCPOA: Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action 

NWS: Nuclear Weapons State 

NNWS: Non-Nuclear Weapon State 

NPT: Non-Proliferation Treaty 

PMD: Possible Military Dimension 

UNSC: United Nations Security Council 
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1 Introduction 

In 2015, an agreement named the ‘Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action’ (JCPOA) was signed 

between the Islamic Republic of Iran, the permanent members of the United Nations Security 

Council (UNSC), Germany and the ‘High Representative of the European Union for Foreign 

Affairs’ (Mahmoudi, 2017:23). The Islamic Republic of Iran, from here on referred to as Iran, 

had for many years leading up the agreement been accused of trying to develop a clandestine 

nuclear weapons program which had been a cause of serious concern on the world stage 

(Rezaei, 2017:613). In a concerted diplomatic effort to stop Iran from being able to produce a 

nuclear weapon, the JCPOA was signed after many years of negotiations. The agreement 

implemented a comprehensive inspections regime and other restrictions on Iran´s nuclear 

program which in effect cut of their path to a nuclear weapon (JCPOA, 2015). In exchange, 

Iran was to receive sanction relief from previously implemented nuclear related sanctions. 

Iran´s decision to sign the JCPOA was a change of policy for Iran who had for many years 

defied international demands to halt their controversial nuclear activities. Why Iran decided to 

sign the JCPOA after years of failed negotiations is an important question to understand. 

1.1 Background and problem 

Ever since the United States detonated the first nuclear weapon in the summer of 1945, the 

possibility of nuclear war has been a constant threat to international peace and security 

(Greitens, 2014:373). Because of the destructive power of nuclear weapons and the catastrophic 

consequences of a nuclear war, great effort has gone into preventing their spread. The 

proliferation of nuclear weapons has generated a lively debate among scholars concerning why 

some states decides to build nuclear weapons while others don’t (Sagan, 1997). The historic 

pattern of nuclear proliferation suggests that there is not one supreme theory that answers this 

question. Instead, there are several competing and sometimes contradicting theories attempting 

to understand nuclear behavior and its underlying drivers. 

This debate is highly relevant when studying Iran´s controversial nuclear policies. Many experts 

had expressed strong skepticism that it would be possible to prevent Iran from pursuing a 

nuclear weapon (Barzegar, 2009:21)1. Some even said that a military strike against Iran would 

be the only alternative to stop them from constructing the bomb (Kroenig, 2012). However, by 

signing the JCPOA, Iran voluntarily committed themselves to not build nuclear weapons and 

                                                 
1 Also see Waltz, Kenneth (2012) Why Iran should Get the Bob: Nuclear Balancing Would Mean Stability. Foreign 

Policy. July/August Issue. 
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instead exercise what is called nuclear restraint. This sudden change in policy surprised many 

scholars and it begs the question what factors contributed to this policy reversal? For future 

non-proliferation efforts to be successful, it is crucial to understand the drivers behind nuclear 

restraint. By studying Iran´s decision to sign the JCPOA, an increased understanding of the 

causes of nuclear restraint can be achieved. 

1.2 Purpose and questions 

The purpose of this paper is to understand why Iran decided to sign the JCPOA and thereby 

refrain from building nuclear weapons. In doing so, the underlying factors contributing to the 

decision will be identified and analyzed. Three non-proliferation models will be tested against 

the findings of the paper to evaluate how well each respective model explains Iran´s nuclear 

behavior. Three main questions will be asked to achieve the purpose of this paper: 

1. How is Iran´s nuclear policy decided? 

2. What factors influence Iran´s nuclear policy and how can they be understood? 

3. How did they impact Iran´s decision to sign the JCPOA? 

1.3 Limitations 

This paper will not attempt to understand why states in general refrain from building nuclear 

weapons. Trying capture and encompass such a broad phenomenon would not be possible 

within the framework of this paper. The results are therefore not meant to be applied to a broader 

population but instead meant to solely understand the Iran case. Furthermore, this paper will 

not analyze how the JCPOA negotiations played out on the international level. Nor will it 

analyze the reasons why any of the other parties to the JCPOA signed the deal. Instead, it will 

strictly analyze why Iran signed the JCPOA from the perspective of the Iranian regime. 

The paper will not consider any of the events taking place after the signing of the JCPOA in 

2015. Only factor contributing to Iran´s decision to sign the deal before 2015 will therefore be 

included. 

1.4 Concepts and terms 

Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT): The NPT is an international treaty prohibiting state signatories 

to build nuclear weapons. It also guarantees the right of all signatories to use nuclear technology 

for civilian purposes. Iran is a signatory of the NPT. (NPT, 1968) 

Dual-use: Nuclear technology can be used for both civilian and military purposes (Schneider, 

Thränert, 2014:2). This makes it difficult to assess if a state’s nuclear activities are intended for 
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peaceful or military purposes. The ambiguous line between peaceful and military uses of 

nuclear technology is a key issue when trying to prevent the spread of nuclear weapons (IAEA, 

2018). 

Nuclear fuel cycle: The entire process of mining, enriching and deposing of uranium is referred 

to as the nuclear fuel cycle. Uranium is used in the construction of a nuclear weapon and only 

highly enriched uranium (90% enrichment level) can be used to build a nuclear weapon. This 

makes enrichment of uranium the most sensitive and controversial part of the nuclear fuel cycle 

(Schneider, Thränert, 2014:2). Enriched uranium is also used for civilian purposes and is 

therefore a dual-use technology. While the right to use nuclear technology for civilian purposes 

is enshrined in the NPT, some argue that states like Iran should not be allowed to enrich uranium 

because of it being an important component of a nuclear weapon. 

The IAEA and CSA: All signatories of the NPT must sign a ’Comprehensive Safeguards 

Agreement’ (CSA) with the ‘International Atomic Energy Agency’ (IAEA). The role of the 

IAEA is to verify that all the nuclear activities within a state are for civilian purposes. The CSA 

requires the state to declare all their nuclear activities to the IAEA and accept inspections. If a 

signatory of the NPT does not cooperate with the IAEA or if the IAEA finds undeclared nuclear 

material, they can report the state to the UNSC for being in breach of their CSA. 

2 Theory 

2.1 Causes of nuclear proliferation 

This section will present the main theories within the field of nuclear proliferation. Nuclear 

proliferation theory consists of what we think are the reasons for why states decides to build 

nuclear weapons or not. It is a highly contested field with various explanations trying to 

understand what it is that drives nuclear behavior. The theories presented in this section can be 

categorized into three models and is derived from Sagan´s (1997) work on nuclear proliferation. 

The three models include the security-, domestic- and the norms model. The theories are chosen 

to offer the reader a broad understanding of the various factors impacting nuclear policy. They 

will later be used to analyze and understand Iran´s decision to sign the JCPOA. The model´s 

will also be tested against the findings of this paper in order to evaluate the explanatory power 

of each respective model, more on this later. 

2.1.1 Security Model 

The security model is based on the international relations theory of neo-realism and asserts that 

external security threats is the main driving force behind nuclear proliferation (Sagan, 1997:57). 
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Neo-realism emphasizes that the structure of the international system is anarchic, and that 

power is the most important factor when understanding state behavior (Dunne, Schmidt, 

2014:101). States try to maximize their power in this anarchic system because it is the safest 

way to ensure their survival in a system plagued by uncertainty. Waltz (1990) asserts that states 

are suspicious of each other’s power ambitions and must therefore constantly be worried of its 

own survival prospects. In this uncertain environment, states must rely on self-help to defend 

their interest through military power (Rublee, 2009:6). To ensure their survival, states need to 

create a credible military deterrence to repel foreign aggression. Deterrence theory stipulates 

that nuclear weapons raises the cost of attacking a country to an unacceptable level, making an 

attack on the country very unlikely (Powel, 2003:90). Mesquita and Riker (1982) affirms that 

states with nuclear weapons are significantly less likely to become the victim of an attack 

because of this reason. Considering the destructive power of nuclear weapons, they are often 

regarded as the gold standard of deterrence (Waltz, 2003:38). States therefore try to acquire 

nuclear weapons because the security incentives of having them are so great (Hymans, 

2010:456). Neorealist scholars are in general skeptical towards the ability of states to prevent 

other states from building nuclear weapons (Debs, Monterio, 2017:14). Waltz (2003:38) has 

even gone as far as to say: “in the past half-century, no country has been able to prevent other 

countries from going nuclear if they were determined to do so”. Because it is a matter of state 

survival, states are very unlikely to compromise on their nuclear policy. 

These basic assumptions of the security model offer an understanding of what factors can 

reduce or increase the incentives to build nuclear weapons. States under serious threats to its 

security from global and regional adversaries have a greater need for a deterrence to repel a 

military invasion. They are therefore more likely to build nuclear weapons (Debs, Monterio, 

2017:13). Having weak conventional military forces and no credible deterrence also increases 

the likelihood for a state to go nuclear. This is especially true if the states adversaries are 

militarily superior and have nuclear weapons (Rublee, 2009:23). 

The security model has however had issues explaining the lack of nuclear proliferation. In the 

early post World War II period, realist scholars predicted that over 20 states would have 

acquired nuclear weapons by the 1980s (Solingen, 2007:7). However, a conservative estimate 

suggests that only 1 out of 5 states with the technological capabilities to build nuclear weapons 

have actually done so (Hymans, 2010:457). If the advantages of having a nuclear weapon is as 

great as the realists argue, why have not more state´s built the bomb? Considering only nine 
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states in the world have nuclear weapons today, this indicate that there are other factors 

contributing to nuclear proliferation and nuclear restraint. 

2.1.2 The Domestic Model 

In the context of neo-realism with its strong focus on security, other factors impacting nuclear 

policy have emerged. More recent studies have started to pay attention to how domestic factors 

not related to security can influence nuclear policy (Sagan, 1997:65). One of the earlier scholars 

pointing to the importance of domestic factors when understanding nuclear policy was Mitchel 

Reiss (1998). He argued that nuclear policy had to be understood through the prism of domestic 

politics and criticized the realist school for not paying adequate attention to the internal structure 

of the state. Solingen (1994a, 1994b, 2007) developed Reiss´s argument and concluded not only 

that domestic politics matter, but that they can in some cases be more important than security 

factors.  

Solingen (2007) makes an important contribution to the nuclear debate and presents a strong 

case for how the power balance between different domestic political coalitions can affect 

nuclear policy. Solingen (2007:41) identifies two main coalition types; internationalizing and 

‘in-ward looking’. She argues that coalitions that promote economic and political integration 

with the international community are less likely to want nuclear weapons (Solingen, 

1994a:136). Conversely, in-ward looking regimes that pursue isolationist policies are more 

inclined to pursue the bomb. This difference is nuclear policy between the two coalition types 

stems from their respective survival tactics. Like neo-realism, Solingen (2007) argues that 

survival is the goal of both coalition types, but they differ on how to achieve this goal.  

Internationalizing coalitions believe that economic prosperity is important to their survival and 

tries to achieve this by building economic and political ties with the international community 

(Solingen, 2007:42). By engaging with other states, the internationalizing coalition can promote 

foreign investment and trade which helps improve the country´s economy (Solingen, 

1994a:136). The regime expects these policies to attract the favor of their constituencies which 

in turn strengthens their power and prospects for survival (Solingen, 2007:43). Keller (2003) 

points out that the denunciation of nuclear weapons is often a requirement if a state wants to 

become an accepted member of the international community. Pursuing a nuclear weapons 

program is likely to create a counter-reaction from the international community in the forms of 

sanctions and political isolation. It is therefore in the interest of the internationalizing coalition 

to not build nuclear weapons because it would be detrimental to the country’s economic and 

diplomatic relations and thereby jeopardizes its survival tactics. 
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In contrast, ‘inward oriented’ coalitions want to isolate the state both economically and politicly 

from the international community in an effort to ensure their survival (Solingen, 2007:42). 

Instead of relying on trade and good relations with the international community, it promotes 

political and economic isolation. This political isolation is required to preserve and promote 

their own nationalistic identity often associated with this coalition type (Solingen, 1994a:140). 

This nationalistic identity is often used to legitimize and strengthen the regime in power. 

Isolating the country culturally and politicly helps to protect and enforce this identify which is 

sensitive to external cultural influence. 

An important part of Solingen´s argument is that economic sanctions can impact nuclear policy 

if they increase the cost of pursuing a nuclear weapon to the point where it surpasses its benefits 

(Morgan, 2015: 747). The purpose of sanctions is to inflict economic damage, but nuclear 

policy is in the end a political decision and sanctions can only be effective if they convert into 

political pressure (Inwook, Jung-Chul, 2016:6). The effectiveness of the sanctions is therefore 

reliant on coercing relevant political elements in the country to abandon their nuclear ambitions. 

If the economic sanctions hurt key constituencies of the regime, then they can be forced to 

reevaluate their nuclear policies (Macaluso, 2014:16). Public opinion is therefore an important 

factor to take into consideration. If the population suffers under nuclear related sanctions, public 

support for the regime may decrease which can threaten their survival. Since the leaders of a 

country often relies on the implicit support of the public, this can force them to reevaluate their 

nuclear posture and abandon their nuclear weapons program. 

Internationalizing coalitions are more sensitive to sanctions because it contradicts their survival 

tactics of pursuing trade and good diplomatic relations. In contrast, the in-ward looking 

coalition type is less likely to have its nuclear policy coerced by international sanctions and 

political isolation since isolation in itself is part of their survival tactics (Solingen, 2007:42). 

States are often comprised of both types of coalitions where each one is competing for influence 

(Solingen, 2007:44). Decisions are therefore often plagued by compromises on issues like 

economic policy, diplomatic relations and of course nuclear policy (Solingen, 2007:45). The 

power balance between these coalitions is therefore important to take into consideration when 

studying a state´s nuclear policy and the effectiveness of economic sanctions. 

2.1.3 The Norms Model 

The norms model is rooted in social constructivism and emphasizes the role of nuclear 

symbolism and state identity when explaining nuclear policy (Sagan, 1997:73). The model 

asserts that the social meaning of a nuclear program can both increase and decrease the 
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incentives to proliferate. This depends on how the nuclear program is perceived by elites and 

the population. After the first and only use of nuclear weapons on other human beings in 1945, 

a stigma has developed concerning the immorality of nuclear weapons because of their terrible 

cost on human life (Wyk et al., 2007:25). Trying to build nuclear weapons could therefore 

delegitimize the regime in the eyes of the people since they might consider the very act of 

having nuclear weapons as immoral. This nuclear stigma could encourage nuclear restraint 

since the regime needs the support of the population to survive (Sagan, 1997:81). The symbolic 

value of the nuclear program could also be associated with other negative factors including 

economic hardship. For example, if the population believes that the high unemployment in the 

country is a cause of the nuclear related sanctions, it could cause them to start opposing the 

regime (Solingen, 2007: 40). These negative perceptions can constrain the regimes nuclear 

ambitions and promote nuclear restraint. 

Conversely, symbolic factors could also encourage nuclear proliferation. Hymans (2006) makes 

an important contribution to this argument and affirms that a nuclear weapon can be a symbol 

of prestige, sovereignty and scientific progress. He explains that the nuclear program can 

become a part of the national identity of a state and serve the same purpose as a flag. There are 

many examples of how the nuclear programs symbolic value can be an incentive to proliferate. 

For example, by pursuing a nuclear weapon and defying the international community, the 

nuclear program can serve as a symbol of sovereignty and resistance against foreign powers 

trying to control the country. These positive values can help the regime in power to garner 

support for their nuclear policies and in turn encourage nuclear proliferation. Hyman (2006) 

argue that this factor is especially important if the state in question have a history of having its 

sovereignty undermined by foreign intervention. Resisting external pressures and asserting its 

independence therefore serves as a tool to enforce domestic nationalism and rally support to the 

ruling regime and its nuclear policies. However, the perceived symbolic value of a nuclear 

program and how it correlates to the national identity differs sharply between countries and 

therefore needs to be understood in the context of each case (Sagan, 1997:76). But if the 

population perceives a nuclear program as something positive, its increases the incentives to 

proliferate and reduces constraints. 

2.2 Operationalization and Application of Theory  

The three models presented above offer an overview of under what circumstances a state is 

more or less likely to build nuclear weapons. The models will have two purposes in this paper. 

First, they will limit the data collection by setting up parameters of what to look for and what 
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to exclude from the analysis. Secondly and more importantly, the models will be tested against 

the findings of the paper to evaluate how well each model explains Iran´s decision to sign the 

JCPOA. If a model has a strong explanatory power, this would indicate that the basic 

assumptions of the model had a great impact on Iran´s decision to sign the JCPOA. The impact 

of each model will be assessed by evaluating to what extent they helped shape the perceptions 

and preferences of relevant decision-makers in Iran, more on this later. The purpose of the 

models is not to test if one is completely true or false. One model might have a stronger 

explanatory power than the others, but this does not mean the others should be discarded 

completely. Instead, the assumptions of all models will be discussed as to evaluate which 

aspects explains Iran´s decision to sign the JCPOA and which don’t. 

To operationalize the three models, key concepts and criteria have been identified to test and 

evaluate the explanatory power of each model on Iran´s policy of nuclear restraint. However, 

because of the qualitative nature of the subject and the data collected, identifying strict 

criterions for nuclear restraint is difficult. Therefore, a holistic approach to each model will be 

utilized where the main themes of each model will be used as a framework for analysis. This 

approach can increase uncertainty as to how the data correlates to the theory since set indicators 

are hard to identify. It also puts more responsibility on the author to interpret data correctly. 

However, the nature of non-proliferation theory and the models chosen makes it difficult to get 

around this issue, but it is something that should be acknowledged. The operationalization of 

each model will be presented below. 

The central argument of the security model is that nuclear policy if formed in response to the 

security challenges facing a country. Therefore, the security’s models explanatory power will 

be evaluated on how the Iranian regime perceived threats to Iran´s security and how this 

impacted their nuclear policy. Security threat´s will be defined as foreign military forces 

threatening the territorial integrity of Iran. To test this model on the Iran case, it is therefore 

necessary to find out how the relevant actors within the Iranian regime perceived regional and 

global threats to their security. According to the security model, a high level of threat perception 

should be an incentive for Iran to build nuclear weapons. Conversely, a low level of threat 

perception should encourage nuclear restraint. Another important factor is how the regime 

perceived their ability to deter military threats without a nuclear weapon. The perception that 

Iran could deter a military attack without nuclear weapons should encourage nuclear restraint 

while the opposite should encourage Iran to proliferate. This also correlates to how the factions 

within Iran perceives the security advantages of having a nuclear weapon. If the security 
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advantage of having a nuclear weapon is perceived as big, then the incentive to build a nuclear 

weapon should increase and vice versa. Iran´s decision to sign the JCPOA should therefore be 

coupled with a low level of threat perception and a high deterrence capability for the security 

model to have a strong explanatory power. To test this, five main question will be answered: 

1. How did the regime perceive global and regional threats to its security? 

2. How did the regime perceive Iran´s ability to deter these threats? 

3. How did the regime perceive the security benefits of a nuclear weapon? 

4. Did these perceptions change over time? 

5. How did this impact their decision to sign the JCPOA? 

To test the domestic models explanatory power, the economic and political cost of pursuing a 

nuclear weapon and its impact on Iran´s nuclear policy will be evaluated. The economic cost 

will be defined as the negative consequences on Iran´s economy of pursuing a nuclear weapon. 

There is no single measurement for this, but GDP, inflation and unemployment are three 

important factors for assessing the economic cost. A high economic cost should encourage a 

policy of nuclear restraint while a low economic cost should reduce the constraints on Iran´s 

nuclear policy. Nuclear related sanctions should increase the economic cost of pursuing a 

nuclear weapon and encourage nuclear restraint.  Political cost will be defined as domestic 

public opposition caused by Iran´s nuclear policies. Even though Iran is not a typical democracy 

and has very limited freedom of expression, the regime still depends on the implicit support of 

the population for its continued rule. Limited election does take place and the survival of the 

regime could be threatened if public animosity towards the leadership grew too high. A high 

public opposition towards the regimes nuclear policies should therefore encourage nuclear 

restraint. This is especially true if the level of public opposition threatens the survival of the 

regime in power through a possible revolution or collapse. Another important aspect of the 

domestic model is the distribution of power between anti-nuclear and pro-nuclear political 

factions. The increased influence of anti-nuclear factions over Iran´s nuclear policy should 

encourage nuclear restraint. Iran´s decision to sign the JCPOA should therefore be coupled with 

a high economic cost, rising public opposition and an increased influence of anti-nuclear 

political coalitions for the domestic model to have a strong explanatory power. To this, five 

main question will be answered: 

1. Did the Iranian economy suffer because of the pro-nuclear policies? 

2. Was the domestic population opposed to the pro-nuclear policies? 

3. How did the regime perceive the economic and political costs of the nuclear program? 
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4. Did an anti-nuclear coalition gain influence in Iran? 

5. How did these factors impact Iran´s decision to sign the JCPOA? 

To test he norms models explanatory power, the symbolic meaning attached to Iran´s nuclear 

program and its part of the national identity will be evaluated. If the nuclear program is 

perceived as something negative by leaders and the public, this should encourage nuclear 

restraint. A negative symbolic value attached to the nuclear program includes perceiving it as 

immoral, a source of economic hardship and political suppression. Conversely, a positive 

symbolic meaning attached to the nuclear program should discourage Iran to accept restrictions 

on its nuclear activities. Positive symbolic values include perceiving it as a source of 

sovereignty, prestige and development. Another important factor is the nuclear programs role 

in the national identity. If the nuclear program is an intricate part of Iran´s state identity, this 

should discourage Iran from accepting restrictions on its nuclear activities. Iran´s decision to 

sign the JCPOA should therefore be coupled with a negative perception of the nuclear program. 

To test the norms model, four main question will be answered: 

1. How was the nuclear program perceived in Iran? 

2. What role did Iran´s nuclear program have in the Iranian identity? 

3. Did this change of time? 

4. How did this impact the regimes decision to sign the JCPOA? 

2.3 Discussion of theory 

Because the purpose of this paper was to test existing theory against a specific case, it was 

important to include several competing theories. One important deliberation was whether to 

include a broader or a narrower theoretical framework. Using a broader theoretical framework 

reduces the risk of leaving important factors outside of one’s analysis (Joas, Knöbl, 2009:5). It 

is at the same time difficult to decide when one theory lacks enough explanatory power for it 

to be excluded. With complex multi layered questions like Iran´s decision to sign the JCPOA, 

many theories could to some extent be identified as important. Using a narrower theoretical 

framework can offer greater insight into how a specific factor contributed to the decision since 

more attention will be given to it. However, since this study only includes one case, it allows 

for a broader theoretical framework to be used and still not suffer from a lack of depth. 

Moreover, the inclusion of only one theory deemed important by the author before collecting 

the data increases the risk of only looking for what he himself expects to find. This risk leaving 

out important factors while increasing author bias (Grant, Osanloo, 2014:19). 
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One key philosophical issue of comparing non-proliferation theories is their ontological 

differences. The three models are derived from their respective theory of international relations, 

namely realism, liberalism and constructivism. Traditionally, these have very different 

ontological assumption of what the study object is (Hay, 2002). Mixing these theories also 

offers its own epistemological challenges which must be addressed. For example, while realists 

reject the interpretivist assumptions of constructivism, they instead apply a foundationalist view 

of the world. This paper will adopt an interpretivist approach by studying how subjective 

perceptions shape preferences and thereby decision-making within the Iranian regime. These 

perceptions are however shaped and created in the context of a material world where security, 

economic and political factors play their part. It will therefore be possible to use all three models 

without abandoning the ontological assumption of the paper. The ontological differences will 

also be bridged by using the ideational model which will be presented later in the paper. 

3 Method 

3.1 Research design 

To achieve the purpose of this paper, a theory-driven, qualitative, case study will be conducted. 

These choices are interlinked and have been chosen to compliment the advantages of each 

research method. The empirical findings of this paper will be tested against existing theory to 

examine its internal validity, i.e. how well the theory explains Iran´s decision to sign the JCPOA 

(Iacono et. al., 2011:59). The conclusions of the paper will therefore be limited to understanding 

Iran´s nuclear behavior and how well existing theory explains this specific case. Because of 

this, one should be careful when trying to generalize the findings of this paper to a broader 

population (Løkke, Sørensen, 2014:70). The paper will follow a deductive approach with the 

theoretical assumptions serving as the premises for analysis. This approach allows for the 

falsification and verification of existing theories. The purpose is however not to either falsify 

one theory completely or assert that another theory explains Iran´s nuclear behavior perfectly. 

Instead, some aspects of all three models might have some explanatory power while other parts 

of it don’t. This will result in a trans-theoretical discussion of how different aspects of each 

theory impacted Iran´s decision to sign the JCPOA which better reflect the complex reality of 

the case. Using a theory-testing approach also limits the scope of data collection which makes 

the analysis more concise, something that is beneficial when studying complex issues like Iran´s 

nuclear policy with numerous factors contributing to the explanation. However, Løkke and 

Sørensen (2014:72) notes that a weakness of using theory-testing on single case studies can be 

that the author has a bias and simply tries to verify his or hers preconceived ideas. A broad 
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theoretical framework with three competing models was therefore chosen in part to negate this 

risk.  

The decision to use qualitative research methods was motivated mainly by two things. First, 

only one case was to be studied which allows for a more in-depth analysis which often requires 

qualitative methods (Kothari, 2004:113). Second and more importantly, since this paper 

attempts to understand perceptions, the nature of the data will be hard to quantify and collect 

using quantitative research methods. Even though the data used in the paper will mainly be 

qualitative and collected through interviews, some quantitative data including public opinion 

polls and economic data will also be used. 

The decision to choose Iran as the case study was made because of several reasons. The most 

important one was Iran´s sudden policy reversal to halt its nuclear activities after a long-

standing concern that Iran would develop a nuclear weapon. By signing the JCPOA and 

deviating from the prediction that Iran would develop a nuclear weapon, a discrepancy between 

theory and practice appeared which made it an interesting case study. This created a puzzle to 

solve without any obvious explanations to it. It would however be incorrect to say that Iran is 

a complete anomaly from the broader population. Sweden, South-Korea and Brazil among 

several others states also contemplated building nuclear weapons at one point before deciding 

not to (Debs, Monterio, 2017). Iran as a case was also chosen because Iran’s nuclear status is a 

contemporary and ongoing issue. Because of this, the available research on Iran´s decision to 

sign the JCPOA is still relatively limited. This has created a knowledge gap and a need for more 

research. 

3.2 Material 

Both primary and secondary data was collected for this paper. The primary data was collected 

through interviews conducted with experts on Iran and the JCPOA. The secondary data consists 

mainly of previous scholarly work and will be used to compliment the primary data and fill in 

knowledge gaps that were not satisfiable covered during the interviews. It will also be used to 

compare and contrast the primary data for the purpose of challenging the findings which 

decreases the risk of bias (Walliam, 2011:78). Using two different methods when collecting 

data in this way is called triangulation and increases the validity and reliability of the findings 

(Iacono et. al., 2011:59). To further increase the validity of the data, disconfirming evidence 

that could contradict the findings was actively sought (Brink, 1993:38). 
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The existing literature on the subject offers a good overview but it is also plagued by speculation 

and a lack of data. It was therefore important to supplement the secondary data with interviews 

to achieve a more comprehensive understanding of the subject matter. Six individuals in total 

was interviewed for this paper. Two of them were European diplomats and four of them were 

Iranian academics living in Iran. Considering the controversial nature of Iran´s nuclear program, 

all of the respondents requested to remain anonymous. The interviews were conducted face to 

face and lasted approximately 60 minutes each. Five of the interviews were conducted in Iran 

and one in Europe. The interviews took place in the offices of each respective respondent and 

were transcribed later the same day. 

The interviews were conducted during a two-month long field study in Iran. The field study 

was financed by the Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency (SIDA) through 

the ‘Minor Field Study’ scholarship. Being in Iran interviewing Iranian based academics was 

necessary because of the local knowledge needed to achieve the purpose of the paper. Since an 

important part of the paper was to understand Iranian perceptions, getting a local perspective 

was very valuable. This can otherwise be difficult to achieve as an outsider. The Iranian 

academics all had expert knowledge on Iran´s nuclear policy and could offer their own 

perspective on the issue which would have been difficult to get without being in Iran. The two 

European diplomats, one of them stationed in Iran and the other stationed in Europe, 

complimented the Iranian perspective well with their own expert knowledge as outsiders.  

The respondents were selected by non-probability sampling because they required case specific 

knowledge and could therefore not be selected randomly (Bhattacherjee, 2012:69). Expert 

sampling was used to identify key individuals with special knowledge on the subject (Eriksson-

Zetterquist, Ahrne, 2015:41). The individuals were contacted by e-mail and three of the six 

interviews was arranged while the author was still in Sweden preparing for the field study. The 

remaining three interviews were confirmed once the author was in Iran. Finding individuals 

who agreed to be interviewed was difficult because of the controversial and sensitive nature of 

the subject. Snowball sampling was therefore an important technique used to find the three last 

respondents. They were also contacted by e-mail but only after being recommended to do so by 

the respondents already contacted. This made it possible to get in in touch with individuals who 

I would not have been able to contact before getting to Iran (Bhattacherjee, 2012:70).  Snowball 

sampling can however lead to the respondents belonging to the same social and political class 

since they know of each other. This can have a negative effect on the data collected since the 

likelihood of the respondents sharing political and ideological views increases (Eriksson-



 

 

14 

 

Zetterquist, Ahrne, 2015:41). Because of this, the data risk being biased and neglect other 

perspectives not represented by the respondents.  

The interview questions were constructed as ‘open format questions’ as opposed to ‘closed 

format questions’ and can be found in Appendix A. The interviews were in-depth, semi-

structured single person interviews. The format allowed the respondent to bring up potentially 

important aspects that was not covered by the pre-prepared questions (Nyak, Singh, 2015:126). 

For example, if the interviewer had misunderstood or overlooked an important part of the issue, 

a well-informed respondent could bring this up in a semi-structured interview (Kumar, 

2011:145). The format also offers greater flexibility which can be useful when dealing with 

complicated, multilayer issues like Iran´s decision to sign the JCPOA (Walliman, 2011:98). 

The questions asked were formulated in a way to challenge the premise of previously asked 

questions. By asking questions that made the respondent problematize earlier statements, it 

reduces the risk of one factors being mistaken as overly important. It also reduces the risk of 

the author projecting his preconceived ideas upon the respondents. Introducing competing 

arguments during the interview therefore increases the validity of the findings (Brink, 1993:36). 

Using ‘open format questions’ could also have negative consequences on the quality of data. 

As opposed to a ‘closed format’, respondents are allowed to offer a broader and less defined 

answer when given a more open-ended question (Kumar, 2011:145). With greater freedom to 

express themselves, answers can be long and sometimes contradicting. To increase the internal 

validity of the findings, member checks were therefore used to ensure that the data collected 

was understood correctly (Brink, 1993:37). 

Since the paper uses a theory-driven deductive approach, the interview questions were designed 

to test the premises of the models. Questions were asked to understand the perceptions and 

preferences of the relevant political factions in Iran. It was however important not to let the 

respondent know about the premise of the question and avoid asking leading questions which 

would encourage support for one model over another (Kumar, 2011:147). 

3.3 Analyzing the material 

3.3.1 Coding 

After the interviews where transcribed, the text was analyzed using a deductive content 

analysis. A deductive content analysis was chosen because the paper is attempting to test 

existing models on the specific case (Elo, Kyngäs, 2007:111). The text was divided into 

categories based on the security-, domestic- and norms model. These categories worked as 
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coding filters and the text was evaluated on how well it correlates to the assumptions of each 

respective model (Saldana, 2009:6). For example, if a respondent asserts that a political 

coalition inside Iran supported the JCPOA because of the economic sanctions hurting the 

economy, this answer will be categorized under the ‘domestic model’ category. By linking the 

data to the theoretical framework, the data can be compared and analyzed in the context of 

respective theory (Saldana, 2009:8). 

The text was however often vague and not explicitly linked to a distinct category which 

sometimes made it difficult to classify it as supporting either theory. Statements from an 

interview could be interpreted as belonging in between two different categories or none of them 

at all which was an issue during the coding process. In cases where coding was difficult, I 

contacted the source when possible to ask for clarification. Another issue was how to measure 

which factor was more important than another when explaining Iran´s decision to sign the 

JCPOA. In almost all situations, there are a several factors contributing to a decision and in a 

sense all of them are true. However, some are more meaningful than others which is important 

to note. When analyzing interviews, I therefore used magnitude coding to rank factors as being 

more or less important so not to fall into the conclusion that all factors matters equally (Saldana, 

2009:59). 

3.3.2 Understanding perceptions 

To understand the perceptions and preferences of relevant political factions in Iran, this paper 

will use the ‘Ideational Model’ derived from an article by Long and Grillot (2000), see figure 

1. This paper makes the assumption that actor preferences are formed by subjective perceptions 

based on maximizing utility. It is these preferences that in turn dictate Iranian decision-making. 

It is therefore crucial to understand the preferences of Iranian decision-makers and how these 

preferences impacted Iran´s nuclear policy when studying their decision to sign the JCPOA. 

Unlike many other models which only focuses on external (security- and domestic model) or 

internal (norm model) factors, the Ideational Model attempts to include both. The model asserts 

that actor´s preferences are shaped both by internal beliefs and external constraints based on a 

basic interest (Long, Grillot, 2000:27). The basic interest is defined as the overarching goal of 

the factions in Iran and will in this paper be assumed to be survival. Internal beliefs are the 

foundation to the faction’s initial preferences without the consideration of external constraints. 

This is in short what the respective factions would do without considering the negative 

consequences of their actions. The basic interest and the actor’s initial beliefs make up their 

initial preference. After this initial preference, external constraints are considered which can 
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make the actor reevaluate their preferences which results in a final preference. The external 

constraints are defined as factors that impact the actor´s preferences outside of their internal 

beliefs. An example of this process would be someone wanting a fast car. Wanting a fast car 

serves as their basic interest, their initial beliefs is first to buy the expensive sports car. However, 

because of the high cost (external constraint), the person cannot afford it and therefore 

reevaluate their initial preference and chooses to buy a less expensive car (final preference). 

 

Figure 2: The Ideational Model explains how the Iranian regimes preferences are formed. 

The three models discussed earlier will be used to understand how internal beliefs and external 

constraints impact the Iranian regimes preferences. Since the preferences dictates nuclear 

policy, understanding the underlying drivers that shape preferences are crucial for achieving 

the purpose of this paper. The questions outlined in the ‘operationalization of theory’ chapter 

will serve as the framework for understanding internal beliefs, external constraints and final 

preferences. 

3.4 Source critique 

The central part of this paper was to understand the different perceptions and preferences of 

relevant factions in Iran regarding their nuclear program. I was however not able to interview 

relevant politicians directly and was instead dependent on the opinions of other experts. This 

creates an uncertainty of the reliability of the data and how well it reflects the true perceptions 

of relevant factions. Another factor which might negatively impact the reliability of the primary 

data is respondent bias. Since four of the six respondents are from Iran, this could make them 

more inclined to present a favorable picture of Iran and their policies. To address this issue, the 

data from the interviews with Iranian academics were compared with the data from the 

European diplomats and the secondary data to examine its validity. The data indicated that there 

was a minor discrepancy between what the Iranian academics said and what the European 

diplomats and the secondary data stated. The Iranian academics were more inclined to present 

the Iranian regime as anti-nuclear while the European diplomats and the secondary data in 

general presented the regime as being more pro-nuclear. What caused this is not clear, but it 

can have something to do with respondent biased. It could also be that the European respondents 

and the secondary data which is often written but western academics inflates the threat of a 
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nuclear Iran. The author therefore tried to include both perspectives as best as possible and 

triangulate the data to increase the validity of the findings. 

The secondary sources have been chosen with care as to attain a high level of reliability. Iran´s 

nuclear program is however highly politicized with various authors having their own agenda. 

The secondary data was comprised mostly of peer-reviewed articles. The decision to base the 

secondary data primarily on peer-reviewed articles was made because they were deemed to 

adhere to a certain scientific standard and therefore be more reliable. This does however not 

ensure that they are not affected by biased opinions or incorrect analysis. This paper therefore 

tried to incorporate articles with contradicting conclusions as to include a broader set of views. 

To compliment the articles, newspapers and think-tank studies have also been used. I tried to 

limit the use of newspaper material because I deemed them less reliable. Therefore, they were 

mostly used for presenting clearly stated opinions, not facts. 

3.5 Ethical considerations 

The nuclear program is a highly controversial and sensitive subject in Iran. Criticizing the 

Iranian regimes policies could result in harsh consequences. It was therefore very important to 

keep the identity of the respondent’s secret for their own safety. Coming to Iran as an outsider 

intending to write about the nuclear program also required certain ethical considerations. 

Western perception of Iran and their nuclear policies can often be negative and judgmental. 

When meeting with respondents, it was therefore important to rid myself of these preconceived 

ideas and approach the issue with an open mind. It was also necessary to remain impartial and 

non-judgmental to build trust between me and the respondents. 

4 Background 

4.1 Iran´s nuclear history 

Iran´s nuclear program dates back to the 1960´s when Mohammed Reza Shah, the second and 

last monarch of the Pahlavi dynasty ruled the country (Fakheri, 2017:4). Back then, Iran was 

an ally of the United States and was encouraged to build and expand its civilian nuclear program 

as part of President Eisenhower’s ‘Atoms for Peace’ program (Albright, Stricker, 2010:17). 

With the help of western investment, Iran’s nuclear infrastructure quickly expanded, and several 

nuclear reactors was built (Fakheri, 2017:4). Since Iran was a signatory of the NPT, it was their 

legal right to use nuclear technology for peaceful purposes. Western support for Iran´s peaceful 

nuclear program continued up until 1979 when Iran underwent a dramatic revolution in which 

the secular monarchy of the Shah was overthrown and replaced by a theocratic regime based 
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on Islamic principles (Fakheri, 2017:5). The revolution turned many of Iran´s old allies 

including the United States into enemies of the new regime. This also marked the end of western 

support for Iran´s nuclear program and was instead replaced with a deep suspicion that Iran 

might try to develop a secret nuclear weapons program (Alrbight, Stricker, 2010:78). 

Iran´s nuclear program gained worldwide attention in 2002 when a group of Iranian dissidents 

informed the international community and the IAEA that Iran was secretly building a uranium 

enrichment facility near the city of Natanz (Mahmoudi, 2017:24). This was confirmed by the 

IAEA and they stated that Iran was in breach of its CSA by not declaring this facility to the 

IAEA in time. They also uncovered that Iran had been involved in various other nuclear 

activities without the knowledge of the IAEA during the 1990´s including the enrichment of 

uranium (Mahmoudi, 2017:25). Even though Iran was in breach of its CSA for not declaring 

all their nuclear activities, the IAEA did not find any evidence that their nuclear program had a 

possible military dimension (PMD). After negotiations with France, Germany and the UK, also 

known as the E3, Iran signed the Tehran Declaration in 2003 and then the Paris Agreement in 

2004 in which Iran voluntarily committed itself to suspending all enrichment activities 

(Kaszynski, 2012:3). 

Despite Iran´s concessions, their nuclear program continued to be a concern for many western 

countries. The E3 continued to work on a new proposal with further demands which they 

presented to Iran in 2005 (Mahmoudi, 2017:25). Iran was reportedly insulted by the European 

proposal and called its restrictions unacceptable. Following this diplomatic incident, Iran 

reported to the IAEA in 2006 that it had begun restarting its enrichment activities at Natanz. 

Hearing this, the IAEA referred the Iran file to the UNSC for being in non-compliance of its 

CSA and a possible threat to international peace and security. Iran have till this day contested 

this decision and called it illegal, insisting that all its nuclear activities are for peaceful purposes 

and that is their right as a signatory of the NPT to enrich uranium (Mahmoudi, 2017:26). The 

UNSC adopted UNSC resolution 1696 in 2006 which prohibited Iran from enriching uranium. 

Because it was a UNSC resolution, it made legally binding under the UN charter (UNSC 1696). 

The Secretary General of the IAEA at the time, Mohamed ElBaradei, later wrote in his memoir 

that he strongly questioned the legality of forbidding Iran from enriching uranium as a signatory 

of the NPT (Mahmoudi, 2017:27). Between 2006 to 2008, the UNSC adopted several 

resolutions imposing economic sanctions on Iran over its continued enrichment activities.2 

                                                 
2 See UNSC resolution: 1737, 1747, 1803, 1835. 



 

 

19 

 

In 2009, another undeclared nuclear enrichment facility was discovered at a military base 

located near Fordow inside Iran, further raising suspicions and reducing trust. In 2010, Iran was 

denied buying enriched uranium from abroad to fuel their research reactor in Tehran which 

produces isotopes for medical purposes. Following this, Iran reported that they will start 

producing their own 20% enriched uranium to fuel the reactor (Mahmoudi, 2017:29). This was 

met with additional sanctions outlined in UNSC resolution 1929. In 2011, the IAEA warned for 

the first time that Iran´s nuclear program might have a PMD, indicating that the Iranian nuclear 

program might not be solely for civilian purposes (Gov/2011/65, 2011). The IAEA rapport 

outlines several activities carried out by Iran between 1999-2009 that is related to the 

constructions of a nuclear weapon (Gov/2011/65, 2011). However, the rapport also states that 

these activities can be used for civilian purposes which makes it difficult to assess if Iran was 

trying to develop a nuclear weapon or not. Another IAEA rapport released in 2015 confirms 

this assessment and Iran´s real nuclear intentions remains a source of speculation (Gov/2015/68, 

2015). Even though it was widely believed that Iran did not have a coordinated nuclear weapons 

program during this time, some worried that Iran was separately developing all the necessary 

parts to build a nuclear weapon without putting them together (Interview F, 2018). These parts 

could then quickly be put together into a nuclear weapon if needed. Since highly enriched 

uranium is one of the necessary parts of building a nuclear weapon, it was deemed crucial to 

stop Iran´s enrichment capabilities. 

After over a decade long effort to reach an agreement that would satisfy western concerns over 

Iran´s nuclear program, the JCPOA was signed in 2015. The purpose of the JCPOA was to 

make sure that Iran would not develop a nuclear weapon and implemented measures to ensure 

the peaceful nature of their nuclear program. The JCPOA stipulated that Iran was only allowed 

to enrich uranium to no higher than 3.67%, much lower than the 90% enrichment level that is 

required for a nuclear weapon (Katzman, Kerr, 2017:10). To ensure that Iran lived up to its 

obligations under the deal and didn’t pursue a clandestine nuclear weapons program, an 

intrusive inspections regime was implemented (Katzman, Kerr, 2017:14). This inspections 

regime was far more comprehensive than the normal CSA and president Obama called it “the 

most intrusive inspections regime of any arms control agreement” (Mahmoudi, 2017:35). All 

in all, the restrictions implemented through the JCPOA in effect cut of Iran´s path to a nuclear 

weapon. In exchange for the inspections and restrictions on Iran´s nuclear program, the nuclear 

related sanctions placed on Iran during previous years were to be lifted. If Iran was deemed to 

be cheating and not living up to its obligations under the deal, sanctions would be re imposed 
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(Tarock, 2016:1414). The JCPOA was endorsed and legalized under UNSC resolution 2231, 

making it legally binding for all signatories.  

5 Iran’s Political System 

5.1 Iran´s nuclear decision-making process 

Iran´s nuclear decision-making process is not very well understood in large part because of its 

informal and ambiguous power structure (Gerami, 2014:8). The decision-making structure is 

also covered in secrecy and recounts of individuals directly involved are rare. Despite this, it is 

possible to draw some conclusions from the available material. The Iranian decision-making 

structure established after the Islamic Revolution in 1979 can be divided into two parallel 

systems. One of part of the decision-making structure is composed of democratically elected 

bodies often found in western republics, including a presidency, a foreign ministry and a 

parliament. The other part the power structure is composed of non-democratically elected or 

quasi-democratic bodies and organizations including the Expedience Council3, The Guardian 

Council4, Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC), ‘Supreme National Security Council’ 

(SNSC) and the Supreme Leaders office (Gerami, 2014:10).  

The constitution vested the majority of the power in the hands of the Supreme Leader, Ayatollah 

Ali Khamenei, and all major decisions has to be approved by him. However, the supreme leader 

cannot make decisions however he pleases. Instead, he needs the informal support of the 

political and religious establishment when making decisions to retain legitimize for his rule and 

to keep his supporters content. This means that he is somewhat restricted and needs the implicit 

consent of other power centers in Iran to rule (Stanley, 2006:17). Gerami (2014:19) explains: 

“Although the Supreme Leader has the final say on all domestic and foreign policy issues, he governs 

by consensus—not by decree […].” 

The president is the second most powerful man in Iran but answers directly to the Supreme 

Leader and is restricted by Khamenei´s command (Sherrill, 2012:33). The most important 

decision-making body residing over Iran´s nuclear policy aside from the Supreme Leader is the 

‘Supreme National Security Council’ (SNSC) which is responsible for the countries defense 

                                                 
3 The Expedience Council works as an advisory group to the supreme leader. It also supervises the Parliament and 

yields considerable influence in Iranian politics. Half of the members of the council are handpicked by the Supreme 

Leader. 
4 The Guardian Council consists of 12 members who are directly or indirectly chosen by the Supreme Leader. It 

yields considerable influence and must approve all legislation proposed by the parliament. It also has to approve 

all candidates running for office. 



 

 

21 

 

and security (Gerami, 2014:10). The council’s members are comprised of some of the most 

powerful individuals in Iran, including the President, and has considerable influence with the 

Supreme Leader. Members of the SNSC belong to different factions and have different opinions 

on the nuclear issue which often leads to disagreements on policy. Khajehpour et. al. (2013:14) 

notes: 

“Ongoing bargaining among formal and informal stakeholders usually characterizes decision-making 

in Iran.” 

The Expedience Council and the Guardian Council both have considerable influence with the 

Supreme Leader and are controlled by the religious clergy. This is however not formulated in 

the constitution and their influence with the Supreme Leader works through informal networks 

and personal connections which is a common characteristic of Iran´s decision-making structure 

(Interview B, 2018). The Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) is another actor playing 

a part in Iran´s nuclear decision-making. The IRGC is a military organization created shortly 

after the revolution with the task to ensure the survival of the Islamic revolution. They answer 

directly to the Supreme Leader and has over time grown more powerful with increasing 

influence over the Iranian economy and political system. In addition to the above-mentioned 

bodies, there are a myriad of unofficial organizations, companies, religious institutes and 

powerful individuals who indirectly influence Iran´s nuclear policy. 

5.2 Factionalism in Iran 

The political spectrum inside Iran can be divided between two main factions, the Moderates 

and the Principalists, each of which has two sub-factions (Interview D, 2018). The Moderates 

are comprised of the Reformists and the Pragmatists while the Principalists can be divided into 

Conservatives and Neo-conservatives (see figure 2). The Moderates and the Principalists 

control all the relevant decision-making bodies but do not have equal influence on Iran´s nuclear 

policy. The reformists are the weakest of all the groups and have very little influence over major 

decisions being made (Interview D, 2018). They don’t control any of the relevant decision-

making bodies and have very little influence with the Supreme Leader. The Pragmatists are led 

by President Hassan Rouhani along with his cabinet and control the president’s office. They 

also control the foreign ministry led by foreign secretary Mohammad Zarif. The pragmatists 

have some influence in the SNSC, but half of the council’s members are directly appointed by 

the Supreme Leader which makes it consist of mostly Conservatives (International Crisis 

Group, 2018:6). The Conservatives control the parliament, the Guardian Council and the 

Expedience Council along with other informal bodies. The Supreme Leader is also considered 
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to be firmly in the Conservative camp. The Conservatives are therefore the most powerful group 

in Iran and their support are needed for all major decisions (Interview D, 2018). The neo-

conservatives have support from the former president Ahmadinejad, parts of the IRGC and parts 

of the security and religious establishment. They are however by comparative standards a small 

part of the Principalists and have only marginal influence on the decision-making process. 

(Interview D, 2018) 

 

The Principalists have historically opposed and obstructed negotiations with the west on Iran’s 

nuclear program. Since they control the most important decision-making bodies, their consent 

was paramount for any nuclear deal to be made (Maclean, 2014). The stalemate leading up the 

JCPOA was in large part a result of the Conservatives disinterest in negotiating on the nuclear 

issue (Interview D, 2018). Iran´s decision to sign the JCPOA in 2015 was therefore in part a 

consequence of a policy shift by the Conservative faction (Interview D, 2018). Understanding 

why a considerable part of the Conservatives suddenly changed their mind and agreed to the 

JCPOA is one of the main questions needing to be answered. The following chapter will explain 

how the perceptions and preferences of the different factions in Iran impacted Iran´s decision 

to sign the JCPOA. To limit the analysis, the next chapter will not include the reformists 

preferences since they have very limited influence on nuclear policy. 

6 Understanding Preferences 

This paper assumes that both the Moderates and the Principalists share the same basic interest, 

namely regime survival. They do however perceive the threats to the regime differently and 

therefore differ on how to address these threats in the context of the nuclear program. By using 

the Ideational Model presented earlier, the perceptions and preferences of each faction can be 

understood. 

Left Wing                                                                                                                              Right Wing 

For JCPOA                                                                                                                     Against JCPOA 

Moderates Principalists 

Reformists Pragmatists Conservatives Neo-Conservatives 

 President office 

Foreign Ministry 

Supreme Leader 

SNSC 

Guardian Council 

Expediency Council 

Parliament 

IRGC 

Figure 2: The figure shows the different political factions, which bodies they control and their stance on the JCPOA. 
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6.1 Internal Beliefs 

The different stances on the nuclear program can only be understood by analyzing the 

correlation between the factions own perceived identity and the nuclear program. For the 

Conservatives, the nuclear program has become a symbol of pride, sovereignty and resistance 

to domination since the Islamic revolution in 1979 (Stanley, 2006:18). To understand these 

symbolic concepts, it is necessary to briefly review Iran´s post World War II history. In 1953, 

the US and the UK orchestrated a coup which overthrew the democratically elected prime 

minister of Iran, Mohammad Mosaddegh. By deposing Mosaddegh, the US and the UK 

purposely strengthened the Iranian monarch, Shah Mohammed Reza Pahlavi. The Shah´s 

decades long dictatorship lasted up until the Islamic Revolution of 1979 and was characterized 

by a brutal repression of all political dissidence (Prosser, 2017:40). The US supported the 

Shah´s suppressive rule during this time which contributed to an ever-growing resentment of 

the US in Iran (Interview A, 2018). The Shah is often depicted as a puppet and a tool for US 

imperialism in Iran´s political discourse and the period between 1953 and 1979 is for many 

Iranians a time when Iran was subjugated to foreign domination (Interview A, 2018). 

After the Islamic Revolution which overthrew the Shah, the newly formed Islamic regime 

establish a new identity which the they hoped could offer them increased legitimize (Rezaei, 

2017:621). The Conservatives believed that the Shah had been controlled by US interests at the 

expense of the Iranian people and that Iran´s rightful place in the region had been suppressed. 

This had created a sense of victimhood among Iranians which the regime used to construct this 

new identity (Interview C, 2018). The identity was rooted in resistance to foreign domination 

and the revolution was framed as ridding Iran from the clutches of US imperialism after being 

subjugated by foreign powers for so many years (Interview A, 2018). Instilled in this new 

identity of resistance was the concept of self-sufficiency and a deep mistrust towards the 

international community. The Conservatives saw themselves as revolutionaries fighting against 

suppression, something that would come to define their stance on the nuclear issue (Interview 

C, 2018). This new identity become the foundation of the Conservatives power in Iran and was 

used to rally support for the regime (Interview B, 2018). 

As the newly formed regime was trying to stabilize the country after the dramatic revolution, 

Iran was invaded by Iraq in 1980 which furthered strengthened their new identity of victimhood. 

The Iran-Iraq war lasted for eight years and was characterized by indiscriminate chemical 

attacks on Iranian soldiers and civilian which caused over 180 000 dead Iranians (Rezaei, 

2017:617). The war ended in a seize fire in 1988, leaving Iran financially and militarily 
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devastated. The international community and especially the UNSC had in many respects turned 

a blind eye to Saddam Hussein’s illegal use of chemical weapons against Iran. Iraq had also 

been supported by the US and other regional states during Iraq´s brutal attack (International 

Crisis Group, 2018:2). The war enforced Iran´s new identity of victimhood and their perception 

that external forces was trying to bring down the Islamic regime (Interview A, 2018). It also 

fueled the idea that they could not trust or rely on the international community (Rezaei, 

2017:618). The Iran-Iraq has had a profound impact on not only the Conservatives but on the 

Iranian identity as a whole. Because the international community had indirectly sanctioned 

Iraq´s aggression, this strengthen the Conservatives idea that they could only depend on 

themselves for survival (Interview A, 2018). 

So how did this new identity of resistance impact Iran´s nuclear policy? After the revolution, 

the US denounced Iran´s nuclear program because they were concern of a PMD and therefore 

tried to coerce Iran to abandon it (Interview B, 2018). The Conservatives framed the US 

opposition to Iran´s nuclear program as an attempt to control and undermine Iranian 

independence and development (Interview B, 2018). This played well into the political narrative 

at the time and the nuclear program became a tool for defiance against the US and a symbol of 

resistance against domination. The non-proliferation regimes efforts to restrict Iran´s nuclear 

programs were therefore seen as if they were trying to weaken and dominate Iran. Because of 

this, giving in to the demands of the west to restrict their nuclear activities would be like giving 

up their independence (Rezaeui, 2017:622). 

The Conservatives also believed that negotiating with the west on the nuclear program was 

dangerous for the stability and legitimize of the regime. From their perspective, because of its 

integrate part of the Iranian identity and its inscribed values of resistance and self-

determination, compromising on it would erode the very foundation of the Islamic Republic 

(Interview B, 2018). In an interview with a Tehran University professor, he explains: 

“The Conservatives say that the revolution has never ended. And the core of that revolution is 

resistance to America. These are the values that they think they can never abandon. And if they would 

do so, it would threaten the legitimize of the revolution and the regime.” (Interview B, 2018) 

If the regime would accept restrictions on the nuclear program, the integrity of the entire 

revolution could therefore be compromised. In addition to this, the nuclear program and the 

scientific achievement of mastering the nuclear-fuel cycle had become a symbol of Iranian 

greatness and pride (Sherrill, 2012:44). The Conservatives strongly believed that it was their 

right to pursue a civilian nuclear program as a signatory of the NPT which in their mind included 
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their right to enrich uranium. As the nuclear program had become a symbol of scientific 

progress, they felt that the west was singling out Iran in an effort to keep them from developing 

(Interview A, 2018). The regime was therefore not only trying to preserve the Iranian identity 

by refusing to negotiate, it was also a deep sense of pride that kept them from coming to the 

negotiating table (Interview B, 2018). 

The conservatives were also worried that by breaking their policy of defiance and start 

negotiating with the west, it could start a chain of events that would open Iran up to the rest of 

the world (Interview B, 2018). They were concerned that an influx of western values in Iran 

could fuel the already stirring reformist movements in the country and that this could lead to an 

internal cultural revolution threatening the values of the theocratic regime (Interview B, 2018). 

Moving towards normalization with the west could therefore jeopardize the social construct 

they had built since the revolution which served as the foundation of their power. Iran´s defiant 

nuclear policy which isolated the country politicly was therefore not seen as a threat to the 

Conservatives, quite the opposite. They believed that the isolation of the country was important 

for preserving the values of the Islamic identity (Interview B, 2018). Isolationism therefore 

became as much as a consequence of their defiant nuclear policy as a strategy for survival.  

On the other side of the political spectrum were the Pragmatists led by President Rouhani. 

Unlike the Conservatives, the Pragmatists did not believe that the regimes survival was 

dependent on adhering to the classic revolutionary values of resistance and self-sufficiency 

(Interview A, 2018). To the contrary, they believed that the isolation of Iran was causing a 

growing public opposition towards the regime. The Pragmatists recognized that the classic 

revolutionary values of resistance and isolationism were not as popular among the new 

generations of Iranian´s who had grown disenfranchised with the regimes conservative rhetoric 

(Interview D, 2018). By ending the isolation and integrating Iran with the international 

community, the Pragmatists hoped to increase economic growth which would appeal to the 

masses and reduce public opposition. Ending Iran´s isolation by solving the nuclear issue 

therefore became a crucial objective for the Pragmatists (Landau, 2017:352). As one university 

professor in Tehran commented: 

“The pragmatists asses that the long-term survival of the regime relies on integration with the 

international community and that resistance on the nuclear program is obstructing this development”. 

(Interview C, 2018) 

By solving the nuclear issue, they believed that the public opposition could be reduced which 

would increase their chances of survival. This does however not mean that the Pragmatists were 
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not concerned about the possibility of an internal cultural revolution which rejects the Islamic 

values the regime derives it legitimize from. But they believed that the regime could retain its 

core Islamic identity while building stronger connections with the outside world (Interview D, 

2018). This would increase economic prosperity while attracting further support from the 

population, both of which could increase their chances of survival. 

As for security, Iran´s history of being a victim of foreign intervention has not only helped 

shape their identity, it has also resulted in a deeps sense of insecurity among both the 

Conservatives and the Pragmatists. Embedded in their strategic thought is a constant fear that 

Iran would once again be invaded by one of their many adversaries (Interview D, 2018). This 

fear is not unjustified considering that the US have continually proclaimed that the military 

option is on the table when dealing with Iran. Discussions in Washington over possible regime 

change in Iran is a constant threat to the regime and a source of insecurity for both the 

Conservatives and the Pragmatists (Interview D, 2018). Iran´s security situation degenerated 

significantly during the presidency of George W. Bush and the US invasion of Iraq. Even 

though the war removed Iran´s old enemy, Saddam Hussein, the US military presence in the 

region grew with US forces stretching along the Iranian border (Interview D, 2018). George W. 

Bush’s rhetoric aligning Iran with North Korea and Iraq as constituting an axis of evil further 

increased Iran´s threat perception (New York Times, 2015). Aside from the United States, other 

regional military adversaries include Israel who also have continually threatened military action 

against Iran (Interview D, 2018). Saudi Arabia with its considerable military power backed by 

the US is another Iranian adversary whom it competes with over regional hegemony. These 

military threats coupled with a history of foreign intervention and a deep mistrust of outsiders 

has created a strong sense of insecurity among all factions of the Iranian regime. The factions 

therefore argue that it is necessary for Iran to have a credible deterrent to repel a foreign invasion 

(Interview D, 2018). 

Iran’s dire security prospects and the need for a deterrence would make one believe that the 

Conservatives and Pragmatists would support the constructions of nuclear weapons. But even 

though the security threats to Iran are serious, the Conservatives does not believe that a nuclear 

weapon is the solution, as one European diplomat explained: 

“Deterrence is important for the Conservatives, but they believe that building nuclear weapons makes 

them more insecure because it turns them into a target. Instead, they rely on their ballistic missile 

capability and proxies in other countries to deter aggression”. (Interview E, 2018) 
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Even though the Conservatives perceive the threats to Iran as being considerable, they believe 

that building a nuclear weapon would make them even more insecure because it would force a 

military reaction from the US and Israel (Interview E, 2018). It is difficult to assess how the 

regime perceives Iran´s current deterrence capabilities which is mainly composed of a ballistic 

missile program and proxies in other countries (Interview C, 2018). An attack on Iran would be 

met with a missile response on Israeli and US interest in the region, a fact that the regime hopes 

will deter an attack (Interview E, 2018). This does however not mean that they believe that their 

deterrence is sufficient to ensure their survival. Iran´s conventional forces are relatively weak 

which enhances the regimes perception of insecurity (Interview E, 2018). Because of this, many 

of the Conservatives wanted to keep the nuclear option on the table (Interview D, 2018). They 

proposed having all the parts of a nuclear weapon available without assembling them. If an 

attack on Iran seems imminent, they could then quickly put the parts together in a relatively 

short time period (Interview D, 2018). Keeping their enrichment capabilities was therefore very 

important for the Conservatives. 

The Pragmatists, like the conservatives, did not believe that a nuclear weapon would increase 

Iran´s security. They thought that by pursuing a nuclear weapon, it would create a justification 

for attack on Iran (Interview E, 2018). Instead, the Pragmatists argued that by building stronger 

relationships with other countries, it would decrease tensions and therefore reduce the military 

threat facing Iran (Interview A, 2018). It would also increase trade and foreign investment 

which would reduce the risk of an invasion because other states would have a vested economic 

interest in Iran and therefore pursue good relations (Interview A, 2018). Building a nuclear 

weapon would also go against their survival tactic of increased trade and diplomatic relations. 

The pragmatists did however strongly believe that Iran as a signatory of the NPT should pursue 

a civilian nuclear program including enriching uranium (Interview A, 2018). 

There is one relatively small group of the Principalists who believe that Iran should build 

nuclear weapons. This group belongs to the radical part the Neo-conservatives but do not have 

much influence over the decision-making process (Interview A, 2018). They perceive Iran as 

being under an existential threat from an external attack by their militarily superior adversaries. 

Therefore, they believed that a nuclear weapon would be needed to ensure their long-term 

survival.  

The faction’s perceptions of external security threats, Iran´s deterrence capability and the 

security benefits of a nuclear weapon remained relatively static between 2010 and 2015. 
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6.2 Initial Preferences 

The Conservatives initial preference was to not sign the JCPOA and thereby keeping the nuclear 

option on the table. This was motivated by a high threat perception, weak deterrence capabilities 

and the nuclear programs important role in the Iranian Identity. They also benefited from the 

political isolation of Iran caused by their defiant nuclear policies which served as a constraint 

for negotiations. The Pragmatists on the other hand believed that reaching a nuclear deal with 

the west was necessary for the survival of the Iranian regime. They perceived that the isolation 

caused by Iran´s nuclear policies were dangerous and that the nuclear issue had to be solved. 

They did however have strong reservations against restricting Iran´s enrichment capabilities as 

they saw it as their legal right. 

6.3 Constraints and changing external circumstances 

Up until 2010, the Conservatives defiant nuclear policy had garnered them wide support from 

the population by successfully interlinking it with pride, independence and resistance 

(Interview A, 2018). However, as more severe sanctions were implemented shortly after 2010, 

this started to change. Even though the Iranian regime is authoritarian in nature with power 

vested in non-democratically elected political bodies, it relies on the support from the 

population for its survival (Rezaei, 2017a:623). The legitimize of the regime is dependent on 

their ability to provide the population with a decent standard of living, economic prosperity and 

work opportunities. The more severe nuclear related sanctions implemented after 2010 targeting 

Iran´s central bank and Iranian oil sales started to severely hamper this ability and had serious 

consequences on the Iranian economy (Rezaei, 2017a:623). Iran´s GDP fell from $514 billion 

in 2011 to $342 billion in 2014 as a result of the sanctions. Inflation which was at 12% in 2010 

quickly rose to over 50% in 2012 with the rial loosing 80% of its value against the dollar 

between 2011 and 2012 (Macaluso, 2014:11). Income from oil sales which Iran is incredibly 

dependent on and constitutes 60% of Iran´s income dropped from $100 billion in annual 

revenues in 2012 to only $35 billion on 2013. The sanctions also prevented Iran from gaining 

access to an estimated $100 billion in assets stored in foreign accounts. Iran´s ability to conduct 

business was further restricted since they were not able to access the international transactions 

system SWIFT (Rezaei, 2017a:624). A rapport by the Institute of International Finance (Iradian, 

2014) concludes that Iran´s economy was in serious risk of collapse if sanctions remained in 

place for much longer. 

These economic developments resulted in families living in poverty increasing from 22% to 

40%. This was particularly damaging to the legitimize of the Conservatives because the poorer 
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part of the population servers as their core supporters (Rezaei, 2017a:624). Families who had 

been part of the middle class were pushed down the social ladder and demanded that the regime 

took action to resolve the economic issues facing the country (Kwon, 2016:147). The 

deteriorating economic situation increased animosity and disapproval towards the regime and 

many Iranians demanded change (Rezaei, 2017a:626). As the sanctions got worse, a debate 

among the Conservatives started whether the cost of the nuclear program perhaps outweighed 

its benefits (Interview A, 2018). Rezaei (2017a:626) commented: 

“Sanctions started a debate in Tehran of whether it was rational to continue […] [the nuclear 

program] in the face of a growing de-legitimization that threatened to sweep both their rule and spell 

doom on the Islamic identity project.” 

The economic impact of the nuclear related sanctions also started to change the symbolic 

meaning of the nuclear program. As discussed earlier, the nuclear program had been a 

representation of the Iranian identity and was used to legitimize the Islamic regime. Before the 

sanctions, the Conservatives had often used the symbolic meaning of the nuclear program to 

rally support for their isolationist policies (Interview B, 2018. But as the quickly deteriorating 

economy started getting associated with nuclear related sanctions, the populations perception 

of the nuclear program also changed (Interviewer A, 2018). A professor at a Tehran based 

University commented on this transformation:  

“In 2005 the nuclear program was symbol of national pride and resistance. But the symbol changed 

and in 2015, a large part of the population saw it as a burden for the country” (Interview A, 2018) 

Instead of being symbol of pride, independence and resistance, it became perceived as a cause 

for unemployment, inflation and overall recession (Interview A, 2018). The 2013 presidential 

campaign were a testament to this transformation (Kwon, 2016:148). Candidate Rouhani and 

now the current president of Iran won the election on his promise to solve the nuclear issue and 

bring economic prosperity to Iran (Interview B, 2018). A gallop poll conducted in 2012 reported 

that 56% of Iranians blamed the sanctions for making their lives difficult which is a testament 

of how the population perceived it (Kwon, 2016:159). The economic sanctions had turned the 

public against the regime while pushing the Iranian economy to the brink of collapse. This put 

heavy pressure on the Conservatives to act and find a solution to the growing crisis threatening 

their very survival (Interview D, 2018).  

The Pragmatist had already argued for a solution to the nuclear issue before the more serious 

sanctions were implemented in 2012 and were at this point getting deeply concerned about the 

possibility of regime collapse (Interview D, 2018). Since the Pragmatists believed that 
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economic development and trade was essential for the regimes long term survival, they 

perceived the sanctions as particularly dangerous (Interview B, 2018). As public opposition to 

the nuclear program grew, they felt like they could no longer be stubborn on their right to enrich 

uranium un-restricted (Interview C, 2018). 

6.4 Final Preference 

As the economic cost of pursuing their defiant nuclear policy increased, the Conservatives 

started to reevaluate their policies. They were faced with a serious dilemma. One the one hand, 

by not reaching a deal and having the sanctions in place, public opposition against the regime 

would increase and thereby threaten the survival of the regime. They also worried that the 

Iranian economy might collapse which could result in the downfall of the regime. On the other 

hand, they were concerned about the impact of negotiating with the west and thereby 

jeopardizing their identity of resistance which in the past had served as the foundation of their 

power. Furthermore, even though they did not believe that a nuclear weapon would make them 

safer, they wanted to retain their right to enrich uranium unrestricted and thereby keep the 

nuclear weapons option on the table. However, as the economic cost increased, and the public 

opposition grew, the conservatives was forced to agree to support negotiations since the cost of 

resisting was to high and threatening to their survival. 

Even though the pragmatists had previously supported unrestricted enrichment, they believed 

that the cost of not signing the deal far outweighed the benefits of continued defiance. They 

therefore supported negotiations. 

6.5 Internal Power Shifts and Negotiations 

In 2010, negotiations between the US and Iran on the nuclear issue was at a standstill. Obama 

was applying what was called the ‘dual track’ approach which meant pressure through sanctions 

while keeping diplomatic relations open (Mousavian et. al., 2017:72). At this time, the US 

stated that any sanctions relief was only possible if Iran gave up its right to enrich uranium. 

This was opposed by both the Moderates and the Principalists who saw their right to enrich as 

non-negotiable (Interview F, 2018). At the time, the Principalists controlled all the important 

decision-making bodies which made Iranian concessions very unlikely. But as public 

opposition to the regimes handling of the nuclear issue grew between 2010-2013, presidential 

candidate Rouhani, a Moderate, won the election to become president in 2013 and replaced the 

hardline Principalist president Mohammad Ahmadinejad (Tabatabai, 2017:230). As the new 

president of Iran, he filled the minister posts with moderates, perhaps the most important one 

being Mohammad Zarif as the new foreign minister (Interview A, 2018). 
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This shifted the power balance closer to the Moderates and put more pressure on the Supreme 

Leader who had previously been opposed to negotiations (Interview B, 2018). As the cost of 

sanctions on the economy and public opposition grew, internal disagreements within the Iranian 

power structure increased as how to resolve the crisis (Interview B, 2018). Rouhani requested 

permission from the Supreme Leader to start negotiating with the US for a possible solution in 

2013 (Tabatabai, 2017:229). With the looming threat of regime collapse, Khamenei granted the 

request to start negotiations with the condition that all decisions had to be approved by him 

(Interview B, 2018). The SNSC had previously overseen the nuclear file, but Khamenei also 

allowed for it to be moved to the foreign ministry. Zarif as foreign minister and a Moderate, 

then became the lead negotiator for Iran which gave the Moderates more control over the 

negotiations and direct access to the Supreme Leader (Interview B, 2018). 

Between 2013-2015, the negotiations on the international level was coupled with a parallel 

debate on the domestic plane between Moderates and Principalists on how to proceed. The 

Moderates biggest challenge of a successful deal would be to convince the relevant Principalist 

controlled bodies of the advantages of a deal with the west (Bozorgmehr, 2015). The previous 

Principalist president Ahmadinejad had been given much of the blame for Iran´s current 

economic issues. This had created a growing animosity towards the Principalists among the 

population. Because of this, the Supreme Leader along with other Principalist bodies was trying 

to distance themselves from Ahmadinejad and his previous policies (Interview B, 2018). The 

Moderates used this as a political incentive to gain the support of the Principalists (Tabatabai, 

2017:231). They argued that if the deal became a success, the Principalists could take the credit 

for it, and if it failed, Rouhani would take the blame (Interview A, 2018). This idea was 

appealing to the Supreme Leader whose legitimize had been damaged by his support for 

Ahmadinejad in the 2009 presidential election (Interview B, 2018). 

Even though Khamenei supported the negotiations, he was concerned of its consequences and 

set out red lines that the negotiators had to adhere to. The redlines where in many respects 

demands from the Principalists and prerequisites for their support. Tabatabai (2017:237) offers 

a telling example of how Khamenei tried to balance the need for sanctions relief while retaining 

the spirit of resistance: 

“Khamenei captured the revolutionary narrative of independence, self-reliance, and self-sufficiency 

by warning that the country’s nuclear progress should not be halted and that research and 

development (R&D) should continue”. 
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By insisting on Iran´s right to continue R&D, Khamenei hoped to reduce the appearance of 

Iranian weakness while protecting the Iranian identity. Perhaps the most controversial and 

important topic during the negotiations between 2013-2015 was Iran´s right to enrich uranium. 

The Moderates and the Conservatives argued that it was Iran´s right as a member of the NPT 

to enrich uranium for peaceful purposes but the US was adamant to limit it as best as possible 

(Interview D, 2018). While the Moderates knew that sanctions relief was only possible with 

heavy restrictions on Iran´s uranium enrichment capabilities, the Principalists contested this 

(Interview A, 2018). As a compromise Khamenei agreed to not enrich uranium to more than 

3.67% and that the restrictions would only last for 15 years. This compromise was a result of 

the Moderates arguing for the need of sanctions relief while Principalists refused to budge on 

the right to enrich. This compromise also reduced the appearance of a concession which made 

it easier to sell on the domestic level to the Principalists (Tabatabai, 2017:237). 

In the end, it was the growing economic cost and public opposition coupled with the increased 

influence of the Moderates through the election of President Rouhani that forced the Supreme 

Leader to support the JCPOA. Khamenei, trying to retain the support of the people and regain 

legitimize, eventually had no other choice. These changing circumstances lie at the heart of 

understanding how the JCPOA was possible. 

7 Analysis 

This chapter will analyze how Iran´s decision to sign the JCPOA and their continued policy of 

nuclear restraint can be understood in the context of the theoretical framework. The empirical 

findings will be analyzed and compared with the security- domestic- and norms model to 

evaluate their respective explanatory power for Iran´s continued nuclear restraint. Following 

this, a few recommendations will be made on how to encourage Iran´s policy of nuclear restraint 

in the future. 

7.1 Security Model 

Iran´s policy of continued nuclear restraint puts the security models explanatory power in 

question. According to Waltz (2012), states faced with significant threats to their security are 

more likely to pursue nuclear weapons. The Iranian regimes decision to sign the JCPOA does 

however contradict this basic premise of the security model since both the Pragmatist and 

Conservatives perceived Iran´s global and regional adversaries including the US and Israel as 

being threats to their survival. These circumstances would according to the security model 

create a great incentive for Iran to build a nuclear weapon as a deterrence. Debs and Monterio´s 
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(2017) does however argue that a high threat perception is only a cause of nuclear proliferation 

if a state does not already have an adequate deterrence capability. How the Moderates and the 

Conservatives perceives Iran´s deterrence is not entirely clear. But considering the that they 

both acknowledge that Iran is under an existential threat, this indicates that they perceived their 

deterrence capabilities as weak or inadequate. This contradicts the security models assertion 

that a weak deterrence coupled with high threat perception reduces the incentives for nuclear 

restraint. Only one faction, namely the neo-conservatives, does not share their opinion and 

openly advocate for a nuclear weapon. They perceived that a nuclear weapon is the only 

alternative to ensure Iran´s survival in the face of serious security threats coupled with their 

weak deterrence. Their argument fits the premises of the security model but as mentioned 

earlier, the neo-conservatives did not have the influence to change Iran´s nuclear policy and 

their decision to sign the JCPOA.  

So how can we explain this ambiguous stance of the Pragmatists and Conservatives in the 

context of the security model? The findings of this paper suggest that both factions perceived 

that a nuclear weapon would in fact decrease their security. This is motivated by their belief 

that the US and Israel would not accept Iran having a nuclear weapon under any circumstances 

and that Iran would be invaded if they decided to pursue a nuclear weapon. Israel and the US 

would therefore both have a cause and a justification to attack Iran militarily to prevent them 

from acquiring the bomb. This perception does however contradict the core argument of the 

security model. Mesquita and Riker (1982) affirms that having nuclear weapons should strongly 

reduce the likelihood of being attacked and is one of the most important aspects of the security 

model. The argument that it is the security benefits of a nuclear weapon that creates the 

incentives to proliferate is put into question here. 

The regimes current perception that a nuclear weapon would not increase Iran´s security does 

however seem to rely on their belief that the current cost of attacking Iran is greater than its 

benefits. But if the regime perceived that a military attack on Iran was imminent, they might try 

to develop a nuclear weapon as it would be their only alternative to ensure their survival. Iran´s 

nuclear restraint therefore seems to rely on a balance between them having a strong enough 

deterrence to discourage a foreign military attack while perceiving the security advantages of a 

nuclear weapon as low. This balance is however sensitive to changing circumstances. If the 

security environment changes and the Iranian regime no longer perceives that its current 

military capabilities are enough to deter a military attack on Iran, this balance can be upset and 

the incentives to build a nuclear weapon increase. This could also change the way the Iranian 
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regime perceive the security advantages, or in the current situation, disadvantages of a nuclear 

weapon. If Iran perceives itself as being under an urgent existential threat without the adequate 

deterrence capabilities, a nuclear weapon might be perceived as the only alternative for them. 

Iran´s decision to sign the JCPOA and therefore affirm their NNWS status considering the 

serious military threats to their survival does challenge the explanatory power of the security 

model. Their perception that a nuclear weapon would be detrimental to the security of Iran 

contradicts the conventional wisdom of neo-realism. Security has traditionally been thought to 

be an incentive to build nuclear weapon, but for Iran under the current circumstances, it serves 

a constraint. In the context of preventing Iran from building a nuclear weapon, one could argue 

that Iran should be encouraged to strengthen their conventional forces to enforce their 

deterrence capabilities as to reduce the need for a nuclear weapon.   

These findings indicate that Iran´s future policy of nuclear restraint, from a security perspective, 

is dependent on three things. Number one, continued or decreased level of threat perception. 

Two, a strong conventional deterrence capability as to reduce the necessity of a nuclear weapon. 

Three, the continued perception that the acquisition of a nuclear weapon would be met with a 

military. The security model offers a framework of understanding of how the regime perceived 

external threats and its effect on their nuclear policy. It does however fail to explain why Iran 

decided to sign the JCPOA and accept restrictions on their nuclear program. There was no 

change in their threat perception that suddenly made them abandon their long-standing policy 

of unhindered nuclear activities. The decision to sign the JCPOA did not follow a perceived 

increase in their deterrence capability either. As far as the findings of this paper indicate, Iran´s 

decision to sign the JCPOA and continue to exercise nuclear restraint is not well explained by 

the security model. Figure 3 offers a summary of the expectations of the security model and 

how it reflects the Iranian regimes perception. 

Security model: Expectations for nuclear restraint 

Premises of model Expectations  Iran case 

Threat perception Low High 

Deterrence capability High Low-Medium 

Figure 3: The figure shows the summary of the security model’s explanatory power. 

7.2 Domestic Model 

The main premise of the domestic model, namely that domestic politics impact nuclear policy 

is very evident in the Iran case. As we observed, the economic sanctions had a strong 
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detrimental effect on the Iranian economy and on the lives of ordinary people. With inflation 

soaring, unemployment rising and GDP falling, this created a growing public opposition to 

Iran´s nuclear policies. The increased political and economic cost forced the Conservatives to 

accept restrictions on their nuclear program to remain in power. This shows the close 

relationship between economic and political factors, namely how the economy can reduce 

public support for the regimes nuclear policies and in turn encourage nuclear restraint. This 

supports Macaluso´s (2014) argument that if economic damage can be converted into political 

pressure, nuclear related sanctions can encourage nuclear restraint. This also reflects Morgan’s 

(2015) assertion that a state’s nuclear policy can be altered if the nuclear program´s economic 

and political costs become too high. Waltz (2012) statement that it is near impossible to change 

a countries nuclear policy from outside the realm of security is also put into question in the face 

of these findings. The importance of economic sanctions and public opposition in Iran´s 

decision to sign the JCPOA strongly supports the domestic model. 

Solingen´s (2007) argument that political coalitions which pursue economic and political 

integration with the international community are less likely to pursue a nuclear weapon is also 

supported to a certain extent. While the Principalists fits her ‘in-ward looking’ coalition type, 

the Moderates reflect the more internationalizing collation. The Moderates were in accordance 

with Solingen´s argument more inclined to negotiate with the west and make concessions on 

Iran´s nuclear program. In contrast, the Principalists were more reluctant to make any 

concessions and instead pursued their defiant policies of resistance. This reflected their 

respective survival tactics of outreach vs. isolationism. Because of the importance of trade and 

good diplomatic relations for the Moderates, a nuclear weapon was in accordance to Solingen 

(2007) less tempting to build. The Conservatives who did not share these ideas and instead saw 

interconnectedness with the world as dangerous to the legitimize of the regime were more open 

to building nuclear weapons as their initial preference indicates. The findings of the paper also 

support Solingen´s (2007) argument that different coalitions types are more or less likely to 

change their nuclear policy under economic and political pressure. Even though the 

Conservatives eventually buckled under pressure in fear of regime collapse, they were initially 

less sensitive to the diplomatic and economic pressure than the Moderates. This indicates that 

there is a threshold for when even the more in-ward looking coalitions have to give up their 

nuclear ambitions if their survival prospects are threatened. 

The political and economic pressures not only changed the preferences of the Conservatives, it 

also increased the influence of anti-nuclear factions in Iran´s decision-making structure. As the 
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Moderates won the Presidency as an indirect cause of the economic sanctions, this increased 

pressure one the Supreme Leader to accept the JCPOA in order to keep the regime unified. This 

supports the domestic model’s assumption that states are not unitary but that regime 

composition matter. It is difficult to say for certain how much each domestic factor impacted 

the final decision, but it is clear that the economic situation, the increased public opposition and 

the increased power of the Moderates had a profound impact on Iran´s decision to sign the 

JCPOA. The domestic model therefore has a strong explanatory power when understanding 

Iran´s decision to sign the JCPOA. Figure 4 shows a summary of how the findings of the paper 

correlates with the domestic model. 

Domestic model: Expectations for nuclear restraint 

Premises of model Expectations Iran case 

Economic cost of nuclear program High High 

Political Cost of nuclear program High High 

Threats to regime survival High High 

Anti-nuclear coalition influence Increased Increased 

Figure 4: The figure shows the summary of the domestic model’s explanatory power. 

7.3 Norms Model 

The basic premises of the norms model have a considerable influence on Iran´s nuclear policy 

and the faction’s respective preferences. As the regime in the wake of the revolution 

successfully associated the nuclear program with the revolutionary values of resistance and 

independence, public support for the nuclear program grew. Since the nuclear program became 

an embedded part of the Iranian identity, the regime was encouraged to promote the nuclear 

program because it attracted popular support. The Principalists initial unwillingness to negotiate 

with the west was heavily influenced by this and the Iranian identity initially served as a 

constraint on accepting restrictions on the program. This follows the norms models assumption 

that if a positive value is attached to a nuclear program, it can reduce the likelihood for nuclear 

restraint. It also supports Hyman´s (2006) argument that if the nuclear program is an intricate 

role of the state identity, this could hinder nuclear restraint. This was very evident in the Iran 

case and initially reduced the likelihood for successful negotiations.  Since the nuclear program 

had become a representative of the values of revolution, giving in to foreign demands would be 

like abandoning the Iranian identity and their independence. This fueled a pro-nuclear sentiment 

in Iran which worked against nuclear restraint. However, this positive perception of the nuclear 

program was challenged as the sanctions started to have a serious negative impact on the Iranian 
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economy shortly after 2010. The symbolic value of the nuclear program changed from being a 

symbol of the national identity, into being the cause of the economic issues facing the country. 

This was the result of a strong correlation between the nuclear program, the sanctions and the 

economic hardship which in turn created a strong public opposition to the regimes policies.  

As the public opposition to the regimes defiant nuclear policies grew to intolerant levels, the 

regime was forced to reconsider their policies to ensure their survival. Effective negotiations 

on restricting Iran´s nuclear program did therefore not solely rely on economic pressure alone, 

but on a transformation of the symbolic meaning of the nuclear program. Even though the 

symbolic value initially promoted the regimes defiant nuclear program, it eventually turned into 

an incentive for them to sign the JCPOA. Public opposition was thereby consequently 

influenced by both the domestic- and the norms model. This shows how important the 

perceptions of the nuclear program by the domestic population can be in determining nuclear 

policy and support the norms model’s basic assumptions. 

The norms model’s assumption that a nuclear program could be a tool for nationalistic regimes 

trying to preserve an eroding national identity can also be identified in the Iran case. The 

Principalists initially worried that the JCPOA could contribute to the normalization of relations 

with the west which would be dangerous to the revolutionary narrative that they rely on for 

their legitimize. They also worried that the JCPOA would loosen up the cultural isolation of the 

country and fuel an internal revolution undermining their authority. The Principalists isolation 

through their nuclear policies therefore created an initial incentive to continue their unrestricted 

nuclear activities. This worked as a constraint for successful negotiations but was eventually 

overridden by increased economic and political costs. 

The changed perception of the symbolic value of the nuclear program also contributed to 

strengthening the anti-nuclear political factions in Iran while segregating pro-nuclear voices. 

This political shift is tied to both the domestic- and norms model and is very important to 

understand why the JCPOA was possible at this moment in time and not before. This shows 

how the domestic- and the norms models impact each other, and in many regards, needs to be 

understood together. They not only help us understand how political coalitions perceive the 

threats to their survival, but also how political change within a country can affect its nuclear 

policy.  The findings of this paper show that the norms model was very important when 

explaining Iran´s nuclear behavior. Figure 5 offers a summary of the norms models explanatory 

power. 
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7.4 Implications on Iran´s future nuclear policy 

The regime currently believes that the cost of pursuing a nuclear weapon is greater than its 

benefits and Iran´s continued nuclear restraint relies on how the regime perceives incentives 

and constraints. The continuation of Iran´s nuclear restrain relies on keeping the economic and 

political costs of pursuing a nuclear weapon high while reducing the security advantages of 

having a nuclear weapon. If the regime believe that they can pursue a nuclear weapon without 

any economic or political costs, they are more likely to abandon their current policies of nuclear 

restraint. It is therefore important to make sure that Iran knows that if they leave the JCPOA, 

harsh sanctions would immediately be reinstated. Furthermore, an increased threat perception 

could create a need for a nuclear weapon. Therefore, aggressive rhetoric of regime change in 

Iran should be avoided and replaced with a tone of respect towards Iran´s sovereignty. To 

strengthen the Moderate forces and keep the pro-nuclear hardliners in Iran at bay, hostile 

rhetoric that plays into the revolutionary narrative of the Conservatives should also be avoided. 

Lastly and most importantly, the economic rewards of signing the JCPOA and choosing the 

path of nuclear restraint must come into fruition. If the expected economic benefits of the deal 

do not become realized, the neo-conservatives will exploit this and point to the tracheary of the 

US and the west in general. They will argue that Iran should never have trusted the west and 

that the restrictions on their nuclear program, a symbol of their national identity, was all for 

nothing. This will fuel their isolationist narrative and the ideas of self-dependency which will 

attract support from a population who feels tricked and humiliated by the west. As their support 

grows, their suggestions to build nuclear weapons will also gain influence. Even more 

important, if the Conservatives can’t point to the economic benefits that made them agree to 

the deal in the first place, they are most likely to resort to their isolationist policies with an 

unregulated nuclear program. Moreover, if the economic benefits don’t become realized, 

restricting the nuclear program won’t be an attractive solution to regain public support. The 

moderates, who used the economic incentives to encourage the Conservatives to agree to deal, 

will lose additional influence and trust. 

Norms model: Expectations for nuclear restraint 

Premises of model Expectations  Iran case 

Symbolic value of nuclear weapon Negative Negative 

Impact on domestic population Against nuclear program Against nuclear program 

Threat to regime survival High Medium 

Figure 5: The figure offers a summary of the norms models explanatory power. 
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8 Conclusion and Final Thoughts 

Iran´s decision to sign the JCPOA can in summary be explained as the cause of a couple of 

interlinked factors. The most important one was the sanctions which increased the economic 

cost of continuing their unrestricted nuclear activities. Because the sanctions impacted the life´s 

of ordinary people in a negative way, this created a strong public opposition to the regime and 

their nuclear policy’s. The economic sanctions also transformed the symbolic value of the 

nuclear program from positive to negative which further increased public opposition. The high 

public opposition was a real threat to the survival of the regime and gave them the incentives 

to negotiate. These circumstances also created the opportunity for the Moderates to gain 

increased influence and put additional pressure of the Supreme Leader to change Iran´s nuclear 

policy. The combined factors of possible economic collapse, strong public pressure and 

increased influence of the Moderates all contributed to Iran decision to sign the JCPOA. This 

was also facilitated by the lack of perceived security benefits that a nuclear weapon would offer. 

Iran´s future nuclear restraint depends on encouraging these circumstances and rewarding Iran 

for accepting their NNWS status. 

The three models tested has all shown to be useful when understanding regime perceptions, but 

they don’t all share equal explanatory power in Iran´s decision to sign the JCPOA. The premises 

of the domestic- and norms model explain the changing circumstances that resulted in the 

JCPOA very well. The security model, even though it offers some insight, fails in many regards 

to explain why Iran signed the JCPOA. I believe the purpose of this paper has been achieved. 

However, it is questionable how well its findings contribute to solving the bigger problem of 

nuclear proliferation. The perceptions and preferences of the Iranian regime are created in the 

context of a very unique history, political system and identity. One should therefore be careful 

in generalizing these findings to a broader population. For example, the ability of sanctions to 

create public pressure on a regime might not be as effective in a more authoritarian state like 

North Korea where democratic elections are completely absent. However, I do believe that the 

findings of the paper contribute to the understanding of Iran´s nuclear policy and how nuclear 

restraint can be encouraged in this specific case. Moreover, the results of this paper strengthen 

non-proliferation theories that has to a large extent been marked as relatively unimportant in 

comparison to security factors. More research should therefore be devoted to testing the 

applicability of the domestic- and norms model on a broader population to challenge the current 

dominating status of the security model. 
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9 Appendix 1 

Interview questions 

1. How are decision´s made regarding Iran´s nuclear program? 

2. What were the different factions participating in Iran´s nuclear decision-making? 

3. What were the opinions of each faction on Iran´s nuclear program? 

4. How can these opinions be understood? 

5. How did the factions perceive threats to Iran´s security? 

6. How did they perceive the role of a nuclear weapon in the context of Iran´s security? 

7. How did they perceive their current deterrence capabilities? 

8. What role did sanctions play in Iran´s nuclear decision-making? 

9. What role did the Iranian identity play in Iran´s nuclear policy? 

10. How can we understand this Identity? 

11. How did the different factions perceive the JCPOA? 

12. Why did Iran sign the JCPOA? 


