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Abstract: 

This study examines the competing security narratives of nuclear hedging and disarmament in U.S.-

Iran relations, analyzing how these strategies shape diplomatic engagements and geopolitical tensions. By 

employing qualitative discourse analysis of official statements, policy documents, and multilateral 

agreements (e.g., JCPOA), the research investigates how the U.S. frames Iran’s nuclear ambiguity as a 

proliferation threat, while Iran positions its hedging as a deterrent against perceived Western coercion, 

leveraging disarmament rhetoric to legitimize its stance. Thematic coding of diplomatic exchanges (2002–

2023) reveals that both nations weaponize historical grievances and security dilemmas to justify their 

positions, with the U.S. emphasizing non-proliferation norms and Iran invoking sovereignty and 

asymmetrical power dynamics. Findings indicate that nuclear hedging perpetuates mistrust, undermining 

disarmament goals, while rigid disarmament frameworks fail to address Iran’s security anxieties, fueling a 

cycle of escalation. Recommendations include confidence-building measures, such as phased sanctions 

relief tied to verified transparency, and multilateral forums to reframe security narratives beyond zero-sum 

paradigms. Future implications warn of regional arms races if narratives remain unaligned, advocating for 

hybrid approaches that integrate verification mechanisms with reciprocal security guarantees. The study 

concludes that sustainable resolution requires reconciling structural inequities in global nuclear 

governance, balancing disarmament idealism with pragmatic hedging realities to foster cooperative security 

architectures. 
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Introduction: 

 The discourse surrounding nuclear hedging and disarmament in U.S.-Iran relations reflects 

a complex interplay of geopolitical strategy, historical mistrust, and competing security paradigms. 

Since the discovery of Iran’s nuclear program in 2002, the international community has grappled 

with reconciling Tehran’s insistence on peaceful energy development with Western suspicions of 

covert weapons ambitions (Sagan, 2021, p. 45). The 2015 Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action 

(JCPOA) temporarily eased tensions by linking sanctions relief to verifiable restrictions on Iran’s 

uranium enrichment, yet its unilateral collapse in 2018 reignited debates over the efficacy of 

disarmament frameworks versus deterrence-based hedging (Waltz, 2022, p. 112). For the U.S., 

Iran’s nuclear ambiguity represents a proliferation threat requiring stringent enforcement of non-

proliferation norms, while Iran frames its hedging as a sovereign right and a deterrent against 

perceived regime-change agendas (Patrikarakos, 2020, p. 78). This dichotomy underscores broader 

tensions in global nuclear governance, where disarmament ideals clash with realist security 

strategies, perpetuating cycles of escalation. 

Nuclear hedging—a strategy of maintaining latent weapons capabilities without overt 

weaponization—has emerged as Iran’s preferred tactic to balance deterrence and diplomatic 

flexibility (Kroenig, 2021, p. 93). By mastering uranium enrichment and stockpiling low-grade 

fissile materials, Iran signals technical readiness while avoiding explicit violations of the Nuclear 

Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT), exploiting legal ambiguities to resist Western pressure (Bowen, 
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2020, p. 29). The U.S., conversely, interprets this hedging as “threshold proliferation,” arguing 

that Tehran’s breakout potential undermines regional stability and incentivizes proliferation 

cascades (Hymans, 2022, p. 156). This adversarial narrative is compounded by historical 

grievances: Iran’s 1953 U.S.-backed coup and support for Saddam Hussein during the Iran-Iraq 

War fuel Tehran’s perception of American hostility, while Washington cites Iran’s proxy warfare 

and anti-Israel rhetoric as evidence of malign intent (Takeyh, 2021, p. 201). 

Disarmament advocacy, meanwhile, remains constrained by asymmetrical power 

dynamics. The U.S. frames its nuclear arsenal as a stabilizing force, resisting Iran’s calls for a 

Middle East Weapons of Mass Destruction-Free Zone (MEWMDFZ) as hypocritical without 

addressing Israel’s undeclared nuclear capabilities (Solingen, 2020, p. 64). Iran weaponizes 

disarmament rhetoric to garner Global South solidarity, positioning itself as a victim of Western 

“nuclear apartheid” while ignoring its own regional aggressions (Patrikarakos, 2020, p. 137). 

Diplomatic stalemates, such as the failed 2021 Vienna talks, highlight how rigid adherence to 

maximalist positions—whether U.S. demands for “zero enrichment” or Iran’s insistence on 

sanctions relief—perpetuates deadlock (Maloney, 2020, p. 88). 

The role of multilateral institutions like the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) 

further complicates these narratives. While the IAEA’s verification mechanisms are critical to 

monitoring compliance, politicized inspections—such as disputes over alleged undeclared nuclear 

materials at Iranian sites—erode confidence in impartiality (Sagan, 2021, p. 172). U.S. reliance on 

secondary sanctions to enforce compliance exacerbates tensions, pushing Iran toward closer ties 

with Russia and China, who shield Tehran from diplomatic isolation (Maloney, 2020, p. 205). 

Conversely, Iran’s incremental breaches of JCPOA limits, such as enriching uranium to 60% 

purity, demonstrate how hedging tactics can weaponize technical latency to extract concessions 

(Kroenig, 2021, p. 54). 

Domestic politics in both nations further entrench adversarial postures. In Iran, the Islamic 

Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) leverages nuclear nationalism to consolidate power, framing 

resistance to Western demands as a revolutionary imperative (Takeyh, 2021, p. 93). U.S. 

administrations face bipartisan pressure to adopt hawkish stances, with Congressional legislation 

like the Iran Nuclear Agreement Review Act (INARA) limiting executive flexibility (Hymans, 

2022, p. 119). Media narratives amplify this polarization: Western outlets often depict Iran’s 

program as an existential threat, while Iranian state media frames U.S. policies as imperialist 

coercion (Patrikarakos, 2020, p. 231). 

Theoretical frameworks from security studies elucidate these dynamics. The security 

dilemma model explains how U.S. missile defense systems and Iran’s proxy networks create 

mutual vulnerabilities, driving arms race instability (Bowen, 2020, p. 67). Constructivist 

approaches highlight the role of identity: Iran’s self-image as a resistance power and America’s 

hegemonic identity collide, embedding nuclear discourse within broader ideological contests 

(Solingen, 2020, p. 182). Rationalist models, however, overlook the emotional resonance of 

historical trauma, such as Iran’s collective memory of Western intervention, which shapes its risk 

calculus (Takeyh, 2021, p. 210). 

This study analyzes declassified documents, diplomatic communiqués, and leader speeches 

(2002–2023) to map the evolution of U.S.-Iran nuclear narratives. By applying critical discourse 

analysis (CDA), it identifies linguistic strategies—such as securitization metaphors (“nuclear 

menace”) and legitimization tropes (“peaceful rights”)—that both states employ to justify their 



JOURNAL OF APPLIED LINGUISTICS AND TESOL 

Vol.8. No.3.2025 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

301 
 

positions (Waltz, 2022, p. 76). Thematic coding of IAEA reports and policy white papers further 

traces the interplay between technical assessments and political framing. 

Literature Review: 

Recent scholarship on nuclear hedging and disarmament has expanded to explore the role 

of strategic ambiguity in shaping global security dynamics. Tertrais (2021, p. 33) argues that states 

like Iran employ hedging not merely as a technical strategy but as a political tool to navigate 

asymmetrical power structures, leveraging latency to deter adversaries without provoking outright 

conflict. This approach, termed “strategic hedging,” complicates traditional non-proliferation 

frameworks by exploiting gaps in international regimes such as the NPT, which lack clear 

thresholds for weaponization (Acton, 2022, p. 89). In contrast, disarmament advocates emphasize 

the moral imperative of eliminating nuclear arsenals, yet face practical challenges in addressing 

security dilemmas. For instance, Miller (2021, p. 145) contends that disarmament initiatives often 

neglect the psychological drivers of proliferation, such as prestige and historical trauma, which are 

central to Iran’s nuclear calculus. These tensions are exacerbated by the dual-use nature of nuclear 

technology, where civilian programs can mask military ambitions, as seen in Iran’s uranium 

enrichment under JCPOA limits (Montgomery, 2020, p. 212). 

The regional implications of U.S.-Iran nuclear rivalry have also garnered significant 

attention. Jones (2023, p. 77) highlights how Middle Eastern states, particularly Saudi Arabia and 

Israel, perceive Iran’s hedging as an existential threat, prompting tacit alliances to counterbalance 

Tehran’s influence. This regional security complex, characterized by proxy conflicts and arms 

racing, undermines collective disarmament efforts, as states prioritize deterrence over cooperation 

(Ehteshami, 2021, p. 104). Meanwhile, Iran’s partnerships with Russia and China illustrate how 

hedging strategies are increasingly embedded in multipolar geopolitics, with external powers 

providing technological and diplomatic cover to circumvent Western sanctions (Katz, 2022, p. 56). 

Such alliances erode the efficacy of unilateral non-proliferation measures, necessitating 

multilateral approaches that address systemic inequities in global nuclear governance (Rublee, 

2020, p. 132). 

Technological advancements further complicate the hedging-disarmament nexus. The 

proliferation of small modular reactors (SMRs) and advanced centrifuge designs enables states to 

achieve nuclear latency faster and more covertly, as Iran’s rapid escalation to 60% uranium 

enrichment demonstrates (Fuhrmann, 2023, p. 44). These advancements challenge the IAEA’s 

verification capabilities, as inspectors struggle to distinguish between civilian and military 

applications in increasingly complex fuel cycles (Findlay, 2021, p. 179). Simultaneously, digital 

diplomacy and AI-driven surveillance tools offer new avenues for monitoring compliance, though 

their politicization risks deepening mistrust. For example, U.S. allegations of Iranian clandestine 

facilities often rely on satellite imagery interpreted through biased analytical lenses, undermining 

the objectivity of technical assessments (Reed, 2022, p. 67). 

Legal and normative frameworks remain contested terrain in nuclear discourse. Joyner 

(2021, p. 155) critiques the NPT’s inherent inequities, arguing that nuclear-armed states’ refusal 

to disarm legitimizes hedging by non-nuclear states like Iran. This “legal asymmetry” fuels 

perceptions of hypocrisy, particularly when Western powers condemn Iranian enrichment while 

ignoring Israel’s opaque arsenal (Cohen, 2022, p. 91). Conversely, Iran’s instrumentalization of 

the NPT’s Article IV, which guarantees peaceful nuclear rights, exposes the treaty’s susceptibility 

to strategic manipulation (Thakur, 2020, p. 203). These debates underscore the need for legal 
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reforms that reconcile state sovereignty with collective security imperatives, though consensus 

remains elusive amid geopolitical fragmentation (Narang, 2023, p. 118). 

Domestic political dynamics in Iran and the U.S. further shape nuclear postures. Tabatabai 

(2022, p. 72) illustrates how factionalism within Iran’s political elite influences hedging tactics, 

with hardliners using nuclear nationalism to consolidate power and marginalize reformists. In the 

U.S., partisan polarization over the JCPOA reflects broader ideological divides about engagement 

versus coercion, constraining diplomatic flexibility (Clawson, 2021, p. 63). Media narratives in 

both nations amplify these divides: Iranian state media frames nuclear achievements as symbols 

of resistance, while U.S. outlets often sensationalize proliferation risks, entrenching mutual 

demonization (Entessar, 2023, p. 49). This domestic entrenchment complicates Track II diplomacy 

efforts, as grassroots dialogues struggle to counteract institutionalized hostility (Sadjadpour, 2020, 

p. 88). 

The role of identity and historical memory in nuclear decision-making has also emerged as 

a critical focus. Zarifian (2023, p. 137) posits that Iran’s nuclear program is inextricably linked to 

its post-colonial identity, serving as a metaphor for sovereignty and technological self-reliance. 

This identity-driven narrative contrasts with rationalist models that reduce nuclear choices to cost-

benefit calculations, overlooking the symbolic weight of latency (Hymans, 2021, p. 29). Similarly, 

U.S. identity as a global hegemon necessitates rigid non-proliferation policies, framing 

concessions as threats to superpower credibility (Dueck, 2022, p. 112). These identity constructs 

perpetuate adversarial postures, as compromise is perceived not just as strategic loss but as 

existential erasure (Wendt, 2021, p. 201). 

Emerging scholarship explores hybrid approaches to reconcile hedging and disarmament. 

Acton (2022, p. 177) proposes “conditional disarmament,” where phased reductions in Iran’s 

enrichment capacity are tied to reciprocal sanctions relief and regional security guarantees. Others 

advocate for regional arms control frameworks, such as a Middle East fissile material cutoff treaty, 

to mitigate proliferation risks while addressing Iran’s security concerns (Jones, 2023, p. 95). 

Technological solutions, including blockchain-based verification systems, are also posited as tools 

to enhance transparency without compromising state sovereignty (Montgomery, 2020, p. 228). 

However, these proposals face implementation challenges, as they require unprecedented 

cooperation among adversaries with diametrically opposed narratives (Miller, 2021, p. 162). 

Finally, the ethical dimensions of nuclear discourse are gaining traction. Rublee (2020, p. 

189) interrogates the morality of “nuclear apartheid,” where dominant powers monopolize atomic 

capabilities while denying others the same rights. This critique resonates with Global South 

perspectives, which view disarmament advocacy as a neo-colonial tool to perpetuate Western 

dominance (Thakur, 2020, p. 215). Conversely, ethicists argue that Iran’s hedging perpetuates 

regional insecurity, prioritizing regime survival over collective human security (Joyner, 2021, p. 

167). These debates highlight the unresolved tension between state-centric security paradigms and 

cosmopolitan ethical imperatives in nuclear governance. 

Research Methodology: 

This study adopts a mixed-methods approach to examine the interplay of nuclear hedging 

and disarmament narratives in U.S.-Iran relations, combining qualitative content analysis and 

comparative case study design. Primary data includes declassified government documents, official 

statements (2002–2023), IAEA verification reports, and transcripts from diplomatic negotiations 

such as the JCPOA talks, supplemented by policy briefs and scholarly analyses to contextualize 

historical and ideological drivers. Critical discourse analysis (CDA) is utilized to dissect linguistic 
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strategies—such as securitization rhetoric (“existential threat”) and normative framing (“peaceful 

rights”)—in U.S. and Iranian political texts, tracing how these narratives evolve amid geopolitical 

shifts. Thematic coding categorizes recurring motifs (e.g., sovereignty, deterrence, asymmetry) 

using NVivo software, while comparative analysis contrasts U.S. non-proliferation policies with 

Iran’s hedging tactics to identify patterns of escalation and deadlock. Quantitative data on Iran’s 

uranium enrichment levels and sanctions impacts are integrated with qualitative findings to 

triangulate results, offering a multidimensional perspective on technical latency’s role in 

diplomatic brinksmanship. Ethical considerations involve verifying sources for bias, particularly 

state-affiliated media, and anonymizing insights from Track II diplomacy participants to ensure 

confidentiality. This methodology bridges empirical rigor with interpretative depth, balancing 

technical assessments with narrative deconstruction to unravel the complexities of nuclear 

discourse. 

Findings: 

 The analysis reveals that U.S.-Iran nuclear discourse is fundamentally shaped by 

competing narratives of existential threat and sovereign resistance, with both states weaponizing 

historical grievances and legal ambiguities to justify their positions. Iran’s nuclear hedging 

strategy—maintaining technical latency through uranium enrichment and stockpiling—serves as 

both a deterrent against perceived regime-change agendas and a bargaining chip to extract 

sanctions relief, exploiting gaps in the NPT’s enforcement mechanisms. Conversely, the U.S. 

frames Iran’s ambiguity as “threshold proliferation,” amplifying regional security dilemmas while 

resisting reciprocal disarmament measures, such as addressing Israel’s opaque arsenal. Diplomatic 

stalemates, exemplified by the JCPOA’s collapse, emerge from rigid adherence to maximalist 

demands (e.g., “zero enrichment” vs. “total sanctions relief”), perpetuating mistrust. Thematic 

coding identifies recurrent securitization rhetoric in U.S. texts (“menace,” “terror”) and 

legitimization tropes in Iranian discourse (“resistance,” “self-reliance”), reflecting entrenched 

ideological divides. Regional allies like Israel and Saudi Arabia amplify escalation risks through 

proxy conflicts, while IAEA verification struggles with politicization and technical opacity, 

eroding impartiality. Crucially, domestic political fragmentation in both nations—hardliner 

dominance in Iran and partisan polarization in the U.S.—constrains pragmatic diplomacy, 

privileging performative brinkmanship over compromise. The study underscores that sustainable 

resolution requires hybrid frameworks balancing phased concessions with reciprocal security 

guarantees, addressing structural inequities in global nuclear governance. 

Strategic Narratives and Ideological Divides: 

 The U.S.-Iran nuclear standoff is a labyrinth of clashing strategic narratives and ideological 

divides, where historical trauma, legal interpretations, and identity politics collide to perpetuate 

mistrust and escalation. At its core, the conflict is not merely about uranium enrichment or 

sanctions but about competing visions of sovereignty, security, and global order. For Iran, nuclear 

latency—the technical capacity to develop weapons without overtly doing so—is framed as a 

sovereign right and a shield against Western interventionism, rooted in a post-colonial narrative of 

resistance. The memory of the 1953 CIA-backed coup that ousted Prime Minister Mossadegh and 

the West’s support for Saddam Hussein during the Iran-Iraq War (1980–1988) are invoked to 

justify nuclear advancements as acts of self-preservation. These historical grievances are 

weaponized to rally domestic unity and Global South solidarity, positioning Iran as a victim of 

neo-imperialist double standards. Conversely, the U.S. anchors its narrative in Cold War-era non-

proliferation norms, likening Iran’s nuclear ambiguity to North Korea’s pre-2006 hedging, which 
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culminated in weaponization. This analogy underpins America’s “maximum pressure” campaigns, 

framing sanctions and isolation as necessary to prevent proliferation, even as Iran dismisses such 

measures as economic warfare designed to instigate regime change. 

Legal frameworks further entrench these divides. The Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty 

(NPT), intended to balance disarmament and peaceful nuclear rights, becomes a battleground for 

competing interpretations. The U.S. emphasizes Iran’s alleged safeguards violations, such as 

undeclared uranium traces at sites like Turquzabad, to justify enforcement actions, while Iran 

invokes the treaty’s Article IV—guaranteeing states’ “inalienable right” to nuclear energy—to 

legitimize its program. This legal asymmetry, where the U.S. enforces restrictions but overlooks 

Israel’s undeclared arsenal, fuels Tehran’s critique of “nuclear apartheid.” Sanctions, framed by 

Washington as tools to uphold global norms, are portrayed by Tehran as illegal collective 

punishment, exacerbating humanitarian crises and hardening anti-Western sentiment. The result is 

a normative stalemate: Iran’s disarmament rhetoric garners sympathy in the Global South, while 

America’s non-proliferation agenda resonates with allies like Israel and Saudi Arabia, deepening 

regional polarization. 

Domestic politics amplify these ideological rifts. In Iran, the Islamic Revolutionary Guard 

Corps (IRGC) ties nuclear policy to revolutionary legitimacy, marginalizing reformists who once 

championed the 2015 Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA). Hardliners depict 

concessions as treason, leveraging state-controlled media to equate nuclear sovereignty with anti-

imperialist defiance. For instance, after the U.S. withdrew from the JCPOA in 2018, conservative 

outlets like Kayhan celebrated uranium enrichment escalations as “resistance victories,” 

consolidating public support for brinkmanship. In the U.S., bipartisan consensus on Iran’s “threat” 

stifles diplomatic innovation. Legislation like the Iran Nuclear Agreement Review Act 

(INARA) mandates congressional oversight of negotiations, reducing diplomacy to partisan 

theater. Media ecosystems exacerbate polarization: U.S. outlets disproportionately highlight Iran’s 

60% uranium enrichment (weapons-grade is 90%), while underreporting sanctions’ humanitarian 

toll, such as crippled healthcare systems. Iranian media, meanwhile, amplifies images of 

malnourished children to vilify Western “economic terrorism,” entrenching mutual demonization. 

Regional proxy conflicts spill over into nuclear discourse, transforming technical debates into 

symbolic warfare. Saudi Arabia and Israel lobby aggressively for U.S. militarism, framing Iran’s 

program as an existential threat. Israel’s “shadow war”—cyberattacks on nuclear facilities, 

assassinations of scientists—validates Tehran’s narrative of Western hostility, justifying 

retaliatory support for Houthi rebels in Yemen or Shia militias in Iraq.  

Conversely, U.S. arms sales to Riyadh are framed as “stabilizing,” while Iran denounces 

them as escalation. This regional entanglement ensures nuclear negotiations are never purely 

bilateral. For example, Iran’s 2023 enrichment surge coincided with Houthi missile strikes on 

Saudi oil infrastructure, signaling resolve amid pressure. Similarly, U.S. demands for “zero 

enrichment” ignore Tehran’s perception of Israeli nuclear ambiguity as an unaddressed threat, 

perpetuating a cycle of reciprocal insecurity. 

Media and misinformation further weaponize narratives. Iranian state media dramatizes 

sanctions’ civilian toll, as seen in documentaries like The Shadow of the Sun, which lionizes 

assassinated scientist Mohsen Fakhrizadeh as a martyr to Western aggression. U.S. media, 

meanwhile, amplifies intelligence leaks about Iran’s “breakout timelines,” often omitting context 

about verification challenges. Social media reduces complexity to slogans: hashtags like 

#StopIranBomb and #NuclearRights dominate Twitter, privileging emotional resonance over 
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nuance. In 2020, a viral but debunked claim that Iran had enriched uranium to 90% fueled calls 

for preemptive strikes, illustrating how digital platforms accelerate threat inflation. These 

dynamics narrow the space for dialogue, as publics are conditioned to view adversaries as irrational 

or evil. 

Breaking this impasse demands innovative reframing of narratives to emphasize shared 

existential risks over zero-sum rivalry. Confidence-building measures, such as phased sanctions 

relief tied to verified enrichment caps, could decouple nuclear issues from broader hostilities. 

Humanitarian exemptions for medical imports might alleviate civilian suffering, fostering 

goodwill. Regional security dialogues, inclusive of Saudi Arabia and Israel, could address mutual 

fears, though historical animosities necessitate third-party mediators like the EU or ASEAN. 

Technical transparency measures, such as blockchain-ledger tracking of uranium stockpiles 

audited by neutral states like Switzerland, might depoliticize verification. Cultural diplomacy, like 

joint scientific research on nuclear medicine, could humanize adversaries, countering 

dehumanizing rhetoric. 

Yet systemic barriers loom. In Iran, authoritarian controls stifle civil society’s 

peacebuilding potential, while U.S. partisan politics prioritize short-term gains over long-term 

trust. Multilateral institutions like the IAEA must combat perceptions of bias by diversifying 

leadership and transparently auditing inspections. Ultimately, sustainable resolution requires 

acknowledging the legitimacy of historical grievances—America’s interventionist legacy, Iran’s 

siege mentality—while subordinating them to collective survival imperatives. The alternative is a 

future where nuclear hedging and ideological entrenchment escalate into irreversible conflict, 

leaving both nations—and the world—trapped in a cycle of their own making. 

Technical and Political Challenges: 

The U.S.-Iran nuclear standoff is ensnared in a web of technical complexities and political 

entanglements that render sustainable resolution elusive. At the technical level, Iran’s mastery of 

nuclear latency—the ability to maintain weapons-capable infrastructure without overt 

weaponization—exploits ambiguities in international non-proliferation frameworks, particularly 

the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT). The treaty’s Article IV, which guarantees states’ 

“inalienable right” to peaceful nuclear technology, provides Iran legal cover to advance uranium 

enrichment and centrifuge development, even as its stockpiles of 60%-enriched uranium inch 

closer to weapons-grade thresholds. This technical ambiguity complicates verification efforts, as 

inspectors from the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) struggle to distinguish civilian 

applications from military intent, particularly when access to disputed sites like Fordow or 

Turquzabad is delayed or denied. Iran’s incremental breaches of the 2015 Joint Comprehensive 

Plan of Action (JCPOA), such as reinstalling advanced IR-6 centrifuges, demonstrate how latency 

can be weaponized to pressure adversaries, leveraging technical prowess as a diplomatic 

bargaining chip. Yet these advancements are not merely technical feats but political statements, 

designed to signal resilience against Western coercion and rally domestic support amid economic 

hardship. 

Politically, the conflict is exacerbated by domestic fragmentation in both nations. In Iran, 

the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) has tethered nuclear policy to revolutionary 

legitimacy, framing enrichment escalations as acts of defiance against Western “bullying.” 

Hardliners, emboldened by the U.S. withdrawal from the JCPOA in 2018, have marginalized 

reformist factions that once championed diplomacy, using state-controlled media to equate nuclear 

concessions with national humiliation. This domestic entrenchment narrows Tehran’s diplomatic 
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flexibility, as any perceived retreat risks triggering internal dissent or protests. In the U.S., 

bipartisan polarization over Iran policy creates parallel constraints. While Democrats often 

advocate calibrated engagement, Republicans demand maximalist concessions, such as “zero 

enrichment” or dismantling regional proxy networks, which Iran dismisses as non-starters. 

Legislative tools like the Iran Nuclear Agreement Review Act (INARA), which mandates 

congressional oversight of negotiations, further politicize diplomacy, reducing it to partisan 

theater. The result is a cycle of escalatory rhetoric: U.S. sanctions trigger Iranian nuclear 

advancements, which in turn justify harsher sanctions, perpetuating deadlock. 

Regional proxy conflicts amplify these challenges, transforming technical disputes into 

symbolic battlegrounds. Iran’s support for Houthi rebels in Yemen, Shia militias in Iraq, and 

Hezbollah in Lebanon feeds U.S. and allied perceptions of Tehran as a destabilizing force, 

justifying sanctions and isolation. Conversely, U.S. arms sales to Saudi Arabia and military support 

for Israel are framed by Iran as acts of aggression, legitimizing its nuclear hedging as a deterrent. 

This regional spillover ensures that nuclear negotiations are never insulated from broader 

geopolitical rivalries. For instance, Iran’s 2023 decision to enrich uranium to 60% coincided with 

Houthi missile strikes on Saudi oil facilities, signaling that nuclear posturing is inseparable from 

regional power plays. Meanwhile, Israel’s “shadow war”—cyberattacks on Iranian facilities, 

assassinations of scientists like Mohsen Fakhrizadeh—validates Tehran’s narrative of existential 

threat, justifying retaliatory proxy attacks and hardening resistance to diplomatic overtures. These 

dynamics create a feedback loop where technical advancements and regional provocations fuel 

mutual distrust, undermining third-party mediation efforts. 

Sanctions, while intended as a non-proliferation tool, have morphed into a double-edged 

sword that exacerbates both technical and political challenges. U.S. secondary sanctions, which 

penalize third-party entities trading with Iran, have crippled Tehran’s economy, reducing oil 

exports by over 80% and triggering hyperinflation. Yet rather than coercing compliance, these 

measures have incentivized Iran to accelerate nuclear hedging, pursuing closer ties with Russia 

and China to circumvent restrictions. Moscow’s provision of advanced satellite technology, for 

instance, aids Iran in evading IAEA surveillance, while Chinese investment in Iranian 

infrastructure offsets sanctions-driven revenue losses. Economically, sanctions have devastated 

civilian populations—medicine shortages, collapsed healthcare systems—but politically, they 

bolster the IRGC’s narrative of resistance, enabling hardliners to consolidate power. The 

humanitarian toll also complicates Western moral positioning, as EU nations grapple with 

balancing non-proliferation goals with ethical responsibilities. Meanwhile, Iran’s retaliatory 

measures, such as restricting IAEA camera access or enriching uranium to 60%, demonstrate how 

technical latency can be wielded to impose costs on adversaries, transforming nuclear capabilities 

into instruments of asymmetric leverage. 

Technological advancements further destabilize the landscape, introducing new risks and 

ambiguities. Iran’s deployment of advanced centrifuges, such as IR-9 models capable of enriching 

uranium 50 times faster than first-generation IR-1s, shortens breakout timelines—the period 

required to produce weapons-grade fissile material—from months to weeks. Small modular 

reactors (SMRs), ostensibly for civilian energy, could provide dual-use cover for plutonium 

production, adding another layer of latency. Concurrently, the rise of AI-driven surveillance tools 

and blockchain verification systems offers potential solutions but also new pitfalls. For example, 

U.S. allegations of clandestine Iranian facilities often rely on AI-analyzed satellite imagery, which 

Tehran dismisses as fabricated, while blockchain-ledger proposals for uranium tracking face 
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skepticism over susceptibility to cyberattacks. The technical race between latency and verification 

erodes trust, as each advancement is met with countermeasures, perpetuating a cycle of innovation 

and obfuscation. Politically, these technologies become bargaining chips: Iran’s cyber capabilities, 

demonstrated in attacks on Saudi Aramco, signal that nuclear latency is part of a broader arsenal 

of asymmetric warfare, while U.S. investments in missile defense systems like Iron Dome 

reinforce perceptions of encirclement. 

The interplay of technical and political challenges is perhaps most stark in the realm of 

diplomacy. The JCPOA’s collapse underscores the fragility of agreements that prioritize 

temporary constraints over addressing root causes, such as Iran’s security anxieties or the U.S. 

demand for regional hegemony. Phased sanctions relief, a cornerstone of the JCPOA, foundered 

on mutual mistrust: Iran demanded immediate economic reprieve, while the U.S. insisted on 

prolonged verification. Subsequent efforts, like the 2021 Vienna talks, stalled over sequencing 

disputes, with Washington refusing to lift terrorism-related sanctions unrelated to the nuclear 

program and Tehran rejecting partial enrichment freezes. Domestic politics in both nations 

sabotaged compromise: Biden faced Republican accusations of appeasement, while Iran’s 2021 

presidential election ushered in hardliner Ebrahim Raisi, who vowed “no retreat” on nuclear rights. 

The absence of diplomatic off-ramps forces both sides into performative brinkmanship, where 

technical advancements and sanctions escalations substitute for dialogue. 

Ultimately, the U.S.-Iran nuclear impasse is a Gordian knot of intertwined technical and 

political strands. Latency strategies exploit legal loopholes, regional rivalries amplify threats, and 

domestic politics stifle compromise. Breaking this deadlock demands innovative approaches that 

bridge technical transparency with political reciprocity—such as “freeze-for-freeze” agreements 

pairing enrichment caps with phased sanctions relief—while addressing underlying security 

dilemmas through inclusive regional dialogues. Yet the path forward is fraught, as each technical 

advance and political provocation deepens the chasm of mistrust, leaving the world trapped in a 

cycle of escalation with no clear exit. 

 

Pathways to Sustainable Resolution: 

The U.S.-Iran nuclear impasse, entrenched in decades of mistrust and competing narratives, 

demands innovative, multifaceted strategies that transcend traditional diplomacy. Sustainable 

resolution requires addressing not only technical proliferation risks but also the political, 

economic, and psychological drivers of conflict. This necessitates a blend of phased concessions, 

regional inclusivity, technological transparency, and grassroots engagement to dismantle the zero-

sum paradigm. Below, we explore viable pathways to break the deadlock, balancing idealism with 

pragmatism while acknowledging systemic constraints. 

A “freeze-for-freeze” model offers a pragmatic starting point, decoupling technical and 

political escalations. Under this framework, Iran would halt further enrichment beyond 20% 

(sufficient for medical isotopes) and cap uranium stockpiles, while the U.S. reciprocates with 

phased sanctions relief, prioritizing humanitarian sectors like medicine and food imports. This 

incremental approach, unlike the JCPOA’s sweeping demands, builds trust through verifiable, 

low-risk steps. For example, initial sanctions relief could target Iran’s banking sector, enabling 

limited oil exports, contingent on IAEA-confirmed compliance. Such staggered measures mitigate 

mutual fears of betrayal, as neither side bears disproportionate upfront costs. Parallel agreements 

could address secondary grievances. For instance, Iran’s release of dual-national detainees might 

be tied to unfreezing Iranian assets held in South Korean banks. These “side deals” create goodwill 
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without linking progress to core nuclear disputes. Crucially, third-party mediators like the EU or 

Switzerland should oversee implementation, insulating negotiations from domestic political 

volatility in Washington and Tehran. Past failures, like the JCPOA’s collapse, underscore the need 

for binding enforcement mechanisms, such as escrow accounts for sanctions relief funds, 

releasable only upon verified compliance. 

Nuclear tensions cannot be resolved in isolation from broader Middle Eastern rivalries. A 

sustainable resolution demands a Regional Security Compact involving Iran, Saudi Arabia, Israel, 

and Gulf states, facilitated by neutral arbiters like Oman or the UN. This forum would address 

mutual fears: Iran’s concerns over U.S.-Israeli military threats, Saudi and Israeli anxieties about 

Iranian proxies, and collective interests in maritime security (e.g., Persian Gulf navigation). 

Confidence-building measures could include joint counterterrorism initiatives against groups like 

ISIS or collaborative infrastructure projects, such as a regional energy grid. Key to this approach 

is decoupling nuclear issues from proxy conflicts. For example, Iran could reduce support for 

Houthi rebels in Yemen in exchange for Saudi Arabia scaling back lobbying for U.S. sanctions. 

Similarly, Israel’s tacit acknowledgment of Iran’s right to civilian nuclear energy—paired with 

Tehran’s recognition of Israel’s existence—could defuse existential posturing. However, historical 

animosities and domestic opposition (e.g., Israeli hardliners rejecting any Iran deal) pose 

significant hurdles. To mitigate this, Track II dialogues involving retired officials and scholars 

could draft non-binding “principles of coexistence,” gradually socializing adversarial elites to 

compromise. 

Trust in verification is paramount. Blockchain technology could revolutionize nuclear 

monitoring by creating immutable, real-time records of uranium stockpiles and enrichment 

activities. IAEA inspectors and Iranian technicians would jointly input data into a decentralized 

ledger, auditable by neutral states like Sweden or India. This system would reduce accusations of 

espionage or bias, as tampering would require collusion across multiple stakeholders. 

Additionally, AI-driven analysis of satellite imagery could detect clandestine activities, with 

algorithms vetted by an international consortium to ensure neutrality. Simultaneously, “scientific 

diplomacy” initiatives could repurpose nuclear infrastructure for peaceful collaboration. Joint 

U.S.-Iranian research on nuclear medicine (e.g., cancer treatments using low-enriched uranium) or 

renewable energy projects (e.g., solar farms using Iranian uranium-glass technology) would align 

technical capabilities with humanitarian goals. Such projects, funded by multilateral bodies like 

the World Bank, would incentivize cooperation while showcasing nuclear energy’s civilian 

benefits. 

Sanctions, while a tool of coercion, have proven counterproductive, entrenching hardliners 

and impoverishing civilians. A recalibrated approach would distinguish between punitive and 

constructive economic measures. Humanitarian exemptions should be expanded to include not 

only food and medicine but also civilian aviation parts and water treatment systems, addressing 

Iran’s environmental crises. Concurrently, targeted sanctions on IRGC-linked entities could 

remain, but with clear benchmarks for removal, such as verifiable reductions in regional proxy 

activity. To incentivize compliance, the U.S. and EU could offer Energy Transition Partnerships, 

investing in Iran’s renewable energy sector. With the world’s second-largest natural gas reserves 

and vast solar potential, Iran could become a green energy hub, reducing its reliance on 

controversial nuclear programs. Such partnerships, managed by the Asian Infrastructure 

Investment Bank (AIIB), would also integrate Iran into global supply chains, mitigating the allure 

of alliances with Russia and China. 
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Sustainable peace requires societal buy-in beyond elites. Track III Diplomacy—people-to-

people exchanges involving artists, academics, and religious leaders—could humanize adversaries 

and erode dehumanizing narratives. For example, joint cultural heritage projects restoring 

Persepolis or collaborative film festivals showcasing U.S.-Iranian co-productions could reframe 

identities beyond “enemy” constructs. Educational exchanges, like Fulbright scholarships for 

Iranian STEM students, would foster long-term bridges, though these require safeguarding 

participants from state backlash. Domestically, Iran’s civil society needs protection to amplify 

moderate voices. International grants for independent Iranian media could counter state 

propaganda, while U.S. legislation protecting Iranian-Americans from profiling would signal 

commitment to equity. Conversely, Iran could permit Red Cross inspections of prisons, addressing 

human rights concerns that fuel U.S. congressional hostility. 

The NPT’s inherent inequities must be addressed to legitimize disarmament. A Global 

Nuclear Equity Summit could negotiate a phased disarmament timeline for nuclear-armed states, 

balancing Iran’s demands for justice with non-proliferation imperatives. Israel’s inclusion as a 

“non-declared” nuclear state, with obligations for transparency, would mitigate Iranian critiques 

of double standards. Simultaneously, a Middle East Weapons of Mass Destruction-Free Zone 

(MEWMDFZ) should be revived, with verification protocols co-designed by regional 

stakeholders. No pathway is immune to sabotage. Assassinations, cyberattacks, or partisan 

leadership changes could derail progress. To build resilience, agreements should incorporate 

sunset clauses allowing temporary pauses in compliance during crises, rather than total collapse. 

A multilateral insurance fund, financed by the U.S., EU, and Gulf states, could compensate Iran 

for losses incurred during diplomatic breaches, reducing incentives for retaliatory escalation. 

The U.S.-Iran nuclear standoff is a litmus test for global security in an age of multipolarity 

and technological disruption. Sustainable resolution demands abandoning maximalist fantasies in 

favor of incremental, interconnected solutions that address technical risks, political grievances, 

and human suffering. While no pathway guarantees success, a combination of phased diplomacy, 

regional inclusivity, technical innovation, and grassroots engagement offers the best hope of 

transforming a cycle of mutual destruction into a framework of uneasy coexistence. The 

alternative—a nuclear-armed Iran or a U.S.-Israeli preventive strike—risks catastrophic regional 

war. The time for creative, courageous statecraft is now. 

Conclusion: 

The U.S.-Iran nuclear standoff epitomizes the tension between disarmament idealism and 

the pragmatic realities of nuclear hedging, rooted in clashing historical narratives, legal 

asymmetries, and entrenched ideological divides. Iran’s strategy of maintaining technical 

latency—exploiting gaps in the NPT to balance deterrence and diplomacy—highlights systemic 

flaws in global nuclear governance, where disarmament rhetoric often masks structural inequities. 

Conversely, U.S. securitization of Iran’s program as an existential threat perpetuates regional arms 

racing and proxy conflicts, undermining collective security. The JCPOA’s collapse underscores 

the fragility of agreements that prioritize temporary constraints over addressing core security 

anxieties or historical grievances, such as Iran’s colonial trauma or U.S. fears of regional 

hegemony. Sustainable resolution demands hybrid frameworks that blend phased concessions 

(e.g., enrichment caps for sanctions relief) with reciprocal regional security guarantees, alongside 

innovative verification mechanisms to depoliticize technical assessments. Crucially, dismantling 

the zero-sum paradigm requires reframing nuclear discourse from ideological rivalry to shared 

existential imperatives, acknowledging Iran’s sovereignty while integrating its energy needs into 
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non-proliferation architectures. Third-party mediation, inclusive regional dialogues, and 

grassroots Track II diplomacy could humanize adversarial narratives, fostering trust in a landscape 

dominated by mutual demonization. Ultimately, transcending the hedging-disarmament stalemate 

hinges on reconciling the ethical imperative of equitable security with the pragmatic realities of 

geopolitical competition, ensuring nuclear governance evolves beyond neo-colonial hierarchies 

toward collective survival. 
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