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Facing Westward
Iran is turning to Europe to negotiate its nuclear ambitions

Iran, looking for a way to avoid the fate of Iraq, 
its former enemy and fellow “Axis of Evil” 

member, is increasingly turning to Europe in 
order to stave off possible American interven-
tion. In recent weeks, the European Union’s 
“Big Three” of Britain, France, and Germany 
have sought to stymie Iranian nuclear ambi-
tions diplomatically before economic sanctions 
or military force become the only alternatives. 
Tehran has turned to the lesser-distrusted Euro-
pean powers to negotiate a dismantling of their 
advancing nuclear arms program. 

Since passing an International Atomic Energy 
Agency (IAEA) examination, some believe that 
Iran is poised to cast off the mantle of rogue 
state and to enter into “normal” relations with 
the world. Yet many, including U.S. policymak-
ers, fear that a clandestine nuclear program is 
still in operation and remain unconvinced.

In recent years, Iran has intensified uranium 
enrichment and plutonium separation capabili-
ties evidently in an attempt to develop nuclear 
weapons of their own. A primary motivation 
behind these furtive initiatives is the presence of 
nuclear weapons in many neighboring coun-
tries, such as Israel, Pakistan, and Russia. For 
the past two decades, the Iranian government, 
unbeknownst to rest of the world, has pursued 
the development of nuclear facilities. Despite 
the recent agreements, Tehran remains ada-
mantly opposed to permanently closing facilities 
that they claim are for energy production. 

Though the IAEA has confirmed that 
enrichment has temporarily ceased in Iran, the 
negotiations with Europe have by no means 
been promulgated as a permanent solution. 
On November 22nd, 2004, Tehran accepted the 
IAEA resolution, brokered by prominent Euro-
pean nations, to suspend all uranium enrich-
ment activities in the hopes of avoiding referral 
to the United Nations Security Council, where it 
could possibly face economic sanctions. 

This resolution almost fell through, as a simi-
lar one did two years ago, when Iran demanded 

While it is true that immediately follow-
ing the re-election of President Bush, Iran 
expressed renewed interests in diplomacy, it is 
not clear whether this move is driven by fears of 
U.S. reprisals. For years, the United States has 
imposed economic sanctions on Iran, yet in the 
past these had little effects on the country as 
trade remained open with the rest of the world. 

Aside from economic tactics, Iran does 
not have much to fear from the U.S. militarily. 
Newsweek’s Fareed Zakaria insists that United 
States military intervention, given its already 
stretched position, is highly unlikely at this 
juncture. Zakaria argues that it, “would do lim-
ited damage to Iran’s nuclear facilities, rally the 
country round the regime, isolate the United 
States further in the world and probably prompt 
the Iranians to retaliate by sponsoring terror 
attacks against troops in Iraq and Afghanistan.” 

Ideologically, America is at a disadvantage 
as well, according to Professor Hayes, who 
believes that U.S. actions in Iraq have greatly 
undermined credibility abroad. In Iran, these 
sentiments are even more pervasive. Since the 
late seventies, he states, “there exists a younger 
generation of Iranians who hold a greater 
enmity for America.” Yet in recent years, there 
has been a reversal in this trend as the chants 
of “Death to America” have been replaced by 
a “silent majority” of Iranians who perceive 
America as a vehicle of modernization, as the 
New York Times’ Thomas Friedman described 
in 2002. Unfortunately, much of this support 
has waned with the war in Iraq, leaving a state 
deeply divided in its view of America. 

Given the tenuous situation in Iran, Zakaria 
believes that a U.S. attack on the country might 
only strengthen the citizens’ nationalistic resolve 
against the West. Coupled with the ensuing 
insurrectionary warfare in Iraq, U.S. policymak-
ers are confronted with far less maneuverability 
in Iran. Yet, Iran’s most recent overtures to ame-
liorate growing tension with the international 
community are not driven entirely by fear of UN 
sanctions either. Thanks to friendly relations 
with Russia and China, it is quite likely any Secu-
rity Council initiatives would be vetoed. Thus it 
seems that while Tehran’s latest compromises 
are predicated on global considerations, they 
are not specifically tied to either threat of Ameri-
can bellicosity or UN trade sanctions alone. 

that it be allowed to continue using twenty 
centrifuges for research. The centrifuges are 
designed to enrich uranium, which can then be 
used to produce power or, potentially, nuclear 
weapons. The negotiations were saved when 
Iran backed down after winning alternative 
concessions of trade incentives and assistance 
with other peaceful nuclear technologies from 
Europe. The agreement allows the uranium 
suspension deal to remain intact while Iran and 
the Europe negotiate a long-term resolution. 

The suspension is considered “voluntary” 
and “non-legally binding,” which translates to 
“temporary” for the Iranian government. The 
deal requests that the International Atomic 
Energy Agency monitor nuclear activities in 
Iran, but does not require Mohamed ElBaradei, 
the agency’s head, to report methodically on 
Iranian nuclear programs. The Europeans hope 
to make the deal permanent by possibly offering 
membership in the World Trade Organization.

Although Iran’s acceptance of the resolution 
is seen as a turning point for Iran’s relations, vis-
à-vis the West, many are not entirely sold on the 
Islamic nation’s intentions. This skepticism has 
been exacerbated by Iran’s request to continue 
research with centrifuges only ten days after an 
agreement was reached. The ruling mullahs, 
elites who interpret the Quran in governing 
the state, argue that their desire to continue 
enrichment is entirely benign, reflecting merely 
a pursuit to create nuclear energy. 

This rationale is highly questionable to 
many, such as Near Eastern Studies Professor 
John Hayes who asserts that Iran has more than 
enough oil reserves to sustain them far into the 
future. The common belief that Iran’s quest for 
alternative energy sources is simply a cover for 
weapons production has lead to a growing ten-
sion in the negotiations process. The bargaining 
climate is particularly hostile since American 
officials denounced Iran’s determination to 
continue nuclear research. Iranian actions have 
also fueled the animosity -- President Khatami 
has called the resolution a victory over the 
United States.
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