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Abstract 

The Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) 

agreement is a landmark accord that has deep 

implications for regional security and the global Non-

Proliferation Regime. The revival of this agreement is 

a cumbersome challenge for the Biden 

administration, as the Trump withdrawal from this 

deal in 2018 caused a significant setback to its 

efficiency in blocking Iran’s path to building nuclear 

weapons. With the JCPOA no longer effective to 

restrict Iran’s nuclear ambitions, there is an urgent 

threat that the Middle East would be plunged into a 

nuclear arms race and strategic vulnerability. The 

Non-Proliferation Regime is facing a number of 

challenges which include a revival of the JCPOA 

nuclear deal, power imbalances, security dilemma, 

polarization among regional countries, continuing 

proliferation activities, regional security concerns, 

and domestic political pressures. The recent outbreak 

of the Russia-Ukraine war has intensified Iranian 

insecurities in forgoing their nuclear program, as Iran 

feels threatened by its regional adversaries; Israel 

and Saudi Arabia. Iranian hardliners in empowered 
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positions are steering Iran further away from the 

JCPOA owing to the security dilemma. A sustainable 

and comprehensive nuclear deal must be reached 

with Iran to avoid a nuclear arms race and further 

proliferation of nuclear weapons in the Middle East. 

This article aims to explore a) how the deal shall 

impact domestic and global security in terms of the 

Non-Proliferation Regime and, b) how the JCPOA is a 

decisive agreement for the fate of the Non-

Proliferation regime.  

Keywords: JCPOA, Arms Race, Nuclear Proliferation, Iran, US 

Introduction 

The JCPOA was the result of joint diplomatic efforts made by major 

world powers after a myriad of global speculations regarding the true 

aspirations of Iran behind its nuclear program. In 2015, Iran signed a 

long-term agreement on the issue of its nuclear program with a group 

of major world powers known as the P5+1.3 In 2018, the Trump 

administration withdrew the United States (US) from the deal, causing a 

huge setback to the JCPOA and the progress the deal had made toward 

supporting the non-proliferation of nuclear weapons.4 “If Iran returns to 

strict compliance with the nuclear deal, the United States will rejoin the 

agreement as a starting point for follow-on negotiations,” Biden wrote 

in September 2020.5 After Biden took office, he promised to revive the 

JCPOA deal to its original essence and persuade Iran back into 

compliance with the terms of the agreement, however, the recent 

 
3 Mark Fitzpatrick, "Assessing the JCPOA." Adelphi Series 57, no. 466-467 (2017): 19-
60. 
4 Farhad Rezaei, "JCPOA Collapse: Will Proliferation Follow?." Middle East Policy 26, 
no. 2 (2019): 48-61. 
5 Garrett Nada and Caitlin Crahan. “Joe Biden on Iran.” The Iran Primer, September 
27, 2022. https://iranprimer.usip.org/blog/2020/nov/09/joe-biden-iran  

https://iranprimer.usip.org/blog/2020/nov/09/joe-biden-iran
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developments in the international and domestic arena have made the 

revival of the JCPOA a much bigger challenge than it was originally 

expected to be. In the absence of the JCPOA, Iran is more susceptible to 

using its nuclear program to build nuclear weapons and potentially 

triggering a nuclear arms race in the region. This nuclear arms race could 

threaten the fragile balance of power in the Middle East and devastate 

regional stability and the Non-Proliferation Regime. The global efforts 

made so far, to preserve international security and the Non-Proliferation 

Regime could all prove worthless if the JCPOA remains in a stalemate, 

given the political tensions with Iran.  

 Relations soured between Iran and the US under Trump’s 

presidency when he withdrew from the deal and launched a series of 

aggressive actions against Iran under his ‘Maximum Pressure’ 

Campaign.6 The action only resulted in Iran fighting back full force with 

a policy it termed as ‘Maximum Resistance’ by defying more and more 

of the restrictions and conditions that the JCPOA had primarily enforced 

on Iran.7 Donald Trump devised that the JCPOA was inadequate in its 

restrictions to curtail the magnitude of the threat that Iran poses to 

global security.8 The JCPOA cannot promise that Iran would not resume 

its endeavors to build a nuclear bomb after the deal expires, nor does it 

deter Iran to shut down its ballistic missile program.9 On the 

 
6 Holly Dagres, “The 'Maximum Pressure' Campaign Undermines Trump's National 
Security Strategy.” Atlantic Council, February 12, 2020, 
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/iransource/the-maximum-pressure-campaign-
undermines-trumps-national-security-strategy/  
7 Kayhan Barzegar, "The hard chess puzzle: Trump’s ‘maximum pressure’versus Iran’s 
‘maximum resistance’." Al Jazeera Centre for Studies (2020), 
https://studies.aljazeera.net/en/reports/hard-chess-puzzle-trump%E2%80%99s-
%E2%80%98maximum-pressure%E2%80%99-versus-iran%E2%80%99s-
%E2%80%98maximum-resistance%E2%80%99  
8 Hossein Nourani, Afsaneh Danesh, Mohammad Reza Nouri, and Farzaneh Latifi. 

"Discursive (De) legitimization of the Iran Nuclear Deal in Donald Trump’s Tweets." 
Strategic Analysis 44, no. 4 (2020): 332-345. 
9 Mark Fitzpatrick, Michael Elleman, and Paulina Izewicz. Uncertain Future: The JCPOA 
and Iran's Nuclear and Missile Programmes (Abingdon: Routledge, 2019) 

https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/iransource/the-maximum-pressure-campaign-undermines-trumps-national-security-strategy/
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/iransource/the-maximum-pressure-campaign-undermines-trumps-national-security-strategy/
https://studies.aljazeera.net/en/reports/hard-chess-puzzle-trump%E2%80%99s-%E2%80%98maximum-pressure%E2%80%99-versus-iran%E2%80%99s-%E2%80%98maximum-resistance%E2%80%99
https://studies.aljazeera.net/en/reports/hard-chess-puzzle-trump%E2%80%99s-%E2%80%98maximum-pressure%E2%80%99-versus-iran%E2%80%99s-%E2%80%98maximum-resistance%E2%80%99
https://studies.aljazeera.net/en/reports/hard-chess-puzzle-trump%E2%80%99s-%E2%80%98maximum-pressure%E2%80%99-versus-iran%E2%80%99s-%E2%80%98maximum-resistance%E2%80%99
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international scene, the United States lost face value as such irrational 

decisions of the president made the US appear unreliable in uplifting the 

non-proliferation efforts.  

Another splinter in Biden’s path towards reviving the JCPOA is the 

sudden outbreak of the Russia-Ukraine war. Russia demands written 

guarantees that the JCPOA would not affect Iran-Russia trade.10 The war 

itself has caused Iran to feel more vulnerable to giving up its nuclear 

potential, given the drastic consequences Ukraine is facing. These 

developments set the JCPOA further back in its progress to actualize a 

revival. An Iranian nuclear bomb or possession of nuclear weapons 

would have disastrous consequences for the regional and international 

order because other regional actors, especially Saudi Arabia, would take 

steps to acquire nuclear weapons as well, setting off a lethal race of 

nuclear arms acquisition in the Middle East.  

“Trump has repeatedly ratcheted up tensions, risking bringing us 

closer to another Middle Eastern war without a realistic strategy or 

endgame,” said Joe Biden in September 2020.11  

Biden's administration feels responsible for making calculated 

decisions because aggressive coercion against Iran would only push the 

JCPOA further away from a peaceful revival. Iran demands 

compensation for the losses it had suffered under the crippling 

economic sanctions and wants to redeem its maligned reputation after 

being enlisted in the Foreign Terrorist Organization (FTO) list.12 With 

 
10 Stephen Blank, "Beyond the reset policy: current dilemmas of US–Russia relations." 
Comparative Strategy 29, no. 4 (2010): 333-367. 

11 Joe Biden, “Joe Biden: There's a Smarter Way to Be Tough on Iran.” CNN. Cable 
News Network, September 13, 2020, 
https://edition.cnn.com/2020/09/13/opinions/smarter-way-to-be-tough-on-iran-joe-
biden/index.html  
12 Melissa Sanford, "“This is a Game”: A History of the Foreign Terrorist Organization 
and State Sponsors of Terrorism Lists and their Applications." History in the Making 
13, no. 1 (2020): 10. 

https://edition.cnn.com/2020/09/13/opinions/smarter-way-to-be-tough-on-iran-joe-biden/index.html
https://edition.cnn.com/2020/09/13/opinions/smarter-way-to-be-tough-on-iran-joe-biden/index.html
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Iranian hardliners in empowered positions, the Ukraine debacle, and the 

success of the Abraham Accords, Iran's demands for the JCPOA have 

changed, and so has the structure of regional and international politics. 

There are more stakes and stakeholders involved, and the Biden 

administration is caught in between the fragile thread of stability and 

chaos in the Middle East. Since Biden was the Vice President during 

Obama’s presidency, he and his team consciously believed that the 

JCPOA is a solution to nuclear proliferation. The current state of 

stalemate between Iran and the United States over the JCPOA will not 

remain static for long and soon President Biden would have to take a 

decisive step toward bringing back the JCPOA deal into effect to ensure 

the non-proliferation of nuclear weapons in the Middle East and also to 

achieve a foreign policy win.    

Theorizing the JCPOA puzzle 

The security dilemma is shaping regional structures and shifting alliances 

in the Middle East. Iran’s decision-makers are increasingly motivated by 

the security dilemma, as the national security threats perceived by Iran 

are looming all over the Middle East. A US-backed crackdown on Iran 

may include aggressive options like forced regime change, military 

intervention, or more economic sanctions on Iran. The distrust that 

developed among Iranian policy-makers after the Trump withdrawal is 

still oozing like a fresh wound. US-backed regime changes in Iraq and 

Libya stand as striking examples, which strengthen the insecurity within 

Iran about its political integrity.13 The Abraham Accords which were 

finalized under the Trump administration is an exhibition of an evolving 

bloc between Israel and the Gulf states nurturing Iran’s distrust towards 

the West, especially towards the United States, and their promises of 

economic security and cooperation. Iran also watched the Ukraine 

conflict unfold as the European countries initially stayed neutral until 

 
13 Robert S. Litwak, and Robert Litwak. Regime change: US strategy through the prism 
of 9/11. (Baltimore: JHU Press, 2007). 
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Russia launched a full-fledged attack on Ukraine, compromising its 

territories and national security. To Iran, it seems like a glimpse of its 

future if it willingly forgoes its nuclear program like Ukraine did and gets 

overwhelmed by its regional adversaries, more prominently Israel and 

Saudi Arabia. With the finalization of the Abraham Accords, more Arab 

countries have begun to close their distance from Israel as they look for 

collaborative defense projects with a strong military potential like that 

of Israel.14  

The US withdrawal from the JCPOA, maximum pressure campaign 

sanctions, Abraham Accords, and the Russia-Ukraine war have all 

influenced Iran’s decision-makers to grow reluctant to reaffirm the 

JCPOA deal. These political circumstances along with the long-standing 

religious and cultural confrontation between Saudi Arabia and Iran have 

resulted in Iran’s growing security dilemma in the region. There is a lack 

of assurance that Iran’s national security interests would not be violated 

with or without the bomb. The security dilemma of Iran is detrimental 

to the non-proliferation cause because the more insecure Iran feels in 

its neighborhood and the more threatening its regional adversaries 

seem, the less likely Iran is to agree to the restrictions of the JCPOA.  

The realist point of view suggests that there exists a certain 

structural compulsion on the key players which dictates their thought 

processes and decision-making. Iran is completely isolated from the rest 

of the world with its limited trade routes, inaccessibility to the 

international economy, a maligned image in media and global public 

opinion along with an authoritarian government. Iran’s designation in 

the FTO list and the Financial Action Task Force (FATF) blacklist caused it 

to develop structural differences with the rest of the international 

community. The crippling sanctions and the limited access to trade with 

the world have resulted in Iran’s economy deflating with a high rate of 

 
14 Amr Yossef, "The regional impact of the Abraham Accords." Modern War Institute 
2, no. 1 (2021). 
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inflation. Iran’s domestic sociopolitical problems, power transition to 

Iranian hardliners, and public dissent at home have all added up to 

influence its outlook on the matter of the JCPOA. Iran’s differences may 

be the result of its structural difficulties, but they pose a huge risk of an 

arms race and a full-scale war in the Middle East.  

The JCPOA agreement can be viewed through Charles Glaser's lens, 

where he argues that cooperation in peacetime is made to resist an arms 

race.15 This argument connects the JCPOA with the protection of the 

Non-Proliferation Regime, as it is the main objective for the revival of 

the nuclear deal. Glaser suggests that countries can better achieve their 

self-interests through cooperative means instead of always opting for 

competitive approaches.16 If Iran understands the threat that a nuclear 

arms race poses to its own national and security interests, then it would 

opt to avoid an arms race by signing the agreement because a nuclear 

arms race may have unpredictable outcomes and either actor could end 

up in an even more disadvantageous position than it was before it armed 

itself with nukes. Although the P5+1 may be more highly equipped 

militarily, they are still unaware of Iran’s true potential and ambitions, 

and therefore instead of an aggressive approach to containing Iran’s 

threat of triggering an arms race, they may approach Iran through 

peaceful cooperation and acts of self-restraint.  

Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) and Non-Proliferation 

Regime 

The JCPOA is a comprehensive agreement signed by Iran and P5+1 

countries during Obama’s presidency.17 Spanning over 159 pages are the 

terms and conditions of the deal that place restrictions on Iran on the 

 
15 Charles L. Glaser, "Realists as optimists: Cooperation as self‐help." Security Studies 
5, no. 3 (1996): 122-163. 
16 Charles L. Glaser, "The security dilemma revisited." World politics 50, no. 1 (1997): 
171-201. 
17 Emily B. Landau,"Obama's Legacy, a Nuclear Iran?" Middle East Quarterly (2017),  
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issue of its nuclear program.18 The JCPOA deal is acknowledged as a 

signature legacy left behind by Obama when he was the President of the 

United States. The deal was comprehensive and all-encompassing, with 

minor risks of nuclear proliferation outbreak.  

The JCPOA agreement was Obama’s milestone achievement in 

containing Iran’s nuclear ambitions, hindering its path to building 

nuclear weapons and uplifting the Non-Proliferation Regime. However, 

the deal got scrapped and thrown into remission when Trump took 

office. One of his highlight goals during his election campaign was to 

reverse the ‘mistakes’ that Obama had made while in office, which 

included pulling the United States out of the ‘one-sided’ JCPOA deal as 

it was not a sustainable solution to keeping Iran’s nuclear program in 

check.19 Trump’s main concerns regarding the signature foreign policy 

deal of the Obama administration were its expiration date till 2031 and 

the exclusion of Iran’s Ballistic Missile program along with its regional 

proxies.20 Trump, adhering to the promises from his presidential 

campaign, claimed that he would renegotiate a better deal with Iran by 

force which would not only hinder its path towards acquiring nuclear 

weapons but also cover Iran’s ballistic missiles program and proxy 

warfare.21 He launched a series of aggressive actions and economic 

 
18 Rajeswari Pillai Rajagopalan, "Iran nuclear deal: Mountain of uncertainties," 
Observer Research Foundation, July 17, 2015, 
https://www.orfonline.org/research/iran-nuclear-deal-mountain-of-uncertainties/  
19 Mark Landler, “Trump Abandons Iran Nuclear Deal He Long Scorned.” The New 
York Times. The New York Times, May 8, 2018, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/05/08/world/middleeast/trump-iran-nuclear-
deal.html  
20 Heinz Gärtner, "The Fate of the JCPOA," In Iran in the International System, 
(Abingdon: Routledge, 2019), 56-76. 
21 Matthew Kroenig, "The return to the pressure track: The trump administration and 
the Iran nuclear deal." Diplomacy & Statecraft 29, no. 1 (2018): 94-104. 

https://www.orfonline.org/research/iran-nuclear-deal-mountain-of-uncertainties/
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/05/08/world/middleeast/trump-iran-nuclear-deal.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/05/08/world/middleeast/trump-iran-nuclear-deal.html
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sanctions against Iran, under his Maximum Pressure Campaign, crippled 

Iran economically and pushed its domestic politics into chaos.22  

The Maximum Pressure campaign only resulted in the souring of 

the relations between Iran and the US, leaving Biden with a menacing 

challenge to resolve through diplomacy and peaceful negotiation. Iran 

refuses to have direct talks with US representatives and therefore the 

EU is playing the middle man in the indirect talks taking place regarding 

the revival of the JCPOA which so far have borne no fruit.23 Trump is 

widely criticized for his foreign policy moves, fostered by his lack of 

commitment to the Non-Proliferation Regime. Israeli and Saudi lobbies 

in the US had played a grand role in influencing Trump to follow through 

with the JCPOA withdrawal.24 Israel and Saudi Arabia applauded Trump 

for disengaging with the JCPOA deal, and so did the populist republicans 

at home, who had always been the front-line critics of the JCPOA deal 

since the day of its signing.25  

Iran has placed a heavy demand for allowing the US to sit in direct 

talks with Iranian representatives, and this condition is a hard pill to 

swallow for Biden. After the assassination of the Quds Force 

Commander Qasem Soleimani and the listing of Iran's Islamic 

Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) on the Foreign Terrorist Organization 

 
22 Suzanne Maloney, “After Dumping the Nuclear Deal, Trump Has No Strategy for 
Iran,” Brookings, March 9, 2022, https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-
chaos/2018/05/09/after-dumping-the-nuclear-deal-trump-has-no-strategy-for-iran/  
23 James Phillips, and Peter Brookes. "Iran’s Nuclear Humpty Dumpty: The JCPOA 
Should Not Be Put Back Together Again," Heritage Foundation Backgrounder 3661, 
October 132, 2021, https://www.heritage.org/middle-east/report/irans-nuclear-
humpty-dumpty-the-jcpoa-should-not-be-put-back-together-again  
24 Hussein Ibish, “Gulf Leaders Welcome JCPOA Withdrawal but Plan B Remains 
Unclear.” Arab Gulf States Institute in Washington, March 1, 2019, 
https://agsiw.org/gulf-leaders-welcome-jcpoa-withdrawal-but-plan-b-remains-
unclear/  
25 Muhammad Riaz Shad, and Tansir Abbas, "US Withdrawal from the Iran Nuclear 
Deal: The Causes and the Implications." Pakistan Journal of American Studies 36, no. 
1 (2018): 1-20. 

https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2018/05/09/after-dumping-the-nuclear-deal-trump-has-no-strategy-for-iran/
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2018/05/09/after-dumping-the-nuclear-deal-trump-has-no-strategy-for-iran/
https://www.heritage.org/middle-east/report/irans-nuclear-humpty-dumpty-the-jcpoa-should-not-be-put-back-together-again
https://www.heritage.org/middle-east/report/irans-nuclear-humpty-dumpty-the-jcpoa-should-not-be-put-back-together-again
https://agsiw.org/gulf-leaders-welcome-jcpoa-withdrawal-but-plan-b-remains-unclear/
https://agsiw.org/gulf-leaders-welcome-jcpoa-withdrawal-but-plan-b-remains-unclear/
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(FTO) list, Iran demanded the removal of the terrorist designation and 

international sanctions to be lifted from the IRGC for diplomatic tensions 

between Iran and the US to be resolved.26 Iran refuses to engage in 

direct talks with the US unless its demands are met, which has become 

a bone of contention for the Biden Presidency, as it is highly unlikely for 

the US to comply with them.27 For now, Iran values its international 

reputation and economy over acquiring nuclear weapons, but this could 

change drastically if the domestic political scene shifts or the Ukraine 

conflict influences the Iranian perspective on the importance of its 

nuclear program. 

Lessons from the Russia-Ukraine Conflict  

The Russia-Ukraine war has created unforeseen hindrances to the 

revival of the JCPOA. When the whole world had its eyes trained on the 

potential threat of Iran’s nuclear program, the war between Russia and 

Ukraine broke out, stealing away all the international attention from it. 

Eleven months of negotiations took place in Vienna between Iranian and 

other party representatives from member countries like China, Russia, 

France, Germany, and Britain excluding the US since Iran refuses direct 

diplomacy with America.28  

While the EU and the US are busy supplying support for Ukraine, 

Iran’s nuclear ambitions remain unchecked, which is the cause of 

growing insecurity for its regional adversaries, more prominent among 

whom are Israel and Saudi Arabia. If Iran takes the opportunity to build 

 
26 Amrit Burman, “Iran Drops Demand to Delist IRGC from US' FTO List as Nuclear 
Talks Continue: Report.” Republic World, August 20, 2022, 
https://www.republicworld.com/world-news/middle-east/iran-drops-demand-to-
delist-irgc-from-us-fto-list-as-nuclear-talks-continue-report-articleshow.html  
27 Summar Iqbal Babar, Muhammad Nadeem Mirza, and Irfan Hasnain Qaisrani. 2021. 
“Joint Comprehensive Plan Of Action (JCPOA): Prospects And Challenges For The 
Global Security”. Humanities & Social Sciences Reviews 9 (1), 126-32.  
28 Parisa Hafezi and Arshad Mohammed, “EU Puts Forward 'Final' Text to Resurrect 
Iran Nuclear Deal,” Reuters, August 8, 2022, https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-
east/irans-nuclear-negotiators-return-tehran-vienna-irna-2022-08-08/  

https://www.republicworld.com/world-news/middle-east/iran-drops-demand-to-delist-irgc-from-us-fto-list-as-nuclear-talks-continue-report-articleshow.html
https://www.republicworld.com/world-news/middle-east/iran-drops-demand-to-delist-irgc-from-us-fto-list-as-nuclear-talks-continue-report-articleshow.html
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/irans-nuclear-negotiators-return-tehran-vienna-irna-2022-08-08/
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/irans-nuclear-negotiators-return-tehran-vienna-irna-2022-08-08/
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a nuclear bomb, it would only be a matter of time before its non-nuclear 

regional adversaries follow suit, plunging the Middle East into a nuclear 

proliferation race in the name of national security. 

Russia, seeking the opportunity to stall the JCPOA revival as it no 

longer remains in its interest, put forward its demands. Russia claimed 

that there was no written guarantee that the US would not withdraw 

from the deal in the future, and so there must be some form of a written 

commitment of the United States to remain a member of the JCPOA.29 

That would mean that the USA would be under some binding restrictions 

to remain a member of the revived JCPOA deal, which goes against the 

American ideal of unrestrained discretion in multilateral agreements. 

Russia also demands that the sanctions that will be lifted off of Iran as 

part of the JCPOA agreement post-revival should have nothing to do 

with Iran-Russia trade, implying that after the JCPOA comes back into 

effect, Iran’s oil trade with Russia should remain unsanctioned and 

unaffected by international tariffs.30 This demand goes against all US 

forbearance, since allowing the oil trade between Russia and Iran would 

practically imply that Russian acts against Ukraine are acceptable under 

some conditions. If the JCPOA is revived, so will the bilateral relations 

between the US and Iran and that should mean that Iran must sever all 

ties to Russia and end all forms of trade with Russia, given its violations 

of international law and aggression against an American ally. Such 

controversial demands are only aiding in undermining the non-

proliferation efforts. 

A lesson that can be taken from the Russia-Ukraine scuffle is the 

neorealist perspective on nuclear proliferation, more prominently the 

 
29 Parisa Hafezi, Francois Murphy, “Russia's Demand for US Guarantees May Hit 
Nuclear Talks, Iran Official Says,” Reuters, Thomson Reuters, March 5, 2022, 
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/iran-nuclear-official-kamlavandi-says-
god-willing-there-will-be-an-understanding-2022-03-05/   
30 Stephen Blank, "Beyond the reset policy: current dilemmas of US–Russia relations." 
Comparative Strategy 29, no. 4 (2010): 333-367. 

https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/iran-nuclear-official-kamlavandi-says-god-willing-there-will-be-an-understanding-2022-03-05/
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/iran-nuclear-official-kamlavandi-says-god-willing-there-will-be-an-understanding-2022-03-05/
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idea of Kenneth Waltz, which brings the international approach toward 

containing the nuclear threat to global security into question. According 

to Waltz, it is safer for all countries to arm themselves with nuclear 

arsenals instead of cracking down on them for achieving nuclear 

potential.31 When all the countries would be nuclear-armed, there is a 

high probability that nuclear deterrence would come into effect and 

countries would avoid going to war with each other, understanding the 

magnitude of destruction that nuclear warfare can bring to all countries 

involved. There are a number of Global Tension Areas in contemporary 

world politics. A prominent case study is that of Pakistan and India, who 

are both regional adversaries but are nuclear-armed and have avoided 

going into a full-scale war with each other since their nuclear tests.32 

Though there is much criticism of this concept, there is still the question 

that stands in the wake of the Russia-Ukraine war. If Ukraine had kept 

its nuclear program in 1994 which was the third largest of its kind, would 

Russia have launched an attack on its borders?  

Taking into perspective the successful example of nuclear 

deterrence that comes into play considering Pakistan and North Korea, 

it is hard to deny that perhaps the situation would have been different 

if Ukraine was equipped with nuclear weapons. Pakistan and North 

Korea serve as live examples of how it is extremely hard to keep an 

ambitious country from acquiring nuclear weaponry, and such might be 

the case for Iran if it is truly determined to build a nuclear bomb. The 

global threat that Iran’s JCPOA decision poses to international security 

and the Non-Proliferation Regime is whether Iran too might become 

 
31 Ben Polsky, “Nuclear Credibility: What the United States Lost in Ukraine and 
Pakistan and the Implications for the Iran Deal,” Atlantic Council, June 30, 2015, 
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/new-atlanticist/nuclear-credibility-what-the-
united-states-lost-in-ukraine-and-pakistan-and-the-implications-for-the-iran-deal/  
32 Antoine Levesques. Desmond Bowen, and Jack Gill, “Nuclear Deterrence and 
Stability in South Asia: Perceptions and Realities,” IISS, May 20, 2021, 
https://www.iiss.org/blogs/research-paper/2021/05/nuclear-deterrence-south-asia  

https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/new-atlanticist/nuclear-credibility-what-the-united-states-lost-in-ukraine-and-pakistan-and-the-implications-for-the-iran-deal/
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/new-atlanticist/nuclear-credibility-what-the-united-states-lost-in-ukraine-and-pakistan-and-the-implications-for-the-iran-deal/
https://www.iiss.org/blogs/research-paper/2021/05/nuclear-deterrence-south-asia


JSSA Vol. VIII, No. 2                                        Dr. Summar Iqbal Babar and Sarosh Fatima                                                                      

175 
 

another Global Tension Area where the risk of war and an arms race is 

highly contingent.  

The more defining point for a country’s foreign policy trajectory is 

how it is treated on the international scene once it comes forward with 

its nukes to the world. If it is shunned away along with limitless 

punishments like North Korea, its existence may become a bane to 

global security, but if it is recognized by the international nuclear 

community and given incentives to use its potential for a global cause 

like Pakistan’s contribution in fighting the War on Terror and receiving 

the US support and funding, they may prove to be an ally and less 

threatening than originally perceived by the international community.33  

Iranians have been made aware of the consequences of shutting 

down their nuclear program and forgoing their potential to build a bomb 

through the unfortunate example of Ukraine. The great power allies like 

the US and the EU who had promised it protection remained unhelpful 

until Ukraine’s borders were invaded by Russia.34 The inability of the US 

and other major power allies to efficiently protect Ukraine’s national 

security has exposed the asymmetry of the world to Iran, and it has 

grown distrustful of the promises of the West. With growing insecurity 

due to its regional adversaries like the US-backed allies, Israel and Saudi 

Arabia, Iran is more reluctant than ever to forgo its nuclear program. 

According to the realist Kenneth Waltz, allowing Iran to forge a nuclear 

weapon could potentially balance out the power gap in the Middle East, 

which is the root cause of its instability. Iran and Israel may end up 

deterring each other, but this perspective ignores the presence of Saudi 

 
33 Summar Iqbal Babar, Imran Ali Sandano, and Syed Fraz Hussain Naqvi Syed. “Peace 
Process in Korean Peninsula: Prospects and Challenges.” Asia-Pacific - Annual 
Research Journal of Far East &amp; South East Asia. Accessed September 27, 2022. 
34 David S. Yost, "The Budapest Memorandum and Russia's intervention in Ukraine," 
International Affairs 91, no. 3 (2015): 505-538. 
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Arabia, which could feel increasingly vulnerable if Iran were to acquire a 

nuclear bomb. 

Challenges for Non-Proliferation Regime  

Numerous challenges lie ahead for not only the JCPOA, but also for the 

Non-Proliferation Regime. 

a) A JCPOA revival 

b) The threat of nuclear proliferation 

c) Regional security concerns 

The future of the Non-Proliferation Regime depends upon whether 

an agreement is reached with Iran on the issue of its nuclear program. 

With rising inflation, increasing domestic polarization, changing political 

landscape, and higher stakes regarding Iranian proxy warfare, Iran is 

growing more and more unsure of whether a revival of the JCPOA is 

going to be in its best interest. After the Ukraine debacle, Iran is 

increasingly concerned about its national security rather than economic 

security.  

With the changing political discussion on the international and 

domestic scene, Iran is more reluctant than ever to pursue a revival of 

the JCPOA and resultantly forgo its determination to build nuclear 

weapons. After Trump carried through with his promise of turning the 

Abraham Accords into a reality on August 13, 2020,35 Iran has grown 

conscious and vulnerable in its neighborhood. Israel has maintained the 

position of deliberate ambiguity regarding its nuclear program, which is 

substantially an open secret.36 Israeli military potential has developed 

 
35Leonardo Jacopo Maria Mazzucco, and Kristian Alexander, “The Abraham Accords 
Two Years on: From Ambition to Reality,” Real Instituto Elcano, August 17, 2022, 
https://www.realinstitutoelcano.org/en/analyses/the-abraham-accords-two-years-
on-from-ambition-to-reality/  
36 Natasha Afzal Kayani, “Deliberately Ambiguous: Israel's Policy of 'Nuclear Opacity'.” 
SASSI University, January 23, 2020, 
https://www.realinstitutoelcano.org/en/analyses/the-abraham-accords-two-years-
on-from-ambition-to-reality/.   
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into one of the strongest in the world, which is an inviting subject of 

defense collaborations for the Arab world as they gradually gravitate 

towards Israel. Since major regional players of the Middle East like the 

UAE and Bahrain37 have decided to ease their tensions with Israel, Iran 

has grown more insecure about its role and influence in the region. 

Trump’s policies resulted in making Iran insecure and vulnerable in the 

region38 and therefore, it is hesitant to compromise on its national 

security in exchange for economic relief. To protect the Non-

Proliferation Regime, Biden must take steps to assure Iran that it will be 

more secure than ever if it willingly forgoes its nuclear ambitions.  

If Iran ends up building a nuclear bomb and formally announces its 

admission into the international nuclear community, Saudi Arabia would 

feel the urgent necessity to build one for its national security interests. 

This would set off a nuclear arms race in the Middle East, which is the 

most urgent risk to the Non-Proliferation Regime. For the JCPOA revival 

to be a success, the United States must keep in mind the regional 

national security interests of all stakeholders involved because a 

regionally accepted agreement is less likely to invite insecurity and 

anarchy in the Middle East. Biden must realize that halting nuclear 

proliferation in the Middle East is a key challenge for his administration, 

and it is only possible through a decisive nuclear deal that Iran and other 

regional players would readily accept. 

The domestic politics of Iran is also at a turning point where 

Rouhani may be at risk of being unsuccessful in winning his re-election. 

Iran’s new government could potentially comprise conservatives that 

have been vocal about their displeasure with the JCPOA and its strict 

 
37 Varsha Koduvayur, and David Daoud. “Welcome to a Brand-New Middle East,” 
Foreign Policy, September 30, 2020, https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/09/30/israel-
uae-bahrain-palestinians-peace/  
38 Jeffrey Goldberg, “Iran and the Palestinians Lose out in the Abraham Accords,” The 
Atlantic. Atlantic Media Company, September 16, 2020, 
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2020/09/winners-losers/616364/  
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restrictions on Iran in exchange for sanctions relief.39 After the US 

withdrawal under the Trump administration, Rouhani suffered a huge 

backlash at home for the failure of the deal and the resulting economic 

instability due to the sanctions levied under the Maximum Pressure 

Campaign.40 Inflation in Iran is high, and the domestic rhetoric is shifting 

against trusting the US with another chance for the JCPOA revival. With 

the new traditionalist conservative party that disapproves of Iran’s 

reintegration into the capitalist global economy, Iran would be pushed 

further away from reaching an agreement with the US.  

Another plausible challenge is to bring the major powers into 

compliance with the revived JCPOA agreement. If there is a repeat of the 

Trump episode where a new administration is in complete denial of the 

prospects of the JCPOA deal and withdraws the United States from it 

once again, it may be the last straw for Iran to go nuclear and trigger 

nuclear proliferation in the Middle East. This uncertainty goes well-

beyond Biden’s capacities and therefore, there must be some criteria 

that ensure that the superpower would not withdraw from the deal 

without clear, justifiable reason. The unrestrained powers that are 

vested with P5+1 can nullify the agreement at any given moment and 

overturn the efforts that have been made to secure the Non-

Proliferation Regime. Furthermore, the JCPOA discussion has also 

questioned the credibility of the major powers that have so far been 

incapable of implementing a mutually agreed deal. The protection of the 

Non-Proliferation Regime demands a comprehensive long-standing 

JCPOA agreement, not a short-lived unsustainable arrangement. 

Therefore, any new deal between Iran and the P5+1 must be based on 

negotiation and agreement over mutual self-interests and the provision 

 
39 Alireza Nader, Ali G. Scotten, and James Hoobler, “Iranian Domestic Issues Could 
Challenge the Nuclear Deal,” RAND Corporation, May 10, 2017,  
40 Reuters. “Iran Hardliners Gain Authority in Backlash That Could Sideline Hasan 
Rouhani.” NDTV.com. NDTV, July 18, 2016, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-iran-
politics-backlash-insight-idUSKCN0ZY13R.  
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of national security to major stakeholders, rather than simply promises 

of economic prosperity and trust. 

Conclusion   

Efforts for rescuing the JCPOA are at a climactic moment in international 

discussions. Though the Russia-Ukraine war has significantly reduced the 

attention it was primarily receiving on the global political scene, it is still 

considered to be a pressing matter with the largest stakes vested in 

Iran’s decision. Whether the JCPOA is revived or not, the implications it 

will have on the Non-Proliferation Regime are of enormous magnitude 

and so are the challenges that it poses for the non-proliferation of 

nuclear weapons in the Middle East. Iran and the United States are in a 

“you-first” dilemma,41 urging the other to realize its responsibility to 

take the first step toward a mutually agreed nuclear deal. Iran is still 

distrustful of the US and rightly so considering the actions of the 

previous government under Trump who withdrew from the deal and 

levied crippling sanctions on the Iranian economy. The United States 

must take the first step forward to persuade Iran into renegotiating a 

nuclear commitment. A JCPOA revival shall put the international 

community at peace regarding the proliferation of nuclear weapons and 

prevent Iran from becoming another global tension area with the risk of 

a war outbreak.  

The JCPOA deal encourages Iran to alter its aggressive and 

untrusting foreign policy toward the West and let the United States and 

the other major powers ensure protection for Iran’s national security 

interests if it willingly lets go of its nuclear ambitions. Once the sanctions 

would be lifted from Iran, it would be allowed to provide for its defense 

through arms trade and integration into the global economy. It could 

 
41 Cornelius Adebahr, “The Iran Deal's 'You First' Dilemma.” The Iran Deal's 'You First' 
dilemma – Foreign and security policy | IPS Journal. IPS Journal, September 7, 2022, 
https://www.ips-journal.eu/topics/foreign-and-security-policy/the-us-and-iran-are-
caught-up-in-a-you-first-dilemma-4957/  
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help Iran feel more at par with its regional adversaries instead of opting 

for the nuclear way to deter its enemies away. The United States must 

consider negotiating a deal that can ensure long-term national and 

international security interests and protect the Non-Proliferation 

Regime from disintegrating in the Middle East. This can only be achieved 

if Biden thinks through all perspectives especially that of Iran which has 

the largest stake in the matter, and pursues cooperation based on trust, 

and economic and national security.


