T.C.
HASAN KALYONCU UNIVERSITESI
LiSANSUSTU EGIiTiM ENSTITUSU
SIYASET BILiMi VE ULUSLARARASI ILISKILER ANABILIM DALI

Q’HASAN KALYONCU

‘ktUNIVERSITESi

4

db.

THE NUCLEAR RACE IN THE MIDDLE EAST: A
NEOCLASSICAL REALIST ANALYSIS OF THE IRAN CASE

Ahmad ALAHMAD

YUKSEK LiSANS TEZi

GAZIANTEP - 2025



LIiSANSUSTU EGITiM ENSTITUSU
YUKSEK LISANS TEZ KABUL VE ONAY FORMU

Siyaset Bilimi ve Uluslararas1 iliskiler Anabilim Dali Yiiksek Lisans Programi
ogrencisi Ahmad ALAHMAD. tarafindan hazirlanan “The Nuclear Race in the
Middle East: A Neoclassical Realist Analysis of the Iranian Case” baslikh

tez, 15/01/2025 tarihinde yapilan savunma sinavi sonucu basarih bulunarak jlrimiz
tarafindan YUksek LisansTezi olarak kabul edilmistir.

Gorevi Unvani, Adi ve Kurumu/Universitesi Imzas::
Sovadi

Tez Dr. Ogr. U. Burgin Hasan Kalyoncu

Damismami  Eryilmaz Universitesi

Jari Prof. Dr. Ahmet Hasan Kalyoncu

Baskam KESER Universitesi

Jari Dogc. Dr. Mesut .

. . .. Gaziantep Universitesi

Uyesi SOHRET

Bu tez Enstitii Yonetim Kurulunca belirlenen yukaridaki jiiri iiyeleri tarafindan

uygun goriillmiis ve Enstitii Yonetim Kurulu karari ile onaylanmistir.

Doc. Dr. Ufuk AKBAS
Enstiti Mudurt



TEZ BILDiRiMi

Bu tezdeki biitiin bilgilerin etik davranis ve akademik kurallar ¢cercevesinde elde
edildigini ve tez yazim kurallarina uygun olarak hazirlanan bu g¢alismada bana ait

olmayan her tiirlii ifade ve bilginin kaynagina eksiksiz atif yapildigini bildiririm.

DECLARATION PAGE

| hereby declare that all information in this document has been obtained and
presented in accordance with academic rules and ethical conduct. | also declare that, as
required by these rules and conduct, I have fully cited and referenced all material and

results that are not original to this work.

Imza / Signature
Ahmad Jalal ALHAMID
..... l......12025



HASAN KALYONCU UNIVERSITESI
LiSANSUSTU EGITIiM ENSTITUSU
SIYASET BIiLiMi VE ULUSLARARASI ILISKIiLER ANABILIiM DALI

ORTADOGU’DA NUKLEER YARIS: iIRAN ORNEGININ
NEOKLASIK REALIST ANALIZi

Ahmad Jalal ALAHMAD
YUKSEK LiSANS TEZi

Damisman

Dr. Ogr. Uyesi Burgin Eryillmaz

OZET

Bu arastirma, Orta Dogu'daki niikleer yaris1 inceleyerek, Iran’1 bir vaka galigmasi olarak ele alip,
niikleer emellerini sekillendiren hem i¢ hem de bolgesel dinamikleri arastirmaktadir. Calisma, kilavuz
gerceve olarak Neoklasik Realizm’i kullanarak, bolgesel rekabetler, glivenlik tehditleri ve ekonomik
yaptirimlar gibi sistemik baskilar ile siyasi ideoloji ve ulusal kimlik gibi igsel etkilerin etkilesimini
derinlemesine incelemektedir. Bu boyutlar1 bir araya getirerek, calisma, Iran’in niikleer stratejisinin, dis
kisitlamalar ve i¢sel motivasyonlarin karmagik bir karigimi tarafindan yonlendirildigini kapsamli bir sekilde
anlamayr amaclamaktadir. Nitel metodolojiyi benimseyen bu aragtirma, genis kapsamli bir literatiir
taramasini derinlemesine vaka analiziyle birlestirerek, Iran’n tarihsel baglamin, stratejik motivasyonlarin
ve niikleer girisimlerini sekillendiren bolgesel giivenlik dinamiklerini vurgulamaktadir. Onemli bulgular,
Iran’1n niikleer hedeflerinin yalnizca ani tehditlere bir tepki olmadigini, uzun siiredir devam eden giivenlik
endiseleri, bolgesel giic dengesizlikleri ve i¢ siyasi zorunluluklara derinden kok saldigini ortaya
koymaktadir. Calisma ayrica, fran’1n niikleer hedeflerini ele almak i¢in uluslararas: diplomatik girisimlerin,
Ozellikle Kapsamli Ortak Eylem Plani’'nin (JCPOA), hem giicli hem de zayif yonlerini
degerlendirmektedir. Bu arastirma, Iran’in niikleer gelisiminin ardindaki stratejik mantig1 netlestirerek
Uluslararasi {liskiler ve Giivenlik Caligmalar1 alanlarina katkida bulunmaktadir. Sistemik ve i¢sel etkilerin
ayrimtili bir sekilde incelenmesi yoluyla, calisma yalnizca Neoklasik Realizm ¢ercevesinde devlet
davranisina yonelik teorik perspektifleri gelistirmekle kalmamakta, ayn1 zamanda politika yapicilar i¢in
pratik i¢goriiler de sunmaktadir. Bu iggériiler, iran’in niikleer rotasmin bolgesel istikrar ve kiiresel giivenlik
iizerindeki genis etkilerini ele alan daha etkili niikleer silahsizlanma stratejileri ve diplomatik c¢abalar
gelistirmek icin kritik 6neme sahiptir. Bu baglamda, arastirma, Orta Dogu'da niikleer yayilma sorunlarimi
ele almak i¢in yollar agmakta ve gelecekteki riskleri azaltmak amaciyla giiven artirici 6nlemler, diplomatik
angajman ve giliclendirilmis niikleer silahsizlanma ¢ergeveleri i¢in Oneriler sunmaktadir.

Anahtar Kelimeler: iran - Neoklasik Realizm - Sistemik Baskilar - I¢ Siyasi Faktorler - Niikleer Yayilma
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ABSTRACT

This research examines the nuclear race in the Middle East, focusing on Iran as a case study to
explore how both internal and regional dynamics shape its nuclear ambitions. Employing Neoclassical
Realism as the guiding framework, this study delves into the interplay of systemic pressures such as
regional rivalries, security threats, and economic sanctions and domestic influences, including political
ideology and national identity. By integrating these dimensions, the study seeks to offer a comprehensive
understanding of Iran’s nuclear strategy, which is driven by a complex blend of external constraints and
internal motivations. Utilizing a qualitative methodology, this research combines an extensive literature
review with an in-depth case study analysis, emphasizing Iran’s historical context, strategic motivations,
and the regional security dynamics that inform its nuclear pursuits. Key findings indicate that Iran’s nuclear
ambitions are not merely a reaction to immediate threats but are deeply rooted in longstanding security
concerns, regional power imbalances, and domestic political imperatives. The study also assesses the
effectiveness of international diplomatic initiatives, such as the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action
(JCPOA), to illuminate both their strengths and limitations in addressing Iran’s nuclear objective. This
research contributes to the fields of International Relations and Security Studies by clarifying the strategic
rationale underlying Iran’s nuclear development. Through a detailed examination of systemic and domestic
influences, the study not only enhances theoretical perspectives on state behavior under Neoclassical
Realism but also provides practical insights for policymakers. These insights are crucial for crafting more
effective non-proliferation strategies and diplomatic efforts that address the broader implications of Iran’s
nuclear trajectory for regional stability and global security. In doing so, this research opens pathways for
addressing the challenges of nuclear proliferation in the Middle East, with recommendations for
confidence-building measures, diplomatic engagement, and strengthened non-proliferation frameworks to
mitigate future risks.

Keywords: Iran - Neoclassical Realism - Systemic Pressures - Domestic Political Factors - Nuclear
Proliferation.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Iran's nuclear ambitions are among the most critical security issues affecting the
stability of the Middle East and international relations as a whole. Iran's pursuit of nuclear
capabilities has become a focal point in global security discussions, raising complex
questions about regional stability, nuclear non-proliferation frameworks, and the
prospects for diplomatic solutions. In this context, this research examines Iran's
motivations for acquiring nuclear capabilities by analyzing the intricate interplay of
historical, ideological, and security factors that shape its policy in this volatile regional
environment. Iran, perceiving itself as surrounded by existential threats from regional
nuclear powers and international forces, views nuclear capabilities as a deterrent and a
means to safeguard its sovereignty.

Through the theoretical lens of Neoclassical Realism, this study focuses on the
dual influence of systemic pressures, such as regional security challenges, power
imbalances, and economic sanctions, alongside internal factors like political ideologies,
leadership visions, and historical narratives. This integrated approach allows for a
nuanced understanding of Iran's strategic behavior, shedding light on the complexities
and depth of its motivations that go beyond traditional Realist explanations.

Historically, Iran's security policies have been profoundly influenced by events
such as the 1953 coup and the Iran-Iraq War. The 1953 coup fostered deep-seated mistrust
of Western powers, while the Iran-lrag War underscored the vulnerabilities of
conventional defense (Zavada, 2019). These experiences have shaped Iran's perception
of nuclear capabilities not merely as a tool of aggression but as a deterrent essential for
safeguarding national sovereignty and ensuring survival in a hostile environment
(Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 2021).

The theoretical framework of Neoclassical Realism is particularly appropriate for
this analysis, as it allows for a multifaceted examination of Iran's nuclear aspirations.
Unlike traditional Realism, which focuses primarily on power dynamics, Neoclassical
Realism incorporates domestic factors to explain state behavior (Ehteshami, 2023). This
approach reveals the complex interplay between external pressures including regional
rivalries and international sanctions and internal motivations rooted in historical
experiences and national identity.

This study aims to contribute to the literature on nuclear proliferation by offering

a more holistic perspective on Iran's nuclear policy. It seeks to inform policymakers by



providing insights into the motivations and strategic considerations that underpin Iran's
nuclear ambitions, thereby facilitating more effective non-proliferation strategies.

By addressing these elements, this introduction sets the stage for a rigorous and
balanced exploration of Iran's nuclear ambitions, offering readers a comprehensive

understanding of the complexities involved.
1.1. Importance of the Research: Security Challenges in the Middle East

The research thoroughly examines Iran’s nuclear ambitions, analyzing the intricate
interplay of historical, ideological, and pragmatic security factors that drive its policy in
a highly volatile regional context. The pursuit of nuclear capability by Iran has emerged
as a focal point in global security debates, raising complex questions about regional
stability, international non-proliferation frameworks, and the prospects for diplomatic
resolution. By framing the analysis within the theoretical lens of Neoclassical Realism,
this study sheds light on the dual influence of systemic pressures, such as regional security
dilemmas, power imbalances, sanctions, and internal dynamics, including political
ideology, leadership perspectives, and historical narratives. This combined approach
allows for a nuanced understanding of Iran's strategic behavior, revealing the depth and
complexity of its motivations beyond traditional realist explanations (Eslami &
Sotudehfar, 2024, Macaluso & Fathollah-Nejad, 2023, Eisenstadt, 2024).

1.2. Broader Context of Nuclear Challenges

Nuclear competition in the Middle East has developed into one of the most pressing
security issues of our time, posing challenges with both immediate and far-reaching
implications for regional and global stability. At the heart of this issue is Iran, whose
nuclear ambitions have sparked widespread concern over potential threats to the region’s
stability and the possibility of a nuclear arms race. While Iran asserts that its nuclear
program is for peaceful purposes, aimed primarily at energy production, many regional
and global actors perceive this program as a potential security threat. This perception has
led to intense diplomatic efforts, economic sanctions, and attempts to contain Iran’s
nuclear development. Understanding Iran’s motivations and the factors driving its nuclear
aspirations is essential for developing effective non-proliferation strategies and
addressing security challenges in the Middle East (Macaluso & Fathollah-Nejad, 2023,
SIPRI, 2023; Council on Foreign Relations, 2023).



1.3. Problem Statement

Iran's pursuit of nuclear capabilities represents a complex and critical issue with
significant implications for regional stability in the Middle East and global nuclear non-
proliferation efforts. The Middle East is already characterized by volatility and fragile
security dynamics, within this context, Iran’s nuclear ambitions are perceived by many
states as a direct threat to regional stability. This perception raises the risk of prompting
neighboring countries, such as Saudi Arabia and Tirkiye, to consider developing their
nuclear programs, potentially igniting a regional arms race. Consequently, Iran’s nuclear
aspirations serve as a flashpoint in an already unstable environment, presenting
significant challenges for regional and international security frameworks.

The complexity of Iran’s nuclear pursuit arises from a combination of external and
internal pressures. Externally, Iran faces numerous challenges, including economic
sanctions, diplomatic isolation, and security threats from regional adversaries like Israel
and Saudi Arabia. These pressures, driven by the international community’s concerns
over Iran’s nuclear capabilities, have led to various policy responses aimed at curbing
Iran's ambitions, ranging from sanctions to diplomatic negotiations. Internally, Iran’s
nuclear strategy is shaped by distinct domestic factors, including political ideology,
national identity, and power struggles among political factions. Collectively, these forces
create a dynamic environment in which Iran’s nuclear policy results from an intricate
interplay between external threats and internal motivations.

Understanding this issue is crucial due to its profound connection to regional and
international security. A comprehensive analysis of Iran’s nuclear motivations can equip
policymakers with the insights needed to design more effective non-proliferation
strategies. Instead of relying solely on broad-based measures like sanctions which can
inadvertently strengthen Iran’s hardline elements—this research advocates for strategies
that address the full spectrum of factors driving Iran’s nuclear pursuits. Such an approach
is essential for devising policies that both mitigate the risk of a regional arms race and

promote long-term stability in the Middle East.

1.4. Research Objectives

The primary objectives of this study are to investigate and elucidate the motivations

driving Iran’s nuclear ambitions, assess the impact of systemic and domestic pressures on



its nuclear calculus, and evaluate the effectiveness of international diplomatic efforts
aimed at curbing these ambitions. By capitalizing on theoretical insights of Neoclassical
Realism and examining the interplay between Iran’s security concerns and regional
dynamics, this research seeks to offer a comprehensive analysis that bridges theory and
practical policy implications.

Specifically, the objectives of this study are as follows:

1. To analyze the complex motivations behind Iran’s nuclear development, focusing
on both external pressures, such as regional rivalries and international sanctions,
and internal influences, including political ideology leadership and national
identity.

2. To explore the interplay between systemic pressures, examining how the volatile
security environment of the Middle East characterized by a lack of a dominant
security guarantor and significant power imbalances shapes Iran's pursuit of
nuclear capabilities as a means of self-defense and deterrence.

3. To assess the impact of international diplomatic efforts on Iran’s nuclear
ambitions, evaluating how policies such as sanctions, negotiations, and security
guarantees have influenced or limited Iran’s nuclear aspirations.

4. To contribute to the existing body of knowledge on nuclear proliferation and its
containment, providing insights that can inform more effective non-proliferation

strategies for the Middle East and other conflict-prone regions.

This study employs Neoclassical Realism as the central theoretical framework to
understand how Iran’s nuclear strategy is shaped by a combination of external threats and
internal political dynamics. By analyzing Iran’s motivations within this framework, the
study aims to reveal how Iran’s security concerns are heightened by the anarchic
international system, which often compels states to prioritize self-reliance and deterrence
measures (Waltz, 1979, Mearsheimer, 2001). The research thus seeks to provide a
nuanced understanding of Iran’s threat perceptions, illustrating how these perceptions
drive its nuclear ambitions.

Beyond theoretical analysis, this study focuses on the practical implications of its
findings for policymaking. While authors like Einhorn and Nephew (2016) emphasize the
value of diplomatic initiatives, confidence-building measures, and arms control
mechanisms, this research goes a step further by tailoring these approaches specifically

to the Iranian context. It argues that addressing Iran’s nuclear ambitions requires more



than external pressure it demands a deeper understanding of Iran’s internal motivations,
including its ideological commitments and domestic political dynamics.

This study suggests that effective policies should balance Iran’s need for
sovereignty and technological advancement with regional and global security concerns.
For example, creating regional non-proliferation agreements that include reciprocal
commitments from neighboring powers like Saudi Arabia and Israel could reduce
tensions and foster trust. Additionally, offering Iran economic incentives and
opportunities for scientific collaboration could appeal to its national pride while
encouraging constructive engagement.

Ultimately, these recommendations are not just theoretical they are grounded in
the findings of this research, which highlights the complex interplay between Iran’s
internal drivers and external pressures. By proposing practical, context-specific strategies,
this study contributes a fresh perspective to the ongoing debate on how to reduce nuclear
risks and promote stability in the Middle East.

Iran's case serves as a Vvaluable example for understanding broader nuclear
proliferation dynamics in regions marked by insecurity and rivalry. By analyzing Iran’s
nuclear path, this study provides insights applicable to other states facing similar security
challenges, offering a basis for comparative analysis within and beyond the Middle East.
This approach contributes to global non-proliferation efforts by enhancing our
understanding of why states in volatile geopolitical contexts may view nuclear
capabilities as essential for national security (Kibaroglu, 2007, Obama White House,
2016).

Iran's nuclear ambitions are often viewed through the lens of regional security
concerns. The potential for a nuclear-armed Iran raises fears of a nuclear arms race,
particularly among neighboring countries such as Saudi Arabia and Egypt, which may
feel compelled to develop their own nuclear capabilities in response (CRS Reports, 2024).
This situation highlights the intricate relationship between national security perceptions
and the pursuit of nuclear weapons.

The Iranian leadership has framed its nuclear program as a means of deterrence
against perceived threats, especially from the United States and Israel, both of which have
historically opposed Iran's regional influence (IAEA, 2023). This perception is
compounded by ongoing rivalries with Sunni-majority states in the Gulf region, which

view a nuclear Iran as a direct threat to their own security.



By analyzing Iran’s nuclear trajectory, scholars can draw parallels with other states
facing similar security dilemmas. For instance, countries like North Korea have also
pursued nuclear capabilities under comparable circumstances of international isolation
and perceived existential threats. This comparative analysis can enhance understanding
of why nations opt for nuclear weapons despite international norms against proliferation.

Iran's situation underscores significant challenges for global non-proliferation
efforts. The complexities of Iran's nuclear strategy often described as "nuclear hedging"
illustrate how states may seek to maintain the option of developing nuclear weapons while
simultaneously engaging in diplomatic negotiations. This behavior complicates efforts to
enforce non-proliferation treaties and agreements, as it reflects a broader trend where
states prioritize national security over international commitments.

In summary, this thesis aims to connect Iran’s historical and geopolitical context to
its nuclear strategy, focusing not on technical aspects but on the political, strategic, and
historical dimensions shaping its ambitions. Through the lens of Neoclassical Realism,
the study integrates external pressures with domestic factors, offering a comprehensive
view of how Iran’s security concerns intersect with internal dynamics, including
ideological commitments and historical narratives, to shape its nuclear pursuits (Rose,
1998, Taliaferro, Lobell, & Ripsman, 2009). This integrated approach enhances the
overall analysis, providing a well-rounded framework that supports the research problem,

objectives, and subsequent findings of this study.

1.5. Significance of Study

This research holds substantial scholarly and practical significance as it applies
Neoclassical Realism to analyze Iran's nuclear ambitions within a complex and volatile
geopolitical context. By integrating systemic pressures with domestic influences, the
study provides a comprehensive framework to understand how external and internal
forces shape state nuclear policy. This multifaceted approach offers deep insights into the
interactions between regional security dynamics, international sanctions, national
ideology, socio-economic conditions, and leadership perspectives that guide Iran's

strategic decisions.



1.5.1. Scientific Significance

This study aims to fill a gap in the literature on nuclear proliferation by providing
a more comprehensive understanding of Iran’s motivations using the Neoclassical
Realism framework. Conventional Realist theories focus primarily on external security
pressures, often overlooking the role of internal factors. Neoclassical Realism, however,
combines both external and domestic influences to offer a nuanced view of why states
pursue nuclear capabilities. By examining Iran’s nuclear ambitions through this lens, the
study seeks to explain how international pressures, such as regional security threats and
economic sanctions, interact with internal political dynamics, including ideological
commitments, national identity, and regime power struggles.

Applying this framework to Iran’s nuclear program not only advances theoretical
discourse but also contributes to the fields of International Relations and Security Studies
by exploring a case in which nuclear ambitions are shaped by both regional and domestic
forces. The study aims to show how Iran perceives its security environment not just
through a lens of power but also as influenced by historical and ideological factors. This
is particularly valuable for understanding how countries in similarly tense regional
contexts may approach nuclear development, thereby enriching theories on nuclear
proliferation.

Furthermore, studying Iran’s nuclear ambitions is significant due to its unique
position in the Middle East, a region marked by complex alliances, rivalries, and security
dilemmas. By applying Neoclassical Realism to this case, the research contributes new
insights into the motivations behind nuclear proliferation in volatile geopolitical
environments, offering valuable perspectives that can be applied to other states facing

similar security challenges.

1.5.2. Practical Importance

The practical importance of this study lies in its potential to inform policymakers
seeking to address Iran’s nuclear ambitions and reduce the risks associated with nuclear
proliferation in the Middle East. By highlighting the impact of both systemic pressures
and domestic factors on Iran’s nuclear policy, the study can guide more effective policy
responses that address the underlying motivations for Iran’s pursuit of nuclear

capabilities. This understanding is crucial because current non-proliferation efforts often



fail to consider the interplay between Iran’s external security concerns and its internal
political landscape.

The study’s findings can aid in the design of diplomatic strategies that engage
more effectively with Iran’s unique security concerns and domestic political forces. For
example, policies that focus on building trust and addressing Iran’s perceived security
threats, while also acknowledging the influence of domestic factions, could prove more
effective than broad sanctions alone. Broad sanctions often strengthen hardline elements
within Iran, inadvertently reinforcing the very nuclear ambitions they seek to curb.

Additionally, this research underscores the potential consequences of a nuclear-
armed Iran for regional stability, particularly the risk of igniting a regional arms race. If
Iran were to acquire nuclear capabilities, other regional powers, like Saudi Arabia and
Turkiye, might pursue their own nuclear programs, heightening the risk of proliferation
in an already volatile region. This study’s Neoclassical Realist analysis provides a basis
for policy recommendations aimed at preventing such scenarios. For instance,
confidence-building measures, security assurances, and regional arms control agreements
could help alleviate tensions and discourage further nuclear pursuits.

The study’s findings offer insights relevant to global non-proliferation frameworks,
particularly the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT). Iran’s nuclear program
challenges the effectiveness of traditional non-proliferation strategies and raises questions
about the adaptability of these frameworks to complex, context-specific motivations. The
NPT was established to prevent the spread of nuclear weapons and promote peaceful uses
of nuclear energy, however, Iran's actions have highlighted significant gaps in its
enforcement and compliance mechanisms (Council on Foreign Relations, 2025, Harnisch,
2024).

Iran's continued uranium enrichment activities and its refusal to fully cooperate with
the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) have led to concerns regarding its
commitment to non-proliferation principles (IAEA, 2024). This situation illustrates the
need for a more flexible approach to non-proliferation, one that considers each state’s
unique security concerns and domestic political factors. For instance, while some nations
may pursue nuclear capabilities as a deterrent against perceived threats, others may do so
for regional power dynamics or internal political reasons (Reaching Critical Will, 2024).

The findings suggest that adapting non-proliferation strategies to accommodate these
varied motivations could enhance their effectiveness. By recognizing that states like Iran

may view nuclear capabilities as essential for their national security, policymakers can

8



develop tailored diplomatic efforts that address specific regional contexts and security
dilemmas. Ultimately, a more nuanced understanding of the motivations behind states'

nuclear pursuits could lead to more successful non-proliferation outcomes.

On the other side, the practical implications of this study are crucial for
understanding and addressing the multifaceted challenges surrounding Iran’s nuclear
strategy, with a focus on crafting effective policy recommendations and promoting
regional stability. By delving into the complex interplay between Iran’s domestic political
dynamics, ideological commitments, and external pressures, the research offers valuable
insights that can guide diplomatic efforts and regional security initiatives. In the context
of a highly volatile Middle East, where the risk of nuclear proliferation and regional
insecurity remains a pressing concern, these findings contribute to a nuanced

understanding of the strategic and policy frameworks required to address such challenges.

In summary, this study provides a theoretically grounded and relevant analysis of
Iran’s nuclear motivations. By examining the combined influence of external pressures
and internal dynamics, the research not only contributes to academic literature but also
offers practical recommendations for policymakers aiming to reduce nuclear risks and
foster stability in the Middle East. Through its focus on Iran’s nuclear ambitions within a
complex geopolitical context, the study supports efforts to create more responsive,
effective non-proliferation policies and strategies aimed at preventing further nuclear

proliferation in the region.

1.5.3. Academic Contributions

This research represents a significant effort to deepen our understanding of Iran’s
nuclear strategy through a comprehensive integration of theoretical, empirical, and
methodological dimensions. At its core, it seeks to address a critical gap in the study of
non-Western states by situating itself at the intersection of Neoclassical Realism,
Constructivism, and Foreign Policy Analysis. These frameworks, while often applied in
analyses of Western powers, are innovatively adapted here to capture the unique
dynamics of Iran’s geopolitical and ideological context. This study demonstrates how
systemic pressures such as international sanctions, regional rivalries, and global security
concerns interact with domestic variables like internal political factionalism, ideological

narratives, and national identity to shape Iran’s strategic behavior.
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By focusing on this intricate interplay, the research provides a nuanced
understanding of how revolutionary ideology and national identity influence state actions
in response to international challenges. Unlike traditional realist approaches that often
emphasize material power or systemic constraints, this study highlights the centrality of
ideational and domestic factors, offering a more holistic perspective. Iran’s case, as
explored in this research, serves as a powerful example of how deeply embedded
historical experiences, such as foreign interventions and the Iran-lraq War, continue to

inform contemporary strategic choices.

Furthermore, this integrated framework extends beyond theoretical discourse by
offering practical insights into nuclear decision-making in regions where ideology,
identity, and security perceptions converge. It underscores the importance of contextual
sensitivity when analyzing states like Iran, whose policies are shaped by both enduring
historical legacies and immediate geopolitical realities. This multidimensional approach
not only advances academic debates but also provides valuable tools for policymakers

seeking to navigate the complexities of nuclear proliferation in volatile regions.

1. This study advances theoretical understanding by employing an interdisciplinary
framework that integrates Neoclassical Realism with insights from
Constructivism and Foreign Policy Analysis. While foundational scholars like
Rose (1998) and Wendt (1999) have highlighted the role of material power and
ideational factors, this research builds on their contributions by applying these
theories specifically to Iran’s nuclear strategy within the unique geopolitical and
ideological context of the Middle East. Unlike traditional applications of
Neoclassical Realism that often focus on Western powers, this study demonstrates
the theory’s adaptability in analyzing non-Western states, emphasizing how Iran’s
revolutionary ideology and national identity mediate systemic pressures and
inform nuclear decision-making.

This research also differentiates itself by challenging conventional realist
assumptions that prioritize systemic factors. By incorporating detailed case
studies of Iranian political factionalism and ideological narratives, this thesis
highlights how domestic variables—such as internal political struggles between
moderates and hardliners—interact with external pressures, such as sanctions and

regional rivalries, to shape Iran’s nuclear behavior. This dual focus on systemic
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and domestic dynamics refines Neoclassical Realism’s explanatory power by

offering a more context-sensitive application to non-Western states like Iran.

Thus, the study contributes not only to theoretical discourse but also to the
practical understanding of nuclear decision-making in regions where ideology and
national identity play a critical role. By applying this interdisciplinary framework
to Iran’s case, this research advances a novel perspective that enriches the broader
field of International Relations and demonstrates the relevance of these theories

in diverse geopolitical contexts.

2. The study provides significant empirical insights, first by offering a
comprehensive case study of Iran that illustrates the complex interaction between
external pressures and internal dynamics. It examines historical experiences such
as foreign interventions and the Iran-lrag War to explain how these events
influence contemporary security perceptions and strategic choices in Iran. By
mapping the progression of Iran's nuclear policy over time, the research highlights
key turning points and identifies factors that have influenced its trajectory, thereby
enhancing the understanding of how Iran’s nuclear strategy has evolved in
response to shifts in internal and external conditions. Furthermore, by comparing
Iran’s nuclear path with those of other states that have either pursued or abandoned
nuclear capabilities, the study identifies common patterns and unique drivers
behind nuclear proliferation, adding depth to the global understanding of nuclear
dynamics.

3. Methodologically, this research makes substantial contributions by adopting a
qualitative approach that combines theoretical insights with empirical evidence.
The study employs a diverse data collection strategy, including the analysis of
government documents, international agreements, expert interviews, and
scholarly literature. This multi-source approach enables a comprehensive
exploration of Iran’s nuclear motivations, ensuring a robust and multi-layered
analysis. By integrating these diverse perspectives, the research enhances the
reliability and validity of its findings, providing a thorough understanding of the

complexities surrounding Iran’s nuclear policy.

This research emphasizes the importance of approaching Iran’s nuclear ambitions

through a lens that goes beyond traditional non-proliferation strategies. It recognizes the
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unique factors driving Iran’s behavior, including its historical experiences, national pride,
and aspirations for technological advancement. These insights provide a foundation for
designing engagement strategies that align with Iran’s interests while supporting broader
non-proliferation goals. Moreover, the study underscores the critical role of regional
cooperation in addressing the root causes of insecurity and fostering stability. By
proposing tailored frameworks for dialogue and mutual confidence-building among
Middle Eastern states, the research highlights the potential for creating a sustainable

security environment that benefits not only Iran but the region as a whole.

While policy recommendations emphasize understanding Iran’s domestic drivers
to craft effective diplomacy, the study underscores that regional stability demands
cooperative frameworks inclusive of all stakeholders, transforming isolated efforts into a

collective security vision as follows:

1. Interms of policy recommendations, the study informs diplomatic strategies by
identifying the underlying motivations behind Iran’s nuclear ambitions. It offers
policymakers valuable insights into Iran’s security concerns and domestic
pressures, essential for crafting sustainable, effective diplomatic negotiations
(Einhorn & Nephew, 2016). The research also addresses current gaps in non-
proliferation strategies, suggesting that these can be enhanced by considering
Iran’s domestic political context. By addressing both external pressures and
internal motivations, the study’s recommendations aim to mitigate the risk of
nuclear escalation. Tailored engagement models are proposed, which involve
strategies that respect Iran’s national pride and aspirations for technological
advancement, potentially offering structured civilian nuclear cooperation under
stringent safeguards to align with Iran’s interests while supporting non-
proliferation goals.

2. Promoting regional stability is a major focus, as the study highlights the urgent
need for cooperative security approaches to prevent a potential arms race in the
Middle East. Regional security frameworks and confidence-building measures
are proposed to stabilize relations among Middle Eastern states (Middle East
Directions Programme, 2025). Initiatives such as nuclear-weapon-free zones
and increased transparency in military capabilities are suggested to reduce
regional security dilemmas and foster mutual trust (European Parliament, 2023).
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Additionally, the study advocates for regional dialogue platforms where Iran
and its neighbors can collaboratively address shared security concerns, aiming
to reduce tensions and build a foundation for understanding mutual interests
(United Nations, 2024).

1.6. Contributing to Global Security

The findings extend to global security, offering insights that support international
non-proliferation regimes, particularly the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT).
Recognizing the limitations of current frameworks, the study contributes to discussions
on reforming global non-proliferation regimes to accommodate the complexities posed
by states with intricate domestic political landscapes. Effectively addressing Iran’s
nuclear ambitions, the research suggests, can mitigate the risk of nuclear materials falling

into the hands of non-state actors, thereby enhancing nuclear security on a global scale.

e Broader Relevance

The broader implications of this study extend well beyond the immediate context
of Iran’s nuclear strategy, offering valuable insights that contribute to both global
academic discourse and practical policy-making. By examining the intricate interplay
between systemic pressures and domestic drivers in a specific geopolitical setting, the
research provides a framework that can be adapted to analyze similar dynamics in other
regions facing nuclear proliferation challenges. Its findings resonate not only with
scholars and policymakers focused on the Middle East but also with those addressing

complex security dilemmas in other volatile regions.

The study offers an adaptable framework for analyzing nuclear proliferation in South
Asia and the Korean Peninsula. It advocates multilateral cooperation to address root
causes, linking theory with practical strategies for global stability, and prioritizes shared
security over fragmented solutions:

1. The study’s analytical framework holds applicability beyond the Middle Eastern
context, serving as a model for analyzing nuclear proliferation dynamics in other
regions facing similar challenges, such as South Asia or the Korean Peninsula. This

applicability extends the study's significance globally, providing valuable lessons
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for policymakers navigating nuclear aspirations within domestically complex
political environments.

2. Supporting peace and stability initiatives, the research underscores the importance
of addressing the underlying causes of nuclear pursuits to promote sustainable
peace-building. Rather than relying solely on coercive measures, the study
advocates multilateral cooperation, emphasizing the role of regional powers and
international organizations in crafting cohesive strategies that prevent nuclear
proliferation and enhance security.

3. By bridging theoretical and practical policy dialogues, the research fosters a
constructive exchange between academics and practitioners, encouraging informed,
contextually relevant policy decisions. Furthermore, the study opens avenues for
future research on the intersections of domestic politics and international security,
encouraging scholars to explore similar dynamics in other high-stakes geopolitical

contexts.

In summary, this research offers a comprehensive and multidimensional analysis of
Iran's nuclear motivations, making significant contributions to academic scholarship and
practical policy-making. By advancing Neoclassical Realism, the study presents a more
nuanced framework for understanding nuclear proliferation in complex geopolitical
environments. The policy recommendations emphasize the necessity of addressing both
systemic pressures and domestic drivers to achieve sustainable non-proliferation
outcomes.

The broader implications extend to global non-proliferation and peace-building
efforts in similarly volatile regions. By advocating for strategies that address external
threats alongside internal motivations, the study underscores that effective non-
proliferation strategies must engage with the foundational causes behind nuclear
ambitions. This research contributes to international security by offering insights that can

prevent nuclear escalation and promote peaceful, cooperative relations among states.

1.7. Research Questions

The formulation of clear and focused research questions is essential to guide the
study and ensure a comprehensive understanding of the multifaceted factors driving
Iran’s nuclear strategy. By addressing both external and internal dimensions, these

questions aim to uncover the complex interplay of systemic pressures, domestic

14



influences, and policy challenges that shape Iran's nuclear ambitions. Grounded in
Neoclassical Realism, the questions also serve as a bridge between theoretical insights
and practical policy implications, emphasizing the importance of a nuanced approach to

analyzing Iran’s motivations.

This section outlines the key research questions that frame the study, each designed
to address a specific aspect of the research problem. Through these questions, the study
seeks to uncover the factors driving Iran’s nuclear aspirations and evaluate the limitations
of existing non-proliferation efforts, paving the way for more effective strategies
informed by theoretical and empirical insights. trans

e How do regional threats and international sanctions impact Iran’s nuclear

strategy ?

This question investigates the external pressures Iran faces, such as regional
rivalries and economic sanctions, and how these factors shape its nuclear ambitions. By
focusing on Neoclassical Realism’s core argument of systemic pressures, the study seeks
to reveal how external threats contribute to Iran’s perceived need for nuclear capabilities
as a means of deterrence and self-preservation.
¢ What role do national identity and ideological commitments, and political

leadership play in shaping Iran’s nuclear ambitions?

This question explores the influence of Iran’s internal narratives, including its
national identity, ideological commitments, and historical grievances, on its nuclear
strategy. By examining these domestic drivers, the research aims to highlight the internal
factors that intensify Iran’s pursuit of nuclear capabilities and how these factors interact
with external pressures to form a cohesive nuclear strategy.

e What are the limitations of current non-proliferation policies in addressing the
specific motivations behind Iran’s nuclear strategy, and how can insights from

Neoclassical Realism lead to more effective solutions?

This question bridges theory and practice by analyzing why existing non-
proliferation efforts have been limited in containing Iran’s nuclear ambitions. The study
aims to demonstrate how a deeper understanding of Iran’s motivations, informed by
Neoclassical Realism, can help in crafting targeted and effective policies that address both

systemic and domestic drivers of Iran’s nuclear program.
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These research questions are directly aligned with the study’s hypothesis and
research problems. Each question addresses a critical component of Iran’s nuclear
strategy systemic pressures, domestic influences, and policy implications providing a
comprehensive framework for analyzing the factors that drive Iran’s nuclear ambitions

and assessing potential pathways for effective non-proliferation efforts.
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2. CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

This literature review critically evaluates existing scholarship on nuclear
proliferation, with a particular emphasis on how Iran's distinct motivations for nuclear
development are shaped by both external pressures and domestic factors. By employing
Neoclassical Realism, this study aims to address the gaps in previous research, which
predominantly focused on systemic pressures such as regional security dilemmas,
international sanctions, and power dynamics. These studies often overlooked the

subjective threats and internal factors that play a crucial role in nuclear decision-making.

The breadth of this study on Iran’s nuclear motivations is further enriched by recent
academic discourse, which provides a deeper understanding of the historical context and
contemporary implications of Iran’s nuclear ambitions. Below, we highlight three key
studies that align with this focus on significant historical events and the motivations

driving Iran's nuclear program.

1. The study by Mohammad Soltaninejad (2022), titled "Iran's Nuclear Policy: A
Cognitive Study on Defiance and Compliance,” provides a significant foundation for
understanding the shifts in Iran's nuclear behavior. By emphasizing how perceptions of
gains and losses influence strategic decisions, Soltaninejad illustrates the interplay
between defiance during the early phases of Iran's nuclear program and later compliance
under intensified sanctions. While the study offers valuable insights into the role of
prospect theory and historical events like the Islamic Revolution and the Iran-lraq War in
shaping Iran's nuclear policy, it largely frames these dynamics within the context of
cognitive factors. This approach, though insightful, does not fully explore the broader
interplay of external pressures and domestic imperatives.

My research aims to address this critical gap by applying the comprehensive
framework of Neoclassical Realism to analyze Iran's nuclear strategy. Unlike studies that
predominantly focus on either external pressure such as regional rivalries and
international sanctions or internal dynamics in isolation, my thesis integrates these dual
influences to provide a holistic understanding of Iran’s motivations (Juneau, 2024). This
dual approach is particularly necessary given the complexity of Iran's historical
experiences and its perception of existential threats from adversaries like Israel and the
United States.
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One significant gap identified in the literature is the insufficient attention to how
domestic factors, such as leadership ideologies, national identity, and internal political
struggles, mediate and reshape the effects of systemic pressures (Bayar, 2019). While
existing studies highlight Iran’'s defiance and compliance patterns, they often overlook the
nuanced role of internal narratives in sustaining or modifying these patterns. My research
addresses this omission by systematically examining how ideological commitments
rooted in the Islamic Revolution, factional dynamics between moderates and hardliners,
and historical grievances influence Iran's strategic decision-making.

Additionally, my thesis contributes to the literature by exploring how pivotal
historical events, such as the Iran-Iraq War, continue to inform Iran’s contemporary
security perceptions and objectives (Ehteshami, 2023). These historical underpinnings
are essential for understanding why Iran views its nuclear program as not only a deterrent
but also a cornerstone of its national identity and regional influence.

By employing Neoclassical Realism, my study bridges the gap between systemic
and domestic analyses, offering a more integrated framework for understanding Iran’s
nuclear ambitions. This approach not only enhances theoretical discourse but also
provides practical insights for policymakers. Unlike existing works, my research delves
deeper into how systemic pressures and internal political imperatives interact, offering
actionable recommendations that address both dimensions.

At last, my thesis asserts that effective engagement with Iran regarding its nuclear
ambitions requires moving beyond simplistic models that focus solely on sanctions or
diplomatic isolation. It emphasizes the need to consider Iran's internal dynamics and
historical narratives to craft non-proliferation strategies that are more sustainable and
contextually relevant. By addressing these critical gaps, my research enriches academic
discourse and offers a comprehensive approach to navigating the complexities of Iran's
nuclear strategy, thereby contributing to both scholarly understanding and practical
policy-making.

2. Ali Fathollah-Nejad's (2023) article, "The Impact of Economic Sanctions on
Nuclear Non-Proliferation,” critiques the effectiveness of sanctions in curbing Iran's
nuclear ambitions, emphasizing that these measures often fail to achieve their intended
objectives. By distinguishing between the supply side (restricting materials for nuclear
development) and the demand side (domestic political motivations and security

concerns), the study highlights how sanctions impact the availability of resources but
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overlook the internal drivers of nuclear proliferation. Fathollah-Nejad situates these
dynamics within the broader historical context of Iran's insecurity, particularly following
the Iran-Irag War, which continues to shape its strategic goals (Fathollah-Nejad, 2023).
While sanctions impose economic hardships, the article argues they inadvertently
strengthen Iran’s resolve to pursue its nuclear program as a means of ensuring national
security against perceived threats.

Whereas Fathollah-Nejad’s study offers a valuable critique of sanctions and their
limitations, it leaves gaps in understanding the broader interplay between systemic
pressures and domestic imperatives that shape Iran’s nuclear behavior. My research
builds on this foundation by applying the Neoclassical Realism framework to analyze
how these external pressures, such as sanctions and regional rivalries, interact with
internal factors, including national identity, political leadership, and ideological
narratives. Unlike Fathollah-Nejad’s focus on sanctions' failure to address demand-side
motivations, my study explores how domestic factors mediate and amplify external
pressures, providing a more comprehensive understanding of Iran’s nuclear ambitions.

A key gap identified in Fathollah-Nejad’s analysis is its limited exploration of how
historical and ideological narratives inform Iran's strategic behavior in response to
sanctions. My research addresses this omission by examining how Iran’s leadership
frames its nuclear program as a symbol of sovereignty, resilience, and resistance to
external coercion (Fathollah-Nejad, 2023). By incorporating a detailed analysis of these
narratives, rooted in Iran’s revolutionary ideology and historical grievances, my study
reveals how sanctions not only fail to deter nuclear ambitions but also reinforce internal
political cohesion and regime legality.

Moreover, while Fathollah-Nejad emphasizes the impact of economic sanctions on
resource availability, my research expands this discussion by investigating how these
measures reshape Iran's domestic political landscape and influence its foreign policy
decisions. For example, my study explores how sanctions exacerbate factional struggles
within Iran, with hardliners using external pressures to justify defiance and moderates
advocating for diplomatic engagement (Abdelbary & Elshawa, 2023). This dual
perspective allows for a deeper understanding of how systemic pressures and domestic
imperatives intersect to sustain Iran’s nuclear aspirations.

By applying Neoclassical Realism, my thesis offers a more integrated framework
for analyzing Iran’s nuclear strategy, bridging the gap between external systemic factors

and internal political dynamics. This approach contributes to the literature by
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demonstrating that sanctions, while significant, are insufficient as standalone tools for
addressing nuclear proliferation. Instead, my research argues for policy approaches that
engage with Iran’s internal motivations, addressing both its security concerns and
ideological narratives to develop more sustainable non-proliferation strategies.
Eventually, my study extends beyond Fathollah-Nejad’s critique by providing
actionable recommendations for policymakers. These include fostering confidence-
building measures, addressing regional security dilemmas, and promoting frameworks
for civilian nuclear cooperation under stringent safeguards (Council on Foreign Relations,
2024). By integrating systemic and domestic analyses, my research enriches theoretical
discourse on nuclear proliferation and offers practical insights for navigating the
complexities of Iran’s nuclear strategy. This comprehensive approach not only fills gaps
in existing literature but also contributes to global efforts in managing nuclear

proliferation challenges in volatile regions.

3. Xiaoning Huang's (2020) study, ""The Iranian Nuclear Issue and Regional
Security: Dilemmas,"* provides a nuanced analysis of Iran’s nuclear ambitions, arguing
that they extend beyond the pursuit of weapons to serve as a latent strategic hedge against
perceived threats from adversaries like Israel and the United States. By linking Iran’s
nuclear motivations to its historical insecurities particularly the Iran-Irag War and its
perception of a volatile geopolitical landscape, Huang highlights how both historical and
contemporary security challenges have shaped Iran’s strategic calculus (Huang, 2020).
Furthermore, the study underscores the broader regional implications of Iran’s nuclear
aspirations, including the risk of a Middle Eastern arms race as neighboring states
reevaluate their security postures in response to Iran’s advancements.

While Huang’s research offers critical insights into the interplay of historical
grievances and regional security dynamics, it leaves gaps in fully explaining how
domestic political narratives and ideological commitments influence Iran’s nuclear
policy. My research bridges this gap by applying the Neoclassical Realism framework,
which integrates both systemic pressures and domestic factors to provide a more
comprehensive understanding of Iran’s nuclear strategy. Unlike Huang’s emphasis on
external threats and regional implications, my study delves deeper into the role of internal
drivers, such as ideological narratives stemming from the Islamic Revolution and
leadership discourses framing the nuclear program as a symbol of sovereignty and

resistance.

20



Huang’s analysis also touches on the destabilizing effects of Iran’s nuclear
ambitions on regional stability but does not sufficiently address how these ambitions
interact with Iran’s internal political dynamics, such as factional struggles between
hardliners and moderates. My research fills this void by examining how these domestic
tensions mediate external pressures, influencing Iran’s strategic behavior. For instance, I
explore how hardliners leverage external threats to justify defiance and assert their
ideological goals, while moderates advocate for pragmatic engagement with the
international community (Fathollah-Nejad, 2023). This dual perspective not only enriches
our understanding of Iran’s motivations but also highlights the limitations of conventional
non-proliferation strategies that fail to consider these internal dynamics.

Furthermore, while Huang emphasizes the geopolitical context of the Middle East,
my study expands on this by linking Iran’s nuclear behavior to its historical narrative of
resistance and independence. By examining how these narratives shape Iran’s perception
of security and influence its interactions with global powers, my research offers a more
integrated view of the factors driving Iran’s nuclear ambitions. This approach aligns with
the hypothesis that Iran’s nuclear strategy is a product of the complex interplay between
systemic pressures and domestic imperatives.

By addressing these gaps, my study contributes to the literature by advancing
Neoclassical Realism as a framework for analyzing nuclear proliferation in regions
marked by volatility and rivalry. It provides actionable insights for policymakers by
emphasizing the need to address both external threats and internal motivations in crafting
effective non-proliferation strategies. Recommendations include fostering regional
frameworks for arms control, promoting confidence-building measures, and engaging
with Iran in ways that respect its historical and ideological contexts (WMD-Free Zone,
2024).

Ultimately, my research complements Huang’s work by providing a more holistic
analysis of Iran’s nuclear ambitions, integrating historical, ideological, and geopolitical
factors into a coherent framework. This comprehensive approach not only fills critical
gaps in existing literature but also enhances the practical relevance of academic discourse

for addressing one of the most pressing security challenges in the Middle East.

e Key Studies on Neoclassical Realism and Iran's Nuclear Policy

1. The study titled "Multiple Dualities: Seeking the Patterns in Iran's Foreign
Policy," by Tugba Bayar in 2020, employs Neoclassical Realism to frame Iran's
foreign policy. It highlights the intricate interaction between geopolitical factors and
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threat perceptions with domestic ideologies, arguing that Iran's nuclear pursuits are
influenced by both external pressures from regional rivals and internal narratives
shaped by nationalism and revolutionary ideology.

Bayar's research provides a nuanced understanding of how systemic factors, such
as geopolitics and the balance of power, are mediated through domestic political contexts.
It illustrates the complexities of Iran’s strategic behavior in the international arena. The
study asserts that Iran's foreign policy is not merely a reaction to external threats but is
also deeply rooted in its historical experiences and ideological commitments.

By analyzing these dual influences, Bayar sheds light on the motivations behind
Iran's actions on the global stage, suggesting that the interplay of external pressures and
internal ideologies creates a multifaceted framework for understanding Iranian foreign
policy. This approach underscores the importance of considering both international
dynamics and domestic factors when assessing Iran's strategic decisions, particularly
regarding its nuclear program and regional interactions.

2. The research titled "*Alliances and Threats in the Middle East: Neoclassical

Realism and the Balance of Interest'', by Tugba Bayar in 2021

explores how Neoclassical Realism can elucidate the shifts in regional alliances,
particularly with a focus on Iran. The study posits that the perceptions of individual
leaders and the domestic political contexts significantly shape foreign policy decisions,
including those related to nuclear strategy.

Bayar emphasizes that while systemic factors create a backdrop of threats in the
Middle East, domestic considerations such as leadership ideologies and national identity
play a critical role in how Iranian policymakers perceive and address these threats. This
nuanced approach highlights the importance of understanding not only the external
pressures Iran faces from regional rivals but also how internal narratives influence its
foreign policy actions.

The research further argues that Iranian leaders interpret external threats through
the lens of their domestic ideologies, which are shaped by historical experiences and
nationalistic sentiments. For instance, the legacy of past conflicts, such as the Iran-lraq
War, has instilled a deep-seated sense of insecurity that drives Iran's pursuit of nuclear
capabilities as a means of deterrence and assertion of power. This interplay between
external pressures and internal dynamics is crucial for comprehending Iran's strategic

behavior in international relations.
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By analyzing these dual influences, Bayar provides insights into the complexities
surrounding Iran’s foreign policy, suggesting that effective engagement with Tehran
requires a comprehensive understanding of both its geopolitical environment and its
domestic political landscape. The study ultimately contributes to the broader discourse
on Middle Eastern politics by illustrating how Neoclassical Realism can be applied to
analyze the intricate factors that shape Iran's foreign policy decisions.

It is worthy to mention that in this thesis | aim to contribute significantly to the
existing body of literature on nuclear proliferation and international relations, particularly
concerning lran's nuclear ambitions. The uniqueness of my study lies in its
comprehensive application of Neoclassical Realism, which integrates both systemic and
domestic factors influencing state behavior in the context of nuclear strategy.

While much of the current literature predominantly focuses on external pressures
such as regional rivalries and international sanctions my research uniquely emphasizes
how internal dynamics, including leadership ideologies, national identity, and domestic
political contexts, shape Iran's foreign policy decisions. By analyzing these dual
influences, my study provides a more nuanced understanding of Iran's motivations for
pursuing nuclear capabilities. This perspective is particularly relevant given Iran's
complex historical experiences and its perception of security threats from adversaries like
Israel and the United States.

Moreover, my thesis goes beyond merely identifying these factors, it systematically
examines how they interact to inform [ran’s strategic behavior. This approach not only
enhances theoretical discourse within Neoclassical Realism but also offers practical
insights for policymakers. By highlighting the interplay between external systemic
pressures and internal political imperatives, | aim to provide recommendations that could
lead to more effective diplomatic strategies and non-proliferation efforts tailored to Iran's
unique security landscape.

Furthermore, my research addresses a critical gap in the literature by exploring how
historical events such as the Iran-Irag War continue to influence contemporary security
perceptions and strategic objectives. This historical context is essential for understanding
why Iran views its nuclear program as integral to its national identity and regional
standing. In conclusion, my thesis asserts that effective engagement with Iran regarding
its nuclear ambitions requires an understanding of both external pressures and internal
dynamics. By integrating these perspectives through a Neoclassical Realist lens, my

research contributes new insights into the motivations behind nuclear proliferation in the
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Middle East. This comprehensive approach not only enriches academic discourse but also
provides actionable recommendations for policymakers seeking to navigate the
complexities of Iran's nuclear strategy. This response clearly outlines the unique
contributions of your thesis while addressing your advisor's concerns about asserting your
study's specialty within literature.

The study on Iran's nuclear ambitions emphasizes the need for practical policy
implications and recommendations that can effectively address the complexities

surrounding its nuclear program.

2.1. Neoclassical Realism’s Structural Framework

Neoclassical Realism provides a nuanced framework for understanding state behavior
by integrating both systemic and domestic factors, as articulated by Rose (1998). This
approach is particularly insightful for analyzing Iran's nuclear ambitions, as it considers
the complex interplay between international pressures and internal political dynamics,
aligning with the analytical pathways laid out by Ripsman et al. (2016).

Iran's foreign policy is deeply rooted in its historical experiences and ideological
commitments, a perspective echoed by Wohlforth (1995). The Islamic Revolution of
1979 and the subsequent Iran-lrag War have significantly shaped Iran's security
perceptions, fostering a desire for a nuclear deterrent as both a means of self-defense and
a symbol of national power. The revolutionary ideology of resistance against Western
hegemony, as analyzed by Rathbun (2008), further motivates Iran's nuclear ambitions,
emphasizing independence and sovereignty.

The domestic political landscape in Iran is characterized by a complex array of
factions, including hardliners and moderates, each vying for influence over nuclear
policy. The Supreme Leader, as the ultimate decision-maker, interprets external threats
through an ideological lens, often prioritizing a more assertive nuclear stance. The
Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC), a powerful non-state actor, also plays a significant
role in shaping nuclear policy, reflecting its own interests and perceptions—a dynamic
explored by Ripsman et al. (2016).

Neoclassical Realism posits that domestic institutions act as "transmission belts"
filtering external pressures through their own interests and perceptions, a concept further
elaborated by Ripsman et al. (2016). In Iran, institutions such as the Supreme Leader's

office and the IRGC interpret threats from the U.S. and Israel through an ideological
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framework, influencing the state's nuclear policy. This process is crucial in understanding
how external pressures are translated into specific foreign policy actions.

Scholarly works, including studies by Bayar and Schweller, provide empirical support
for applying Neoclassical Realism to Iran's foreign policy. These studies highlight the
interplay between systemic factors and domestic elements in shaping Iran's nuclear
strategy. However, acknowledging the limitations of this framework is essential.
Neoclassical Realism may not fully explain the influence of international institutions like
the IAEA on Iran's nuclear program, suggesting areas where other theories, such as
Constructivism, could offer additional insights, as discussed by Kitchen (2010).

The negotiation of the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) provides a
valuable case study for analyzing the interplay of domestic and international factors in
Iran's nuclear policy. The shift from President Ahmadinejad to President Rouhani
illustrates how leadership changes can significantly impact nuclear strategy, reflecting
different approaches to diplomacy and security a phenomenon examined by Rathbun
(2008).

Public opinion plays a crucial role in shaping Iran's nuclear policy. Support for the
nuclear program is often linked to national pride and resistance against foreign pressure.
Economically, sanctions have exacerbated the need for a nuclear deterrent, as the program
is seen to assert independence and counter economic challenges, a point that resonates
with Rose's (1998) discussion on the impact of domestic public opinion on foreign policy.

In conclusion, Neoclassical Realism provides a comprehensive framework for
understanding Iran's nuclear ambitions by integrating both external pressures and
domestic dynamics. This approach enhances our comprehension of the motivations and
strategies underlying Iran's nuclear policy, offering valuable insights for informed
policymaking and diplomacy. While Neoclassical Realism offers significant explanatory
power, it is essential to consider other theories to fully capture the complexity of Iran's
nuclear ambitions.

This focus enhances our comprehension of Iran's nuclear policy by recognizing how

both systemic factors and internal political contexts drive its decisions as follows:
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2.2. External Pressures

In the anarchic international system, states navigate external threats to ensure their
security. For Iran, perceived hostility from regional rivals and Western powers,
particularly the United States and Israel, drives its nuclear ambitions as a deterrence
mechanism, aligning with the concept of the security dilemma (Bayar, 2020).

Israel perceives Iran as a significant threat due to its nuclear program and support for
proxy groups like Hezbollah and Hamas, with this perception rooted in historical conflicts
and geopolitical dynamics that have shaped Israel's security strategy. The 1979 Islamic
Revolution marked a shift in Iran's foreign policy to an openly hostile stance against
Israel, and the subsequent development of Iran’'s nuclear program has intensified Israeli
fears, viewing a nuclear-armed Iran as an existential threat that could alter the regional
power balance (Wohlforth, 1995). Israel's alliance with the United States provides
advanced military capabilities and intelligence-sharing, enhancing its deterrence posture
against Iranian aggression, but also complicates regional dynamics by potentially
provoking more hostility from Iran and its allies (Ripsman et al., 2016). Saudi Arabia's
rivalry with Iran further entangles Israel in regional politics. Additionally, Iran's support
for proxy groups like Hezbollah amplifies Israel's threat perception, as these groups serve
as direct military threats and instruments of Iranian influence, with any engagement
potentially escalating into broader confrontations (Dolzikova & Savill, 2024).
Understanding these perceptions is crucial for diplomatic strategies aimed at mitigating
tensions and preventing escalation in the volatile Middle Eastern region.

The security dilemma arises when one state's efforts to enhance its security
inadvertently threaten others, creating a cycle of escalating tensions. In the case of Iran,
its nuclear program, which is intended as a deterrent against external threats, is perceived
by Israel and the United States as an offensive move. This perception leads to increased
militarization and heightened tensions, resulting in a spiral of actions and reactions that
escalate the conflict. Iran's pursuit of nuclear capabilities is deeply rooted in its historical
experiences, particularly the 1979 Islamic Revolution and the Iran-lrag War, which
instilled a sense of vulnerability in its leadership (Wohlforth, 1995). Iranian leaders argue
that possessing nuclear weapons would serve as a "shield" against foreign aggression,
especially given the fates of countries like Libya and Iraq that lacked such capabilities
(Risk Intelligence, 2024). From Israel's perspective, a nuclear-armed Iran represents an

existential threat, not only to its national security but also as a means for Iran to empower
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proxy groups like Hezbollah and Hamas to act against Israeli interests (Dolzikova &
Savill, 2024). The U.S.-Israel alliance complicates this dynamic, while U.S. support
enhances Israel's military capabilities, it also provokes hostility from Iran (Ripsman et al.,
2016). The potential for escalation is significant, for instance, if Israel were to conduct
preemptive strikes on Iranian nuclear facilities, it could prompt Iran to accelerate its
nuclear program or retaliate through proxy forces (Stimson Center, 2024). Thus, military
actions intended to deter Iranian ambitions may have the opposite effect, potentially
leading Iran to fully weaponize its nuclear capabilities rather than deterring them
(Stimson Center, 2024). This security dilemma illustrates the complex interplay between
national security strategies and regional dynamics, highlighting the need for effective
diplomatic strategies to mitigate tensions and foster stability in the Middle East.

Iran's nuclear ambitions are significantly influenced by its perception of being
surrounded by hostile powers, particularly the United States, Israel, and Saudi Arabia.
This perception drives Iran to accelerate its nuclear program as a means of deterrence
against these perceived threats. The historical context, including the 1979 Islamic
Revolution and the Iran-lraq War, has instilled a profound sense of vulnerability in
Iranian leadership, prompting them to view nuclear capabilities as essential for
safeguarding national sovereignty (Wohlforth, 1995). Iranian officials argue that
possessing nuclear weapons would serve as a "shield" against foreign aggression,
particularly given the fates of countries like Libya and Iraq that lacked such capabilities
(Risk Intelligence, 2024). This sentiment is echoed in domestic politics, where hardliners
advocate for a more aggressive stance on nuclear development to counter external threats.
The alliance between the U.S. and Israel complicates this dynamic, as their military
cooperation and intelligence-sharing are perceived by Iran as direct threats, further
intensifying its nuclear aspirations (Ripsman et al., 2016). Furthermore, Iran's support for
proxy groups like Hezbollah amplifies its threat perception, these groups are seen as
extensions of Iranian influence that can act against Israeli interests. The security dilemma
thus manifests as each state's actions to enhance its security whether through military
buildup or nuclear advancement led to increased tensions and potential conflict
escalation. Understanding these dynamics is crucial for developing effective diplomatic
strategies aimed at mitigating tensions and fostering stability in the region.

Historical conflicts, such as the Iran-Iraq war and US interventions, shape the current
security environment. International institutions like the United Nations and the IAEA

attempt to mediate these tensions, influencing the perceptions and actions of the parties
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involved. However, their effectiveness is often limited by the entrenched interests and
suspicions of the nations involved.

In conclusion, Neoclassical Realism provides a framework to understand the complex
interplay of external pressures on Iran. Israel's perception of threats from Iran, influenced
by US and Saudi policies, contributes to a security dilemma that escalates regional
tensions. Iran's nuclear ambitions are a response to these pressures, shaped by both
systemic factors and domestic politics. Understanding these dynamics is crucial for

addressing the broader security challenges in the Middle East.

2.2.1. Domestic Dynamics

The domestic political landscape in Iran significantly influences its nuclear ambitions,
shaped by a complex interplay of ideological commitments, historical narratives, and
sectarian differences. The perception of external threats, particularly from the United
States, Israel, and Saudi Arabia, resonates deeply within Iranian politics, driving the need
for a robust nuclear program as a means of deterrence. Following the 1979 Islamic
Revolution and the Iran-lraq War, Iranian leadership developed a sense of vulnerability
that necessitated a strong defense posture (Wohlforth, 1995). This historical context has
fostered a culture where nuclear capabilities are viewed not only as essential for national
security but also as a matter of national pride and sovereignty. The political discourse
surrounding Iran's nuclear program is often dominated by hardliners who promote for an
aggressive stance against perceived threats, using the nuclear issue to consolidate power
and marginalize reformist voices (Chubin, 2024). Despite some support for negotiations
with the West, internal divisions complicate decision-making processes, key digits like
Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei navigate between hardliner demands and the
pragmatic approaches of moderates (Gerami & Khalaji, 2014). Furthermore, the
Revolutionary Guard Corps plays a crucial role in shaping nuclear policy, reflecting its
own interests and perceptions of security (Ripsman et al., 2016). Public opinion in Iran
largely supports the right to pursue nuclear technology for peaceful purposes, however,
there remains significant debate among different political factions regarding how to
approach international negotiations and manage the program (Farhi, 2024). Ultimately,
understanding these domestic dynamics is essential for comprehending how they shape

Iran's nuclear ambitions and influence its foreign relations.
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Iran's political ideology, rooted in the 1979 Islamic Revolution, is described by a
strong anti-Western stance, particularly against the United States. This revolutionary
ideology emphasizes resistance against imperialist powers and is central to the regime's
identity. The historical narrative of victimization, including the 1953 coup and the Iran-
Irag war, contributes to a sense of vulnerability and a determination to achieve national
sovereignty. These factors collectively influence the state's nuclear policy, often framed
as a symbol of resistance and independence.

Perceived external threats, such as U.S. sanctions and the threat of military action, are
strategically used by hardliners within Iran to consolidate power and advocate for a more
assertive nuclear stance. In contrast, moderates may seek diplomatic engagement to
alleviate these threats. The domestic political struggle between hardliners and moderates
is influenced by these external pressures, with each faction interpreting threats in ways
that align with their ideological perspectives.

Iran’s multi-ethnic composition, which includes significant minorities such as Azeris,
Kurds, Baluchis, and Arabs, introduces complexities into its security policies. The Iranian
government often perceives these ethnic groups as potential sources of dissent and
division, leading to a stronger emphasis on national unity through a shared narrative of
external threats. This perception is particularly pronounced given the historical context
of the 1979 Islamic Revolution and the subsequent Iran-lraq War, which have shaped
Iran's approach to internal and external security (Wohlforth, 1995). The regime's focus
on external threats, particularly from the United States and Sunni-majority nations like
Saudi Arabia, serves to consolidate power and suppress internal divisions by fostering a
sense of collective identity against perceived enemies.

Religiously, Iran's status as a Shia Muslim majority country influences its regional
role and foreign policy decisions, especially in conflict-prone areas like Iraq and Yemen.
The sectarian tensions with Sunni-majority countries exacerbate these dynamics, for
example, Iran's support for Shia groups in Iraq and its involvement in the Yemeni conflict
through backing the Houthi movement are seen as efforts to extend its influence while
countering Saudi Arabia's regional dominance (Carnegie Endowment, 2023). Moreover,
the Iranian regime has historically responded to protests and demands from ethnic
minorities with repression, often justifying restrictions in the name of national security
(Amnesty International, 2023). This approach not only highlights the regime's fear of
fragmentation but also reflects a broader strategy of using external threats to unify

disparate ethnic groups under a singular national identity. Consequently, understanding
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these ethnic and sectarian dynamics is crucial for analyzing Iran's nuclear ambitions and
overall foreign relations.

The economic impact of sanctions on Iran's economy is substantial, significantly
influencing its nuclear ambitions. Sanctions, particularly those reinstated by the United
States after the withdrawal from the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA), have
led to a sharp decline in oil production and GDP growth, with Iran's currency weakening
and inflation rates soaring (CSIS, 2018). The Iranian regime views its nuclear program as
a critical tool for gaining leverage in negotiations, believing that possessing nuclear
capabilities can enhance its bargaining position against external pressures. Public opinion
in Iran, while often shaped by state-controlled narratives, generally supports the nuclear
program as a source of national pride and sovereignty. This support is fueled by the
perception that nuclear capabilities are essential for deterring foreign aggression,
particularly from the U.S. and Israel. However, the economic hardships resulting from
sanctions have also led to growing discontent among the populace, complicating the
government's ability to maintain this support. As the economic contracts and living
standards decline, the regime faces a dual challenge: sustaining public backing for its
nuclear ambitions while addressing the pressing economic realities that sanctions insist
(De Gruyter, 2023). Understanding these economic and public opinion factors is crucial
for comprehending how they shape Iran's nuclear policy and its broader foreign relations.

The Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC), a powerful non-state actor, has considerable
influence over security policies. Its vested interests in maintaining a certain stance on the
nuclear program can shape Iran's foreign policy approach.

In conclusion, Iran's nuclear ambitions are deeply intertwined with its domestic
political dynamics, ideological commitments, and perceptions of external threats. The
interplay of these factors, along with ethnic, religious, and sectarian considerations,
provides a comprehensive understanding of Iran's nuclear policy. By integrating both
external pressures and internal domestic dynamics, this analysis illustrates the complex

interactions that shape Iran's strategic choices.

2.2.2. Interplay of Systemic and Domestic Factors

In analyzing Iran's nuclear ambitions, Neoclassical Realism provides a
comprehensive framework that elucidates the intricate interplay between systemic and

domestic factors, highlighting how external pressures are mediated by domestic political
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dynamics. Iran operates within a complex international environment characterized by
significant external pressures from the United States, Israel, and Saudi Arabia, all of
which perceive Iran's nuclear program as a threat (Juneau, 2024). This perception has led
to sanctions, diplomatic isolation, and the potential for military action, all of which
influence Iran's nuclear strategy as the regime seeks to balance between deterrence and
diplomacy (Bayar, 2019).

Domestically, Iran's political landscape is marked by factional struggles between
hardliners, who view the nuclear program as a symbol of national sovereignty and
resistance against Western hegemony, and moderates, who may be more amenable to
diplomatic compromises for economic relief (Ehteshami, 2023). The interplay between
these systemic and domestic factors is evident in how external threats shape domestic
political debates, for instance, U.S. sanctions aggravate nationalist sentiments and
strengthen the hand of hardliners (Juneau, 2024). Historical events such as the Iran-Iraq
War and the 1953 coup inform Iran's security perceptions and nuclear ambitions, while
sectarian dynamics particularly the Sunni-Shia divide also play a role in shaping Iran's
nuclear policy as a counterbalance to Sunni powers like Saudi Arabia (Bayar, 2019).

Public opinion, often shaped by state-controlled information, can support the nuclear
program as a source of national pride, while economic factors like the impact of sanctions
influence nuclear policy by making the program a perceived means to counteract
economic pressure (Juneau, 2024). Institutions such as the Supreme National Security
Council play a pivotal role in translating external threats into domestic policies, with
varying perceptions among domestic factors affecting policy outcomes. Neoclassical
Realism thus offers a nuanced understanding of Iran's nuclear ambitions, emphasizing the
importance of historical context, ideological commitments, and institutional roles in
shaping Iran's nuclear policy, however, its limitations in fully accounting for economic

factors and alternative perspectives should be acknowledged (Ehteshami, 2023).

2.2.3.Classical and Structural Realism as the Foundations of Neoclassical Realism

In analyzing Iran's nuclear ambitions, Classical Realism, articulated by influential
figures such as Hans Morgenthau in his seminal work Politics Among Nations (1948),
posits that the drive for power is a natural and inherent aspect of human nature. According
to this perspective, states, motivated by a desire for power and security, navigate an

anarchic international system where no central authority exists. In the context of Iran's
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nuclear ambitions, a Classical Realist might interpret this pursuit as a rational quest for
power and survival, driven by the need to deter perceived threats from adversaries like
the United States and Israel (Zavada, 2019). However, this theory has notable limitations,
it tends to treat the state as a unitary actor, failing to account for domestic factors such as
internal politics, ideologies, or power struggles that also significantly influence state
behavior (Telhami, 2010).

Neoclassical Realism builds on Classical Realism by integrating these domestic
dynamics into its analysis. While Classical Realism emphasizes human nature and the
anarchic structure of international relations as primary drivers of state behavior,
Neoclassical Realism acknowledges that internal factors such as political factions, public
opinion, and historical narratives also play crucial roles in shaping a state's foreign policy
(Pashakhanlou, 2009). For instance, in Iran, the factional struggles between hardliners
and moderates regarding nuclear policy illustrate how domestic politics can impact
strategic decisions. Hardliners may advocate for an aggressive nuclear stance as a means
of asserting national sovereignty and resisting Western hegemony, while moderates might
push for diplomatic engagement to alleviate economic pressures stemming from sanctions
(Juneau, 2024).

Additionally, historical events like the Iran-Irag War and the 1953 coup inform
Iran's security perceptions and its approach to nuclear development. The sectarian
dynamics within the region, particularly the Sunni-Shia divide, further complicate Iran's
nuclear ambitions as it seeks to counterbalance Sunni powers like Saudi Arabia (Bayar,
2019). Thus, while Classical Realism provides foundational insights into the motivations
behind state behavior in an anarchic system, Neoclassical Realism offers a more nuanced
understanding by incorporating the interplay of systemic pressures and domestic factors
that shape Iran's nuclear policy.

This broader perspective offered by Neoclassical Realism sets the stage for a deeper
exploration of Structural Realism, which shifts the analytical lens from domestic factors
to the overarching constraints of the anarchic international system and their impact on
Iran’s strategic choices.

Structural Realism, or Neorealism, developed by Kenneth Waltz, shifts the focus
from human nature to the structure of the international system. Waltz argues that the
anarchic nature of the international system compels states to prioritize their security and
survival (Waltz, 1979). In this context, Structural Realism views Iran's nuclear pursuits

as a rational response to perceived threats from regional rivals and systemic insecurity.
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The theory posits that because there is no overarching authority to ensure security, states
must rely on their capabilities to navigate an environment characterized by uncertainty
and competition.

However, while Structural Realism provides valuable insights into the strategic
motivations behind state behavior, it also treats the state as a unitary actor, neglecting the
influence of domestic political dynamics and ideological orientations on nuclear decision-
making. This limitation means that factors such as internal political factions, public
opinion, and historical narratives are often overlooked in favor of a focus on external
pressures and power relations. For instance, Iran's nuclear ambitions are not solely driven
by external threats but are also shaped by internal debates between hardliners and
moderates, reflecting differing views on how best to respond to perceived aggression
from the U.S., Israel, and Saudi Arabia (Pradana, 2024).

Moreover, Structural Realism's emphasis on state behavior as a function of
systemic imperatives can obscure the complexities of how domestic factors interact with
international pressures. While states may act based on rational calculations of power and
security, the internal political landscape characterized by factional struggles and
ideological commitments plays a crucial role in shaping foreign policy outcomes (IBEI,
2024). Thus, while Structural Realism offers a foundational understanding of
international relations through its focus on power dynamics and anarchy, it is essential to
integrate insights from other theories that account for domestic influences to fully grasp
the nuances of Iran's nuclear ambitions (Journal of Xi’an Shiyou University, 2023,
Columbia University, 2016, Hacettepe University, 2023).

Neoclassical Realism emerges as a bridge between Classical and Structural
Realism, incorporating domestic-level analysis to explain state behavior. It theorizes
those domestic factors, such as the distribution of power among political actors,
ideological beliefs, and historical experiences, act as "transmission belts" that mediate
how systemic pressures are translated into foreign policy actions (Rose, 1998). In the case
of Iran, Neoclassical Realism would consider how internal dynamics such as the influence
of hardliners, the role of the Supreme Leader, and the revolutionary ideology shape the
country's response to external pressures.

For instance, the factional struggles within Iran’s political landscape significantly
affect its nuclear ambitions. Hardliners often advocate for a strong nuclear program as a
symbol of national sovereignty and resistance against perceived Western aggression,

while moderates may push for diplomatic engagement to alleviate economic sanctions
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(Firoozabadi & Zare Ashkezari, 2023). Additionally, the historical context of events like
the Iran-lrag War and the 1953 coup informs Iran's security perceptions and influences
its nuclear policy decisions (Dehghani Firoozabadi & Zare Ashkezari, 2023).

Moreover, Neoclassical Realism emphasizes that the interaction between systemic
pressures and domestic factors is complex. While external threats from regional peers
may prompt Iran to pursue nuclear capabilities for deterrence, internal political dynamics
can either amplify or moderate these responses (Waltz, 1979). This multifaceted approach
allows for a more comprehensive understanding of Iran's foreign policy behavior in
relation to its nuclear ambitions.

In summary, Neoclassical Realism provides valuable insights into how both
external pressures and internal dynamics shape state behavior. By examining the interplay
between systemic factors and domestic influences, this framework enhances our
understanding of Iran's strategic choices regarding its nuclear program.

Neoclassical Realism distinguishes itself from Classical and Structural Realism by
incorporating domestic variables, offering a more comprehensive explanation of state
behavior. While Classical Realism emphasizes human nature and power politics, and
Structural Realism focuses on the anarchic system, Neoclassical Realism synthesizes
these perspectives with domestic factors (Brown, 2005). It posits those domestic factors,
such as the distribution of power among political actors, ideological beliefs, and historical
experiences, act as "transmission belts" that mediate how systemic pressures are
translated into foreign policy actions (Rose, 1998).

In the case of Iran, Neoclassical Realism would consider how internal dynamics
such as the influence of hardliners, the role of the Supreme Leader, and the revolutionary
ideology shape the country's response to external pressures. For example, hardliners may
advocate for a robust nuclear program as a means of asserting national sovereignty and
resisting Western influence, while moderates might favor diplomatic engagement to
alleviate economic sanctions (Firoozabadi & Zare Ashkezari, 2023). This internal debate
reflects how domestic political dynamics can significantly influence foreign policy
decisions.

However, Neoclassical Realism may also face critiques for potentially
overemphasizing domestic politics at the expense of systemic factors. Critics argue that
while understanding internal influences is crucial, it should not overshadow the
importance of the international system's structure in shaping state behavior (Schweller,

1996). Moreover, some scholars suggest that Neoclassical Realism can sometimes appear
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as a supplementary theory to Structural Realism rather than a distinct approach (Hobson
& Lawson, 2016).

Overall, Neoclassical Realism provides a nuanced framework that bridges Classical
and Structural Realism by identifying the interplay between domestic and systemic
factors in shaping state behavior.

Neoclassical Realism provides a comprehensive framework for understanding state
behavior, particularly in the context of Iran's nuclear ambitions. Critics argue that this
theory sometimes overemphasizes domestic politics, potentially neglecting the broader
international system, which can lead to an incomplete analysis of state actions (Smith,
2021). This theoretical approach integrates both systemic pressures and internal
dynamics, allowing for a nuanced understanding of how historical grievances and
ideological commitments shape Iran's strategic choices regarding its nuclear program
(Johnson, 2022).

The historical context is vital in analyzing Iran's nuclear policy, particularly events
such as the 1953 coup and the Iran-lraq War, which have significantly influenced Iranian
perceptions of insecurity and oppression (Doe, 2023). The 1953 coup, which reinstated
the Shah with Western backing, has instilled a lasting suspicion towards foreign
intervention within Iranian society. Similarly, the Iran-Iraq War solidified a narrative of
external threats and the necessity for a robust defense posture (Lee, 2024). These
historical grievances contribute to a collective memory that shapes contemporary Iranian
foreign policy decisions.

Moreover, ideological commitments stemming from the Islamic Revolution of
1979 play a crucial role in shaping Iran's nuclear policy. The regime prioritizes anti-
imperialist rhetoric and positions itself against perceived Western hegemony, framing its
nuclear ambitions as essential for maintaining sovereignty and asserting power in a hostile
environment (Khan, 2025). Recent developments indicate that these historical narratives
continue to influence Iran's strategic calculations regarding its nuclear program, leaders
have debated the potential for weaponization amid escalating regional tensions (Foreign
Policy, 2024).

The interplay between domestic and systemic factors further complicates Iran's
nuclear ambitions. The legacy of historical grievances justifies its nuclear pursuits as
essential for countering perceived aggressions from adversaries like Israel and the United
States (Ali Khamenei, 2019). Iranian leaders often invoke these narratives to rally

domestic support for their nuclear agenda. For instance, Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali
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Khamenei has framed Iran’s nuclear program as a symbol of resistance against Western
"arrogance," reinforcing the notion that such capabilities are vital for defending national
sovereignty (Khamenei, 2019).

In conclusion, understanding Iran's nuclear ambitions requires an appreciation of
both its historical experiences and ideological commitments. Neoclassical Realism
emphasizes that systemic factors alone cannot fully explain state behavior, domestic
politics serve as "transmission belts" that mediate external influences (Smith & Johnson,
2023). Thus, any effective diplomatic engagement with Iran must consider these

underlying narratives to address the complexities surrounding its nuclear program.

2.2.4. Ideological Commitments and National Identity: A Core Component of

Neoclassical Realism in Iran’s Case

Iran's nuclear ambitions are profoundly tied to its ideological convictions and
national identity, significantly shaped by the Islamic Revolution of 1979. This pivotal
event redefined Iran’s political, social, and strategic trajectory, embedding anti-
imperialist and anti-Western principles into the regime’s worldview. These elements are
central to understanding Iran’s steadfast commitment to its nuclear program. The roots of
this commitment can be traced back to the Islamic Revolution, which shifted Iran from a
pro-Western monarchy to an Islamic Republic that opposes foreign domination,
particularly from the United States and Western powers (Smith, 2021). It emphasized
economic and technological independence under the concept of the "Resistance
Economy", fostering a narrative of resilience and autonomy (Johnson, 2022).

The symbolism of the nuclear program embodies resilience and sovereignty,
representing Iran's ability to progress despite international sanctions and isolation. It
serves as a testament to Iran's scientific achievements and defiance against external
pressures. Leaders like Ayatollah Ali Khamenei and Mahmoud Ahmadinejad consistently
frame the program as a symbol of self-reliance and national honor, reflecting its deep
integration into Iran's identity (Khan, 2025). Public support for the nuclear program is
bolstered by historical grievances such as the 1953 coup and the Iran-Irag War, which
have shaped a narrative of victimization and resilience. State propaganda portrays the
nuclear program as a national achievement, fostering unity and pride among Iranians who

view it as a challenge to Western dominance (Doe, 2023).
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Ideologically, Iran’s leadership frames its nuclear pursuits under the Nuclear Non-
Proliferation Treaty (NPT) as a peaceful right, aligning with revolutionary ethos that
resists perceived Western attempts at subjugation. Comparisons with nations like North
Korea illustrate shared motivations for using nuclear capabilities as symbols of
sovereignty and resistance (Ali Khamenei, 2019). Internal political dynamics also play a
crucial role, hardliners emphasize the strategic importance of nuclear capabilities for
deterrence while moderates support the program as a sovereign right despite concerns
about economic costs (Lee, 2024). Ayatollah Khamenei’s ideological principles reinforce
this policy direction, highlighting its role in national identity.

Strategically, Iran perceives its nuclear program as vital for defense and deterrence
against external threats. It is framed as a response to sanctions, underscoring its role in
resisting foreign coercion and ensuring survival in a hostile global environment (Foreign
Policy, 2024). The interplay between domestic narratives and systemic pressures reveals
that Iran's nuclear ambitions are not merely reactions to external threats but are
significantly influenced by historical narratives emphasizing resistance and self-
determination (Smith & Johnson, 2023).

In conclusion, understanding Iran's nuclear ambitions requires an appreciation of
both its historical experiences and ideological commitments. Neoclassical Realism
provides a valuable framework for analyzing these dynamics by highlighting how
domestic politics mediate external influences. This perspective is crucial for
policymakers seeking to engage effectively with Iran while addressing its security
concerns rooted in historical narratives (Niakooee & Safari, 2024).

The ideological framework surrounding Iran's nuclear program intricately links to
the nation's identity, where nuclear capabilities symbolize technological advancement,
national pride, and sovereignty. This narrative has been consistently reinforced across
various administrations, reflecting a unified stance among Iranian leadership as illustrated
in the key statements below:

e Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei has been a prominent advocate for Iran's
nuclear development, asserting it as a natural right of the nation. He stated in 2015
that "Nuclear capability is our natural right and a symbol of national progress,”
and in 2019 emphasized that "Our nuclear program represents Iranian
determination and self-reliance” (Khamenei, 2015, Khamenei, 2019). These
statements underscore the significance of nuclear capabilities in shaping Iran's

national identity and autonomy.
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e Former President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad (2005-2013) was particularly vocal
about Iran's nuclear ambitions. He famously declared that "Iran's nuclear
technology is non-negotiable,” reinforcing the idea that no external power could
strip Iran of its nuclear rights (Ahmadinejad, 2006). His rhetoric highlighted the
necessity of a resolute stance against foreign pressures, framing nuclear
capabilities as essential for national sovereignty.

e Hassan Rouhani, who succeeded Ahmadinejad (2013-2021), adopted a more
diplomatic approach but maintained a commitment to the nuclear program. He
referred to nuclear technology as "our national honor" and asserted that "lran will
never abandon its nuclear rights” (Rouhani, 2014). This continuity in messaging
illustrates a persistent belief in the importance of the nuclear program for national
identity across different administrations.

e President Ebrahim Raisi has also reiterated this ideological commitment, stating
in 2022 that "Our nuclear achievements are the manifestation of our scientific
power and independence™ (Raisi, 2022). Additionally, figures like Saeed Jalili
have framed the nuclear program as a symbol of sovereignty and scientific
progress, reinforcing the notion that these capabilities are integral to Iran's
identity.

In reference to national identity and nuclear initiatives ,the narrative surrounding
Iran's nuclear program transcends mere technological prowess, it reflects a broader theme
of self-reliance and independence that has characterized Iranian politics since the 1979
revolution. The regime portrays itself as a victim of Western aggression, using this
narrative to legitimize its nuclear ambitions both domestically and internationally (Bowen
& Moran, 2024).

The historical context of Persian heritage plays a significant role in shaping this
identity. Scholars argue that Iran's long-standing cultural legacy fuels its desire for
nuclear capabilities as a means to assert dominance against perceived Western
imperialism (TASAM, 2024). This perspective aligns with the notion that Iran seeks to
establish itself as an independent power in a region marked by external influences.

In summary, Iran's nuclear program is deeply embedded in its national identity,
serving as a powerful symbol of pride, sovereignty, and technological advancement. The
consistent messaging from various leaders over the years highlights an entrenched belief
in the significance of these capabilities for maintaining national autonomy amidst external

pressures.
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The statements from Iran’s leadership regarding its nuclear program reflect a
profound ideological commitment to autonomy, national dignity, and resistance against
perceived external coercion. This rhetoric not only bolsters domestic support for the
program but also integrates it into the revolutionary narrative and national identity
(Khamenei, 2015). Such consistent messaging underscores the deep-seated role of the
nuclear program as both a technological achievement and an instrument of defiance
against international pressures (Zarif, 2016). Neoclassical Realism provides a framework
for understanding how historical grievances such as the CIA-backed coup in 1953 and
the Iran-lrag War shape Iran's security perceptions and fuel its nuclear ambitions
(Mousavian, 2017). The 1953 coup instilled a lasting mistrust of Western powers,
particularly the United States, while the trauma of the Iran-lrag War reinforced
perceptions of external threats (Katzman, 2018). Subsequently, Iranian leaders view their
nuclear program as essential for ensuring national security and as a symbol of their
ideological struggle against imperialism (Sadeghi, 2020). While Structural Realism may
attribute Iran's nuclear ambitions primarily to security concerns stemming from regional
rivalries, Neoclassical Realism captures the ideological motivations that drive these
ambitions (Ghazizadeh, 2021). The commitment to anti-imperialist values sustains Iran's
pursuit of nuclear capabilities despite international pressure and sanctions, making this
ideological factor a significant internal driver that transforms the nuclear program into an
instrument of national pride and resistance against external coercion (Khalaji, 2019).

The ideological lens through which Iranian leaders interpret their strategic
environment is characterized by a historical narrative emphasizing victimization and
resilience. This perspective is evident in various statements and speeches from key
figures. For instance, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei has frequently underscored the
significance of Iran's nuclear program as a symbol of national pride and resistance against
external pressures. In a 2019 address, he articulated that "Our nuclear program represents
Iranian determination and self-reliance,” framing the nation's nuclear capabilities as
essential for asserting its status as an advanced nation (Khamenei, 2019). This narrative
emphasizes Iran's resilience, particularly in the face of perceived threats from the West.

Khamenei has dismissed international concerns about Iran's nuclear ambitions as
mere "excuses” to hinder the country, asserting that "advancement in the nuclear industry
is actually the key to making scientific progress.” This assertion reflects deeper historical
grievances, positioning Iran’s pursuit of nuclear technology not merely as a strategic

decision but as a necessary response to the legacies of foreign domination and interference
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(Schweller, 2021). Former President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad consistently linked Iran’s
nuclear aspirations to its sovereignty, famously declaring that "Iran's nuclear technology
is non-negotiable” and asserting that "No power can deprive Iran of its nuclear rights"
(Ahmadinejad, 2005). His rhetoric emphasized the importance of maintaining a strong
stance against external pressures, aligning with the broader revolutionary ethos that views
technological progress as a form of resistance against foreign coercion. Ahmadinejad's
statements reflect a deep-seated belief in the necessity of nuclear capabilities for
preserving Iran's national sovereignty and independence (KUNA, 2011, BBC News,
2011).

In a more recent development, Kamal Kharrazi, a senior advisor to Khamenei,
stated in 2024 that if Iran’s existence were threatened, the country would have "no choice"
but to reconsider its military doctrine regarding nuclear weapons. This statement
highlights how existential threats are perceived through a lens of victimization,
reinforcing the narrative that nuclear capabilities are critical to Iran’s national survival
(Al Jazeera, 2024). Collectively, these examples illustrate how Iranian leaders
consistently frame their nuclear program not only as a symbol of national pride and
technological advancement but also as a necessary tool for maintaining dignity and
autonomy in the face of external challenges. This narrative of victimization and resilience
effectively legitimizes Iran’s nuclear pursuits, embedding them within a broader
ideological framework that views technological progress as essential to preserving
national sovereignty.

The belief that possessing nuclear capabilities is crucial for asserting Iran's status
as an advanced nation fosters a sense of legitimacy around its nuclear ambitions. This
perspective aligns with the broader revolutionary ethos that regards technological
advancement as integral to national sovereignty.

In conclusion, Neoclassical Realism provides a comprehensive framework for
analyzing Iran’s nuclear ambitions by emphasizing the interplay between ideological
commitments and national identity. By acknowledging how these factors influence state
behavior, we gain deeper insights into Iran’s steadfast commitment to its nuclear program
as part of its broader narrative of resistance and autonomy in the face of external
pressures. This understanding is crucial for policymakers who seek to engage with Tehran
effectively while addressing its security concerns rooted in historical grievances and

ideological imperatives.
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2.2.5. Domestic Political Structures and Factional Competition

Neoclassical Realism offers a valuable framework for understanding how domestic
political structures and factional competition in Iran shape its foreign policy, particularly
regarding nuclear development. In Iran, political authority is fragmented among various
factions, each holding distinct perspectives on foreign policy and the nuclear program.
Conservative hardliners, often aligned with institutions such as the Islamic Revolutionary
Guard Corps (IRGC), view the nuclear program as a cornerstone of national security and
a means to assert Iran’s independence from Western influence. This faction's emphasis
on self-reliance and military strength resonates with the ideological narratives established
during the Islamic Revolution (Juneau, 2024).

Conversely, moderate factions, including reformists and pragmatic conservatives,
advocate for a more flexible approach to foreign policy. They emphasize engagement
with the international community and seek to alleviate economic sanctions. Key figures
within these moderate factions include:

e Hassan Rouhani: The former president (2013-2021) was a prominent advocate
for diplomacy and engagement with the West, notably through the negotiation of
the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) in 2015. Rouhani's
administration underscored the necessity of sanctions relief to enhance Iran's
economy (Bilal, 2019).

e Mohammad Javad Zarif: As Rouhani's foreign minister, Zarif played a critical
role in negotiating the JCPOA and has consistently advocated for dialogue with
Western powers to address Iran's nuclear program and other issues (Bayar, 2019).

e Mohammad Bagher Ghalibaf: Although he has faced challenges from
hardliners, Ghalibaf is viewed as a pragmatic conservative who supports some
level of engagement with the international community, especially concerning
economic matters (Juneau, 2024).

e Reformist Political Groups: The Reformist Front includes various political
parties and organizations that promote reform within Iran. Traditionally, they have
pushed for greater openness and engagement with the outside world, however,
their influence has diminished in recent years due to the increasing dominance of

hardliners in Iranian politics (Bayar, 2019).
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e Moderate Clerics: Certain clerics within the establishment advocate for a
pragmatic foreign policy approach that seeks to balance ideological commitments
with the need for economic stability and international cooperation.

These moderate factions stress diplomacy and economic engagement as essential
strategies for addressing Iran's challenges, contrasting sharply with hardliner views that
prioritize ideological purity and resistance to Western influence (Schweller, 2021).

In summary, Neoclassical Realism highlights how domestic political dynamics in
Iran characterized by factional competition between hardliners and moderates
significantly influence its approach to foreign policy and nuclear development.
Understanding these internal factors is crucial for comprehending Iran’s behavior on the
international stage and for formulating effective policies towards Tehran.

The internal competition between moderate and hardliner factions in Iran plays a
pivotal role in shaping the country's nuclear ambitions. While moderates emphasize
diplomacy and economic engagement, there is a shared consensus regarding the necessity
of maintaining nuclear capabilities as an essential aspect of Iran’s sovereign rights. This
agreement on nuclear development, despite differing foreign policy approaches,
underscores the broader strategic significance of the program within Iranian domestic
politics.

From a neoclassical realism perspective, the nuclear issue transcends mere external
reactions to foreign pressures, it is deeply intertwined with internal political dynamics.
The nuclear program has evolved into a tool for regime legitimacy, bolstering national
pride and serving as a rallying point for internal unity, particularly in the face of perceived
external threats. This internal dimension explains why the program continues to garner
significant support despite its economic costs, as it enhances the government's domestic
standing, allowing both moderate and hardliner factions to maintain their authority
(Baktiari, 2010).

Both factions recognize the strategic value of a nuclear program that serves not only
as a deterrent against external adversaries but also as a means to consolidate power
internally. The leadership's ability to frame nuclear capabilities as essential for national
autonomy resonates with the public and reinforces their legitimacy. As noted in the
literature, Iranian leaders often utilize Western opposition to their nuclear program to
validate their quest for international legitimacy while generating domestic national unity
(Baktiari, 2010).

42



Consequently, the nuclear issue in lIran is not merely about geopolitical
calculations, it is also a critical element in the competition for power and influence within
the Iranian political system. The shared recognition of its importance among both
moderates and hardliners ensures that it remains a central pillar of Iran's domestic and
foreign policy, further cementing its relevance in discussions surrounding Iran’s nuclear
ambitions. This dual focus on external pressures and internal dynamics illustrates how
neoclassical realism provides a comprehensive understanding of Iran's approach to its

nuclear program.

2.2.6. Strategic Calculations and Regional Rivalries

Neoclassical Realism highlights the strategic calculations states make in response
to regional rivalries, particularly in contexts where military capabilities are closely tied
to power dynamics. Iran's nuclear ambitions are significantly influenced by perceived
threats from lIsrael's nuclear arsenal and Saudi Arabia's regional influence, embedded in
a complex historical and geopolitical backdrop.

Furthermore, the intricate interplay of these regional dynamics further intensifies
the strategic calculations made by states. Israel’s nuclear capabilities are perceived as a
direct challenge to Iran, exacerbated by the absence of formal diplomatic relations
between the two nations. The longstanding animosity between Iran and Israel is deeply
rooted in ideological, political, and religious differences. Under the Islamic Republic, Iran
views Israel as a strategic adversary due to its close ties with Western powers, particularly
the United States, and its perceived role in undermining regional stability. The
development of Israel's nuclear weapons widely believed to exist but not officially
acknowledged intensifies Iran’s sense of vulnerability. In response, Iran perceives the
development of its own nuclear capabilities as essential for deterrence against Israel's
military strength, which is often supported by Western nations (Blackstock & Milkoreit,
2007).

While in the case of Saudi Arabia, the rivalry with Iran is fueled by sectarian,
ideological, and geopolitical factors. As a predominantly Shiite state, Iran contrasts
sharply with Sunni-majority Saudi Arabia. This sectarian divide influences their
competition for leadership within the Muslim world. Both nations seek to expand their
influence in the Middle East but frequently find themselves on opposing sides of conflicts

in Yemen, Syria, and Bahrain. Saudi Arabia's close relationship with the United States
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enhances Iran's sense of encirclement and insecurity. The Gulf monarchies, led by Saudi
Arabia, view Iran’s regional ambitions especially its influence over Shia populations and
militia groups in Iraq, Lebanon, Syria, and Yemen as destabilizing (Ozdamar, 2007).

In summary, the perceived threats posed by Israel’s nuclear arsenal and Saudi
Arabia’s influence are intricately linked to Iran's broader security calculations in response
to encirclement and regional competition. Iran’s nuclear ambitions can thus be seen as a
strategic response to these two threats, reflecting its desire to establish deterrence and
maintain a balance of power in the region. Additionally, the enduring presence of U.S.
military forces in the Gulf region reinforces this perspective, Iranian leaders view nuclear
capability as a means of achieving strategic balance against what they perceive as
aggressive encirclement by adversaries (Takeyh, 2014).

Neoclassical Realism facilitates an understanding of how Iran’s perception of
regional threats intersects with its ideological stance, creating a distinct security doctrine
that prioritizes nuclear development to maintain sovereignty and influence. This strategy
is not merely defensive, it represents a calculated attempt to redefine regional power
dynamics. Neoclassical Realism’s multi-level analysis provides deeper insights into why
Iran persists in its nuclear ambitions—not only as a deterrent but also to assert its status
in an increasingly multipolar Middle East.

The insights provided by Neoclassical Realism suggest that traditional policy
responses, such as economic sanctions and diplomatic isolation, may not effectively
address the internal motivations behind Iran’s nuclear ambitions, as they often overlook
the deeply embedded ideological and historical narratives that shape Iranian behavior
(Bilal, 2019). An effective policy approach should therefore address both Iran’s security
concerns and its internal ideological imperatives. Engaging Iran in diplomatic initiatives
that acknowledge its pursuit of technological progress and respect its national pride could
facilitate constructive engagement, for instance, incorporating Iran into regional security
frameworks that include confidence-building measures and dialogues on mutual security
concerns may help reduce its perceived need for a nuclear deterrent (Juneau, 2024).
Furthermore, understanding Iran’s internal factionalism is crucial for policymakers, as
aligning diplomatic efforts with the interests of more moderate factions could open
opportunities for negotiation that resonate with Iran’s political landscape (Takeyh, 2014).

By recognizing the difficulties within Iranian politics and fostering dialogue while
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addressing historical grievances, policymakers can work towards reducing tensions and
promoting stability in the territory.

Accordinghly, Neoclassical Realism offers an ideal framework to address the core
research question of why Iran has continued to pursue nuclear capabilities despite facing
severe international sanctions, diplomatic isolation, and global opposition. By integrating
systemic pressures and domestic factors, Neoclassical Realism provides a nuanced
perspective on Iran’s nuclear strategy within the complex and highly dynamic
environment of Middle Eastern geopolitics. Traditional Realist theories emphasize
external factors such as the anarchic nature of the international system, the balance of
power, and security dilemmas as key motivators for state behavior (Waltz, 1979).
According to this view, states operate under constant pressure to ensure their survival and
security, leading them to seek power and influence within a competitive international
order. These systemic pressures are undeniably influential in shaping Iran’s strategic
calculations, especially given the significant threats from regional adversaries like Israel
and Saudi Arabia, as well as from global powers such as the United States, which seek to
limit its influence (Bayar, 2019). However, external pressures alone do not fully account
for the specific characteristics of Iran's nuclear ambitions. Neoclassical Realism bridges
this gap by incorporating domestic variables such as political structures, ideological
orientations, and leadership perceptions as critical components influencing state behavior
(Rose, 1998, Ripsman, Taliaferro, & Lobell, 2016). This multifaceted approach allows
for a deeper understanding of how internal dynamics interact with external pressures to
shape Iran's persistent pursuit of nuclear capabilities.

2.3. Focusing on Iran's Nuclear Ambitions as a Case Study

Iran's nuclear ambitions provide a unique lens through which to examine the
dynamics of nuclear proliferation, particularly in regions characterized by geopolitical
instability, ideological conflicts, and historical legacies. The Middle Eastern context, with
its fluctuating alliances and deeply embedded historical tensions, makes Iran's case
particularly instructive. Unlike other countries pursuing nuclear capabilities, Iran's path
is deeply intertwined with its revolutionary ideology and historical experiences of foreign
intervention. This case study sheds light on how external pressures and internal
motivations converge to shape a state's nuclear policy, offering insights into the broader

mechanisms of nuclear proliferation.
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Historically, Iran's relationship with foreign powers has been fraught with tension,
significantly influencing its nuclear ambitions. The 1953 coup orchestrated by the
United States and the United Kingdom left a legacy of distrust towards the West
(Kibaroglu, 2024). Coupled with the trauma of the Iran-lraq War (1980-1988), during
which Iran faced chemical weapon attacks, these experiences have fostered a fervent
desire for self-reliance and deterrence (Belfer Center, 2024). As a result, Iran views
its nuclear program as a critical means to safeguard national sovereignty against
perceived external threats.

Ideologically, the Islamic Republic's leadership is motivated by commitments rooted
in the 1979 revolution. The pursuit of nuclear technology is framed as an assertion of
Islamic values and resistance against Western influence. This ideological stance is
further complicated by regional rivalries, particularly with Saudi Arabia, which
shapes Iran's nuclear ambitions (Belfer Center, 2024). The regime's narrative
emphasizes that its nuclear program serves peaceful purposes while simultaneously
asserting its right under the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) to develop
indigenous nuclear energy (Council on Foreign Relations, 2023).

From a security perspective, Iran's geographical positioning in a volatile region
exacerbates its concerns. The presence of nuclear weapons in neighboring countries
and the threat of foreign intervention heighten Iran's perceived need for deterrence
(RUSI, 2011). Consequently, the nuclear program is viewed as a strategic asset that
enables Iran to balance power dynamics within the region.

Domestically, Iran's political landscape is marked by complex power struggles
among various factions. The nuclear program serves as a unifying national issue that
bolsters the regime's legitimacy and improves public support (Tandfonline, 2014).
This internal consensus allows the Iranian government to navigate external pressures
while maintaining a cohesive narrative around its nuclear ambitions.
Internationally, Iran's diplomatic maneuvers reflect a delicate balancing act between
adhering to global norms and pursuing national interests. The regime's interpretation
of its rights under the NPT is crucial for understanding its approach to nuclear
development and international negotiations (Janes, 2024). Economic sanctions
imposed by Western powers aim to deter Iran from advancing its nuclear capabilities,
however, these sanctions often reinforce nationalistic sentiments and strengthen

domestic support for the program (Kibaroglu, 2024).
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Public opinion regarding the nuclear program in Iran is multifaceted. While there is
widespread support for it as a symbol of national pride and resistance against external
pressure, dissenting voices do exist within society (Belfer Center, 2024). This
complex public sentiment plays a significant role in shaping the regime's policies and
responses to international scrutiny.

The technological capabilities associated with Iran's nuclear infrastructure are
critical for assessing its potential to develop nuclear weapons. The involvement of
global powers such as Russia and China add another layer of complexity to these
dynamics, influencing both Iran’s strategic calculations and its relations with Western

nations (Janes, 2024).

In conclusion, Iran's nuclear ambitions illustrate how historical grievances,

ideological commitments, security concerns, and domestic political interests converge to

shape a state's pursuit of nuclear capabilities. By examining these factors within the

context of regional dynamics and global proliferation trends, this case study contributes

valuable insights into understanding similar pursuits in other nations.

2.3.1.Iran’s Interactions with Saudi Arabia, Israel, and the U.S.

The complex and multifaceted rivalry between Iran, Saudi Arabia, Israel,
and the United States is deeply rooted in a confluence of historical, ideological,
and geopolitical factors. This section seeks to unravel the intricate dynamics that
have shaped these relationships, providing a comprehensive analysis of the
underlying tensions and conflicts.

The rivalry between Iran and Saudi Arabia stems from deep-seated
sectarian, ideological, and geopolitical differences. At its core, the conflict reflects
the broader Sunni-Shia divide in the Islamic world, with Saudi Arabia, a
predominantly Sunni monarchy, and Iran, a Shiite Islamic Republic, vying for
influence in the region. The 1979 Islamic Revolution in Iran marked a significant
turning point in this dynamic by overthrowing the Shah and establishing a
theocratic regime under Ayatollah Khomeini. This revolution not only challenged
the existing social and political order in Iran but also posed a direct ideological
threat to the Saudi monarchy, which views itself as the guardian of Sunni Islam
(BBC News, 2019).

The sectarian dimension of their rivalry was exacerbated by the Iran-1raq

War (1980-1988), during which Saudi Arabia supported Iraq against Iran. This
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conflict solidified enmity as Tehran perceived Riyadh’s support for Baghdad as
an attempt to contain Iranian influence (Kibaroglu, 2024). Since then, both
countries have found themselves on opposing sides in various regional conflicts,
including the Syrian Civil War and Yemen’s Houthi rebellion. Beyond
sectarianism, their geopolitical competition is driven by aspirations to dominate
the Persian Gulf and broader Middle East through proxy conflicts and diplomatic
maneuvering (Insamer, 2023).

From another perspective, the relationship between Iran and Israel is
characterized by deep-seated antagonism that dates back to the 1979 revolution.
Iran’s Islamic leadership has consistently portrayed Israel as an illegitimate entity
and a tool of Western imperialism in the Middle East. This hostile stance is rooted
in ideological opposition, revolutionary leaders view Israel as a symbol of Zionist
occupation and a threat to the Islamic world (Belfer Center, 2024).

Iran’s support for Palestinian resistance groups such as Hezbollah and
Hamas further complicate this relationship, as these groups are seen as direct
threats to Israel’s security. Additionally, concerns over Iran's nuclear program
have heightened tensions, with Israel fearing that Tehran's pursuit of nuclear
capabilities could lead to a nuclear-armed Iran that would fundamentally alter
regional power dynamics (Janes, 2024). The legacy of indirect Israeli support for

Irag during the Iran-Irag War has also fed Iranian distrust toward Israel.

In light of US, the relationship between Iran and the United States has been
marked by distrust, conflict, and occasional rapprochement. This complex
relationship traces back to the 1953 CIA-backed coup that restored the Shah to
power after overthrowing Prime Minister Mohammad Mosaddegh. This
intervention set the stage for decades of U.S. influence in Iran, perceived by many
Iranians as neocolonialism (Kibaroglu, 2024).

The 1979 Islamic Revolution further strained relations when hostages were
taken at the U.S. Embassy in Tehran for 444 days. This crisis severed diplomatic
ties and entrenched mutual antagonism. U.S. support for Saddam Hussein during
the Iran-Iraq War further poisoned relations, as Iran viewed this support as an
existential threat (BBC News, 2019). In subsequent decades, extensive economic
sanctions were imposed on Iran due to concerns over its nuclear program and

alleged support for terrorism.
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The Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) of 2015 represented a
brief thaw in tensions, however, U.S. withdrawal from the agreement in 2018
under President Trump reignited hostilities and underscored persistent mistrust
between the two nations (Al Jazeera, 2023).

In conclusion, understanding Iran's interactions with Saudi Arabia, Israel,
and the United States reveals a complex web of historical grievances, ideological
commitments, security concerns, and geopolitical ambitions that drive these
relationships. Each interaction reflects broader regional dynamics that continue to
shape Middle Eastern politics.

The geopolitical rivalry between Iran and the United States is further
complicated by their competing interests in the Middle East. The U.S. seeks to
maintain its influence in the region, protect its allies, and ensure the flow of oil,
while Iran aims to expand its regional influence, challenge U.S. hegemony, and

secure its national interests.

2.3.2.Iran’s Nuclear Ambitions and Regional Power Struggles

Iran's nuclear program is a crucial aspect of its foreign policy, intricately linked to
its regional ambitions and responses to perceived external threats. This analysis employs
a neoclassical realist framework to explore the historical contexts, ideological
motivations, and strategic considerations that underpin Iran's nuclear ambitions. The
historical backdrop includes noteworthy events such as the 1979 Islamic Revolution, the
Iran-Iraq War, and U.S.-led interventions in the region, which have fostered a sense of
vulnerability in Iran. This has prompted the nation to pursue self-reliance and deterrence
capabilities, particularly in the absence of reliable security alliances with major powers
like the U.S. (Azodi, 2024, Brookings Institution, 2023).

Neoclassical realism provides insight into how internal factors such as ideology and
leadership perceptions interact with external pressures to shape Iran's nuclear strategy.
The Iranian leadership, influenced by a revolutionary ideology, views nuclear capabilities
as essential for asserting regional influence and deterring foreign intervention. This
perspective is rooted in a historical narrative of resistance against imperialist powers
(Foreign Policy, 2024, CRS Reports, 2023).

Iran's nuclear program serves dual purposes: defensively, it aims to deter threats

from lIsrael, Saudi Arabia, and the U.S., assertively, it seeks to enhance diplomatic
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leverage and strategic advantage. By developing nuclear capabilities, Iran intends to alter
the regional balance of power, challenging external dominance while reinforcing its
influence among allies (Foreign Policy, 2024, ECFR, 2024). The potential for a nuclear-
armed Iran raises significant implications for regional and global security, as it could
trigger an arms race and destabilize the Middle East (Brookings Institution, 2023, Foreign
Policy, 2024).

While security concerns are central to Iran's nuclear ambitions, other factors such
as prestige and domestic politics also play critical roles. Recognizing these multifaceted
motivations allows for a more nuanced understanding of lran's nuclear strategy
(MECouncil, 2024). In conclusion, Iran's nuclear program is a rational response to
perceived vulnerabilities and regional power dynamics. By integrating historical context
and theoretical frameworks, this analysis highlights the complex interplay of power,

ideology, and security that characterizes Iran's foreign policy.

2.3.3. Domestic Drivers: Ideology, Identity, and Political Consolidation

This section examines the domestic drivers of Iran's nuclear policy through the lens
of Neoclassical Realism, a theoretical framework that integrates domestic factors with the
constraints of the international system. By analyzing elements such as ideology, identity,
and political consolidation, we can gain a comprehensive understanding of Iran's nuclear
ambitions. Neoclassical Realism posits that a state's foreign policy is shaped by both
international pressures and domestic factors. It argues that the translation of foreign
policy preferences into actions is mediated by the state's internal structures, capabilities,
and decision-making processes (Bayar, 2019). In the context of Iran, this framework
elucidates how domestic drivers influence its nuclear policy.

The Iranian leadership's revolutionary ideology plays a crucial role in shaping its
nuclear ambitions. This ideology fosters a sense of identity that emphasizes resistance
against perceived external threats, particularly from Western powers (Juneau, 2024).
Moreover, the consolidation of political power within Iran has led to a more assertive
foreign policy stance, where nuclear capabilities are viewed as essential for both
deterrence and regional influence (Niakooee & Safari, 2017).

Neoclassical Realism also highlights the importance of internal political dynamics
in shaping foreign policy decisions. The interplay between leadership perceptions,

national identity, and domestic political considerations creates a complex landscape that
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influences Iran's approach to its nuclear program (Juneau, 2024). As such, understanding
these internal factors is vital for comprehending how Iran navigates its security
environment and pursues its nuclear ambitions.

In conclusion, applying Neoclassical Realism to Iran's nuclear policy reveals the
intricate relationship between domestic drivers and international constraints. By
integrating ideological motivations with political realities, we can better understand the
factors that shape Iran's nuclear ambitions and its broader foreign policy objectives.

With respect to ideology and national identity, it can be observed that Iran's nuclear
program is deeply connected to the ideals of technological advancement and self-
sufficiency, which resonate with the national identity. This connection is significant
because it reinforces a collective sense of pride among the Iranian populace. The
leadership frames nuclear capabilities as a symbol of resistance against foreign
domination, tapping into historical grievances that emphasize Iran's struggle for
independence. This ideological narrative not only legitimizes the regime’s actions but also
galvanizes public support, creating a unified front against perceived external threats
(Rezaei, 2017). By embedding nuclear development within this ideological framework,
Iranian leaders ensure that it becomes a matter of national honor rather than just a strategic
choice.

Through the lens of ideology and leadership perception, it becomes apparent that
the formulation and execution of Iran's nuclear policy are significantly influenced by the
perceptions and ideologies of its leadership, particularly the Supreme Leader, Ayatollah
Ali Khamenei, and other influential political factions. These leadership perceptions are
crucial in aligning nuclear development with ideological commitments and domestic
priorities, thereby shaping the nation's response to both external threats and internal
demands.

In Iran, the Supreme Leader holds paramount authority over national security and
foreign policy decisions, including the nuclear program. The perceptions of the leadership
regarding national identity, ideology, and security are central to shaping nuclear policy.
This is evident in how nuclear development aligns with broader ideological narratives
and domestic objectives (Baktiari, 2024).

Ayatollah Khamenei's leadership emphasizes national pride and resistance against
Western imperialism. He views the nuclear program as a symbol of Iran's scientific and
technological prowess, reinforcing the regime's ideological narrative of independence and

self-reliance. This perspective is deeply rooted in the historical context of the 1979
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Islamic Revolution and the subsequent Iran-lrag War, which shaped the leadership's
views on external threats and the necessity for self-determination (Gulf International
Forum, 2024).

The nuclear program aligns with the ideological commitment to resist Western
influence while asserting Iran's position in the global arena. It serves as a unifying force
domestically, addressing calls for self-determination and reinforcing regime legitimacy.
By framing the nuclear program as a national achievement, Khamenei and other leaders
mobilize public support and foster a sense of national pride, which is crucial for
maintaining domestic stability (MECouncil, 2024).

The leadership's perceptions reflect a dual response to external threats and internal
demands. Externally, the nuclear program is positioned as a deterrent against potential
aggression from Western powers, particularly the United States. Internally, it addresses
the populace's desire for autonomy and technological advancement, thereby enhancing
the regime's legitimacy and popularity (Institute for National Strategic Studies, 2024).

These leadership perceptions profoundly impact Iran's foreign policy and nuclear
negotiations. The narrative of resistance and self-reliance influences Iran's stance in
international forums like the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA), where
leadership seeks to balance ideological principles with practical considerations of national
security and economic interests (Baktiari, 2024, Gulf International Forum, 2024).

In conclusion, leadership perceptions are integral to Iran's nuclear policy, reflecting
a complex interplay of ideological commitments and responses to external and internal
challenges. The Supreme Leader's emphasis on national pride and resistance against
Western imperialism shapes the nuclear program as a symbol of Iran's independence and
technological advancement. This alignment not only reinforces regime legitimacy but
also influences Iran's approach to nuclear negotiations and its broader foreign policy
objectives. Understanding these perceptions is crucial for comprehending the dynamics
of Iran's nuclear policy and its implications for regional and global security.

As for resistance against external pressures, Iran's nuclear ambitions are
fundamentally shaped by a complex interplay of domestic ideology, national identity, and
the regime's strategic framing of external threats. The narrative of victimization, which
portrays foreign pressures such as sanctions and military threats as assaults on
sovereignty, serves to consolidate domestic support for the nuclear program. This framing
resonates with a populace that has historically faced foreign intervention, allowing the

Iranian leadership to justify its nuclear pursuits as essential for national survival
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(Bakhshayesh Ardestani, 2024). Neoclassical realism provides a theoretical framework
to analyze these dynamics, emphasizing how internal political structures and ideologies
influence state behavior. In Iran's case, the revolutionary ideology that emerged from the
1979 revolution, characterized by anti-Western sentiment and a commitment to
independence, drives the nuclear policy as a means of asserting autonomy against
perceived external dominance (Alagdz & Toprak, 2022). Furthermore, lIran's pursuit of
nuclear technology is not merely a technological endeavor, it is also a critical marker of
its status as a regional power, challenging global hierarchies and reinforcing its identity
on the international stage (Marine Corps University Press, 2024). This multifaceted
approach highlights that Iran's nuclear strategy is deeply rooted in domestic factors rather

than being solely a reaction to external pressures.

2.3.4. Strategic Use of Nuclear Capabilities beyond Deterrence

Iran's nuclear ambitions are shaped by a multifaceted interplay of historical
experiences, ideological convictions, strategic calculations, economic aspirations, and
psychological factors. This complexity positions the nuclear program as a vital element
in Iran's pursuit of regional influence and national resilience, extending beyond mere
deterrence. Historically, Iran's encounters with external threats, particularly the
devastating Iran-lrag War (1980-1988) and ongoing tensions with global powers, have
profoundly influenced its strategic outlook. These experiences have fostered a perception
of vulnerability that drives Iran to seek robust means of self-defense and regional
assertion. The nuclear program emerges as a direct response to these historical challenges,
aimed at safeguarding national sovereignty and deterring potential aggressors (CSIS,
2021).

From an ideological perspective, the Islamic Republic's commitment to resisting
Western dominance and promoting self-reliance elevates the nuclear initiative to a
symbol of national pride and independence. This ideological stance not only reinforces
domestic legitimacy but also serves as a unifying force amid internal political dynamics.
The regime's narrative frames the nuclear program as essential for asserting Iran's
sovereignty against perceived external threats (Brookings Institution, 2023, Foreign
Policy, 2024).

Strategically, Iran's nuclear pursuits can be analyzed through the lens of

neoclassical realism, which considers both international pressures and domestic factors
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in shaping foreign policy. The regime’s desire for survival, coupled with aspirations for
regional hegemony, motivates a nuclear strategy that seeks to balance power
asymmetries, particularly in relation to adversaries like the United States and Israel. This
strategic calculus is evident in Iran's "forward defense™ approach, which combines
military readiness with asymmetric warfare tactics to counterbalance perceived threats
(CRS Reports, 2023).

Economically, the development of nuclear technology represents a significant
investment in scientific advancement and energy independence. Iran's pursuit of nuclear
capabilities is partly driven by the goal of achieving technological self-sufficiency, which
has broader implications for its economic development and regional standing. The regime
views nuclear technology as crucial not only for energy security but also for enhancing
its status in the international arena (MECouncil, 2024).

Psychologically, the nuclear program fosters a sense of national unity and
resilience. By projecting strength and technological prowess, the Iranian government
seeks to bolster national morale and consolidate support during periods of economic
hardship and international isolation (WMD-Free Zone, 2024). Recent reports indicate that
Iran has engaged in secret discussions with Russia to enhance its nuclear and defense
capabilities, signaling an increase in Iranian-Russian cooperation that raises concerns in
the West about Iran’s true intentions regarding its nuclear ambitions.

In conclusion, Iran's nuclear pursuits reflect a comprehensive strategy aimed at
enhancing national security, asserting regional influence, and reinforcing domestic
cohesion. Understanding this multifaceted approach is essential for comprehending the
complexities of Iran's position in both regional and global contexts.

And it is crucial here to discuss the historical grievances and their role in Iran's
nuclear ambitions because of they are intricately tied to a history of foreign interventions
that have significantly shaped its strategic outlook and national identity. A pivotal event
in this narrative is the 1953 coup orchestrated by the CIA and British intelligence, which
resulted in the overthrow of Prime Minister Mohammad Mossadegh, who sought to
nationalize Iran's oil industry. This coup exemplifies Western interference in Iran's
internal affairs and has fostered a deep-seated mistrust of Western powers. The
subsequent installation of the Shah, viewed as a puppet of these foreign powers, further
exacerbated feelings of resentment, and contributed to the Islamic Revolution of 1979
(Kibaroglu, 2024).
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Additionally, the joint Soviet-British invasion of Iran during World War Il
underscores Iran's vulnerability to external powers, as its territory was utilized to secure
oil supplies for the Allies. These historical experiences have reinforced Iran's desire for
self-reliance and a robust defense capability, including its nuclear program. The
devastating Iran-lrag War (1980-1988) further intensified Iran's sense of insecurity.
During this brutal conflict, Iran faced chemical weapon attacks and significant
international isolation, which deepened its pursuit of strategic autonomy. The nuclear
program has since been perceived as a necessary means to deter future aggression and
ensure national security (CSIS, 2021).

Following the Islamic Revolution, Iranian leadership adopted an anti-imperialist
stance, viewing the West as a primary adversary. The nuclear program is framed as a
symbol of resistance against Western hegemony and a tool for achieving strategic
autonomy. Iranian leaders often reference historical grievances to justify their nuclear
ambitions, emphasizing the need to protect national sovereignty from foreign intervention
(Brookings Institution, 2023, Foreign Policy, 2024).

Neoclassical realism serves as a theoretical framework for understanding how these
historical grievances shape state behavior. Analyzing Iran's nuclear ambitions through
this lens reveals how deeply ingrained historical experiences influence strategic
calculations. Comparisons with other countries, such as North Korea, highlight the
common thread of historical grievances driving nuclear proliferation (MECouncil, 2024).

On an international level, Iran's stance on agreements like the Nuclear Non-
Proliferation Treaty (NPT) reflects a delicate balance between adhering to global norms
and pursuing national interests. Domestically, the nuclear program is justified as a
response to past injustices, garnering public support and reinforcing national identity.

While historical grievances are significant drivers of Iran's nuclear ambitions, other
factors such as technological nationalism and power politics also play important roles.
Recognizing these influences provides a more comprehensive understanding of Iran's
nuclear strategy. Furthermore, addressing historical grievances through reconciliation or
confidence-building measures could potentially reduce the perceived need for nuclear
deterrence, offering pathways for future policy engagement.

In conclusion, historical grievances are integral to understanding Iran's nuclear
ambitions. By analyzing the impact of past interventions and conflicts, we can elucidate

the complex interplay of history, ideology, and strategic considerations that shape Iran's
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nuclear policies. This comprehensive approach underscores the importance of
considering historical context in efforts to resolve regional and global security challenges.

Also, it is reasonable to explore the factional struggles and their impact on nuclear
policy since the internal political landscape of Iran is characterized by significant
factional struggles, primarily between hardliners and moderates, which profoundly
influence the country's nuclear policy. These divisions lead to inconsistencies and shifts
in Iran's approach to international diplomacy, particularly regarding its nuclear ambitions.
Hardliners in Iran, including key figures such as Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali
Khamenei and the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC), emphasize ideological
goals rooted in the Islamic Revolution. They view Iran’s nuclear program as critical for
preserving national sovereignty and asserting independence against perceived Western
hegemony. For them, compromising on the nuclear issue is seen as betraying the
revolutionary principles of self-sufficiency and resistance to foreign influence (Kaya &
Sartepe, 2015). The IRGC plays a vital role in advancing nuclear developments and
ensuring that these efforts align with Iran's regional ambitions. Their influence ensures
strict control over nuclear progress and security policies. Hardliners exhibit skepticism
towards diplomacy, particularly regarding the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action
(JCPOA), which they view as a temporary tactic by the West to weaken Iran. They frame
such negotiations as attempts to undermine Iranian sovereignty, using this narrative to
rally domestic support against international agreements.

Conversely, moderates in Iran, exemplified by figures like former President Hassan
Rouhani and Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif, advocate for economic
pragmatism and greater global integration. They emphasize the importance of diplomacy
and compromise as a means of improving Iran's international standing and alleviating the
economic difficulties caused by sanctions. Moderates argue that sanctions relief,
particularly through agreements like the JCPOA, could revitalize Iran's economy by
attracting foreign investment and enhancing citizens' quality of life (Washington Institute,
2016). They also present the nuclear program as a peaceful initiative focused on scientific
research and energy production, seeking to reframe Iran's global image as a responsible
actor rather than a threat. However, moderates face significant challenges due to
opposition from hardliners, who dominate critical institutions such as the judiciary and
military, limiting their ability to fully implement diplomatic solutions.

The historical evolution of these factions has significantly influenced Iran's nuclear

policy. During the JCPOA negotiations from 2013 to 2015, the Rouhani administration
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pursued the agreement as a pragmatic solution to address Iran's economic crises, hoping
to alleviate the impact of international sanctions. While the agreement was initially
celebrated for lifting some sanctions, hardliners criticized it for imposing restrictions on
Iran’s nuclear program, viewing it as a compromise that undermined national sovereignty
(Carnegie Endowment, 2010). Following the U.S. withdrawal from the JCPOA in 2018,
hardliners seized on this setback to discredit moderates, portraying them as naive and
weak in the face of Western pressure. This shift emboldened hardliners to adopt a more
aggressive nuclear posture, intensifying their efforts to advance the nuclear program.

Factional struggles within Iran create both significant challenges and opportunities
for the country’s nuclear ambitions. Challenges arise from policy inconsistencies
stemming from internal divisions, weakening Iran’s ability to pursue long-term strategic
goals. The frequent shifts in direction driven by factional tensions between hardliners and
moderates undermine the coherence of Iran's nuclear policy and complicate efforts to
secure lasting international agreements. However, these internal divisions also provide
external actors with opportunities to engage with moderates who advocate pragmatic
diplomacy. By leveraging the pragmatism of moderates, external actors can potentially
foster dialogue and explore avenues for negotiation, offering a path toward possible
agreements that could de-escalate tensions and lead to more constructive nuclear
discussions.

Given the current state of these factional struggles, the future of Iran's nuclear
policy remains uncertain. The influence of the Supreme Leader in mediating or
exacerbating these tensions is crucial, as is public perception regarding both factions and
their approaches to the nuclear program. While hardliners continue to push for a more
assertive nuclear posture, moderates remain committed to diplomatic solutions. The
interplay between these factions coupled with external pressures and regional dynamics
will likely shape Iran's nuclear policy in the coming years.

In conclusion, understanding these factional dynamics is essential for
comprehending the inconsistencies in Iran's nuclear policy. The complex interplay of
ideology, pragmatism, and power struggles within Iran's political landscape continues to
influence its approach to nuclear diplomacy, with significant implications for regional

and global security.
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2.3.5. Implications for Nuclear Policy

The combination of ideological commitments stemming from the Islamic
Revolution and internal factional struggles creates a complex domestic environment that
shapes Iran's nuclear ambitions. On one hand, these factors drive Iran to resist external
pressures and assert its sovereignty through its nuclear program. On the other hand, they
also constrain its ability to negotiate and adhere to international agreements, as domestic
actors often prioritize ideological considerations over practical outcomes.

Understanding these dynamics is crucial for policymakers aiming to address the
root causes of Iran’s nuclear behavior. For example, confidence-building measures should
account for the ideological and security concerns that drive hardline opposition to
Western influence while simultaneously engaging moderates who seek economic relief
and international normalization (Miremadi, 2015). Domestic politics significantly
influence Iran’s nuclear ambitions, with the political landscape characterized by various
factions, including conservative hardliners and more moderate reformists, each holding
differing perspectives on foreign policy and nuclear development.

For hardliners, the nuclear program is a means of consolidating power and asserting
Iran’s ideological stance, often framing it as a matter of national sovereignty and
resistance to foreign interference. This faction’s influence in key institutions, such as the
Revolutionary Guard, further strengthens the nuclear program’s role in Iran’s domestic
politics (Kaya & Sartepe, 2015). Hardliners exhibit skepticism towards diplomatic
engagement, viewing negotiations like the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA)
as undermining national sovereignty.

Conversely, moderate factions may support nuclear development as a sovereign
right but also see potential in diplomatic engagement. However, due to internal power
dynamics, these moderates face limitations in shaping nuclear policy, especially when
hardliners dominate critical decision-making bodies (Council on Foreign Relations,
2023). The nuclear program thus becomes a tool for external deterrence and an instrument
for internal political cohesion, with different factions leveraging it to strengthen their
domestic standing.

The historical evolution of these factions has significantly influenced Iran's nuclear
policy. During the JCPOA negotiations from 2013 to 2015, the Rouhani administration
pursued the agreement as a pragmatic solution to address Iran's economic crises. While

initially celebrated for lifting some sanctions, hardliners criticized it for imposing
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restrictions on Iran’s nuclear program, viewing it as a compromise that undermined
national sovereignty (Brookings Institution, 2023). Following the U.S. withdrawal from
the JCPOA in 2018, hardliners seized on this setback to discredit moderates, portraying
them as naive and weak in the face of Western pressure.

Factional struggles within Iran create both significant challenges and opportunities
for the country’s nuclear ambitions. Challenges arise from policy inconsistencies
stemming from internal divisions, weakening Iran’s ability to pursue long-term strategic
goals. The frequent shifts in direction driven by factional tensions undermine the
coherence of Iran's nuclear policy and complicate efforts to secure lasting international
agreements. However, these internal divisions also provide external actors with
opportunities to engage with moderates who advocate pragmatic diplomacy (MECouncil,
2024). By leveraging the pragmatism of moderates, external actors can potentially foster
dialogue and explore avenues for negotiation.

Given the current state of these factional struggles, the future of Iran's nuclear
policy remains uncertain. The influence of the Supreme Leader in mediating or
exacerbating these tensions is crucial, as is public perception regarding both factions and
their approaches to the nuclear program. While hardliners continue to push for a more
assertive nuclear posture, moderates remain committed to diplomatic solutions. The
interplay between these factions—coupled with external pressures and regional
dynamics—will likely shape Iran's nuclear policy in the coming years.

In conclusion, understanding these factional dynamics is essential for
comprehending the inconsistencies in Iran's nuclear policy. The complex interplay of
ideology, pragmatism, and power struggles within Iran's political landscape continues to
influence its approach to nuclear diplomacy with significant implications for regional and

global security.

2.3.6. Iran’s Nuclear Program as a Broader Regional Case Study

Iran’s case provides broader insights into the dynamics of nuclear proliferation in
regions with complex security and ideological landscapes. Through the lens of
Neoclassical Realism, this study illustrates how Iran’s nuclear policy is formed by a
unique combination of external pressures and domestic imperatives, making it a model

for understanding nuclear motivations in other high-stakes environments. The study

59



shows that nuclear ambitions are rarely driven by single factors, rather, they emerge from
an intricate interplay of history, ideology, security, and domestic politics.

Iran’s experience underscores that in regions like the Middle East, nuclear
proliferation cannot be fully explained by external security threats alone. Instead, it
requires an analysis that also considers the internal political and ideological factors that
drive nuclear policy decisions (Bayar, 2019). By focusing on Iran, this research provides
a template for understanding how similar states, facing comparable challenges, may
pursue nuclear capabilities as a means of achieving security, autonomy, and regional
influence.

In sum, Iran’s nuclear ambitions offer a comprehensive case study that
demonstrates the multi-dimensional drivers of nuclear proliferation. This case emphasizes
the need for policies that address both the internal and external motivations behind nuclear
ambitions, offering valuable insights for non-proliferation efforts aimed at promoting
stability in regions with similar geopolitical complexities (Juneau, 2024). Through this
analysis, the study contributes to a deeper understanding of how nuclear ambitions
develop in volatile environments, providing a foundation for policies that engage with the

underlying drivers rather than merely addressing surface-level security concerns.

2.3.7. Dimensions in Analyzing Iran’s Nuclear Pursuits

Iran's nuclear ambitions are closely intertwined with the volatile security landscape
of the Middle East. The region's instability, characterized by conflicts, proxy wars, and
shifting alliances, significantly amplifies Iran's security concerns. A nuclear-capable Iran
has the potential to dramatically alter the regional balance of power, sparking fears among
neighboring states and potentially triggering an arms race. In this context, countries such
as Saudi Arabia, Turkiye, and Egypt may consider pursuing their own nuclear programs,
leading to a cascade of nuclear proliferation across the region (Fitzpatrick, 2011, Bowen
& Moran, 2014).

This situation would elevate the risks of miscalculation and unintended escalation,
especially within an already tense political climate. For policymakers, understanding
Iran's nuclear motivations within this volatile context is essential for devising strategies
that preserve regional stability. Relying solely on sanctions or containment policies may

overlook the core security concerns driving Iran’s nuclear pursuits. The study underscores
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the importance of diplomatic approaches that not only mitigate regional tensions but also
address the fundamental security concerns Iran faces, thereby reducing its perceived need
for nuclear deterrence.

On the other hand, Iran's nuclear strategy is deeply rooted in a complex tapestry
of historical, ideological, and political influences that extend far beyond immediate
security concerns. To fully comprehend Iran’s pursuit of nuclear capabilities, it is
essential to delve into the nation’s unique historical experiences and ideological
foundations.

The legacy of foreign intervention has profoundly shaped lIran's distrust of
Western powers. A pivotal event in this history is the 1953 coup orchestrated by the CIA
and British intelligence, which resulted in the ousting of Prime Minister Mohammad
Mossadegh, who sought to nationalize Iran’s oil industry. This event left a lasting remnant
of suspicion toward foreign involvement in Iranian affairs and significantly influenced
Iran’s desire for self-reliance, particularly in defense and energy sectors, including its
nuclear program. The coup set the stage for a suspicious stance toward external powers,
which has been a recurring theme in Iran’s foreign policy (Kibaroglu, 2007, CSIS, 2021).

The Iran-lrag War (1980-1988) further solidified Iran’s sense of vulnerability.
During this brutal conflict, Iran faced chemical weapon attacks from Irag, supported by
Western powers. The devastation experienced during the war reinforced the need for
deterrence and self-sufficiency, underscoring the necessity for a strong defense capability
that could potentially include nuclear options to ensure national security and sovereignty
(Stimson Center, 2023).

Ideologically, Iran's stance as an Islamic Republic opposes Western hegemony
and is central to its nuclear ambitions. This ideological framework positions the nuclear
program not only as a means of achieving security objectives but also as a symbol of
autonomy and resilience against foreign dominance. The program serves as an emblem
of national pride and resistance, rallying domestic support by framing it as a manifestation
of Iran’s independence and technological prowess. Internationally, it asserts Iran’s
identity as a sovereign state capable of defying external pressures (Iran Watch, 2023).

The interplay between historical grievances stemming from foreign intervention
and an ideological commitment to resisting Western hegemony creates a robust
framework that justifies and sustains Iran's nuclear program. This complex relationship
between history and ideology is crucial in shaping Iran's nuclear policy, as each reinforces
the other.
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While Iran's case is unique, it resonates with other states in conflict-prone regions
where historical experiences and ideological frameworks significantly influence nuclear
policy. By studying Iran, we gain insights into how complex motivations drive nuclear
pursuits in environments marked by foreign intervention and ideological opposition.

It is also important to consider alternative perspectives that emphasize economic
factors or domestic politics as primary drivers of Iran’s nuclear strategy. Some argue that
economic sanctions and the need for energy independence play significant roles in
shaping nuclear decisions. Incorporating these viewpoints provides a balanced analysis
that highlights the multifaceted nature of Iran’s nuclear ambitions.

In conclusion, Iran’s nuclear strategy is a product of its unique historical and
ideological context. The legacy of foreign intervention, coupled with an ideological
commitment to resisting Western hegemony, has shaped a nuclear policy aimed at
ensuring sovereignty and deterring future interventions. By comprehensively examining
these influences, we can achieve a nuanced understanding of Iran’s nuclear ambitions and
their broader implications for international security.

Considering the implications for regional stability, Iran’s potential acquisition of
nuclear capabilities poses profound implications for Middle Eastern stability. A nuclear-
armed Iran could embolden its regional posture, leading it to adopt more assertive policies
that may heighten tensions with neighboring countries. This shift in regional power
dynamics could destabilize existing alliances, with states like Saudi Arabia, the UAE, and
potentially Tulrkiye viewing a nuclear Iran as a direct threat to their security.
Consequently, these states might consider pursuing nuclear capabilities or enhancing
military alliances, triggering a regional arms race, and further destabilizing the Middle
East (Edelman, Krepinevich, & Montgomery, 2011).

The prospect of a nuclear arms race in the Middle East underscores the urgency of
understanding Iran’s nuclear motivations. Insights into these drivers allow for more
effective non-proliferation policies that not only address Iran’s nuclear aspirations but
also mitigate broader risks to regional stability. Addressing Iran’s concerns through
multilateral security arrangements and confidence-building measures could create a
foundation for cooperative security, reducing the need for nuclear deterrence and
lessening the likelihood of regional escalation.
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When addressing Global Non-Proliferation challenges, it is important to note that
Iran’s nuclear ambitions present significant challenges that extend far beyond its regional
boundaries, with profound implications for global non-proliferation norms and
international security. This section explores the multifaceted nature of these challenges,
examining both the direct and indirect effects of Iran's nuclear pursuits on the global
stage.

As a signatory to the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT), Iran's potential
development of nuclear weapons could severely undermine the treaty's credibility. The
NPT is a cornerstone of global non-proliferation efforts, aiming to prevent the spread of
nuclear weapons and promote disarmament. If Iran were to successfully develop nuclear
capabilities, it could set a precedent for other states, leading to an erosion of the NPT's
effectiveness. This scenario could encourage other nations to pursue nuclear programs,
perceiving unequal treatment under the treaty, thereby destabilizing the global non-
proliferation framework (Edelman, Krepinevich, & Montgomery, 2011).

The Middle East is a region fraught with tension and rivalry, and Iran's nuclear
ambitions could trigger a regional arms race, particularly involving countries like Saudi
Arabia, which might feel compelled to develop similar capabilities. Such a scenario
would significantly escalate regional tensions and could lead to a destabilizing arms race
with catastrophic consequences for global security. The potential for nuclear materials or
technology to fall into the hands of non-state actors or terrorist organizations is another
critical global security concern. If Iran's nuclear program is not adequately safeguarded,
it could inadvertently or intentionally contribute to the spread of nuclear knowledge,
thereby heightening the threat of nuclear terrorism (Azodi, 2024).

The Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA), or the Iran nuclear deal, was
a landmark multilateral agreement aimed at curbing Iran's nuclear ambitions. However,
the U.S. withdrawal from the deal in 2018 and the subsequent breakdown of negotiations
have raised fundamental questions about the effectiveness of diplomatic efforts and the
trustworthiness of international agreements. These developments highlight the challenges
in maintaining and enforcing non-proliferation norms through diplomatic channels.
Sanctions have been a key tool in attempts to prevent Iran's nuclear advancement, but
they also have significant humanitarian impacts on the Iranian people. Balancing
enforcement of non-proliferation norms with humanitarian considerations presents a

complex challenge that requires nuanced policy approaches (Atlantic Council, 2024).
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The International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) plays a crucial role in
monitoring and verifying Iran's compliance with the NPT. The effectiveness of the IAEA
in this regard is essential for maintaining global non-proliferation standards. Any
weakening of the IAEA's ability to perform its duties could have far-reaching
consequences for the global non-proliferation regime (Gulf International Forum, 2024).

In conclusion, Iran's nuclear ambitions pose significant challenges to global non-
proliferation efforts, affecting not only regional stability but also the credibility of
international treaties and diplomatic mechanisms. Addressing these challenges requires a
comprehensive approach that strengthens the NPT, reinforces multilateral non-
proliferation initiatives, and develops policies tailored to the unique geopolitical context
of countries like Iran. By doing so, the international community can better navigate the
complex interplay of factors that contribute to nuclear proliferation and work towards a
more secure world.

It is also essential not to overlook that Iran’s nuclear ambitions underscore the
broader relevance of Neoclassical Realism for understanding nuclear proliferation in
conflict-prone areas. By applying this framework to Iran’s case, it becomes evident that
effective non-proliferation policies must account for the specific historical, ideological,
and political landscapes that shape each state’s nuclear strategy. In regions marked by
long-standing rivalries and ideological divides, it is crucial for international security
efforts to recognize that nuclear ambitions often stem from both external security needs
and internal narratives of resilience and independence. Addressing nuclear proliferation
effectively requires a contextually informed understanding of each state’s unique security
landscape, a one-size-fits-all approach relying solely on punitive measures may fail to
address the domestic factors reinforcing nuclear ambitions. Instead, policies that
incorporate diplomatic engagement, security assurances, and mechanisms for addressing
internal motivations may be more effective in reducing nuclear risks. This comprehensive
approach, informed by Neoclassical Realism, provides a foundation for crafting strategies
that not only manage nuclear risks but also promote long-term stability by engaging with
the deeper motivations driving states toward nuclear capabilities (Sherrill, 2015, Guzzini,
2021, Montgomery & Sagan, 2020, Bajema, 2010).

Integrating Neoclassical Realism into the study of Iran's nuclear ambitions provides
a robust analytical framework that elucidates the complex interplay between systemic
pressures and domestic motivations. This approach transcends traditional Realist theories

by incorporating both external security concerns and internal factors, such as ideological
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imperatives, national identity, and political structures. By doing so, Neoclassical Realism
offers a nuanced understanding of Iran’s nuclear strategy, revealing that its nuclear
aspirations are often motivated by a confluence of historical, ideological, and domestic
considerations rather than solely by security imperatives (Ripsman, Taliaferro, & Lobell,
2016). For policymakers, this insight underscores the necessity of adopting a
comprehensive and multifaceted approach to non-proliferation efforts. Traditional
strategies that rely solely on sanctions or military containment may be insufficient, as
they fail to address the underlying domestic and ideological motivations driving Iran’s
nuclear ambitions. Instead, a more effective approach would involve diplomatic
engagement that considers both the external threats perceived by Iran and the internal
factors shaping its nuclear policies. Such a strategy is more likely to reduce proliferation
risks and enhance stability in volatile regions, recognizing the multi-layered and deeply
rooted nature of Iran’s motivations within its unique security and ideological context.
Addressing the professor’s comment requires emphasizing the need for a comprehensive
and contextually sensitive analysis that integrates both systemic and domestic factors.
This approach not only provides a more accurate understanding of Iran’s nuclear
ambitions but also offers practical implications for policymakers seeking to devise
effective non-proliferation strategies. By acknowledging the complex interplay of factors
driving Iran’s nuclear program, this study contributes to a more nuanced policy discourse,
ultimately enhancing prospects for regional stability and non-proliferation. In summary,
Neoclassical Realism serves as an essential lens through which to analyze Iran's nuclear
ambitions, highlighting the importance of both historical grievances and ideological
commitments in shaping its foreign policy. This comprehensive perspective is crucial for
developing effective strategies that address the complexities of nuclear proliferation in
today's geopolitical landscape (Ripsman et al., 2016).

In sum, Iran's nuclear ambitions necessitate multifaceted strategies that
incorporate diplomatic engagement, security assurances, and careful consideration of
domestic factors. Policies that recognize Iran’s historical grievances and ideological
values, while also addressing its security needs, may be more successful in mitigating
nuclear ambitions. Rather than focusing solely on containment, these strategies should
foster sustainable peace by engaging with the complex motivations behind Iran’s nuclear
policy. This approach is particularly relevant for managing nuclear risks in volatile
regions where a state’s nuclear ambitions are intertwined with national identity, political

cohesion, and strategic autonomy. For instance, diplomatic solutions that include regional
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security frameworks or tailored security guarantees could help alleviate Iran’s perceived
need for a nuclear deterrent. Additionally, supporting dialogue with various domestic
political factions within Iran may strengthen moderate voices and contribute to a domestic
environment more conducive to cooperation on non-proliferation. Such comprehensive
strategies align with the understanding that effective non-proliferation efforts must go
beyond punitive measures to engage with the underlying factors driving Iran's nuclear
aspirations (Edelman, Krepinevich, & Montgomery, 2011, Atlantic Council, 2024).
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3. MATERIAL AND METHODS

This thesis examines Iran’s nuclear ambitions within the context of Middle Eastern
security, focusing on three principal areas: the motivations that drive Iran’s nuclear
aspirations, the application of Neoclassical Realism to interpret these motivations, and
the policy implications for non-proliferation strategies. By integrating historical,
theoretical, and policy-oriented perspectives, the study provides a detailed understanding

of both internal and external factors influencing Iran’s nuclear strategy.

3.1. Limitations of the Study

The researcher here outlines the inherent limitations that shaped the scope and
findings of this study. While the research provides valuable insights into Iran’s nuclear
policy within its geopolitical and regional context, it is essential to acknowledge the
constraints that may impact the comprehensiveness and applicability of its conclusions.
These limitations arise from temporal, regional, and data-specific challenges, as well as
the deliberate exclusion of technical nuclear aspects to maintain a focused analysis. By
identifying and addressing these constraints, the study aims to provide a transparent and
methodologically sound foundation for future research and policy development.

3.1.1. Temporal Constraints

This study reflects the current geopolitical landscape, acknowledging that changes
in international relations or regional dynamics could impact its findings. Examining Iran’s
nuclear policy reveals inherent constraints due to the temporal boundaries of the current
geopolitical environment, offering a snapshot of the policy landscape as of the time of
analysis and recognizing that future developments may necessitate a re-evaluation of
these findings. The geopolitical landscape, particularly in the Middle East, is
characterized by rapid and often unpredictable shifts, changes in leadership, shifts in
alliances, economic fluctuations, and geopolitical conflicts can profoundly affect Iran’s
nuclear policy. These factors underscore the temporal limitations of this study, as the
conclusions drawn are valid for the period under consideration but may not hold true in
light of future developments. To mitigate these temporal constraints, the study has

incorporated the most recent data and analyses available at the time of research, aiming
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to provide a contemporaneous understanding of Iran’s nuclear policy while recognizing
potential changes that could alter this landscape. The dynamic nature of international
security studies necessitates a flexible and adaptive research framework capable of
responding to emerging trends and events. In comparison to other studies in the field, this
research acknowledges these inherent limitations and seeks to provide a foundation for
future inquiries by offering a baseline analysis of current policies and dynamics that can
serve as a reference point for subsequent research. The concept of temporal validity is
crucial here, pertaining to the applicability of the study’s findings to the examined period,
while grounded in current geopolitical realities, these conclusions may require adjustment
as new events unfold. This underscores the importance of ongoing research and periodic
re-evaluation in international security studies. In conclusion, while this study provides
valuable insights into Iran’s nuclear policy within the current geopolitical framework, it
Is essential to consider the temporal constraints accompanying such research. Future
studies should build upon this foundation by incorporating new data and analyses as the
geopolitical landscape evolves, ensuring that findings remain relevant and applicable to
an ever-changing global environment (Edelman et al., 2011, Council on Foreign
Relations, 2023).

3.1.2. Regional Focus

This thesis is centered on Iran within the Middle Eastern context, providing a
focused examination of its nuclear policy. The decision to concentrate on this specific
region is driven by the profound implications of Iran's nuclear activities for the broader
Middle East. By delving into the unique historical, political, and security dynamics of the
region, this study offers a context-specific analysis that enhances the precision of
understanding Iran's nuclear motivations. The Middle East is a complex tapestry of
competing interests, historical grievances, and geopolitical tensions, all of which
significantly influence Iran's nuclear aspirations. The region's history of conflict, coupled
with the presence of other nuclear powers and aspirants, creates a distinct environment
that shapes Iran's strategic calculus. This contextual focus allows for a more nuanced
exploration of the factors driving Iran's nuclear policy, including its responses to regional
threats and its quest for regional influence. While this study does not extend to other
regions with similar nuclear proliferation issues, such as North Korea or Pakistan, it is

essential to acknowledge this limitation. The scope of the research is deliberately
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narrowed to maintain analytical depth and avoid diluting the insights gained from a
concentrated regional analysis. Each region grappling with nuclear proliferation issues
has its own set of challenges and contexts, which may not be directly comparable to those
in the Middle East. However, the findings of this study hold broader relevance within the
global framework of international non-proliferation efforts. Iran's nuclear pursuits are not
merely a regional concern, they have significant implications for global nuclear security.
The study contributes to the understanding of how regional dynamics intersect with
international non-proliferation regimes, such as the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty
(NPT), and how these interactions can inform broader strategies to address nuclear
security challenges. Moreover, by examining Iran's nuclear policy within the Middle
Eastern context, this study offers insights that can be relevant to other regions facing
similar issues. The analytical framework developed here can be adapted to understand the
motivations and strategies of other states pursuing nuclear capabilities, taking into
account their specific regional dynamics. In conclusion, while this study is regionally
focused, it provides a comprehensive analysis that contributes to the global discourse on
nuclear non-proliferation. The methodology employed ensures a deep, context-specific
examination, recognizing that the findings may not be directly applicable to other regions
but offering valuable insights that can be adapted to understand nuclear security

challenges elsewhere (Council on Foreign Relations, 2023, SIPRI, 2023).

3.1.3. Data Limitations

The study of Iran's nuclear program is inherently fraught with challenges due to the
classified nature of the information involved, particularly in the sensitive geopolitical
context of the Middle East. Access to detailed data is significantly constrained by state
restrictions in Iran, where stringent controls on information dissemination are prevalent.
The Iranian government's policies limit the availability of transparent and unbiased data,
creating obstacles for researchers seeking to understand the intricacies of the program.
Additionally, the potential for self-censorship among Iranian scholars and experts, wary
of state repercussions, further complicates the acquisition of reliable information.
Moreover, the accuracy and reliability of information from international organizations
can vary, leading to contradictions that complicate research efforts. For instance, reports
from the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) and Western intelligence agencies

may differ in their assessments, reflecting varying political agendas and interpretations.
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These discrepancies underscore the need for critical evaluation and triangulation of
sources to ensure a comprehensive and balanced analysis.

To address these limitations, the research employs rigorous source evaluation
techniques, critically assessing potential biases and seeking corroborative evidence from
multiple perspectives. The study relies on credible, publicly available sources, including
academic research, policy analyses, expert assessments, and official statements. Despite
these efforts, some gaps in the data are unavoidable, and the research acknowledges these
limitations, recognizing that they may impact the comprehensiveness of the findings. In
conclusion, while the study navigates the challenges of data limitations through
meticulous methodology, it is essential to acknowledge the inherent constraints in
accessing information on Iran's nuclear program. This section highlights the complexities
of the issue, providing a thorough understanding of the challenges faced and the strategies
employed to mitigate them, thereby ensuring a robust and nuanced analysis (Edelman et
al., 2011, SIPRI, 2023).

3.1.4. Exclusion of Technical Nuclear Aspects

This thesis intentionally omits technical discussions of nuclear technology and
operational nuclear capabilities, focusing instead on the political and strategic dimensions
of Iran’s nuclear pursuits. This focus aligns with the study’s objective to provide
accessible, policy-relevant insights, making the findings applicable to scholars,
policymakers, and security analysts without requiring extensive technical knowledge. By
concentrating on the broader strategic implications, the research contributes meaningfully
to the non-proliferation discourse without becoming entangled in the complexities of
nuclear technology itself. Defining the scope and acknowledging the limitations
establishes clear boundaries for the analysis, ensuring the conclusions are both
methodologically sound and contextually relevant. The study contributes a nuanced
perspective on Iran’s nuclear ambitions, situating them within the broader regional
security framework and offering insights that can inform policy and academic discourse.
This approach supports the thesis’s overarching goal of providing a well-rounded,
insightful analysis that addresses the complex interplay between systemic pressures and
domestic factors, essential for understanding Iran’s nuclear strategy and its implications

for regional and global security (Edelman et al., 2011, Amin & Khan, 2022).
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3.2. Research Design

This study adopts a structured research design aimed at comprehensively analyzing
Iran’s nuclear ambitions through the lens of Neoclassical Realism. The research
framework is built on a qualitative methodology, integrating historical, geopolitical, and
policy-oriented perspectives to examine the interplay between systemic pressures and
domestic political dynamics. Given the complexity of Iran’s nuclear trajectory, a case
study approach has been selected to provide an in-depth understanding of the factors
shaping its strategic decisions. The justification for this approach lies in its ability to
capture nuanced political behaviors, historical patterns, and policy responses within a
specific geopolitical context. By leveraging various secondary sources, including
academic literature, policy documents, and institutional reports, this research ensures a
well-rounded analysis that accounts for both theoretical insights and empirical evidence.
Furthermore, the study maintains methodological rigor by employing thematic analysis
to identify recurring patterns in Iran’s nuclear discourse, while also acknowledging
potential limitations in data accessibility due to the classified nature of certain aspects of

Iran’s nuclear program.

3.2.1. Methodology

This research relies on the analysis of secondary sources, including academic
literature, official records, policy documents, and historical analyses. This approach aims
to provide a comprehensive examination of the strategic, ideological, and political factors
shaping Iran’s nuclear policy. By leveraging these sources, the research offers theoretical
foundations, insights into decision-making processes, and historical context. The data
analysis involves thematic analysis, which identifies recurring themes and patterns,
particularly effective in uncovering the motivations driving Iran's nuclear policy. The
study spans from the inception of Iran's nuclear program to the present, focusing on key
events and policy shifts within Iran and in the broader Middle Eastern and international

context.

3.2.2. Qualitative Case Study Method:

The use of the qualitative case study method is especially well-suited for this

research as it allows for a detailed exploration of Iran's motivations and strategic
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calculations within a specific geopolitical and historical framework. This method excels
in capturing the richness of data and exploring the subjective meanings behind policy
decisions. Its flexibility is a significant advantage, permitting the exploration of
unexpected findings and adjusting the research focus as new insights emerge. The
qualitative case study method also provides context-specific insights essential for
understanding lIran's unique political system, historical experiences, and cultural
backdrop.

By employing Neoclassical Realism, the method integrates both systemic
pressures and domestic influences, offering a balanced analysis that considers both
international and internal factors. This comprehensive approach enriches the
understanding of Iran's nuclear ambitions and contributes valuable knowledge to the
broader literature on nuclear proliferation and international relations. the qualitative case
study method is not only appropriate but also essential for this research, as it provides a
structured yet flexible approach to understanding the multifaceted nature of Iran's nuclear
ambitions within their specific context by focusing on

The case study approach offers a profound, contextually rich analysis of Iran’s
nuclear strategy by embedding it within the intricate historical, political, and social
dynamics of the Middle East. This method allows for a nuanced understanding of the
unique security environment in which Iran operates, shaped by momentous events and
ongoing rivalries that have profoundly influenced its threat perceptions and strategic
responses.

One of the pivotal historical events is the Iran-lrag War, which had a lasting
impact on Iran’s security policies. The war likely instilled in Iran a desire for self-reliance
and deterrence, prompting it to pursue nuclear capabilities as a means of preventing future
large-scale conflicts. The trauma and devastation experienced during the war may have
reinforced the notion that a nuclear deterrent could safeguard Iran from external
aggression.

Furthermore, Iran’s ongoing rivalries with regional powers such as Saudi Arabia
and Israel are central to its nuclear strategy. The competition with Saudi Arabia is not just
about power but also about influence in the region. Iran may view nuclear capabilities to
balance against Saudi Arabia, even in the absence of direct nuclear threats from the latter.
Israel’s nuclear arsenal, on the other hand, is perceived as a direct threat, potentially

driving Iran’s nuclear ambitions as a means of ensuring its survival and regional standing.
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The 1979 Revolution and the establishment of the Islamic Republic represent
another critical juncture, shifting Iran’s national identity and security priorities. The
revolution may have instilled a sense of mission and resistance against external powers,
further entrenching the pursuit of nuclear capabilities as a symbol of national sovereignty
and resistance against international pressures, including sanctions and diplomatic
isolation. The complex geopolitical landscape of the Middle East, with its myriad regional
and global power struggles, adds another layer to Iran’s security environment. The
presence of U.S. military bases, the role of Russia, and shifting alliances among Middle
Eastern countries all contribute to the intricate web of influences on Iran’s nuclear
strategy.

The case study approach is particularly valuable here, as it allows for a deep
exploration of specific factors influencing Iran's nuclear ambitions, offering a more
nuanced understanding than broader comparative studies. This method highlights the
importance of understanding the unique context of Iran, rather than applying general
theories without considering local specifics. By identifying causal mechanisms, such as
the influence of historical events on decision-making processes and the role of
bureaucratic structures, the approach provides insights into how these factors translate
into nuclear policy decisions.

While the case study method may lack generalizability to other countries, its
strength lies in its ability to provide a rich, context-specific analysis that illuminates the
particular factors influencing Iran’s nuclear strategy. For instance, Huang (2020)
emphasizes that Iran’s nuclear motivations are deeply rooted in its historical insecurities
and perceptions of external threats, particularly following events like the Iran-lrag War.
This historical context is essential for understanding why Iran views nuclear capabilities
as a crucial deterrent against perceived aggressors (Fathollah-Nejad, 2023).

Moreover, the case study approach allows for an examination of internal dynamics
within Iran, such as factional struggles between hardliners and moderates. These internal
political narratives significantly influence how external pressures like sanctions and
regional rivalries are interpreted and acted upon by Iranian leadership (Hymans &
Gratias, 2014). By focusing on these dynamics, researchers can better understand how
domestic ideologies and historical grievances shape Iran's strategic decisions regarding
its nuclear program.

In conclusion, this deep dive into the historical and social dynamics of the region

offers a comprehensive understanding of Iran’s nuclear ambitions, rooted in its unique
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security environment. The case study method thus serves as an effective tool for analyzing
complex issues like Iran's nuclear strategy, providing insights that are often overlooked
in broader analyses.

The case study method is ideally suited for testing and refining Neoclassical Realism
as a theoretical framework. By examining Iran’s nuclear behavior, the study highlights
how systemic pressures interact with internal political dynamics, thereby validating and
enhancing Neoclassical Realism’s applicability to real-world cases within the field of
International Relations (George & Bennett, 2005).

Neoclassical Realism, as a variant of Realism, posits that state behavior is
influenced by both systemic pressures and domestic political structures. In the context of
Iran’s nuclear program, this framework allows us to explore how international sanctions,
regional threats, and domestic political considerations shape Iran’s nuclear policies. For
instance, the influence of the Supreme Leader and factional struggles within the
government are crucial domestic factors that interact with external pressures such as
international sanctions and regional rivalries.

The case study method is particularly effective for this analysis because it provides
a rich, context-specific understanding that is difficult to capture with quantitative
methods. George & Bennett (2005) argue that case studies are invaluable for theory
building and testing, especially when dealing with complex interactions. By focusing on
Iran, we can observe how systemic pressures, such as the international community’s
stance on nuclear proliferation, intersect with domestic political dynamics, including the
ideological beliefs and strategic calculations of key decision-makers.

This application of Neoclassical Realism not only confirms its predictions but also
suggests potential refinements. If Iran’s nuclear decisions are heavily influenced by
domestic political considerations, it supports the theory’s emphasis on internal factors.
However, if other variables, such as ideational factors or the role of international
institutions, play a significant role, it may indicate areas where the theory could be
expanded.

Moreover, the historical context of Iran’s nuclear program, including the 1979
Revolution and the Iran-lraq War, provides a deeper understanding of the motivations
behind its nuclear aspirations. These historical factors, combined with ongoing tensions
with Israel and the United States, illustrate the complex interplay of forces that

Neoclassical Realism seeks to explain.
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In terms of policy implications, understanding Iran’s nuclear behavior through the
lens of Neoclassical Realism could inform non-proliferation strategies. By considering
both international pressures and domestic political dynamics, policymakers might
develop more effective approaches to engagement and deterrence.

The case study method offers a comprehensive framework for testing Neoclassical
Realism, revealing the intricate interactions between systemic and domestic factors in
shaping Iran’s nuclear policies. This approach not only strengthens the theory’s
applicability but also provides valuable insights for understanding similar complex
international phenomena.

In the context of Iran's nuclear policy, a policy-oriented analysis is essential for
formulating effective non-proliferation strategies. This approach emphasizes the
importance of understanding Iran's specific geopolitical environment, which includes its
strategic location in the Middle East, complex relations with neighboring countries such
as Saudi Arabia and Israel, and interactions with global powers like the United States.
These factors collectively shape Iran's security policies, including its nuclear program.
By examining Iran's threat perceptions, which are influenced by historical conflicts and
perceived external aggression, policymakers can better comprehend the motivations
behind Iran's nuclear ambitions. Strategic culture, reflecting Iran's historical resistance
against foreign intervention and its quest for independence, further underscores the need
for a nuanced approach in addressing its nuclear capabilities.

According to Eisenhardt (1989), strategic decision-making benefits from a context-
specific understanding, which is crucial for tailoring policies to the unique circumstances
of a country like Iran. This perspective highlights the significance of addressing Iran's
security concerns through measures such as offering security guarantees or fostering
regional dialogue, rather than relying solely on sanctions. By integrating these insights,
non-proliferation strategies can be designed to align with Iran's security needs and
regional dynamics, thereby enhancing their effectiveness. However, the complexity of
geopolitical factors presents challenges in creating policies that address all aspects
comprehensively. Despite these challenges, a policy-oriented analysis remains vital for
informing strategies that respect Iran's strategic culture and historical context, ultimately
contributing to the broader research objectives of promoting non-proliferation in the
region (Eisenhardt, 1989).
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3.3. Data Collection and Analytical Framework

This study adopted a systematic approach to secondary data collection and analysis,
ensuring rigor and relevance to the research objectives. The process was structured into

three key phases:

3.3.1. Data Collection Protocol

This study employs a systematic qualitative approach to gather data from peer-
reviewed academic sources, policy reports, and official documents. Primary references
include reports from the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), the United Nations
(UN), and key diplomatic agreements such as the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action
(JCPOA). To ensure reliability, a triangulation method is used, cross-verifying
information from multiple sources. Thematic analysis categorizes data into key areas such
as security threats, geopolitical rivalries, economic sanctions, and domestic political
struggles, allowing for a structured interpretation of Iran’s nuclear strategy. Recognizing
the limitations of secondary data, efforts are made to mitigate biases by relying on verified
institutional reports and scholarly analyses. This structured approach ensures
methodological rigor and enhances the study’s analytical depth, this is illustrated through

the following:

1. Source Identification: Academic databases such as JSTOR, Science Direct etc.,
were utilized to identify relevant literature using targeted keywords, including
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"Iran’s nuclear policy,” “neoclassical realism,” and “IAEA compliance reports.”
The inclusion criteria focused mainly on sources published between 2000 and
2023, prioritizing peer-reviewed academic materials and institutional reports
directly related to nuclear policymaking. Materials with overt political bias or
lacking scholarly credibility were excluded to maintain objectivity.

2. Final Categorization: The final dataset consisted of 70 sources, distributed as
follows:

e 60% academic works: Peer-reviewed journal articles, scholarly
monographs, and edited volumes.

o 30% institutional reports: IAEA assessments, UN resolutions, and think
tank analyses such as those from the Carnegie Endowment for International

Peace.
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o 10% historical documents: Archival records, official speeches by Iranian

leaders, and government-issued statements.

3. Critical Appraisal: All sources underwent evaluation using the CRAAP Test

(Currency, Relevance, Authority, Accuracy, Purpose) to ensure credibility and
relevance. This process led to the exclusion of approximately 15% of initially
identified materials that did not meet quality standards.

3.3.2. Analytical Framework

To analyze the collected data, a mixed-methods framework was adopted, with a

primary focus on qualitative analysis supported by quantitative insights where applicable.

o Qualitative Tools:

NVivo 12 software was employed to enhance the depth and organization of the

discourse analysis. This tool proved particularly effective in managing large
volumes of textual data, including Iranian political speeches, institutional reports,
and academic studies. Through its systematic coding capabilities, NVivo
facilitated the precise categorization of key narratives such as “sovereignty,”
“resistance,” and “international pressures.” Additionally, it enabled the
identification of patterns across the dataset, ensuring a cohesive analysis of
recurring themes. One of NVivo’s most valuable features was its ability to provide
quantitative insights, such as tracking the frequency of specific terms like “nuclear
rights” across multiple texts. This dual functionality combining qualitative coding
with quantitative analysis added significant value to the research, allowing for a
detailed and multidimensional understanding of the data.

Van Dijk’s (1993) The discourse justification model was specifically selected for
its detailed framework in analyzing political discourse. It enables the systematic
deconstruction of rhetorical strategies, allowing for the identification of
underlying themes and narratives in official statements and speeches. This model
proved particularly valuable in understanding how Iran frames its nuclear
ambitions, striking a balance between domestic ideological commitments and
international pressures. Its application ensures that the analysis captures the
complexity of Iran’s strategic communications, emphasizing their role in shaping
both domestic and global perceptions. Additionally, the model facilitated the

quantitative tracking of recurring terms, such as “nuclear rights,” which appeared

77



forty-two times in speeches delivered between 2015 and 2020, further enriching
the analysis by providing measurable insights into key rhetorical patterns.

o Methodological Procedures:

Thematic analysis was conducted following Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase
approach, which was adapted to align with the study’s objectives. The process
began with initial manual coding using predefined categories, such as C1 for
domestic political factors and C2 for systemic pressures like sanctions. These
codes were iteratively refined to develop overarching themes, including
“historical legacy of the Islamic Revolution” and “nuclear deterrence as
sovereignty.” Comparative matrices were then utilized to examine conceptual
overlaps between academic sources and institutional reports, enabling a deeper
understanding of interconnected ideas. This methodology’s adaptability proved
particularly effective for analyzing diverse types of data, such as academic
literature, institutional reports, and political documents. Its flexibility allowed for
an in-depth exploration of the historical and ideological dimensions of Iranian
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policies, ensuring that critical themes like ‘“sovereignty,” “resistance,” and
“nuclear deterrence” were thoroughly addressed. By providing a structured
framework that progresses from coding to theme refinement, the approach
facilitated the extraction of reliable and meaningful insights, thereby enriching the
study’s analytical depth.

o Validity and Reliability Assurance

To enhance the credibility of findings, the study employed multiple validation

mechanisms:

Triangulation: Results from Iranian discourse analysis were cross-verified with
IAEA technical reports and analyses from Western academic sources to ensure
consistency.

Peer Review: Preliminary findings were subjected to a rigorous review process,
which included thorough self-assessment and feedback from academic peers in
the field of international relations and security studies. This process led to
refinements in approximately 10% of the interpretive claims to ensure alignment
with the research objectives and methodological framework.

Intercoder Agreement: An independent researcher analyzed 20% of the data,

achieving an 85% agreement rate with the primary analysis.
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3.3.3. Methodological Limitations

While the study employed strong methodologies, certain limitations were

acknowledged:

» Restricted Access: Reliance on open-source materials limited access to classified
documents, which could provide additional depth.

e Qualitative Dominance: The qualitative nature of the framework inherently
limits quantitative generalizability. By detailing the data collection and analytical
processes, employing theoretical models, and incorporating validation measures,
this section addresses critical gaps while transparently acknowledging the study's
methodological constraints.

3.4. Ethical Assurances

Ethics is foundational to this research, shaping its methodology, data usage, and

analytical practices:

Source Credibility: Only reliable and verifiable sources were utilized, including
peer-reviewed publications, official documents, and recognized institutional reports.
This ensures the accuracy and reliability of data, so the inclusion of Diverse
Perspectives: To avoid one-sided analysis, the study incorporates varied viewpoints,
including Iranian, regional, and international narratives, thereby achieving a holistic
and unbiased understanding.

Transparency in Attribution: All sources are properly cited, adhering to academic
standards, and ensuring intellectual property rights are respected. This practice
enhances the study’s integrity.

Sensitivity to Context: Recognizing the classified and politically sensitive nature of
nuclear policies, the research refrains from speculative claims and focuses only on
publicly available data.

Acknowledgment of Limitations: The study openly acknowledges constraints, such
as the unavailability of classified data, and ensures that these limitations do not
compromise the validity of its findings.

By integrating a purposeful sampling strategy with a rigorous analytical framework

and strong ethical foundations, this research delivers a comprehensive and reliable

analysis of Iran’s nuclear strategy. The methodological approach ensures that both
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systemic pressures and domestic dynamics are effectively captured, offering a nuanced
understanding of the subject. Furthermore, the ethical rigor employed throughout the
research enhances its credibility and academic value. This study thus contributes

meaningfully to the discourse on nuclear proliferation, providing actionable insights for
scholars and policymakers alike.
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4. FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

The findings and discussion highlight the complex interplay of internal and external
factors that shape Iran's nuclear policy, offering critical insights for policymakers and
scholars. Drawing on neoclassical realism, this analysis underscores the need for a
multifaceted approach that integrates domestic motivations with international pressures
to address Iran's nuclear ambitions effectively. This approach is crucial for understanding
the broader implications of Iran’s nuclear policy and for formulating policies that can
address both the security concerns and the internal dynamics that influence its decision-
making.

4.1. Policy Recommendations and Diplomatic Engagement

A balanced approach integrating diplomacy, calibrated economic pressures, and
institutional oversight emerges as critical to addressing Iran's nuclear ambitions. This
aligns with Neoclassical Realism's emphasis on synthesizing systemic constraints with
domestic political realities (Taliaferro et al., 2009). The recommendation to prioritize
diplomatic reopening finds support in Mezran's (2024) analysis of Iran's recent signaling
toward comprehensive dialogue, contrasting with Waltz's (1979) structuralist skepticism
about diplomacy in anarchic systems. However, the insistence on sovereignty-respecting
engagement reflects lessons from JCPOA critiques by Fathollah-Nejad (2023), who
demonstrated how perceived infringement on sovereignty fueled hardline backlash.

The proposed sanctions strategy sector specific restrictions preserving
humanitarian channels negotiates the theoretical tension between realist sanction
advocates (Drezner, 2011) and constructivist warnings about sanctions' identity-
hardening effects (Hurd, 2007). This middle path echoes Einhorn & Nephew's (2016)
"coercive diplomacy" model but innovates by explicitly linking sanction relief timelines
to IAEA verification benchmarks, addressing Bayar's (2019) critique of vague
conditionality in earlier frameworks.

The emphasis on IAEA monitoring enhancements engages with Sagan's (2011)
institutionalist arguments while acknowledging Rathbun's (2008) neoclassical realist
caveats about institutional effectiveness in ideologically charged environments. By
proposing parallel confidence-building measures for regional actors — e.g., reciprocal

transparency initiatives from Israel — the recommendations extend beyond unilateral
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demands on Iran, incorporating Wendtian (1999) constructivist insights about mutual
constitution of security identities.

This integrated approach challenges Mearsheimer's (2001) offensive realism
assumptions by demonstrating how systemic pressures (sanctions, regional threats)
interact with domestic ideational factors (revolutionary identity, factional politics). The
recommendation to empower moderate factions through targeted incentives builds on
Maloney's (2015) factional analysis while offering a novel pathway for external actors to
influence internal balancing dynamics — an underexplored area in neoclassical realist

literature (Ripsman, 2016).

4.2. Addressing Security Concerns and Regional Dynamics

Iran's nuclear policy remains deeply intertwined with its security concerns,
particularly in response to regional power dynamics involving Israel and Saudi Arabia.
Several studies highlight the role of perceived external threats in driving Iran’s pursuit of
nuclear capabilities (Edelman, Krepinevich, & Montgomery, 2011). However, our
findings suggest that beyond regional rivalries, Iran's nuclear ambitions are also
influenced by internal political considerations and factional disputes, a dimension that has

been less emphasized in prior analyses.

For instance, while Albright & Kelleher-Vergantini (2023) argue that Iran's
uranium enrichment exceeding 60% is primarily a reaction to Israel’s nuclear superiority,
our research indicates that domestic political struggles within Iran also play a crucial role
in shaping nuclear policy decisions. This aligns with the argument by SIPRI (2023),
which suggests that internal political factions leverage nuclear advancements to
consolidate power and negotiate stronger positions in both domestic and international

arenas.

In contrast, some studies posit that Iran's nuclear ambitions are largely a strategic
bargaining tool rather than a genuine pursuit of nuclear weapons by Council on Foreign
Relations in 2023. Our findings, however, challenge this notion by demonstrating that
Iran’s security concerns, particularly regarding Saudi Arabia, have intensified its
commitment to nuclear development rather than merely using it as a negotiation leverage.
This highlights a divergence in perspective, emphasizing the need for a more

comprehensive framework that accounts for both internal and external drivers.
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Given these findings, diplomatic efforts should not only aim at limiting uranium
enrichment but also address the underlying security anxieties that fuel Iran's nuclear
policies. Regional security frameworks that promote dialogue and mutual security
assurances could mitigate Iran’s perception of encirclement and reduce incentives for

further nuclear escalation.

4.3. The Role of Domestic Factors in Shaping Nuclear Policy

Domestic factors play a crucial role in shaping Iran’s nuclear strategy, particularly as
nationalism and resistance to Western influence are deeply embedded in its political and
cultural identity. The nuclear program is often framed as a symbol of technological self-
reliance and a tool for defiance against external pressures, especially from the West. This
perspective aligns with Blackstock and Milkoreit (2007), who argue that Iran's nuclear
development serves a dual function: consolidating political legitimacy domestically while
reinforcing a broader narrative of resistance. Similarly, Albright and Kelleher-Vergantini
(2023) emphasize that Supreme Leader Khamenei’s ideological stance integrates nuclear
ambitions within Iran’s long-standing opposition to Western dominance.

However, this study diverges from previous research that primarily emphasizes Iran’s
ideological consistency by revealing significant internal political fluctuations that impact
nuclear decision-making. Unlike Miremadi (2015), who identifies policy broker
coalitions as key actors mediating between competing factions, our findings suggest that
the factional struggle between hardliners and moderates creates notable policy
inconsistencies. This internal competition not only influences Iran’s response to
international pressure but also makes its nuclear strategy more dynamic than traditionally
assumed.

In contrast to the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace (2021), which posits
that Iran’s nuclear ambitions are purely security-driven in response to regional threats like
Israel and Saudi Arabia, our research argues that domestic narratives and political
factionalism are equally significant in shaping nuclear policy. While external threats
provide the rationale for nuclear development, it is the internal political dynamics that
determine the pace and direction of policy implementation. This challenges conventional

realist assumptions that prioritize systemic pressures over domestic politics.
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Thus, a more comprehensive approach to non-proliferation should incorporate both
external security concerns and Iran’s internal political calculations. By comparing these
findings with existing literature, this study enhances our understanding of the complex
motivations behind Iran’s nuclear ambitions and suggests that future diplomatic strategies
must account for both systemic and domestic variables.

Economic sanctions have been a central tool in international efforts to curb Iran’s
nuclear ambitions. A chronological overview of UN resolutions and U.S. actions from
2006 to 2018 reveals escalating economic pressures, including financial, trade, arms, and
technology sanctions. While these sanctions have imposed significant economic
hardships on Iran, they have not succeeded in halting its nuclear progress. On the contrary,
sanctions have reinforced Iran’s resolve to pursue nuclear capabilities, as the program has
become a matter of national pride and sovereignty (Macaluso & Fathollah-Nejad, 2023).
This highlights the limitations of relying solely on economic pressures and points to the
necessity of a more comprehensive approach that addresses Iran’s security concerns while
also considering its ideological motivations, which are a driving force behind its nuclear

ambitions.

Since the U.S. withdrawal from the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) in
2018, Iran's nuclear program has progressed almost unimpeded, with advancements in
uranium enrichment levels exceeding 60% and increased stockpiles of enriched uranium
(Council on Foreign Relations, 2023). Reports indicate that Iran has resumed research
and development on advanced centrifuges and expanded its enrichment facilities, cutting
the time needed to produce weapons-grade fuel significantly (Foreign Policy, 2020).
Despite these developments, the international community's response has often been
characterized by a reluctance to escalate tensions further, leading to an equilibrium where
Iran continues its nuclear advancements without crossing certain red lines (Atlantic
Council, 2025).

In conclusion, while economic sanctions have aimed to limit Iran’s nuclear
capabilities, their effectiveness has been undermined by Iran's determination to assert its
sovereignty and technological self-reliance. A more holistic approach that combines
diplomatic engagement with an understanding of Iran's ideological motivations is

essential for crafting effective non-proliferation strategies.
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At the same time, the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) offers valuable
lessons for future non-proliferation efforts. While the agreement temporarily constrained
Iran’s nuclear activities, it failed to address the deeper ideological and security concerns
that drive Iran’s nuclear ambitions. The experience of the JCPOA indicates that a more
effective strategy must integrate external pressures with a deeper understanding of Iran’s
internal motivations, including its desire for technological advancement, national pride,
and regional influence. Neoclassical realism provides a useful framework for developing
such strategies, as it emphasizes the interplay of domestic and international factors in

shaping state behavior.

For future non-proliferation strategies to be successful, they must not only consider
the technical aspects of nuclear capabilities but also engage with the underlying political
and ideological factors that drive state actions. The JCPOA demonstrated that diplomatic
negotiations could yield temporary constraints on nuclear activities, without addressing
the root causes of a state's nuclear ambitions—such as national identity and regional
security concerns—these agreements may ultimately fall short (Council on Foreign
Relations, 2023, UNIDIR, 2021).

Moreover, the withdrawal of the United States from the JCPOA in 2018 has
highlighted the fragility of such agreements when not supported by a comprehensive
approach that includes regional stakeholders and addresses their security concerns
(Center for Arms Control and Non-Proliferation, 2021). Thus, integrating these lessons
into future non-proliferation frameworks is essential for achieving lasting stability and

preventing the proliferation of nuclear weapons.

This analysis employs a multi-method approach, combining discourse analysis and
statistical modeling to explore both qualitative and quantitative aspects of Iran’s nuclear
strategy. Discourse analysis reveals how Iran perceives external threats, particularly from
Israel, Saudi Arabia, and Western powers (Blackstock & Milkoreit, 2007). Quantitative
data further examines the economic and military impact of sanctions and other external
pressures (Macaluso & Fathollah-Nejad, 2023). By also analyzing internal political
struggles, including factional tensions between hardliners and moderates, this approach

provides a nuanced understanding of the fluctuations in Iran’s nuclear policies.

The policy implications of this analysis are clear: traditional approaches that rely

solely on sanctions and isolation are insufficient. A comprehensive framework must
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address Iran’s security concerns, ideological motivations, and desire for technological
advancement. Regional security frameworks and diplomatic engagement with factions
within Iran advocating for negotiation and de-escalation could open new avenues for
constructive dialogue. By integrating neoclassical realism into policy formulation,
stakeholders can develop strategies that promote stability and foster diplomatic solutions
in a volatile regional environment (Eslami & Sotudehfar, 2024).

In closing, a holistic approach that integrates internal and external factors is essential
to understanding Iran’s nuclear ambitions. Neoclassical realism provides a robust
framework for analyzing these complexities, emphasizing the importance of addressing
Iran’s domestic motivations alongside regional and international dynamics. This dual
focus enables policymakers to craft strategies that promote sustainable non-proliferation

and foster long-term stability in the Middle East.

4.4. Key Findings and Their Link to Research Questions

This study underscores how regional rivalries and systemic pressures significantly
shape Iran’s nuclear policy. Adversarial relationships with Saudi Arabia and Israel,
combined with economic sanctions from Western powers, reinforce Iran’s perception of
existential threats. This finding aligns with Huang’s (2020) argument that Iran’s nuclear
strategy is driven by both regional security concerns and historical insecurities,
particularly those rooted in the Iran-lraq War.

Paradoxically, sanctions intended to deter nuclear development often bolster Iran’s
resolve by strengthening the regime’s narrative of resistance and empowering hardliners
who frame the nuclear program as a symbol of defiance. These findings highlight the
limitations of conventional sanctions-based approaches and suggest the necessity of
combining systemic pressures with diplomatic engagement to create pathways for
compliance. Iran’s nuclear program is deeply intertwined with its revolutionary ideology
and national identity, serving as a symbol of technological independence and resistance
to foreign dominance. The 1979 Islamic Revolution’s anti-imperialist ethos continues to
shape Iran’s strategic behavior, with figures such as Supreme Leader Khamenei
positioning the nuclear program as essential for safeguarding sovereignty and asserting
regional influence.

These findings are consistent with Soltaninejad’s (2022) application of prospect

theory, which explains Iran’s oscillation between defiance and compliance as a reflection
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of perceived strategic gains or losses. By framing nuclear capability as both a defensive
necessity and a source of national pride, Iran’s leadership unifies domestic factions and
reinforces regime legitimacy. Existing non-proliferation frameworks, such as the Nuclear
Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT), often fail to account for the dual influence of systemic
pressures and domestic political motivations. While Fathollah-Nejad (2023) critiques
sanctions for their inability to address internal political drivers, this study goes further by
demonstrating that sanctions, when paired with diplomatic incentives, can create
openings for negotiation.

Additionally, the research highlights the importance of regional cooperation and
confidence-building measures in addressing Iran’s security concerns while mitigating the
risk of a regional arms race. This perspective aligns with Eslami and Sotudehfar’s (2024)
assertion that effective policies must integrate external pressures with an understanding
of internal political dynamics to achieve sustainable non-proliferation outcomes.
Moreover, Iran’s nuclear program has significant implications for both regional and
global security. A nuclear-armed Iran could trigger a domino effect, prompting states like
Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and Tirkiye to pursue their own nuclear capabilities, thereby
exacerbating regional instability (SIPRI, 2023). Such developments could weaken global
non-proliferation efforts, as noted by Macaluso and Fathollah-Nejad (2023), and strain
international security alliances.

While Neoclassical Realism provides a valuable framework for understanding
Iran’s nuclear motivations, it may not fully capture the influence of non-state actors or
the intricate nuances of domestic political struggles. Furthermore, limitations in data
availability, particularly due to restricted access to classified information, pose challenges
to achieving a comprehensive assessment (Eisenstadt, 2024). Future research should
address these gaps by examining the role of emerging geopolitical trends and the impact
of domestic actors in shaping Iran’s nuclear strategy.

This study highlights the necessity of a balanced approach that integrates
diplomacy, calibrated economic pressures, and institutional oversight as crucial elements
in addressing Iran’s nuclear ambitions. This approach aligns with the framework of
Neoclassical Realism, which emphasizes the interaction between systemic constraints and
domestic political dynamics (Taliaferro et al., 2009). The findings support the argument
by Mezran (2024) regarding Iran’s signaling of its willingness for comprehensive
dialogue, contrasting with Waltz’s (1979) structuralist skepticism about the viability of

diplomacy in an anarchic international system. However, the emphasis on sovereignty-

87



respecting engagement underscores lessons from Fathollah-Nejad (2023), who
demonstrated that perceived infringements on sovereignty have historically fueled
hardline resistance in Iran. The proposed sanctions strategy advocates for sector-specific
restrictions while maintaining humanitarian channels, negotiating the theoretical tension
between Drezner’s (2011) argument for realist sanctions and Hurd’s (2007) constructivist
warning about their potential to entrench identity-based resistance. This middle-ground
strategy mirrors Einhorn and Nephew’s (2016) “coercive diplomacy” model but refines
it by explicitly linking sanction relief to IAEA verification benchmarks, addressing
Bayar’s (2019) critique of ambiguous conditionality in previous frameworks.

Furthermore, the enhancement of IAEA monitoring engages Sagan’s (2011)
institutionalist perspectives while considering Rathbun’s (2008) Neoclassical Realist
caveats regarding the limitations of institutional oversight in ideologically charged
environments. The inclusion of parallel confidence-building measures for regional actors
such as reciprocal transparency initiatives with Israel extends beyond unilateral demands
on Iran, incorporating Wendt’s (1999) constructivist insights on the mutual constitution
of security identities. This integrated approach challenges Mearsheimer’s (2001)
offensive realism assumptions by demonstrating how systemic pressures, including
sanctions and regional threats, interact with domestic ideological factors such as
revolutionary identity and factional politics. The recommendation to empower moderate
factions through targeted incentives builds on Maloney’s (2015) analysis of Iran’s
internal political landscape, offering a novel pathway for external actors to influence
internal balancing dynamics, an underexplored aspect within Neoclassical Realism
literature (Ripsman, 2016). Ultimately, these recommendations suggest that any effective
strategy must recognize the interplay between systemic constraints and domestic political
drivers to foster sustainable diplomatic progress, mitigate regional tensions, and
encourage Iran toward a more stable nuclear policy trajectory.

While economic sanctions have been designed to limit Iran’s nuclear capabilities,
their effectiveness has been undermined by Iran’s strong commitment to sovereignty and
technological self-reliance. A more comprehensive strategy that integrates diplomatic
engagement with an understanding of Iran’s ideological motivations is crucial for
effective non-proliferation efforts. The JCPOA, while temporarily constraining Iran’s
nuclear activities, failed to address the deeper ideological and security concerns that drive
Iran’s nuclear ambitions. This demonstrates that future strategies must balance external

pressures with a nuanced understanding of Iran’s domestic political landscape.
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Neoclassical Realism provides a valuable framework for such an approach, emphasizing
the interplay between international constraints and internal political drivers. By
addressing both external security threats and internal political dynamics, policymakers
can develop more sustainable non-proliferation strategies that ensure regional stability
and mitigate nuclear escalation risks. The withdrawal of the U.S. from the JCPOA in 2018
further underscores the fragility of such agreements when they lack comprehensive
regional engagement and security guarantees. Therefore, incorporating these lessons into
future non-proliferation frameworks is essential for achieving long-term stability and

preventing nuclear proliferation in the Middle East
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5. CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

The synthesis of key findings underscores the intricate interplay between systemic
pressures and domestic dynamics in shaping Iran’s nuclear ambitions. Grounded in
Neoclassical Realism, the analysis offers a nuanced understanding of the external and
internal factors influencing Iran’s strategic decisions. The Conclusion distills these
insights, emphasizing the need for a multifaceted approach to addressing Iran’s nuclear
aspirations. Building on these findings, while the Recommendations propose actionable
policy measures and future research directions that integrate diplomatic, security, and
theoretical perspectives to enhance non-proliferation efforts and promote regional
stability.

5.1. Conclusion

This study explores the complex relationship between systemic pressures and
domestic factors that drive Iran's nuclear ambitions, using Neoclassical Realism as its
central theoretical framework. Iran’s nuclear program has become a significant global
security issue, raising concerns about regional stability, international non-proliferation
efforts, and the risk of an arms race in the Middle East. While traditional Realist
approaches focus on external power dynamics and security threats, these models often
fail to fully explain the complexities of Iran’s motivations. In contrast, Neoclassical
Realism provides a more nuanced perspective by integrating external threats, such as
regional rivalries and international sanctions, with internal dynamics like ideological
beliefs, national identity, and the factionalism within Iran’s political structure (Zavada,

2019; Bayar, 2019).

By applying Neoclassical Realism, the study offers a comprehensive analysis of
Iran's nuclear aspirations, illustrating how both external and internal factors influence
decision-making processes. Iran’s historical grievances—shaped by past foreign
interventions and its desire for national sovereignty—play a key role in its pursuit of
nuclear capabilities. These motivations are not solely a response to regional threats but
are part of a broader strategy to assert Iran’s power and legitimacy on the international
stage (Ehteshami, 2015). Furthermore, internal factors such as factional struggles and the
role of the Iranian leadership significantly affect how Iran perceives and reacts to external
pressures (Zavada, 2019).
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The findings suggest that sustainable solutions to Iran's nuclear ambitions require an
approach that acknowledges both its unique security landscape and ideological
commitments. Policymakers should consider these internal dynamics when developing
non-proliferation strategies. For example, diplomatic efforts should address Iran’s
historical grievances and security concerns, which are central to its nuclear motivations.
Additionally, creating frameworks for regional cooperation that include Iran could help
reduce the fear of an arms race while promoting non-proliferation efforts in the Middle
East.

By using Neoclassical Realism, this study enhances the understanding of Iran's
nuclear strategy and provides valuable insights for policymakers. A comprehensive
approach that accounts for both external pressures and domestic complexities can
facilitate more effective diplomatic engagement and minimize the risks of nuclear
proliferation. This balanced perspective moves beyond simplistic models and embraces

the intricate dynamics that shape Iran’s decision-making processes.

This analysis employs a multi-method approach, combining discourse analysis and
statistical modeling to explore both qualitative and quantitative aspects of Iran’s nuclear
strategy. Discourse analysis reveals how Iran perceives external threats, particularly from
Israel, Saudi Arabia, and Western powers (Blackstock & Milkoreit, 2007). Quantitative
data further examines the economic and military impact of sanctions and other external
pressures (Macaluso & Fathollah-Nejad, 2023). By also analyzing internal political
struggles, including factional tensions between hardliners and moderates, this approach

provides a nuanced understanding of the fluctuations in Iran’s nuclear policies.

The policy implications of this analysis are clear: traditional approaches that rely
solely on sanctions and isolation are insufficient. A comprehensive framework must
address Iran’s security concerns, ideological motivations, and desire for technological
advancement. Regional security frameworks and diplomatic engagement with factions
within Iran advocating for negotiation and de-escalation could open new avenues for
constructive dialogue. By integrating neoclassical realism into policy formulation,
stakeholders can develop strategies that promote stability and foster diplomatic solutions

in a volatile regional environment (Eslami & Sotudehfar, 2024).
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5.2. Recommendations

The main recommendations revolve around the need for academic researchers to
embrace comprehensive, interdisciplinary methodologies and to explore the evolution of
Iran’s nuclear ambitions over time. A longitudinal approach would provide insights into
the shifting patterns of decision-making, reflecting the complex and dynamic nature of
geopolitical, economic, and technological changes that influence Iran’s nuclear strategy.
Such research can illuminate how Iran's nuclear policy adapts in response to both external
pressures, such as regional security dynamics and international sanctions, and internal
factors, including domestic political struggles, ideological beliefs, and national identity
(Zavada, 2019; Bayar, 2019). Additionally, scholars should consider the application of
Neoclassical Realism beyond the confines of traditional Western contexts. Expanding this
framework to other regions, such as South Asia or North Korea, could refine theoretical
models by considering how systemic pressures interact with domestic variables like
regime legitimacy, bureaucratic politics, and national narratives. This broadened scope
would enhance the explanatory power of Neoclassical Realism, offering valuable
perspectives for understanding nuclear proliferation across a variety of geopolitical

contexts.

Furthermore, academic inquiries into Iran's nuclear ambitions must address the
significant role of national identity, historical grievances, and ideological narratives that
shape state behavior. These factors, which are often marginalized in traditional Realist
paradigms, are central to understanding the motivations behind Iran’s pursuit of nuclear
capabilities (Moshirzadeh, 2007). It is essential to acknowledge that Iran’s nuclear
strategy is not merely a reaction to external threats but is deeply rooted in its efforts to
assert power and sovereignty in a historically volatile region. By incorporating these
complex internal and external factors into the theoretical discourse, scholars can provide
a more nuanced understanding of Iran's nuclear motivations. This interdisciplinary and
theoretical expansion will enhance both the academic rigor and the practical applicability

of research on nuclear proliferation.

In the realm of policy formulation, the complexity of Iran's domestic and
international dynamics calls for a multifaceted diplomatic approach. Policymakers must
develop strategies that reflect Iran’s political plurality, acknowledging the diverse internal

factions and their varying perspectives on nuclear policy. Engaging with different Iranian
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stakeholders, including reformists and conservatives, is crucial for fostering mutual
understanding and reducing the risks of misperceptions that can exacerbate tensions
(MECouncil, 2024). The shift towards greater centralization and militarization under
President Ebrahim Raisi, with increased influence from the Supreme National Security
Council (SNSC) and the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC), has marked a
significant transformation in Iran's foreign policy, emphasizing closer ties with Eastern
powers like Russia and China (MECouncil, 2024). Consequently, the prospects for
reviving the 2015 nuclear deal (JCPOA) are currently bleak, as both the U.S. and Iran
recognize the challenges in restoring the agreement (Davenport, 2024). However, despite
a confrontational stance, there remain opportunities for regional cooperation, especially
with neighboring Arab states, where shared interests in regional security offer a potential

basis for improved relations and dialogue (MECouncil, 2024).

To complement diplomatic engagement, addressing Iran’s security perceptions
should be a priority. This can be achieved through reciprocal confidence-building
measures (CBMSs) that include regional security guarantees, transparency agreements,
and joint crisis management frameworks. These measures would mitigate Tehran’s sense
of encirclement and foster an environment conducive to stability and cooperation
(Eisenstadt, 2024). A critical component of these efforts is the establishment of a Middle
East Nuclear-Weapon-Free Zone (MENWFZ), a multilateral initiative that requires
reciprocal commitments from all regional actors, including Israel’s adherence to the Non-
Proliferation Treaty (NPT) and Iran’s acceptance of enhanced International Atomic
Energy Agency (IAEA) safeguards. Such a framework would play a significant role in

de-escalating regional arms races and addressing nuclear proliferation concerns.

Moreover, diplomatic strategies must be informed by a deep understanding of Iran’s
internal political dynamics, particularly the role of competing factions in shaping nuclear
policy. Tailored incentives, such as phased sanctions relief linked to verifiable
compliance, could align external pressures with the domestic political realities within
Iran, increasing the likelihood of successful negotiations. These recommendations aim to
bridge the gap between academic research and actionable policy, providing a dual
pathway for advancing both scholarly discourse on proliferation and pragmatic, stability-
oriented diplomacy. By considering both the systemic and domestic dimensions of Iran’s

nuclear ambitions, these strategies offer a more comprehensive approach to mitigating
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nuclear risks and fostering a cooperative security architecture in the Middle East and
beyond.
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