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Biden’s Dilemmas

President Biden has made it clear he wants 
to pursue a foreign policy based not on 
America alone but on cooperation with 
America’s allies. A top priority is to negotiate 
with Iran to restore the ‘Iran nuclear deal’– 
the JCPOA agreed under President Obama 
and from which President Trump withdrew 
in 2018.
 
Re-entering or re-constructing the JCPOA 
will not be straightforward.
 
The agreement signed in Geneva in 2015 
placed restrictions on the number and type 
of centrifuges Iran could operate, the degree 
to which they could enrich and stockpile low 
enriched uranium. These restrictions, which 
included the most intrusive inspection 
regime ever, increased to a year the breakout 
time for Iran to produce enough highly 

enriched uranium for a nuclear warhead. 
It should be said there was no evidence 
that Iran possessed a nuclear warhead and 
indeed the judgement of the US National 
Intelligence Estimate, reached with ‘high 
degree of confidence’, was that the Iranians 
had not had a nuclear weapons programme 
since 2003. 
 
While the agreement was welcomed by 
many experts in the field of arms control 
as the most ambitious and far-reaching 
non-proliferation agreement ever, it was 
criticised by others, including Israel and 
Saudi Arabia for having too short a time 
limit and for being limited to the nuclear 
issue alone.
 
Events have moved on and relations 
between the US and Iran have worsened 
as a result of President Trump’s decision to 
withdraw from the agreement, impose new 
sanctions and to exert ‘maximum pressure’ 
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on Iran, including exploiting the COVID-19 
crisis and hindering Iran’s efforts to obtains 
medicines and masks or help from the IMF.
 
If these tactics were designed to bring Iran 
to the negotiating table, they spectacularly 
failed. Apart from the hardship caused to the 
Iranian people, the main effect of American 
policy has been to discredit the pragmatic 
President Rouhani, who favours engagement 
with the West, and to strengthen the 
hardliners who were opposed to the JCPOA. 
For demonstrators in the streets of Isfahan 
who used to chant ‘Death to America’ the 
cry now is ‘Death to Rouhani’.
 
One narrative that has gained traction in 
Western media is that an emboldened 
aggressive Iran has chosen to breach the 
nuclear agreement. Little space is devoted 
to reminding the public that until the US 
withdrew from the JCPOA, the International 
Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) which 
carried out regular inspections, repeatedly 
found that Iran was fully complying with 
the agreement. Iran, it is true since US 
withdrawal, has taken carefully calibrated 
measures well signalled in advance to 
breach different sections of the agreement. 
But Iran waited a whole year to see if 
Europe could find a way to keep their trade 
with Iran going in spite of extraterritorial 
US sanctions. Iran also repeatedly stressed 
that it is entitled under the agreement to 
disapply parts of the agreement if other 
parties breached it, and that its measures 
are reversible and would be reversed if the 

US re-joined the JCPOA. Mohammad Qalibaf, 
former Commander of the Revolutionary 
Guards, Speaker of the Iranian Parliament 
and likely Presidential candidate, has said 
these measures were taken ‘to produce 
strength in the area of diplomacy’, in other 
words as bargaining cards.
 
The Biden administration faces many 
hurdles in reopening talks with Iran. Firstly, 
there will be opposition in Congress from 
Democrats as well as Republicans. To satisfy 
them, a new JCPOA would have to be not just 
different but wider in scope – something Iran 
has repeatedly said it will not contemplate.
 
Then there is the opposition of Saudi Arabia 
and Israel to any rapprochement with Iran. 
Prime Minister Netanyahu has hinted at 
unilateral Israeli military action if there are 
new negotiations, although this has been 
opposed by senior officials in the security 
and defence establishment.
 
The US might want to move quickly in order 
to deal with the administration of President 
Rouhani before he leaves office after the 
Iranian election on June 18th. But precisely 
because of the impending election Rouhani’s 
conservative opponents who control the 
Parliament will want to slow progress in 
the negotiations and deny the present 
administration or a centrist candidate in the 
election any credit. Whatever the US does in 
the next few months will have an impact on 
the Iranian election. But this may be a factor 
Biden does not have the luxury of being 
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able to take into account. There is also an 
election in Israel on 23rd March.
 
Iran’s Supreme leader Ayatollah Khamenei 
who before the JCPOA warned the Rouhani 
administration against trusting the United 
States, has said Iran would be prepared to 
re-enter talks but only if America first re-
joins the JCPOA and lifts sanctions without 
additional conditions. Iran does not seek to 
go back to the pre-2018 position and is only 
demanding the removal of the additional 
Trump sanctions before talks. But Iran has 
also said that it will demand reparations 
from the US for the economic damage 
caused by US sanctions.
 
While Western analysts worry about how to 
verify whether Iran is in compliance with 
any agreement, Iran this time round will 
worry about verifying America’s compliance 
with any undertaking to remove sanctions. 
Iranians feel they were duped last time in 
that the retention by the US of secondary 
sanctions, because of Congress, effectively 
prevented the banking system worldwide 
from financing trade with Iran. The attempts 
by the Europeans to create their own 
channels of safe and legal trade with Iran 
failed. Iranian Foreign Minister Zarif has also 
suggested that Iran will demand safeguards 
to prevent the US again unravelling any 
future deal.
 
So we have a situation in which both 
sides are prepared to talk, but both are 
insisting on preconditions the other will not 

contemplate. This is, as one observer put it, 
diplomatic non-diplomacy. How do we get 
round the ‘who will move first’ problem?
 
Many people have suggested a first step: 
since it is difficult to reconcile these differing 
objectives the Biden administration should 
make a virtue of necessity. The US while 
intending to renegotiate a new JCPOA 
should seek a limited understanding that 
scales back part of Iran’s present nuclear 
position in exchange for a limited relief from 
sanctions. This would be a ‘less for less’ 
deal that would nonetheless increase the 
breakout time to develop weapons grade 
material and it would not require Congress 
to support the JCPOA.
 
This would start the process and buy time for 
President Biden. In moving further forward 
the US would need to consult heavily with 
Israel and Saudi Arabia but not involve 
them directly in the talks as that would be 
unacceptable to Iran.
 
While it should be possible to get back to 
something like the original JCPOA widening 
it to include Iran’s role in the region will 
be hugely difficult, probably vastly more 
difficult than the actual negotiations on the 
nuclear issue. And yet that is what America 
intends. What needs understanding is that 
Iranian foreign policy is motivated as much 
by national interest as ideology. After the 
Iran/Iraq war in which Iran lost more lives 
than Britain in the Second World War, Iran 
became determined that any future threat 
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to its security should be fought outside its 
own borders. It sees its alliances with Shia 
and other groups, many of which go back a 
long way, as deterrence.
 
Iran is a large country, difficult to invade, 
with large numbers of armed personnel 
in uniform but in many ways still weak 
militarily. The assassination by the US 
of General Soleymani and the killing of 
other officials by unidentified states has 
demonstrated how vulnerable Iran is to 
outside intervention. If anything, this will 
have increased the determination of the 
regime to double down on its investment in 
asymmetric defence.
 
Any agreement about Iran’s role in the 
region would have to address Iran’s own 
security concerns. This would be a big ask of 
the other Gulf States but it is reality. Iran is 
not going to surrender its missile programme 
or its links to its proxies for nothing. Foreign 
Minister Zarif has proposed cross Gulf 
security measures which has elicited little 
or no response from neighbouring states. 
Certainly out of the box thinking is required. 
It would not be easy to make progress here 
without considering the fundamentals and 
scale of Western and US involvement in the 
region including arms sales.
 
The Biden team includes several people 
who were involved in the original 
JCPOA negotiations. They have a good 
understanding of Iranian psychology and 
good personal relations with Iranian officials. 

For all the rhetoric there is a willingness on 
the Iranian side to negotiate.
 
The JCPOA may not have been perfect 
but the world will become a much more 
dangerous place without it. The Middle East 
needs a new agreement. One danger is that 
unremitting pressure on Iran may indeed 
drive them to decide to acquire a nuclear 
weapon. Iran has long maintained that it 
does not seek such weapons and regards 
them unIslamic. It would be difficult to 
change this public stance but recently the 
Minister of Intelligence publicly floated this 
possibility if Iran were ever to be cornered 
and its survival at risk. Again, this may be 
just a negotiating tactic.
 
There are only three ways of dealing with 
the so-called ‘Iranian issue’ - the first 
is a continuation of the Trump policy of 
‘maximum pressure’. That has been tried 
and failed. The second would be war which 
could set the whole region alight. The 
third policy is a mixture of deterrence and 
dialogue.
 
Britain and Europe have an important role 
to play as they did in the run up to the 
JCPOA. Both have taken a markedly different 
view from the Trump administration in 
seeing the JCPOA as an important anti-
nuclear proliferation achievement. Both for 
that reason have done their best to keep 
the JCPOA alive and tried to keep normal 
and legal channels of trade open though 
these efforts have not been successful and 
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have been deeply disappointing to Iran. 
Britain after Brexit is also something of a 
middleman between both the EU and the 
US and Iran and the US.
 
There is no reason for diplomacy with Iran 
to be inevitably doomed to failure. The 
revolutionaries have grown old and have a 
country to run. The young, including even 
Khomeini’s descendants, are impatient for 
change. Iran may be autocratic but public 
opinion does have an impact. President 
Rouhani is not the first Iranian president to 
seek accommodation with the West. The 
hugely popular President Khatami, who won 
two elections by large margins also did so in 
2003 and even suggested changes in Iran’s 
relations with its proxies. But his overtures 
were dismissed out of hand by a hubristic 
United States exhilarated by the ‘success’ of 
the invasion of Afghanistan.
 
It is wise to be sceptical in dealing with 
Iran and sincerity should always be subject 
to proof. But the country is approaching an 
important political crossroads. Sometime 
the present Supreme Leader, aged 81, will 
no longer be there. What happens next 

is a key question. Will there be another 
Supreme Leader or could there be a more 
collective form of leadership? There is 
already manoeuvring and debate, some 
of it public, about the future. This will 
be determined primarily by the internal 
dynamics of Iranian politics but also the 
perceived external threat. An absence of 
dialogue and unremitting hostility will only 
strengthen hard-line elements and would 
be foolish.
 
The tragedy of Iranian/US relations is that 
neither side appreciates how its actions appear 
to the other. This has led over decades to a 
downward spiral and tit-for-tat measures and 
countermeasures. It’s right to give President 
Biden and diplomacy another chance.
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