THE IRAN “THREAT” IN
A KAFKAESQUE WORLD

EDWARD S. HERMAN AND DAVID PETERSON

From June 2003 to August 2012, the International Atomic Energy
Agency published thirty-eight full written reports on Iran’s nuclear
program and conducted numerous inspections in the country. Yet
altbough the Agency bas never determined that Iran is pursuing
nuclear weapons, Iran bas never been able to free itself from the relent-
less U.S. campaign against its nuclear program. This article shows how
the United States bas mobilized the multilateral institutions to place
Iran’s nuclear program on the international stage and kept it there. It
also examines the parallel role played by the news media, which bave
resumed their role of a decade ago when they belped Washington make
a fraudulent case for invading Iraq on “weapons of mass destruction”
grounds. The essay contends that the alleged Iranian nuclear weapons
threat is a U.S. and Isvaeli propaganda construct intended to mask
their own real threat to attack Iran.

ONCE THE UNITED STATES AND BRITAIN had dealt a deathblow to Saddam
Hussein’s Iraq in spring 2003, the last remaining major challenge to the
spread and deepening of U.S.-led Western hegemony in the Middle East
was the Islamic Republic of Iran. Indeed, it has been Iran’s independence
for the past thirty-three years that makes it a “threat” in the sense in
which U.S. and Israeli policymakers use the term. And it is U.S. power
that has made the “international community,” including multilateral
institutions like the United Nations and the International Atomic Energy
Agency (IAEA), conform to and advance U.S. policy goals by taking this
“threat” seriously and mobilizing to police and punish Iran.

Not only have the United States and Israel threatened Iran with military
attack in violation of the UN Charter’s prohibition that “All Members shall
refrain in their international relations from the threat or use of force”
(Article 2.4), they have been carrying out actual military and terrorist
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actions against Iran (direct and indirect) for years,! not to mention flood-
ing Iran and Western capitals with anti-regime propaganda. And just as
the United States used the UN Security Council (UNSC) to wage a harsh
economic war on Iraq for thirteen years prior to the 2003 invasion,? so
has it used the UNSC to impose sanctions on Iran since 2006. This eco-
nomic war, coupled with the total embargo on Iranian oil by the United
States and European Union since summer 2012, has imposed an increas-
ingly heavy toll on Iran’s civilian population.?

Yet, even as U.S. and Israeli threats to Iran are far into the imple-
mentation stage, the Iranian threat to these two nuclear weapons states
is far from evident. Iran possesses no nuclear weapons and is subject
to an inspections regime and other forms of surveillance that make its
nuclear program the most closely monitored in the world. The charge
that it is pursuing nuclear weapons has never been confirmed by the
IAEA, and Iran has long contended that it is simply
exercising its “inalienable right” under Article IV Even if Iran did acquire
of the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear  nuclear weapons it could

Weapons (NPT) to use “nuclear energy for peace- not realistically be the
ful purposes” and “without discrimination.”* Iran first to use them with-
has never threatened to attack either the United out committing national
States or Israel except in retaliation for an attack suicide.

by them on its national territory, notwithstanding
Iranian President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad’s sometimes ill-considered pro-
nouncements.> More importantly, even if Iran did acquire nuclear weap-
ons it could not realistically be the first to use them without committing
national suicide. From the U.S. and Israeli perspectives, certainly, Iran’s
possession of nuclear weapons would increase its deterrent capabilities
and constrain both Israel’s and the United States’ ability to use their
vastly superior conventional forces in the Middle East. At the same time,
an alleged Iran nuclear weapons “threat” also provides the two countries
with a rationale for pursuing regime-change against that country. We
return to each of these matters below.

THE IRAQ PRECEDENT AND DOUBLE STANDARDS

The current advance towards war on Iran dates back to 2002, a year
that opened with George W. Bush labeling Iraq, Iran, and North Korea
the “axis of evil, arming to threaten the peace of the world.”® That sum-
mer, already hot on the trail of the non-existent Iraqi weapons of mass
destruction (WMD) and proclaiming a new national security doctrine
whereby the United States arrogated to itself the right to take “preemp-
tive action” against states that threaten “us, our allies, and our friends
with weapons of mass destruction,”” the White House began issuing
presidential statements about U.S. opposition to the “unelected people
who are the real rulers of Iran.”® This stance, remarkably hypocritical
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in light of past U.S. support of the Shah and its ongoing support of
other regional dictatorships, was assailed by Iran’s democratically-elected
reformist President Mohamed Khatami as “war-mongering” and “open
interference” in Iran’s affairs.®

In 2002, however, the United States and Britain were far more focused
on pressing for ever-more onerous inspections of Iraq’s alleged WMD
program, always claiming that they weren’t sufficiently thorough given
the serious threat to international peace and security they posed. When
the weapons inspectors of the United Nations Monitoring, Verification
and Inspection Commission (UNMOVIC) had found nothing by late 2002
despite the most intrusive inspections-regime in history,!® and when a
majority of the fifteen-member UNSC in early 2003 had made clear that
they would not provide a yes-vote authorizing force,!! the United States
and Britain simply bypassed the Council and attacked Iraq anyway,
launching the war on 20 March 2003.

The end of the war’s “official” phase on 1 May 2003, when Bush deliv-
ered his “Mission Accomplished” speech on the deck of the U.S. aircraft
carrier Abrabam Lincoln, allowed the United States to turn its atten-
tion to the alleged threat posed by Iran’s nuclear program.!? The U.S.
media, which had not yet even begun to apologize for their gullibility in
disseminating their government’s pre-invasion lies about Iraqi WMD,!3
quickly resumed their role as uncritical conduit for the U.S.-driven con-
struction of the nuclear weapons threat, this time Iran’s. Similarly, the
UN leadership, unchastened by its collaboration in the Iraq war despite
having been lied to, also resumed its earlier service. Indeed, one of the
most interesting features of the Iraq experience was how the UN had
been used to prepare the ground for the already-decided invasion and
occupation. The UNSC in particular, despite its reluctance to authorize
the use of force, not only failed to condemn the aggression when it was
launched, but subsequently ratified this gross violation of the UN Charter
by granting the United States occupation rights.'* Nor did the subsequent
deaths of hundreds of thousands of Iraqis and the creation of at least
four million refugees in any way hinder the U.S. ability to resort to the
UN in the succeeding years, as evidenced by its compliance with the U.S.
agenda on Iran.

Besides the UN precedent, another feature of the U.S. aggression pro-
cess against Iran is the use of double standards on questions pertaining
to nuclear programs, whether civilian or military: One standard for the
U.S. target (currently Iran), another for the United States and any country
whose nuclear weapons have U.S. approval (Israel, India, and Pakistan).
These double standards are so deeply embedded within the international
system that they can be applied almost unnoticed. From 1953 to 1979,
when the Shah dictatorship was in power, the United States encouraged
Iran to develop its civilian nuclear energy technology and entered into
three-way agreements with the TAEA to ship fissionable material there."
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In the heyday of the Shah’s program in the mid-1970s, the announced
goal was “23,000 megawatts from nuclear power stations”—roughly the
same goal with double the population pursued by Iran today.' In 2005,
when Henry Kissinger was asked by the Washington Post to explain
the policy differences compared to when he was secretary of state, he
simply said: “They were an allied country, and this was a commercial
transaction. We didn’t address the question of them one day moving
toward nuclear weapons.”'” Such frank (and inconvenient) admissions of
the thorough politicization of Iran’s treatment are rare.

Once the Shah was ousted by the Islamic Revolution, Iran instantly
became a U.S. target. So did its longstanding plans to develop nuclear
energy, with U.S. pressure now forcing contractors in other countries to
cancel projects on various pretexts. Ever since, whenever a foreign gov-
ernment has negotiated with Iran to restart one or more of the nuclear
energy projects left unfinished when the Shah departed, or to start new
projects, the United States has objected that such aid would speed Iran’s
development of nuclear weapons, enable Iran to threaten its neighbors,
and undermine both the global non-proliferation regime and the fight
against international terrorism. Thus, when Russia and China agreed in
1995 to build several nuclear power plants in Iran, China rescinded its
plans under U.S. pressure.'® Yet, U.S. aid to India and Pakistan continued
without significant interruption after May 1998, when first India and then
Pakistan detonated nuclear weapons and declared themselves nuclear
powers outside the NPT.!” Indeed, from 2005 to 2008, Washington and
New Delhi negotiated an agreement whereby the United States would
continue to supply India with nuclear technology, as well as fission-
able material, with no demand that India join the NPT or open itself to
inspections.?’

In an even more extreme application of the double standard, U.S. ally
and client Israel had from the start received active assistance develop-
ing its nuclear capability, and with the help of the United States, France,
and Germany, it has built up a substantial arsenal since. This includes
some 150-250 nuclear warheads (the exact number is unknown) plus
delivery systems by land, sea, air, and ballistic missile. And throughout
more than forty years of such unparalleled help, Israel refused to sign
the NPT and subject itself to IAEA inspections and was never pressed
to do so. A secret agreement was even struck between U.S. President
Richard Nixon and Israeli Prime Minister Golda Meir in 1969 under which
the United States agreed to accept—and remain silent about—Israel’s
nuclear weapons program. This agreement, often referred to as the “U.S.-
Israeli nuclear understanding,”?! was reaffirmed by U.S. President Barack
Obama and Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu in May 2009.
Netanyahu boasted about it in September that same year after the UN
General Assembly (UNGA) summit, telling Israel’s Channel 2 television
station that at his meeting with Obama in May, he “asked to receive from
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him an itemized list of the strategic understandings that have existed for
many years between Israel and the United States on that issue.” Obama
had obliged. In effect, “The president gave Israel an NPT treaty get out of
jail free card,” one Senate staffer told the Washington Times.*?

So thoroughly built-in is this double standard that when the TAEA’s
General Conference in Vienna in September 2009 voted forty-nine to
forty-five to adopt a binding resolution that “calls upon Israel to accede
to the NPT and place all its nuclear facilities under comprehensive IAEA
safeguards”?®>—in other words, that Israel’s nuclear weapons program was
to be treated the same as Iran’s civilian nuclear program—the English-
language media observed near total silence about the event. The only
major newspaper that reported it was the next-day’s Irish Times,?* and
nothing showed up in any major U.S. print media.

Similarly unmentioned is the fact that the United States is itself in vio-
lation of the NPT (as is every member of the Founding Five states—the
United States, Russia, Britain, France, and China—that tested a nuclear
weapon prior to 1 January 1967). Article VI of the NPT requires that
all parties to the treaty “pursue negotiations in good faith on effective
measures relating to the cessation of the nuclear arms race at an early
date and to nuclear disarmament, and on a treaty on general and com-
plete disarmament under strict and effective international control.” But
the Founding Five have not done this. The United States has openly
striven to upgrade its nuclear weapons to make their use more practi-
cable in conventional warfare settings,?> and both the United States and
NATO have publicly declared the importance that the Alliance attaches
to a “credible” nuclear posture “to preserve peace and prevent coercion
and any kind of war.”2® Nevertheless, in a Kafkaesque moment, UNSC
Resolution 1887, adopted with much fanfare during the opening week of
the UNGA’s 2009 session in September, called upon the “Parties to the
NPT” to live up to the treaty’s “nuclear arms reduction and disarmament”
demands.?” Indicative of the depth of the institutionalized reality-denial
was the fact that the rampant violations and double standards in no way
tempered the indignation of the United States and its allies concerning
Iran’s alleged NPT violations.

THE UN As A TooL OF THE U.S. AGGRESSION PROCESS

Power rules the international system, and its multilateral institutions
embody this principle. The rule of power has made the United States
(and client-state Israel) exempt from the UN Charter’s prohibition of
outright aggression, which the Nuremberg Final Judgment called the
“supreme international crime.” It is true that Secretary-General Kofi
Annan on more than one occasion pointed out that the 2003 invasion
of Iraq by the United States and Britain was “not in conformity with the
Charter,”?® in the milquetoast phrase he preferred to the more accurate
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“illegal” when dealing with U.S. crimes, but he didn’t suggest that the
UN should do anything about it. Indeed, in his first official statement
after the start of the war, Annan noted regretfully that “if we had per-
severed a little longer, Iraq could yet have been disarmed peacefully,”?®
thus repeating the false propaganda line used by the United States and
Britain to launch their war in the first place. In fact, Iraq had already
carried out a unilateral crash-dismantlement of its nuclear weapons pro-
gram as early as the second half of 1991,%° so Iraq did not need to be
“disarmed.”

If Kofi Annan was always very accommodating to U.S. demands, his
successor, Ban Ki-moon, is even more so. Not only has Ban failed to utter
a word in objection to U.S. and Israeli threats to attack Iran, but despite
the Nuremberg-defined “supreme international crimes” committed by the
United States against Afghanistan and Iraq during the past decade, he has
gone out of his way to claim that the “UN and the U.S. have a shared
objective of promoting human rights, democracy and freedom and peace
and security,” and to call for “a strong partnership between the United
Nations and the United States.”?' Like his predecessor, Ban knows who
is Boss. Speaking before the 16th Summit of the Non-Aligned Movement
in Tehran in late August 2012, Ban chastised Iran’s president for alleg-
edly “denyling] historical facts, such as the Holocaust,” and chastised the
Islamic regime for “[c]laiming that another United Nations Member State,
Israel, does not have the right to exist.”? He also “urge[d] Iran to take the
necessary measures to build international confidence in the exclusively
peaceful nature of its nuclear program.”?> He thus placed his stamp on
the trifecta of U.S.-Israeli allegations against Iran, while saying nothing
about the myriad U.S. and Israeli threats and actions affecting the daily
lives of Iranians.

As indicated above, the UNSC is again performing with regard to Iran
the role it played on behalf of U.S. interests in Iraq back in 2002-2003,
the parallels being sufficiently clear to make enumeration unnecessary.
Going along with the various allegations, pressures, and demands tar-
geting Iran today feeds into the U.S. agenda, just as it did a decade ago
on Iraq.

The mere existence of an IAEA inspections program focused on Iran,
and the fact that it has been dragged out for ten years, has enabled the
United States to create the impression that Iran really does pose a grave
threat. It also allows the United States to divert attention from the real
threats that it poses itself, including its own contribution to the spread
of nuclear weapons by its refusal to live up to its own disarmament obli-
gations and its acquiescence in the nuclear weapons programs of Israel,
India, and Pakistan outside the NPT. Far from enhancing world peace,
the WMD inspection regime as implemented has provided the United
States with platforms for disseminating false, tendentious, and selective
allegations against both Iraq and Iran since early 2002.
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Tasked with monitoring Iran’s nuclear program, the IAEA faces the same
impossible situation as Hans Blix’s UNMOVIC faced when called upon to
refute U.S.-British charges of Iraq’s violations of its disarmament obligations
under UNSC resolutions dating back to April 1991.3% Thus, no matter how
many times IAEA inspectors “verify the non-diversion of declared nuclear
material at the nuclear facilities . . . declared by Iran under its Safeguards
Agreement,” no amount of inspections, however intense, will ever be able
to refute the Alice-in-Wonderland allegation that the IAEA still cannot “pro-
vide credible assurance about the absence of undeclared nuclear material
and activities in Iran.”®> Given the impossibility of proving a negative, the
TIAEA, inevitably, is incapable of proving conclusively that Iran is not pursu-
ing nuclear weapons. Once the TAEA became more directly involved in the
Iranian program mid-2003, the WMD inspections process quickly took on
an institutional life of its own. Between 6 June 2003 and 30 August 2012,
the TAEA devoted thirty-eight written reports to Iran’s nuclear program and
passed twelve resolutions on the issue through September 2012. After the
United States convinced the IAEA’s Board to transfer Iran’s nuclear file to
the UNSC (which it did via its resolution of 4 February 20063%), the Council
itself added its own Presidential Statement and six resolutions to the dos-
sier.>” The intensity of the IAEA’s focus on Iran was revealed in an IAEA
document leaked in August 2012 concerning its plan to form a “special Iran
Task Force of nuclear weapons experts, intelligence analysts and other spe-
cialists.” According to the Associated Press (AP), “Creating a unit focused on
only one country is an unusual move for the IAEA, reflecting the urgency
the U.N. nuclear watchdog is attaching to Iran.”8

Equally striking is the company that Iran has kept at the IAEA over the
past ten years, during which the Agency also devoted written reports to
Syria (twelve), North Korea (eleven), Libya (five), Iraq (four), South Korea
(three), and Egypt (one), and adopted resolutions concerning North Korea
(ten), Libya (two), and Syria (one). This selectivity reinforces what was
already apparent, namely that the IAEA’s most consequential role has
become a strictly political one: The harassment of those non-nuclear-
weapon NPT signatories targeted with destabilization and regime-change
by the United States, Britain, and France (almost exclusively Iran, North
Korea, Libya, and Syria), while ignoring the Founding Five and the three
rogues (Israel, India, and Pakistan).

A change in the TAEA leadership has also served the U.S. agenda
with regard to Iran. Mohamed ElBaradei, who stepped down as director-
general of the agency in November 2009, was a relatively independent
figure who drew cautious conclusions and challenged U.S. war-party
interpretations of IAEA findings; in 2005, Washington even tried unsuc-
cessfully to block his reappointment to a third term, arguing that he
was “too soft” on Iran.’® ElBaradei expressed regret that Israel, India,
and Pakistan had become nuclear weapon states outside the NPT and
beyond the IAEA’s jurisdiction, refused to declare that Iran’s nuclear
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program had military “ambitions,” and sometimes contradicted Western
claims regarding Iran’s alleged misbehavior. Even so, as IAEA director he
was obligated to focus on Iran with a stream of inspections and reports,
and—Ilike Hans Blix as head of UNMOVIC in Irag—he could not avoid
contributing to Washington’s anti-Iran campaign.4°

After ElBaradei announced that he would not seek a fourth term, the
United States won a four-month battle with the Third World members on
the TAEA’s Board to defeat their candidate, Abdul Samad Minty, South
Africa’s ambassador to the IAEA and an advocate for developing coun-
tries’ rights to peaceful uses of nuclear energy under the NPT, as well as
for nuclear disarmament.*! In contrast, Yukiya Amano, the victorious U.S.
candidate, argued that the TAEA should focus on non-proliferation issues
above all else and leave disarmament issues to other organizations. The
final vote on 2 July 2009 split down North-South lines.*?> A good indica-
tion of Amano’s thinking can be gleaned from former U.S. ambassador to
the UN John Bolton’s comment that he would “reduce the politicization
of the TAEA "3

A U.S. diplomatic cable from October 2009 published by WikiLeaks
revealed that the U.S. ambassador to the IAEA in Vienna found that “In
several meetings with [U.S. government] officials . . . Amano displayed
remarkable congruence of views with us on conducting the Agency’s
missions.” Amano “thanked the U.S. for having supported his candidacy
and took pains to emphasize his support for U.S. strategic objectives for
the Agency,” stating that “he was solidly in the U.S. court on every key
strategic decision, from high-level personnel appointments to the han-
dling of Iran’s alleged nuclear weapons program.”** Since being elected,
Amano has embraced the wilder side of the allegations directed at Iran,
as in November 2011 when the IAEA, under his leadership, published
(as an annex to its thirty-fifth report) the notorious “Possible Military
Dimensions to Iran’s Nuclear Weapons,” a document long withheld by
ElBaradei on grounds that it had been stitched together from the self-
interested charges of states that regard Iran as their enemy.*> Amano’s
aides have also been accused of sharing information about Iran with
members of the U.S. Congress, as well as U.S. diplomats at the TAEA.4°
Like Ban Ki-moon at the UN, Amano is a perfect choice for ensuring
TAEA cooperation in the U.S. aggression program. And as with Ban, his
service on behalf of the U.S. drive towards war with Iran is exemplary,
and treated by the mainstream media as justice in action.

THE MEDIA AS CHEERLEADERS FOR U.S. AGGRESSION

The global power-asymmetries and biases that are built into the
relevant multilateral institutions are reflected even more clearly by
the mainstream media. In fact, it is the feedback-dynamic that exists
between the two that has enabled the United States to foster and then
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sustain the sense of “crisis” around Iran’s nuclear program. The table
below quantifies the degree of focus accorded to the nuclear programs
of ten different countries, including Iran, by a broad sample of main-
stream English-language wire services and newspapers (taken together)
and by the New York Times (alone) over a ten-year period (2002-2012).
Specifically, the table shows the total number of items (e.g., articles,
reports, op-eds) during the period covered that focused on the nuclear
program of each of the ten countries individually, without mention of
the other nine.

Table: Differential Media Focus on Ten Nuclear Programs, 1 July 2002-
30 June 201247

Country English-Language Wires New York Times
Services and Newspapers (Total number
(Total number of items) of items)
Egypt 603 6
India 9,902 23
Iran 79,058 527
Iraq 19,686 283
Israel 900 5
Libya 15,471 19
North Korea 603 45
Pakistan 1,804 9
South Korea 2,065

Syria 452 5

These numbers correlate closely with U.S. political priorities, show-
ing that when the United States declares a country’s nuclear program to
be a problem, the media also treat it as a problem, covering it heavily,
whether or not that country’s nuclear program has a military dimension
or the country poses a credible threat of initiating a war. Thus, Israel
possesses nuclear weapons, regularly threatens to attack Iran, and has
as recently as 2006 and 2008 carried out wars in the region, whereas
Iran possesses no nuclear weapons and has not attacked or publicly
threatened to attack another country.#® Yet, the volume of media atten-
tion devoted to Iran’s nuclear program over the ten-year period was
88 times greater than that devoted exclusively to Israel’s (and 105 times
greater in the New York Times alone). Iraq and Libya also possessed no
nuclear weapons, but both countries far outranked Israel in the volume
of media attention devoted to their nuclear programs. These numbers
display media bias at the outer limits, and this bias is very closely
aligned with U.S. policy.
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But the table still understates the true contrast in the intensity of cov-
erage. Taking the New York Times as a proxy for the English-language
media in general, over the ten-year period the Times published 3,000—
4,000 items mentioning Iran’s nuclear program, many focused exclusively
on that topic.*’ It also published 231 editorials dealing with Iran and its
nuclear program.’® During the first three months of 2006 (i.e., the year
that Iran’s nuclear program was taken up by the UNSC), there were only
seven days that the Times failed to mention the program in some manner
on its pages; for the entire month of January, the Times mentioned the
program every day but one. During the ten years, the Times also reported
on and/or editorialized about every one of the IAEA’s thirty-eight written
reports on the program, all twelve of the IAEA’s resolutions, all six of the
UNSC resolutions, and its one Presidential Statement. In baseball lingo,
with 57 for 57, the Times batted a perfect 1000 on this topic so well-fitted
to official U.S. policy and the newspaper’s own biases.

Intensity of focus is a key ingredient of a propaganda campaign, as it
alerts the public to the great importance of the issues involved, and shows
that the policies being pursued by the government are justified and urgent.
In this case, this huge flow of articles and the complementary editorial
barrage reveal other characteristics of a propaganda

campaign as well. First, the demonization of Iran’s While Abmadinejad’s
leadership, repeatedly depicted as dishonest, secre- provocative statements
tive, harboring malign intentions towards Israel, the bhave provided a useful
United States, and its neighbors, maintaining links target for anti-Iranian
with terrorists, and so on. Iran’s government is “ille-  propaganda, the vitriolic
gitimate,”>! its nuclear program “illicit.”>?> The cover Western attacks on the
of the 14 May 2005 issue of the Economist features Iranian leadership were
Grand Ayatollah Ali Khamenei smiling contentedly well-advanced before
down at the mushroom cloud rising from the palm be was elected president.

of his hand under the boldfaced heading “Return of
the axis of evil.”>® While Ahmadinejad’s reckless and provocative state-
ments have provided a useful target for anti-Iranian propaganda, the vitri-
olic Western attacks on the Iranian leadership were well-advanced before
he was elected president in 2005.

The Times, both in its news articles and editorials, hints—and quite often
explicitly states—that Iran’s leaders plan to build nuclear weapons and are
not just trying to exercise their NPT rights to develop nuclear energy for
peaceful purposes. Just five days before the 2003 U.S. invasion of Iraq, the
Times editorialized that Iran was even closer to achieving nuclear weapons
than was Iraq, and that Iran “has a plant capable of enriching natural ura-
nium into bomb fuel”>*—a feat that Iran has not achieved to this day, nearly
ten years later. Similarly, when Iran finally terminated the voluntary suspen-
sion of uranium enrichment it had observed from late 2003 through early
2000, the Times charged that “Iran defied the international community and

JPS4201_03_Herman.indd 33 11/29/12 2:01 PM



34 JOURNAL OF PALESTINE STUDIES

started spinning centrifuges.” This theme of “defiance”—of Iran “thumbing
its nose at Security Council resolutions”>>—has remained a staple of Times
editorializing ever since.>°

Reporters and editors pounce on every hint and rumor that Iran has
not been entirely forthcoming about its program. So eager are they to
find “smoking guns” that they commit errors. Thus, in February 2010,
the Times published an article by David E. Sanger and William J. Broad
entitled “Inspectors Say Iran Worked on Warhead.” Basing themselves on
the first IAEA report on Iran of the new Amano era,”’ the authors wrote
that the TAEA “had extensive evidence of ‘past or current undisclosed
activities’ by Iran’s military to develop a nuclear warhead,” and that “Iran’s
weapons-related activity apparently continued ‘beyond 2004, contradict-
ing an American intelligence assessment published [in late 2007] that con-
cluded that work on a bomb was suspended at the end of 2003.7>8
of these allegations was substantiated by the content of the IAEA report.
Nowhere did the TAEA state anything like “Iran worked on warhead”—
the Times’s headline and one of Sanger and Broad’s main contentions.
Nor did the TAEA claim anything definitive like “Iran’s weapons-related
activity . . . continued ‘beyond 2004,” only that it wanted to discuss this
among other issues with Iran.>® The article went so far as to predict that
the report would “accelerate Iran’s confrontation with the United States
and other Western countries.”®?

Equally important in propaganda is the structure of the premises and
the distorted context. The unstated official and media premises in this
case are that the United States and Israel are good and have the right to
possess nuclear weapons and strive for their own “security,” whereas Iran
is evil and therefore forfeits such rights. This rests in good part on the
automatic demonization of Iran and the assumption that the United States
is valiantly trying to contain the demon. Thus, the Times sternly editori-
alizes on Iran’s contempt for international law (e.g., “it would be a viola-
tion of international law for Iran to build nuclear weapons;”®! “Tehran’s
latest threat to block global oil shipping should leave no doubt about its
recklessness and its contempt for international law”%2), while ignoring the
multiple and gross U.S. violations of the UN Charter, its obligations as an
NPT signatory, its facilitation of Israel’s ongoing violations of the Fourth
Geneva Convention, and so on. Similarly essential is the propaganda
premise that the supposedly “multilateral” institutions are truly neutral
and dispense justice, which allows the media to close their eyes to the
serious politicization of the Iranian nuclear issue. But the TAEA, like
UNSCOM and UNMOVIC in Iraq before it, has been subject to compelling
pressure and influence by the United States and its allies, rendering any
assumption of neutrality unwarranted.

A last important point of context here concerns the real versus the
official reason for keeping Iran’s nuclear program on the agenda of
the “international community” since 2003, sustaining anxieties through

None

JPS4201_03_Herman.indd 34 11/29/12 2:01 PM



THE IRAN “THREAT” 35

ceaseless allegations of secret nuclear weapons development and other
misdeeds, while carrying out the very concrete actions of ruthless eco-
nomic warfare against its people, assassinations, cyber warfare, and
other forms of aggression,®® and openly threatening military assault
through repeated emphasis on “all options on the table.” Yet, Iran is
deemed not to have a legitimate security problem or the right to self-
defense. In this context, the noted Israeli military historian and strate-
gist Martin van Creveld stated in 2004 that, with U.S. forces encircling
Iran, “Had the Iranians not tried to build nuclear weapons, they would
be crazy.”%4

There is no doubt that the longstanding U.S. objective towards the
Islamic Republic is to bring about regime change and its replacement
by a more compliant puppet-regime. Like the propaganda role that the
apocryphal Iraqi WMDs played in the U.S. campaign of regime change
there, so has the existence of an Iranian nuclear program made possible
a WMD-type pretext for destabilizing and perhaps militarily attacking
Iran to achieve that end.

Indeed, the equally longstanding U.S. refusal to negotiate with Iran
over both its nuclear program and regional security matters dates back
to the first half of 2003 if not earlier, and reveals U.S. objectives quite
clearly. As a WMD-type pretext for destabilizing and perhaps one day
militarily attacking Iran, the existence of Iran’s nuclear program has been
a propaganda boon for the United States, and one that it does not want
to end peacefully. For this reason, the United States simply will not per-
mit a negotiated solution to the Iranian nuclear question, but will keep
it a burning and unresolved issue, sabotaging any and every proposed
settlement plan.®> It will sometimes hold talks with Iran, though most
often through proxies or in the context of the P5-Plus 1 mechanism.%
But contrary to popular misperceptions, and theatrics aside, the U.S.
position has progressively hardened over the years, while the trajectory
of the sanctions has climbed steadily upwards. Whether under Bush or
Obama, the unchanging U.S. policy remains that Iran must be prevented
from engaging in any uranium enrichment activities within its borders,
thus denying Iran its rights under Article IV of the NPT.

The propaganda campaign built around Iran’s nuclear threat, there-
fore, is essentially strategic. The former head of the Israeli National
Security Council, General Giora Eiland, dismisses the likelihood of an
Iranian attack on his country. Rejecting Netanyahu’s rhetoric about a
nuclear-armed Iran constituting an “existential threat” to Israel, Eiland
speaks instead of the “worsening of Israel’s strategic position in regard
to conventional warfare”—that is, the deterrent effect that Iranian nukes
would have on Israel’s ability to use military force beyond its borders. He
further mentions the “message that will reverberate” from Indonesia to
Morocco: that “Islamic determination has triumphed,” and that “victory
over the West is possible.”®”
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Thus, the eventuality of an Iran with nuclear weapons would “destabilize”
the entire region in the Kafkaesque sense of reducing Israel’s freedom to
make war. The conclusion seems to be that the United States and Israel must
attack Iran today, before it acquires the means to deter such an attack and,
by virtue of possessing nuclear weapons, enters into the dreaded “zone of
immunity” that Israeli policymakers have long feared.

THE REAL THREAT—TO IRAN, AND THE WORLD

“[TThough T am accused of something, I cannot recall
the slightest offense that might be charged against me.
But that even is of minor importance. The real question
is, who accuses me? What authority is conducting these
proceedings?”—Franz Kafka

When the TAEA’s Board first “callled] on Iran to suspend all further ura-
nium enrichment-related activities” in its resolution of September 2003,
“pending provision by the Director General of the assurances required
by Member States,”®® the fix was on, and Iran knew it. The head of Iran’s
Atomic Energy Organization, Gholam-Reza Aghazadeh, called the resolution
“extreme unilateralism posed under a multilateralist cloak,”®® while Ali Akbar
Salehi, Iran’s ambassador to the IAEA, called it a “prescription . . . designed
for not being filled,” for “fabricating a hasty ruling of non-compliance,” and
for an “express ticket to the Security Council.””°

The more than nine years since have done nothing to refute these
judgments. Given that the ultimate U.S. objective since 1979 has been
the Islamic Republic’s removal from power, nothing that Iran’s clerical
regime could do with its nuclear program would make a difference.
As long as the regime survives, Iran will always be found “noncompli-
ant” and face new allegations, sanctions, and threats; and the TAEA will
regularly plead that it is “not in a position to provide credible assurance
about the absence of undeclared nuclear material activities in Iran,” in
the terminology so dear to the “all options are on the table” consensus.

In July 2012, U.S. National Security Adviser Thomas Donilon secretly
briefed Netanyahu in Jerusalem “to make clear that the United States is
seriously preparing for the possibility that negotiations [with Iran] will
reach a dead end and military action will become necessary.” According
to one American official, “Donilon shared information on U.S. weap-
onry and military capabilities for dealing with Iran’s nuclear facilities,
including those deep underground”’!—clearly an allusion to the nuclear-
warhead-tipped B61-11 earth-penetrating “bunkerbusters.””?

The same day that the Donilon-briefing was leaked to HaAretz, U.S.
Republican presidential candidate Mitt Romney delivered a speech in
Jerusalem’s Old City. “We have a solemn duty and a moral imperative
to deny Iran’s leaders the means to follow through on their malevolent
intentions,” Romney told his Israeli hosts—and the entourage of rich U.S.
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backers who accompanied him to Israel. “In the final analysis, of course,
no option should be excluded. We recognize Israel’s right to defend itself,
and that it is right for America to stand with you.””?> Of course, if the real
threat for Israel is the curtailment of its freedom to remove Palestinians
from the occupied territories and to commit aggression against other
regional states, then what “Israel’s right to defend itself” really means is
the right to dispossess and conquer—and to not have to face a serious
military rival in its neighborhood. But we are dealing with Kafkaesque
politics here, not moral universes or even reality.
Addressing the opening of the 67th Session of

the UN General Assembly in late September 2012, If the real threat for
Netanyahu held-up a simple diagram of a time- Israel is curtailing
bomb with a burning fuse. “The relevant question its freedom to remove
is not when Iran will get the bomb,” he said. “The Palestinians from the
relevant question is at what stage can we no longer occupied territories,
stop Iran from getting the bomb. The red line must  then what “Israel’s right
be drawn on Iran’s nuclear enrichment program to self-defense” really
because these enrichment facilities are the only means is the right to
nuclear installations that we can definitely see and dispossess.

74

credibly target.
that day echoed a line, barely remembered, he had pushed ten years ear-
lier in a commentary titled “The Case for Toppling Saddam” published
in the Wall Street Journal. Namely: “The longer America waits, the more
dangerous he becomes.””>

But even at its most severe,’® the IAEA has never claimed that Iran
is trying to develop nuclear weapons. The last major U.S. National

Netanyahu’s words in New York

Intelligence Assessment of Iran’s “Nuclear Intentions and Capabilities”
in November 2007 concluded with “high confidence that in fall 2003,
Tehran halted its nuclear weapons program”’’—which prompted George
W. Bush’s regretful comment that these “eye-popping” words “tied my
hands on the military side. . . . [Hlow could I possibly explain using the
military to destroy the nuclear facilities of a country the intelligence
community said had no active nuclear weapons program?”’8

As was reported to the IAEA no later than in August 2005, the Supreme
Leader of the Islamic Republic of Iran, Ayatollah Khamenei, “has issued
the Fatwa that the production, stockpiling and use of nuclear weap-
ons are forbidden under Islam and that the Islamic Republic of Iran
shall never acquire these weapons”’?—a prohibition that dates back at
least to 1995.8° Khamenei reiterated his prohibition in April 2010: “We
consider the use of such weapons as haram (religiously forbidden) and
believe that it is everyone’s duty to make efforts to secure humanity
against this great disaster.”! And again, before the 16th Summit of the
Non-Aligned Movement held in Tehran in August 2012, “I stress that the
Islamic Republic has never been after nuclear weapons. . . . Our motto

is: ‘Nuclear energy for all and nuclear weapons for none.”8?
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Of course it is possible that Khamenei’s repeated prohibitions are
intended to buy time until Iran’s nuclear program is sufficiently advanced
to “break out” from its civilian shell and start producing weapons.
But they do represent Iran’s public commitments at the very highest level
of the clerical regime to join (in dramatic contrast to Israel) the other
states in the region in a near-universal international consensus favoring
the adoption of an enforceable Nuclear-Weapons-Free Zone in the Middle
East.?? Instead of debating and reporting on these matters and trying to
assess their truth, the Western political establishment and mainstream
media find it easier to suppress them.

There are an estimated forty “latent nuclear states” in the world “that
could make bombs but choose not to,” and Iran is only one of them.?* Yet,
it is the mere possibility that Iran could switch its nuclear program from
civilian to one with a military dimension that provides the pretext for the
increasingly crippling sanctions-regime and a potential U.S.-Israeli attack.
The potential for a switch provided the pretext for one “key conclusion”
of the 2010 U.S. Nuclear Posture Review, which states that the “United
States will not use or threaten to use nuclear weapons against non-nuclear
weapons states that are party to the NPT and in compliance with their
nuclear non-proliferation obligations”—unambiguously, a first-strike
threat directed at Iran and North Korea only. Meanwhile, the United States
views the Middle East as a vital military base for projecting power against
future adversaries: Not just Iran, but Russia and, above all, China.5°

Moments before his extrajudicial murder at the end of The Trial,
Kafka’s protagonist wonders “Where was the judge he’d never seen?
Where was the high court he’d never reach?”

K’s “trial” lasted one year. Without having committed a significant
offence, Iran’s has lasted ten years, with no end in sight. Iran’s chief
“tormentors” are two countries that have ignored (Israel) or violated and
manipulated (the United States) the NPT and the IAEA on behalf of their
own political agenda, with the cooperation of the “international commu-
nity.” Both are beyond the reach of international law. Both possess nuclear
weapons. We can only hope that the world awakens from this Kafkaesque
nightmare, and puts the real villains on trial or under restraint.
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