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Why This Book Had to Be Written
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This began with a contradiction that became impossible to ignore. Iran was repeatedly presented as the greatest nuclear danger in the Middle East, although it had not manufactured an operational nuclear weapon. Israel, the only state in the region widely assessed to possess a nuclear arsenal, remained outside the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons, beyond comprehensive safeguards and protected from any comparable demand that it disclose or dismantle its weapons. America, the only country to have used nuclear weapons in war and one of the five states recognised by the treaty as nuclear-weapon states, claimed the authority to decide which nuclear capabilities were tolerable and which justified sanctions, sabotage or military attack.

That contradiction does not make Iran innocent. Iran concealed nuclear activities that should have been declared, failed to resolve safeguards questions, conducted work relevant to a nuclear explosive device before 2003, restricted parts of International Atomic Energy Agency verification and accumulated uranium enriched to 60 per cent. These were serious actions. They justified investigation, intrusive monitoring, negotiated limits and consequences for non-compliance. Iran is also an authoritarian state whose repression of dissent, executions, restrictions upon women and imprisonment of opponents require condemnation in their own right.

A common standard, however, loses its meaning when an adversary’s wrongdoing becomes a licence for conduct that would be condemned if the identities were reversed. Safeguards failures do not prove possession of a bomb. Enrichment does not by itself establish a political decision to manufacture one. Authoritarianism does not create a right of foreign aggression. The same evidentiary and legal disciplines must apply whether the state being judged is Iran, Israel, Saudi Arabia or America.

Israel presents the sharpest regional exception. Its security concerns are genuine. Jewish history, repeated wars, terrorism, missile attacks and the continuing hostility of armed movements have given Israeli governments powerful reasons to value deterrence. Those reasons explain the policy of nuclear opacity. They do not remove the arsenal from the regional proliferation problem or create a permanent entitlement to protection denied to every other threatened society.

America occupies a different legal position because the non-proliferation treaty recognises it as a nuclear-weapon state. That distinction matters and must not be blurred. The treaty did not, however, promise a permanent hierarchy. Article VI joined non-proliferation to an obligation to pursue nuclear disarmament in good faith. Decades of arms reductions demonstrated that movement was possible. However, modernisation, first-use options and renewed nuclear platforms show that possession remains embedded in American strategy far beyond any short transition towards abolition.

The political problem lies in the interaction of these exceptions. Israel’s arsenal is tolerated behind ambiguity. American nuclear power is treated as the foundation of global stability. Allied states receive extended deterrence or access to advanced nuclear cooperation. Iran, a non-nuclear treaty member with a serious but distinct record of violations, has faced economic warfare, covert action, assassination and direct attacks upon its nuclear facilities. The categories are formally different; the pattern of permission is not.

The wars of 2025 and 2026 brought that structure into the open. Israel attacked Iranian nuclear and military facilities in June 2025, and America later struck Fordow, Natanz and Isfahan. On 28 February 2026, the conflict widened into a coordinated American-Israeli war against Iran. These events are not a speculative scenario. They are part of the historical record against which the nuclear order must now be judged.

Military force exposed a further contradiction. The attacks were partly justified by uncertainty about Iran’s nuclear programme. They damaged facilities and disrupted safeguards, creating conditions in which the location and condition of enriched material became harder to verify. Iran bears responsibility for refusing cooperation and for failing to meet its safeguards obligations. America and Israel bear responsibility for choosing a method that foreseeably weakened the inspection system capable of answering the questions used to justify the use of force.

Nothing in this argument advocates an Iranian nuclear weapon. Another arsenal would deepen regional insecurity, encourage further proliferation and place millions more people beneath the risk of catastrophic escalation. The question is why non-nuclear restraint should appear safer to Iran when nuclear-armed states retain the freedom to attack it, when Israel’s arsenal remains politically protected and when American allies receive security guarantees unavailable to Tehran.

A credible non-proliferation system must answer that question rather than dismiss it. Security cannot be a privilege allocated through alliance. Israel cannot be expected to disarm unilaterally while it believes its survival is threatened; Iran cannot be expected to accept permanent exposure to attack while its adversaries preserve overwhelming power. Reciprocal restraint, verification and enforceable security guarantees are not concessions to either side. They are the conditions required to make non-proliferation rational.

The governing principle is simple even when its implementation is difficult: the same evidence must carry the same meaning, the same law must bind allies and adversaries, the same ultimate objective of eliminating nuclear weapons must apply to every state. Anything less preserves an unequal nuclear order and then treats the insecurity produced by that inequality as evidence that the hierarchy must continue.

That is why this book had to be written. The danger does not begin with the weapon Iran might one day decide to build. It begins with a system from which vulnerable states can reasonably infer that possession invites caution, alliance invites protection, and restraint leaves them vulnerable to attack. Non-proliferation will remain fragile until that lesson changes.
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“As long as some of us choose to rely on nuclear weapons, these same weapons will become increasingly attractive to others.”¹
Mohamed ElBaradei (1942–), former Director General of the International Atomic Energy Agency

The Double Standard Is the System
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Nuclear asymmetry in the Middle East is more than a difference in military capability. It is a political and legal order that determines which states may possess nuclear weapons, which may shelter beneath a nuclear alliance, which may develop sensitive technology under negotiated conditions, and which may face coercion for approaching a comparable threshold. Treaties provide the formal rules. Power determines how those rules are experienced.

The distinctions are significant. The U.S. is acknowledged as a nuclear-weapon state under the NPT, while Israel has never joined the treaty and isn’t bound by the rules for non-nuclear states. Iran, as a non-nuclear state, has agreed to comprehensive safeguards. Considering these states as legally equivalent would weaken, not strengthen, the argument’s validity.

The stronger case for the existing order begins with practicality. The non-proliferation treaty helped prevent a world containing many more nuclear-armed states. Its safeguards system created visibility where secrecy might otherwise have prevailed. American extended deterrence reduced incentives for technologically advanced allies such as Germany, Japan and South Korea to build independent arsenals. Israel’s leaders argue that nuclear ambiguity provides an ultimate guarantee to a small state with a history of existential threat without forcing public nuclear competition across the region.

Iran’s conduct also gives that defence substance. Tehran did not simply operate a transparent civilian programme and become the victim of invented suspicion. It failed to declare material and activities, conducted coordinated work relevant to a nuclear explosive device before 2003, left important safeguards questions unresolved, reduced monitoring and accumulated hundreds of kilograms of uranium enriched to 60 per cent. A state with that record cannot reasonably demand that its declarations be accepted on trust.

These arguments explain why the current system emerged and why many governments defend it. They do not resolve its central contradiction. A practical compromise becomes a permanent hierarchy when existing arsenals are modernised indefinitely, an allied arsenal outside the treaty is protected from serious pressure, and the insecurity of states without nuclear guarantees is treated as illegitimate whenever it produces deterrent capabilities of its own.

Israel possesses the only established nuclear arsenal in the Middle East. The Stockholm International Peace Research Institute estimated that it held approximately ninety warheads in January 2026. Israel neither confirms nor denies possession, and America has accommodated that opacity for decades. The policy has delivered strategic benefits: adversaries must assume the arsenal exists while diplomatic pressure remains limited by the refusal to acknowledge it officially.

Iran occupies the opposite position. Its safeguards record was damaged, but its programme remained subject to international inspection, and its legal status prohibited the acquisition of nuclear weapons. The evidence before the 2025 attacks established serious nuclear latency and unresolved violations. It did not establish an operational arsenal or a current political decision to manufacture a weapon. Those distinctions are not technical evasions. They separate verified fact from inference and inspection from war.

The Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action demonstrated that intrusive restraint was possible. Iran accepted limits on enrichment, centrifuges, stockpiles, and the Arak reactor, together with monitoring that extends beyond its ordinary safeguards obligations. The International Atomic Energy Agency repeatedly verified the implementation of the principal nuclear restrictions while the agreement was in effect. America nevertheless withdrew in 2018, restored sanctions and sought a wider capitulation concerning missiles, regional alliances and Iranian power.

Iran’s later breaches remain Iran’s responsibility. American withdrawal did not mechanically compel Tehran to exceed enrichment limits, reduce cooperation or move towards 60 per cent. The chronology matters. Verified restraint existed before Washington abandoned the reciprocal arrangement supporting it. Iran’s subsequent escalation demonstrated the danger of the agreement’s collapse, not the absence of the restraint it had provided.

The confrontation then moved from economic pressure and covert action to open force. Israel attacked Iran in June 2025, and America struck three major nuclear sites nine days later. The wider, coordinated war launched on 28 February 2026 expanded its objectives beyond nuclear facilities to include missiles, naval forces, security institutions, and political leadership. A dispute over non-proliferation became inseparable from a contest over Iran’s ability to exercise independent regional power.

That widening matters because preventing a nuclear weapon and dismantling a state’s conventional deterrence are different objectives. Iran’s missiles and regional relationships create genuine dangers, particularly when civilians are targeted. They also form part of the means by which a conventionally weaker state attempts to raise the cost of attack. Demanding that Iran surrender every such capability while its adversaries preserve overwhelming conventional and nuclear superiority is not neutral disarmament.

The security dilemma operates bidirectionally. Israel possesses legitimate concerns regarding missile attacks, terrorism, and the potential development of a nuclear weapon by Iran. Conversely, Iran has legitimate apprehensions about states that have previously sabotaged its infrastructure, eliminated officials and scientists, conducted attacks within its territory, and contemplated regime change. Acknowledging one party’s fears should not necessitate denying the other party’s.

Saudi Arabia sharpens the comparison. Its civilian programme remains far less advanced than Iran’s and should not be presented as an equivalent immediate proliferation risk. The July 2026 American-Saudi civil nuclear agreement left future enrichment possibilities open and did not require the International Atomic Energy Agency Additional Protocol. Washington’s willingness to manage that risk through partnership shows that latency is judged not only by technology but by alliance, trust and strategic usefulness.

The same test applies to America. Its Cold War reductions were substantial and should be credited. Its nuclear forces also remain central to national strategy, extended deterrence and military planning. Modernisation may improve safety and reliability, but a state rebuilding every leg of its nuclear triad for decades cannot plausibly present nuclear possession as an exceptional danger only when others seek it.

International law supplies another boundary. The Charter of the United Nations prohibits the use of force subject principally to Security Council authorisation and self-defence. Legal debate continues over anticipatory self-defence in cases of genuinely imminent attack. That debate does not erase the distinction between an attack approaching execution and a capability that might become dangerous in the future. Preventive war cannot be converted into self-defence merely by describing technological progress as imminence.

The ensuing argument applies a specific evidentiary rule alongside a political standard. Iran’s violations continue to constitute violations. Israel’s security concerns remain legitimate. U.S. reductions remain substantive. Saudi Arabia’s current program is less advanced than Iran’s. None of these facts necessitates the acceptance of permanent nuclear privileges, selective verification, or preventive war as conventional means of sustaining regional stability.

The durable alternative is reciprocal security: no new nuclear arsenals, no protected existing arsenal outside a disarmament process, universal safeguards appropriate to technical risk, enforceable limits on sensitive fuel-cycle capabilities, protection for compliant non-nuclear states against nuclear coercion and a phased Middle East zone free of nuclear weapons and other weapons of mass destruction.

Non-proliferation cannot depend indefinitely upon weaker states believing that vulnerability is a virtue while stronger states describe their own destructive power as indispensable. It will survive only when restraint brings security and when possession no longer brings political immunity.
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“A preventive war, to my mind, is an impossibility today.”²
Dwight D. Eisenhower (1890–1969), 34th President of the United States

The Alliance as Aggressor: Preventive War Against Iran
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Two separate wars must be distinguished. Israel began the first on 13 June 2025, attacking Iranian nuclear facilities, missile production sites, air defences, military commanders and nuclear scientists. America initially denied direct participation, although it provided Israel with strategic protection, weapons, intelligence capacity and regional military presence upon which the operation depended. Nine days later, America entered the conflict openly by bombing the nuclear facilities at Fordow, Natanz and Isfahan. The confrontation lasted twelve days before a ceasefire suspended, but did not resolve, the underlying conflict.

The second war began on 28 February 2026. This was not merely a resumption of isolated Israeli strikes or a limited American intervention against nuclear infrastructure. America and Israel attacked Iran together from the outset. An Israeli defence official confirmed that the operation had been coordinated with America, planned for months and assigned its launch date weeks in advance. American Central Command recorded that Operation Epic Fury began at 1:15 a.m. on 28 February. The scale, preparation and political objectives distinguished it from the twelve-day conflict of the previous year.

The June 2025 attacks had already established the governing principle. Israel claimed a right to attack Iran not because Iran had launched an armed attack upon it, but because Iran possessed the technology, enriched material and accumulated knowledge that might permit a future decision to manufacture a nuclear weapon. The distinction between an existing attack and a possible future capability disappeared. Suspicion became imminence; technological potential became aggression; preventive war was presented as self-defence.

Iran’s nuclear programme created legitimate concern. By 13 June 2025, the International Atomic Energy Agency estimated that Iran possessed 440.9 kilograms of uranium enriched to 60 per cent uranium-235. Iran had also failed to provide satisfactory explanations concerning nuclear material found at undeclared locations. Its conduct prevented the Agency from assuring the international community that the programme remained exclusively peaceful. These were serious safeguards failures, not inventions created by Israel or America.

The strongest defence of the attacks begins from a different premise. Israeli and American officials could point to Iran’s history of concealment, unresolved uranium traces, a rapidly growing 60 per cent stockpile, advanced centrifuges and a regional missile force capable of striking Israel and American bases. From that perspective, the danger was not an existing bomb but the possibility that waiting would allow Iran to reduce the time between a political decision and production of weapons-grade material to a point at which outside powers could no longer intervene effectively. That argument deserves to be stated plainly. The question is whether those risks established the imminence and necessity required to justify war, or whether they remained proliferation dangers subject to inspection, negotiation, and collective enforcement.

The evidence nevertheless stopped short of the conclusion required to justify war. Uranium enriched to 60 per cent was not an assembled weapon. Nuclear latency was not possession of a bomb. The International Atomic Energy Agency reported no credible indications that Iran maintained an ongoing structured nuclear weapons programme of the type associated with its activities before 2003. American intelligence also assessed in March 2025 that Iran was not building a nuclear weapon and that Ayatollah Ali Khamenei had not authorised the resumption of the suspended programme.

Three propositions were repeatedly collapsed into one: Iran possessed the technical capacity to move towards a weapon; Iran might decide to build a weapon; Iran was already building one. The first was well established. The second represented a credible danger. The third required evidence that neither the International Atomic Energy Agency nor American intelligence had produced before Israel attacked.

Israel called its June operation pre-emptive, but the distinction between pre-emption and prevention is fundamental. Pre-emption describes force used against an attack considered imminent and unavoidable. Preventive war seeks to eliminate a capability that might become dangerous at some later time. Even interpretations of international law that permit anticipatory self-defence require an immediate threat and a necessity leaving no reasonable alternative. They do not grant states a general authority to bomb another country because its scientific development might eventually alter the balance of power.

The legal question is whether the claimed threat satisfied the strict requirements of self-defence. On the evidence available before the attack, it did not.

Iran’s enrichment programme did not constitute an armed attack. Its ballistic missile capabilities did not establish that an attack on Israel was imminent. Hostile declarations, regional alliances and support for armed organisations contributed to insecurity, but they did not demonstrate that Iran was preparing to initiate an attack at the moment Israel struck. Israel presented the June operation as necessary to prevent Iran from acquiring capabilities that might alter the future balance of power: that justification should not be confused with evidence of legal necessity. No Iranian attack was underway or shown to be imminent, while American intelligence continued to assess that Iran was not building a nuclear weapon.

The timing of the assault must also be considered in light of the political circumstances surrounding Benjamin Netanyahu and Donald Trump. The attack strengthened Netanyahu domestically, reinforced his long-standing presentation of Iran as an existential enemy and allowed military action to be presented as decisive leadership. Trump likewise gained an opportunity to demonstrate American coercive power, although significant elements of his own political constituency opposed deeper involvement in another Middle Eastern war. Political advantage does not by itself establish why the attack was launched, but neither should it be excluded from an assessment of the interests the war served.

The selection of targets provided further evidence that the operation pursued objectives extending beyond an immediate nuclear threat. Israel did not confine the operation to centrifuges, uranium storage or facilities directly connected to nuclear development. It struck air defences, missile factories, command structures and senior military leadership. It killed the commander of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, Hossein Salami, other senior commanders and nuclear scientists Fereydoun Abbasi and Mohammad Mehdi Tehranchi. Civilian residential areas were also hit. The target set extended well beyond facilities directly connected to nuclear development and weakened Iran’s capacity to resist Israel across several military domains.

America widened the war on 22 June by striking Fordow, Natanz and Isfahan. Washington later submitted a letter to the United Nations Security Council invoking Article 51 and asserting that it had exercised the inherent right of collective self-defence. That claim depended upon the legality of the Israeli use of force America had joined. Collective self-defence cannot convert an unlawful initial attack into lawful force merely because an ally subsequently participates in it. If Israel had not established the armed attack or imminent threat required to justify its initial resort to force, America could not derive a separate right of collective self-defence from that attack.

On that basis, America’s entry was better understood as military participation in a campaign that Israel had justified on preventive grounds. American B-2 bombers carried weapons capable of penetrating hardened underground facilities, while submarine-launched missiles struck Isfahan. The scale and technical sophistication of the operation demonstrated that Israel’s dependence on America extended beyond finance and diplomatic support. Certain targets, particularly the deeply buried Fordow complex, could be attacked with the greatest confidence only through American capabilities.

The attacks also created dangers extending far beyond their intended military effect. International Atomic Energy Agency Director General Rafael Mariano Grossi warned that nuclear facilities must never be attacked because of the possible consequences for people, the environment, nuclear safety, security and safeguards.³ The Agency recalled resolutions stating that armed attacks upon nuclear facilities devoted to peaceful purposes violate the principles of the United Nations Charter, international law and the Agency’s Statute.

The absence of a large immediate radiation release did not make the precedent acceptable. Nuclear facilities contain hazardous materials, complex electrical systems, sensitive equipment and workers whose actions remain essential to preventing contamination. The military destruction of such facilities can damage containment, disable monitoring, interrupt cooling or electrical systems, disperse dangerous material and prevent inspectors from determining what has survived.

The strikes also weakened the verification system they were supposedly intended to protect. Inspectors could no longer operate under normal conditions. Monitoring equipment was damaged or rendered inaccessible. Iran later suspended cooperation with the International Atomic Energy Agency, a decision for which it bears responsibility. The attacks had already disrupted the institutional process through which nuclear material could be accounted for.

The resulting circularity was destructive. Uncertainty concerning Iran’s nuclear programme helped justify military action. Military action then increased uncertainty by damaging facilities, scattering personnel and restricting inspection. The resulting loss of information could then be cited as further evidence that Iran had something to conceal. War did not answer the unresolved questions. It destroyed part of the mechanism that could answer them. 

Bombing also could not eliminate nuclear knowledge. Buildings can be destroyed and centrifuges damaged, but scientific expertise, engineering experience and institutional memory cannot be reliably erased from a modern state. Killing scientists may delay research, but it can also transform technical workers into symbols of national sacrifice and strengthen the political argument for rebuilding without international oversight.

The June 2025 war failed to resolve the nuclear dispute that had been used to justify it. It damaged Iran’s facilities and military capacity, but it did not produce a comprehensive nuclear settlement, permanent inspection arrangement or recognised regional security order. The ceasefire ended the immediate exchange of fire while leaving both sides preparing for a return to it.

The attack launched on 28 February 2026 removed any remaining uncertainty about the character of the alliance. America and Israel acted together from the beginning. Approximately 200 Israeli aircraft struck hundreds of targets, while American bombers, missiles, naval forces and regional bases supported a campaign extending across Iran. The initial attacks killed Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, Defence Minister Amir Nasirzadeh, Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps commander Mohammad Pakpour and other senior figures. The deliberate elimination of political and military leadership was consistent with a decapitation strategy aimed at disrupting the state’s command structure and creating conditions that could alter its political future.

The attacks produced immediate civilian fear and displacement. Residents fled Tehran and other cities, searched for fuel and food, collected children from schools and attempted to reach safer areas. An attack upon a girls’ school in Minab reportedly killed 85 people, although Reuters could not independently confirm the Iranian account. The incident nevertheless illustrated the foreseeable civilian danger created by a campaign involving hundreds of strikes across populated areas.

Trump described the operation as necessary to eliminate “imminent threats”, but his accompanying language introduced a much broader political purpose. He urged Iranians to take control of their country and described the attack as a rare opportunity to replace their government.⁴ Regime change was presented not merely as an unintended consequence but as a political possibility created through bombing and the assassination of national leadership.

The official military objectives also extended well beyond nuclear non-proliferation. The Department of Defense declared that Operation Epic Fury would destroy Iran’s offensive missiles and missile production, destroy its navy and security infrastructure, and ensure that it never acquired nuclear weapons. The White House added the destruction of Iran’s support for allied organisations throughout the region. American Central Command stated that it was striking targets to dismantle the Iranian government’s security apparatus.

These objectives described the systematic removal of Iran’s capacity to exercise independent regional power. A state without missiles, naval strength, defensive infrastructure or regional allies would remain vulnerable even if the nuclear question were completely resolved. Non-proliferation had become the entry point for a broader programme of strategic disarmament imposed upon an adversary while America and Israel retained overwhelming conventional and nuclear power.

The preparation of the attack further weakened the claim of immediate necessity. Israel acknowledged that the operation had been planned for months and that the launch date had been selected weeks beforehand. America and Iran had conducted nuclear negotiations only days before the strikes. Oman, which had mediated between
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