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Introduction

When Do Threats Work?

Coercion is the practice of convincing a target by the use of threats to bend 
to your will. From a library imposing late fees on tardy patrons to a parent 
sending an insolent child to their room, everyday life brims with the logic 
of coercion: obey me, or else. In their foreign policies, states often make 
grave economic or military threats to try to affect others’ behavior rather 
than resort to costly war. It is little wonder, then, that states frequently 
choose coercion.

What is more surprising is how bad they are at it. Depending on how one 
counts, US threats, historically, have succeeded just 18 percent,1 29 percent,2 
or 31 percent3 of the time.4 More broadly, “stronger” coercers have achieved 
their compellent aims only 36 percent of the time.5 Material power, it would 
seem, does not portend coercive success.

These striking figures fly in the face of how coercion is typically under-
stood to work. A dominant paradigm explains coercive outcomes by point-
ing to the credibility and severity of threats. Targets will defy a coercive 
demand if they think the threat is a bluff. And even if a target believes that 
a threat is credible, it may still defy it if it thinks the expected pain is bear-
able. Threats must therefore be serious and severe.

This threat-centric paradigm is clear in theory and intuited by practitio-
ners. But it is woefully incomplete. This book advances another paradigm, 
which points to the implicit logic of contingent action at the heart of all 
coercion: coercive assurance.6 Threats must be perceived by their targets as 
conditional upon their behavior. “They’ll have me whipp’d for speaking 
true; thou’lt have me whipp’d for lying; and sometimes I am whipp’d for 
holding my peace,” laments King Lear’s fool.7 Far from being cowed, he 
finds freedom in his lot—jesting, boasting, and speaking truth to power. 
Pain sheds its coercive power when it cannot be avoided. Even credible and 
severe threats will fail if they are not perceived as sufficiently conditional.8
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To develop the concept of coercive assurance in the study of international 
relations, this book pursues three questions. First, what is the relationship 
between threats and assurances in coercion? Second, why do coercers pun-
ish after receiving compliance? Third, why do targets of coercion fear 
unconditional pain? Addressing these questions involves investigating 
coercive assurance from the perspective of target states: how they receive 
coercive threats, how they evaluate their choices in light of coercion. But it 
also involves recognizing that coercers confront, are stymied by, and try to 
overcome a predicament inherent in cases of coercion: the assurance dilemma.

Argument in Brief

The assurance dilemma is a situation in which the actions coercers take to 
bolster the credibility of a threat undermine the credibility of their assur-
ance not to punish. It is a trade-off that coercers must navigate to wrest 
concessions. Simply put, when leaders augment their threats, they do so at 
the expense of their necessary assurances, thereby unwittingly compromis-
ing their own coercive strategies.

Establishing the credibility of coercive assurance is challenging because 
coercers may end up punishing their targets unconditionally for several 
rational and nonrational reasons. First, targets of coercion typically face 
multiple coercive demands at once, creating the opportunity for coercers to 
continue threatening targets who have made concessions on some issues 
but not others. Second, targets often confront multiple coercers with differ-
ent interests and independent capacities to punish. They therefore worry 
whether conceding to one coercer will actually avoid a punishment 
imposed by another. Third, when considering whether to concede to coer-
cion, targets fear that they will reveal new information to their coercers 
through their concessions and only invite further threats.

From the perspective of targets, these sources of unconditional punish-
ment are impediments to making concessions and avoiding pain. Yet coerc-
ers can mitigate all of these assurance challenges. From the perspective of 
coercers, this book demonstrates the effectiveness of three corresponding 
strategies of signaling coercive assurance. First, coercers can disentangle 
multiple demands from the same punishment such that partial concessions 
still avoid some pain. I call this “disentangling demands.” Second, coercers 
can demonstrate control over potential spoilers to signal that they alone 
will decide whether to impose or relieve punishments. I call this “manag-
ing spoilers.” Third, coercers can share with a target their knowledge of its 
misdeeds to communicate that its concessions will not reveal new informa-
tion to the coercer. I call this “sharing knowledge.”

Finally, assurances need not be perfectly credible to affect the outcome 
of coercion. Every concession includes a bet that punishment will be 
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avoided. Targets cannot be truly certain that their coercer is sincere, but 
they accept bigger risks of unconditional harm to avoid severer punish-
ments. Nevertheless, some coercive assurance is always necessary because 
targets do not make concessions to coercion if they conclude that they will 
be punished anyway. In a dynamic coercive bargaining process, targets 
look for assuring signals that their coercers will withhold the threatened 
pain. These powerful dynamics explain when and why targets of coercion 
concede or defy.

Improving Our Understanding of Coercion

Coercive assurance matters a great deal to the study of international poli-
tics because coercion is so prevalent. An international order underwritten 
by great powers that provide public goods to incentivize cooperation also 
relies heavily on coercive tools.9 And much more of international competi-
tion is coercive than directly violent. States tend to issue threats before turn-
ing to force. But the consequences of failed coercion are grave: crises, 
tit-for-tat escalation, war.

More broadly, coercion is everywhere around us. Most of what we mean 
when we say “you can’t park there” or “you must pay your taxes” is not 
really that you cannot or must not—it is that you would be punished if you 
did not comply. When we say, “I don’t have a choice but to drive on the cor-
rect side of the road,” we have it exactly backwards. Credibly conditional 
pain has presented us with a clear choice.

The necessity of coercive assurance has been underappreciated in the 
study and practice of coercion. In the coercion literature, it is an understud-
ied type of commitment problem, and the relationship between credible 
commitments and credible threats has been undertheorized. This is in part 
because assurance is assumed to be automatic in the bargaining model of 
war, which the field extended to coercion. Punishments are costly to carry 
out, the logic goes. Coercers should not pay those costs if their target 
already backed down and they got what they wanted, so targets should not 
fear that they will be punished after they comply. In reality, targets can fear 
unavoidable pain and thus defy credible threats.

Threat-centric biases also inform how practitioners approach coercion. 
US National Security Strategy documents, which since 1987 have commu-
nicated signals of US interests and intent to allies, adversaries, and the pub-
lic, eschew the logic of coercive assurance.10 The documents contain an 
average of thirteen times more threats than coercive assurances (see figure 
0.1).11 Scholars have observed a similar rejection of coercion theory in gen-
eral within the US military. “Military professionals are not entirely comfort-
able with violence as a bargaining process,” writes Tami Biddle. “One does 
not, they believe, ‘bargain’ with one’s enemies—one fights them.”12
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A common analogy in statecraft to the game of chess also effectively 
scopes out the problem of coercive assurance. As Secretary of State John 
Foster Dulles explained in a 1957 National Security Council meeting on US 
nuclear strategy, “in a chess game you wouldn’t normally ever go so far as 
to take your opponent’s king; you checkmate the king and don’t play out 
the rest.”13 In Dulles’s view, effective nuclear counterforce was a checkmate 
that would lead to bargaining advantages. In the real world, cornered 
opponents can still defy or lash out.

The US government faces a particularly acute assurance dilemma. It has 
trouble coercing weak countries because of its strength, not in spite of it. In 
Pyongyang US threats are perceived as a ploy, in Tehran as a trap, in Cara-
cas as a catch-22. Yet viewing the history of coercive diplomacy through the 
lens of coercive assurance reveals that even Washington’s targets are more 
likely to concede when leaders come to acknowledge and address the 
assurance dilemma. The credibility of coercive assurance will matter a great 
deal to the achievement of important US foreign policy aims, from deter-
ring a revanchist Russia, to restraining the North Korean nuclear arsenal, to 
avoiding a war with China over Taiwan.

This book, therefore, seeks to improve the study and practice of coercive 
diplomacy. When threats put targets in a “damned if you do, damned if you 
don’t” position, we should expect defiance.

Studying Coercion in the History of Nuclear Nonproliferation

The spread of nuclear weapons is a consequential challenge of our time, 
one that many leaders have devoted significant energy and resources to 
combat. Proliferators, often motivated in their pursuit by security fears, are 
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loath to give up acquisition of a security asset, especially when faced with 
coercive threats from the very enemies whose uncertain intentions they 
feared in the first place. Findings on which signals help to overcome the 
assurance dilemma in the high-stakes domain of counterproliferation are 
more likely to travel outside of it to coercive bargaining over other, lower 
stakes. The historical record also permits process tracing to reveal the inten-
tions and perceptions of coercers and targets over time.

On at least twenty-one occasions, states have issued threats of sanctions 
or force to enforce the nonproliferation regime. This book delves into four 
cases of coercive bargaining between nonallies over nuclear weapons pro-
grams in South Africa, Iraq, Libya, and Iran. Exploiting within-case varia-
tion, I explain not only the occurrence but also the timing of nonproliferation 
bargains using primary documents from US government archives, the 
South African apartheid-era government archives, tape recordings of high-
level meetings from Saddam Hussein’s Iraq, and the International Atomic 
Energy Agency (IAEA) archives. I  supplement these documents with the 
memoirs, recollections, and writings of target state policymakers, military 
leaders, and nuclear scientists. I also conducted interviews with policymak-
ers who participated in the coercive bargaining processes.

In each chapter, the lens of the assurance dilemma reveals novel insights 
that revise conventional wisdom. Each case offers strong evidence that tar-
get perceptions of noncredible assurance hinder coercers, even when those 
targets perceive credible threats. Increases in the perception of assurance 
credibility, not threat credibility, are most proximately associated with 
acquiescence. Coercive assurance can tip the balance one way or another.

Plan of the Book

The book proceeds as follows. In chapter 1, I critique the threat-centric coer-
cion paradigm and derive theory on the assurance dilemma as an impedi-
ment to successful coercion. I  explain why targets fear that insincere 
coercers may choose to punish unconditionally and how even sincere coer-
cers can lose control over the decision to apply or withhold punishment. 
The chapter concludes with case selection and a rationale of the book’s 
methods and case studies.

Chapter 2 concerns South Africa, which succeeded in building a secret 
nuclear arsenal despite international pressure to sign the Nuclear Nonpro-
liferation Treaty (NPT). Conventional explanations for this outcome point 
to South Africa’s fears of Soviet domination and US indifference to anti-
communist proliferation. Instead, internal regime documents show how 
counterproliferation pressure on South Africa failed in the 1970s and 1980s 
because of entangled demands. Owing to intense coercive demands to end 
its brutal practice of apartheid, Pretoria’s leaders perceived that 
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acquiescence on the nuclear issue would provide no relief from the pain of 
economic sanctions. The Ronald Reagan administration attempted to dis-
entangle the issues in the mid-1980s until Congress passed comprehensive 
antiapartheid sanctions legislation. The assurance dilemma thus proves a 
powerful lens to explain the failure of coercion in South Africa. Later, South 
Africa’s dismantlement of its nuclear arsenal is sufficiently explained by its 
racist motivation not to hand over nuclear weapons to a postapartheid 
Black-majority government. Primary documents reveal as well how from 
1989 to 1993 South African leaders planned and executed a strategy to con-
ceal their past weaponization from the IAEA.

Substantial documentary records of the South African nuclear weapons 
program are now available to scholars, and many South African policy-
makers and nuclear scientists have written firsthand accounts of their 
nuclear decision-making. The case is ripe for reexamination and theory 
testing. South Africa’s nuclear journey was more interactive with external 
coercers than traditional accounts of its internal political machinations 
about nuclear weapons suggest.

Chapter 3 examines the case of Iraq, where a mercurial dictator in Bagh-
dad sought nuclear weapons and came close to acquiring the capability. 
Saddam Hussein also came under intense counterproliferation pressure, up 
to and including noncoercive brute force. Conventional wisdom paints a 
tragedy of a duplicitous and quixotic dictator hiding his nuclear pursuits 
until exasperated great powers chose to invade. The reality is even more 
frustrating. After the Gulf War, Washington attempted to coerce Saddam 
into abandoning a weapons of mass destruction (WMD) program and at 
first to great success. Iraq destroyed its program and admitted inspectors, 
but it would not come totally clean. Its concessions consistently matched 
what it thought its coercers already knew about its past WMD programs. 
Yet it was never deemed enough. As the 1990s proceeded, Iraqi elites came 
to conclude that no amount of compliance would lift sanctions. In the midst 
of this coercive effort, Saddam framed his choices to his advisers: Iraq could 
either “have sanctions with inspectors or sanctions without inspectors.”14 
He perceived no escape and so confidently defied.

Iraqi documents and recordings, captured and shipped out of the coun-
try by US forces after the 2003 invasion, offer a rare glimpse into the per-
spective of a target of coercion. In meetings with his advisers, Saddam 
evaluated his evolving position, the intentions of his enemies, and options 
available for compliance or defiance.

Chapter 4 explains how, in bargaining with Libya, the United States and 
Britain succeeded in coercing a rogue proliferator into abandoning its 
nuclear pursuits. The timing of the final bargain after the 2003 invasion Iraq 
has led to some shallow lessons drawn from the case about the importance 
of demonstrating highly credible threats—that is, invading another country 
in the region over similar stakes. The reality of the strategic interaction was 
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far more consistent with the assurance dilemma. During negotiations, 
Muammar Qaddafi was continually suspicious that his coercers intended 
to disarm him and attack anyway. The invasion of Iraq and capture of Sad-
dam Hussein fed these fears even more. Washington and London overcame 
this perception slowly, taking pains to assure Qaddafi. They froze out spoil-
ers and privately shared with Libya intelligence gleaned from their pene-
tration of the black-market A. Q. Khan network to assure him that his 
conceding would not reveal more than they already knew. Washington and 
London worked hard to convince Libya that it would not be the next Iraq. 
But eight years after striking a nonproliferation bargain, US and British air-
power did help to topple Qaddafi. Despite reneging on their bargain, the 
evidence reveals that their signals of coercive assurance were critical to 
closing the 2003 deal and convincing Qaddafi to accept the risks of 
conceding.

Fewer primary records are available in the Libyan case. The fate of the 
official government archives after the 2011 civil war is unknown. Neverthe-
less, US and British participants have reflected on the case since and are 
willing to discuss the 2003 deal in writings and interviews because the 
Qaddafi government is gone. The case shows that even the most credible 
and severe threats alone cannot succeed without coercive assurance. Spikes 
in threat credibility—after the invasion of Iraq and the capture of Saddam—
resulted not in acquiescence by Qaddafi but demands for assurance.

Chapter 5 examines Iran and its primary coercer, the United States. In 
2015 Iran struck a bargain with the P5 + 1 coalition (the US, the UK, France, 
Russia, China, and Germany) to accept enhanced verification and limits on 
its nuclear program. It is puzzling why Iran was willing to strike a nonpro-
liferation bargain so soon after the demise of Libya’s Qaddafi. Conventional 
explanations for the Iran deal emphasize leadership changes and a window 
for bargaining—the elections of Barack Obama and Hassan Rouhani—as 
well as the inclusion of significant carrots in the deal for Iran. The lens of 
the assurance dilemma highlights instead Iran’s fears of its coercers’ duplic-
ity and how the strategies of coercers changed to overcome these suspi-
cions. For instance, another adversary, Israel, was not party to the 
negotiations and was a potential spoiler. I  show that Tehran came to the 
table only after the window of a credible Israeli threat closed—a puzzle for 
threat-centric theory. The Obama administration also disentangled its 
demands and punishments to make clear that it was negotiating over Iran’s 
nuclear program and not its missiles or foreign policy. Iran sought and 
acquired the specific separation of entangled sanctions designations during 
negotiations. Moreover, the Obama administration crafted domestic legis-
lation to bound congressional oversight over sanctions relief. And docu-
ments from Iran’s “atomic archive” compared with IAEA reports reveal 
how much coercers already knew about the “possible military dimensions” 
of Iran’s past nuclear programs before the 2015 nuclear deal.
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Earlier, in 2003, Iran had scaled back a nuclear weaponization program 
because of highly credible and severe military threats bolstered by the US 
invasion of Iraq. Iran curtailed its nuclear program in the absence of 
attempts to assure it. But Iran’s concessions were only partial. The nuclear 
program transitioned underground and to more deniable pursuits. Iran’s 
leaders then put out feelers for coercive assurance. The 2003 episode shows 
how assurance is necessary but that its credibility can vary with the sever-
ity of threatened punishments.

Research on the Iran case is important and possible because of the suc-
cessful conclusion and subsequent US withdrawal from the 2015 Joint 
Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA). Interviewees were motivated to 
speak to either defend or criticize the deal. Moreover, IAEA reports and a 
controversial tranche of Iranian documents stolen by Israeli intelligence in 
2018 shed new light on technical aspects of the former Iranian nuclear 
weapons program.

The book concludes with lessons for theory and policy and examines 
extensions of the logic of coercive assurance outside of the nuclear 
domain—from the origins of the Pacific War to the Cuban missile crisis, 
ransomware, and beyond.
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chapter 1

The Assurance Dilemma

Credible and Conditional Threats

Why do some coercive demands succeed while others fail? Why do targets 
of coercion defy credible threats? This chapter takes up these questions 
across four sections. First, I define “coercive assurance,” a concept funda-
mental yet overlooked in coercive bargaining. Second, I situate the concept 
within existing explanations for the success and failure of coercion. Third, 
I present a theory of the relationship between threat and assurance credibil-
ity: the assurance dilemma. In doing so, I explain why targets fear uncondi-
tional punishment, why even earnest coercers struggle to navigate the 
dilemma, and what kinds of signals may bolster coercive assurance credi-
bility. Finally, I explain how competing theories will be tested in the chap-
ters to come.

Defining Coercive Assurance

Coercive assurance describes the conditional intentions communicated by 
one state to another in the process of coercive bargaining.1 It is a pledge in 
the context of coercion not to punish once coercive demands are met: “If 
you comply, I will not carry out my threat.”2

Coercive assurance is distinguished from, and occasionally confused with, 
two other types of assurance in international politics: ally reassurance and 
non-ally reassurance. Ally reassurance is a promise to come to the aid of an 
ally: “I will defend you.” It is a positive assurance—a pledge to do 
something—and includes concepts such as security guarantees and extended 
deterrence commitments. Non-ally reassurance is an attempt to communi-
cate: “I mean you no harm.” It is a negative assurance—a pledge not to do 
something—and includes concepts such as promises of neutrality, noninter-
vention in sovereign affairs, and nonaggression pacts. These reassurances 
among nonallies fall outside of the realm of coercion and therefore this book.3
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What makes assurance a unique dilemma in the context of coercion is the 
fact that the coercer intends to threaten the target. There is no connotation 
of “I mean you no harm” in coercive assurance; rather, “I am threatening 
you today, and I need you to believe that I mean it.” The coercer is instead 
making conditional pledges. It wishes to send two seemingly conflicting 
signals: that its threats are both credible and contingent upon the target’s 
behavior. The object is to present a choice, one that does not lead the target 
to believe they are “damned if they do, and damned if they don’t.”

States communicate coercive assurance only in the context of coercion.4 
To qualify as a case of interstate coercion, at least one coercer state must 
threaten at least one target state with the goal of affecting its behavior.5 All 
coercive interactions have at least three components: a looming threatened 
punishment, at least one demand communicating what behavior the threat 
is contingent upon, and an assurance communicating that the punishment 
will not be carried out if the demands are met.

Coercive assurance is distinct from both threat-making (pledges to pun-
ish by inflicting a cost) and inducements (pledges to reward by providing a 
benefit).6 It is neither stick nor carrot; it is the conditionality of the stick. The 
dichotomy between “sticks and carrots” often lumps coercive assurance 
together with “positive” inducements, such as bribes and side payments,7 
and papers over coercive assurance as a distinct concept. The removal of 
sanctions, for instance, tends to be subsumed into a broader category of 
positive inducements, instead of as the end of a punishment.8 As a conse-
quence, studies comparing different tools of coercion have been limited to 
conclusions affirming the complementarity of both negative and positive 
inducements without explanation of the conditions under which either are 
perceived as credibly conditional.9

Some more narrowly consider assurances to be explicit communications 
that leaders sometimes choose to offer.10 But coercive assurance need not be 
explicit to exist, and treating it so unnecessarily omits much of the interesting 
variation in assurance credibility. In fact, any coercive threat always implies 
an assurance. Saying “I’m going to kill you” has no implied assurance 
because it is not a coercive threat; there is no demand made of the target and 
no conditionality—the pain is unavoidable except through self-defense. 
Statesmen do sometimes make threats or warnings of this noncoercive 
nature. At the time of the 2003 US invasion of Iraq, for instance, when asked 
what Washington wished Iran to learn from the war, a senior Bush adminis-
tration official replied, “Take a number.”11 Whether credible or not, this was a 
threat that lacked coercive assurance. Whether any behavior on the part of 
Iran could have avoided the punishment remained opaque. Starting from 
Thomas Schelling’s premise that one actually cannot communicate “stop or 
I’ll shoot” without implying, credibly or not, that “if you comply, I  won’t 
shoot” opens up the possibility of studying types of more or less assuring 
threats, conditions, strategies, and contexts rather than explicit statements.12
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An assurance is implied in all types of coercive threats—deterrent or 
compellent,13 punishment or denial14—because all mean to communicate a 
conditional prospect and present a choice to their target. Nevertheless, the 
empirical chapters of this book focus on compellence. It is the more difficult 
of coercive interactions in which to communicate credible assurance. Find-
ings about the effective communication of credible coercive assurance 
should be more likely to generalize beyond compellence. I return to deter-
rence in the conclusion.

Why Coercion Succeeds or Fails

Coercion succeeds if a target alters its behavior in accordance with the 
demands of a coercer. I call this compliance, concession, or acquiescence. 
A state that seeks a nuclear weapon but stops pursuing the bomb because it 
was threatened with punishment has just been the target of successful coer-
cion. It is fundamentally a counterfactual exercise—the state would not 
have complied in the absence of being threatened. Alternatively, coercion 
fails if a target chooses not to alter its behavior in the face of explicit threats. 
I call this defiance or noncompliance. A state that pursues nuclear weapons 
and continues to do so even after a coercer threatens to punish it for pursu-
ing the bomb has just been the target of failed coercion. It is the decision of 
the target that determines how the dependent variable is coded.

For the purposes of theorizing, a dichotomous distinction between coer-
cive success and coercive failure is helpfully parsimonious. In reality, tar-
gets of coercion have more than two options. They might make partial 
concessions, change their behavior a bit but not entirely, or negotiate a coer-
cive bargain to avoid pain.15 While I account for such detail in my cases, 
this theory chapter considers partial concessions to be successful coercion. 
The target changed its behavior. Failed coercion also collapses into one out-
come two types of defiance. Targets can defy coercive demands by ignoring 
them and continuing their behavior as planned, or they can defy by lashing 
out, escalating their undesirable behavior and otherwise confronting their 
coercers. Acquiring the bomb or going to war are two results of coercion 
failure in this book’s chapters, but defiance comes in many forms. With 
their backs against the wall, victims take risks. Cornered dogs bite. Outlaws 
become recidivists, thinking “they can only hang me once.” And many the-
ories seek to explain the sticking points of failed coercive bargaining.

coercive assurance among existing  
explanations for coercion outcomes

This section distinguishes four explanations for coercion failure: threat 
credibility, traditional commitment problems, demand magnitude, and 
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coercive assurance (see table 1.1). Each lens brings into focus different vari-
ables and therefore prescribes different solutions to improve the prospect of 
successful coercion.

Threat Credibility ​ Of all the reasons compellence can fail, one receives the 
most attention: insufficient threat credibility or severity. Consider figure 1.1 
as a simple model of a coercive interaction. A  coercer observes some 
behavior it does not like, and it chooses whether that stake is worth coercing 
over; if it is, the coercer issues a threat. The target then decides whether to 
defy or concede the stake. If the target concedes, there is peace. If it defies, 
the coercer may either carry out its threat or withhold punishment and 
back down, its bluff having been called.

Through this dominant lens, scholars and practitioners have for decades 
conceived of ways to bolster the credibility of threats. Coercers must first 
have the capability to inflict pain. A mugger without a gun plainly cannot 
credibly threaten to shoot. And even capable coercers must signal their 
interests over what is at stake to attempt to communicate their willingness 
to cause harm. A homeowner may be resolved to shoot trespassers on their 
own property but not on their neighbor’s property. Hence the international 
relations literature suggests several possible strategies of costly signaling or 
demonstrating resolve:16 when issuing threats leaders should try to tie their 
hands with strategies of commitment,17 make public threats that are harder 
to back down from,18 invoke their reputations in future crises,19 mobilize 
military forces to create sunk costs,20 or conduct military maneuvers to cre-
ate risks in a contest of brinkmanship.21 In a game of chicken, drivers can 
throw their steering wheel out the window, persuading their opponent to 
swerve. Military commanders have ordered their ships burned upon land-
ing, signaling to both their own soldiers and the enemy’s that they will 
conquer or die—there will be no retreat.22

A related proposition is that threatened punishments must be sufficiently 
severe to the target. Meager library fines may not compel some patrons to 
return their books. Rationally, for a target to comply, the cost of the punish-
ment should outweigh the benefit of defiance.

Table 1.1  Explanations for coercion failure

Threat 
credibility

Traditional 
commitment 

problems
Demand 

magnitude
Assurance 
credibility

Coercion will 
fail if . . .

threats are not 
perceived as 
credible or 
painful

concessions affect 
future relative 
power or 
reputation

demands are 
perceived 
as maximal

pain is perceived 
as unconditional
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Traditional Commitment Problems ​ A second approach iterates the simple 
model presented in figure 1.1 and blames coercion failures on the inability 
of states to commit to the terms of any bargain long into the future.23 
“Commitment problems” arise because coercers can return to the start of 
the decision tree in figure 1.1 and make new threats and new demands if 
something changes about the relationship between the coercer and target. 
The target’s relative power may have diminished as a result of its 
concessions—for example, when Czechoslovakia ceded the Sudetenland 
to Germany in 1938, it also surrendered its border fortifications. Or the 
target’s dependence on the coercer may have increased: after the Kingdom 
of Hawaii signed a trade agreement with the United States in 1876, its 
sugar cane industry became dependent upon American importers, and 
Washington used its new leverage in renewal negotiations to demand 
exclusive rights to Pearl Harbor.24 Or the target may have acquired 
through its concession a reputation for being a pushover. Weak states 
have fought doomed wars against stronger neighbors to preserve their 
reputations for not being appeasers, as in the 1939 Russo-Finnish Winter 
War.25

Demand Magnitude ​ Third, some place the blame for coercion failure on 
the magnitude of coercer demands. For example, demands for regime 
change ask too much.26 Targets do not commit suicide for fear of death. 
These are not commitment problems because defiance is not due to a lack of 
future certainty but to a lack of bargaining space. The target is unwilling to 
meet the coercer’s demands, even to avoid punishment. The coercer is not 
merely perceived to have greater aims—it has actually pursued them by 
making maximal demands.27

Coercer

Target

Coercer Punish Withhold 

Defy

Threat No threat

Concede

Figure 1.1.  The threat credibility model of coercion.
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Coercive Assurance ​ Finally, adding coercive assurance to the simple 
model of coercion (see figure 1.2) makes explicit the implied aftermath of 
concession and therefore the prospect of unconditional punishment. If a 
target concedes, the coercer again faces a choice of whether to punish or 
withhold. This may include decisions about whether to carry out threats of 
imminent military action, impose threatened economic sanctions, stop 
ongoing coercive military operations, or lift economic sanctions. Most 
importantly, targets know this and factor their expectations about the 
coercer’s behavior into their decision about whether to concede or defy in 
the first place. Compellence is a conditional relationship. The coercer and 
the target both have to understand that the coercer will only execute its 
threat if the target does not yield.

Hawkish policymakers sometimes imply a hypothesis about the suffi-
ciency of credible threats to successful coercion: Applying “maximum pres-
sure” can threaten the target so severely and credibly that it gives it no 
choice but to comply. You make it an offer it cannot refuse. In 1941 US oil 
sanctions wished to “slip a noose around Japan’s neck and give it a jerk 
now and then.”28 When coercion fails, these leaders lament, If only our 
threats had been more credible, if only we had squeezed the adversary a 
little harder, for a little longer, surely then they would have given in, when 
we had them on the ropes.

The scholarly canon accepts the logic of coercive assurance. By definition, 
“to be coercive, violence has to be .  .  . avoidable by accommodation,” 
Schelling wrote. “The pain and suffering have to appear contingent on his 
behavior; it is not alone the threat that is effective—the threat of pain or loss 
if he fails to comply—but the corresponding assurance, possibly an implicit 
one, that he can avoid the pain or loss if he does comply.”29

Coercer

Target

Coercer Punish Withhold Punish Withhold 

Defy

Threat No threat

Concede

Figure 1.2.  The coercion model with assurance.
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Yet theories of coercion can overlook much of the interesting variation in 
assurance credibility by assuming that a unitary actor with stable prefer-
ences would not punish its target after receiving compliance.30 Doing so 
would be gratuitous, many assume, since carrying out punishments is 
costly for the punisher too. It would follow that assurances are of uniform 
effect on the outcome of coercion. Thus, the credibility of threats is the criti-
cal variable in coercive bargaining—communicating more resolve should 
lead to more success.

That logic is flawed. Coercers are not fully in control of the dynamic pro-
cess of coercive bargaining, and uncertainty about control makes targets 
unsure about whether to concede. Scholars cannot, therefore, assume that 
coercive assurance is constant across cases while correlating variation in the 
credibility of threats to their success or failure. Even highly credible threats 
can fail when assurance is not credible.

The distinction of assurance as a specific type of commitment problem in 
coercion is important because it captures immediate concerns. Coercive 
assurance is driven by direct fears of unconditional punishment, not 
second-order consequences of conceding. As such, it can take precedence 
for targets. What is the point of protecting for the future my reputation for 
fighting if preserving it means that I am sure to lose what I value today? 
A satisfying explanation for seemingly irrational defiance must account for 
these expectations of inevitable pain.

It is also important to distinguish because remedies will vary. Tradition-
ally, proposed solutions to commitment problems aim to mitigate the con-
sequences of relative power or reputational changes. Barbara Walter argues, 
for instance, that third-party interveners can end civil wars by guarantee-
ing the security of each side in a settlement.31 In international politics, coer-
cers do not have the luxury of escaping anarchy, yet in asymmetrical 
coercion even weaker actors sometimes make concessions to coercers who 
remain stronger into the future. Another solution that Todd Sechser pre-
scribes for reputational sources of bargaining failure is that strong coercers 
offer side payments to weak targets.32 But bribes (carrots) do not address 
the sources of suspicion.

All of these different lenses—threat credibility and severity, assurance, 
commitment problems, and demand magnitude—differ in their hypothe-
sized sticking points of coercive bargaining. They prescribe different solu-
tions to coercion impasses. But pulling the wrong lever can open the gates 
to unnecessary violence.

moving the study of coercion away  
from threats

Scholars taking stock of the coercion literature, including Sechser, Kelly 
Greenhill, and Robert Art, have lamented that while assurance has been 
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taken as axiomatic in coercion, there is a dearth of research on how assur-
ance actually works—how it is interpreted or manipulated.33 There are at 
least two reasons for this relative emphasis on threat credibility in the study 
of coercion. First, during the Cold War, nuclear threats understandably cap-
tivated policymakers and the academy. Stable nuclear deterrence required 
that both sides believed that each was willing to use nuclear weapons and 
even in defense of allies—a tough sell. By Schelling’s own admission, his 
chapter “The Art of Commitment” in Arms and Influence focuses on threats 
alone. “This chapter is about the threats that are hard to make,” writes 
Schelling, “. . . the ones that commit a country to an action that it might in 
somebody’s judgment prefer not to take.”34 Work on hand-tying 
commitment-making, for Schelling and others he inspired, therefore 
focused on the pressing challenge of the day: reassuring allies of a US com-
mitment to their defense.35

The second reason for the emphasis on threat-making in the study of 
coercion is that most foundational work studied deterrence, not com-
pellence. Assurance is often a bigger challenge in compellence because 
the pain may have already started and one promises to stop, whereas 
in deterrence no action need yet have been taken by either side.36 As 
Schelling himself observed while defining the concept of compellence, 
“the threat that compels rather than deters often requires that the pun-
ishment be administered until the other acts, rather than if he acts. This 
is because often the only way to become committed to an action is to 
initiate it.”37 Deterrent threats are therefore somewhat more assuring 
than compellent threats because the coercer has not yet undertaken 
any action. In compellence, it is the threatener who must promise to 
stop.38

This threat-centric coercion paradigm has improved over time, espe-
cially as Sechser factored the prospect of future punishment into coer-
cive bargaining through the study of commitment problems, introduced 
above.39 Matthew Cebul, Allan Dafoe, and Nuno Monteiro find in sur-
vey experiments that a reputation for reneging on past bargains can 
hinder one’s assurances in future coercive diplomacy.40 James Davis 
applies prospect theory to discover the suitability of assurances to 
negotiate with adversaries in the realm of losses.41 Andrew Kydd and 
Roseanne McManus prescribe explicit assurances backed by audience 
costs in cases where war would result without them.42 And Tristan 
Volpe explains how potential nuclear proliferators compel by acquir-
ing just enough nuclear latency to credibly threaten to proliferate but 
not too much that it undermines their assurance to stop short of the 
bomb.43 Still, this important work leaves big puzzles unanswered. Why 
would coercers punish unconditionally, and why do targets fear that 
they will?
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The Assurance Dilemma

If assurance is a logical complement to threat-making, coercers should 
always attempt to provide assurance. But the reason assurance is so diffi-
cult to communicate in coercion is because of the inverse relationship 
between threat and assurance credibility. Demonstrating one’s benign 
intentions is somewhat contrary to the enterprise of threat-making. By 
sending assuring signals, a coercer may be counterproductively communi-
cating irresolution, fecklessness, or a tolerance for failure. Throwing the 
stick away, breaking the stick, or locking up the stick are all reasonable 
solutions to bolster an assurance that the stick will not be used, but how 
then will you still believe that I might use the stick?

This is the assurance dilemma in coercion. As states bolster the credibility 
of their threats, the credibility of their coercive assurance correspondingly 
diminishes. The relationship can be linear, as with relative power: the stron-
ger the coercer, the more credible its threats but the less constrained it is 
from hurting the target even after the target complies. The trade-off can 
also occur at inflection points, such as when states take actions to bolster 
the credibility of their threats but lose control over the decision to apply or 
withhold punishment. It is a dilemma that has been underappreciated as 
the study of credible threats and credible commitments have diverged, 
obscuring their interactions and the relationship between signals of resolve 
and commitment.44

The assurance dilemma is an extension to the realm of coercion of the 
fears that drive the security dilemma in international politics.45 To guard 
against the possibility of being suckered in a self-help world, international 
actors provide for their own defense and make worst-case assumptions 
about others’ intentions. Yet the security dilemma canon explains peace-
time relations and spirals of conflict, not the outcomes of coercion or the 
prospect of coercive assurance.46

Within the international relations canon, coercive assurance comple-
ments defensive and motivational realism, which argue that the pernicious 
effects of the security dilemma can be moderated.47 The intensity of the 
security dilemma depends on a state’s information about its adversary’s 
motives. Signals aim to convey this crucial information credibly, especially 
to prevent conflict by communicating benign intent. But when states still 
disagree about the status quo and wish to resolve disputes short of war, 
they can use compellence. In so doing, they typically demonstrate that they 
are not status quo powers and must convey their resolve to change the sta-
tus quo. The self-help fears of international anarchy are intensified between 
adversaries engaged in coercion. Coercers are not merely perceived to be 
threatening—they are actively menacing. And in this context of coercion, 
the need for reassurance of one’s intent becomes conditional.
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This section explains the sources of the assurance dilemma in coercion. It 
is always possible that a coercer is being insincere, and targets of coercion 
must guard against making concessions to an enemy bent on punishment. 
Yet even sincere coercers can sometimes apply unconditional punishments 
if they lose control.

explaining unconditional punishment:  
insincerity or entanglement

The Benefits of Insincerity ​ For at least two reasons, targets can fear that 
coercers are being insincere when they make threats. First, targets may fear 
that threat-makers are bent on brute force but covering their prelude to war 
with the trappings of coercion. It is difficult, for instance, to ascertain 
whether a state mobilizing military force to another state’s border is 
demonstrating resolve or preparing to invade. The window dressing of 
coercive diplomacy can disguise a mobilization and preserve operational 
surprise. Japan, for example, continued to send diplomats to negotiate with 
the United States in 1941 even after Tokyo had decided to go to war. 
Coercive diplomacy may also deflect blame in the eyes of third parties for 
ensuing violence—it was not me who was bent on aggression and caused 
the war but they who were intractable—or make violence appear more 
justified because it was a last resort after giving targets a chance to yield. 
Coercion is at least more acceptable as a tool for resolving disputes than 
warfare, and belligerents may wish to be seen attempting it. Targets must at 
minimum guard against duplicity and be wary of aggressors in coercer 
clothing.

Second, targets can fear that coercers will seek to predate. While it is 
costly to carry out unconditional punishments—both in terms of blood and 
treasure and to reputations as reliable assurers—coercers may perceive off-
setting benefits. Attacking a target who has already made concessions will 
further weaken it, a potentially desirable goal among adversaries. Or a 
coercer may have in mind future adversaries who are observing today’s 
interaction and wish to communicate to them that enemies do not go 
unpunished.48 Henry Kissinger made such an argument during the 1975 
crisis over the seizure of the SS Mayaguez when he called for air strikes even 
after securing the release of the forty crew members taken hostage by Cam-
bodia. “I think it is essential in situations of this kind to make clear that it is 
we who define the hazards,” he argued. “My recommendation is to do it 
[air strikes] ferociously.” Later, he declared that “we should not give the 
impression that we will stop.”49 Punishment, he thought, would be an 
example to other would-be hostage-takers.

Multiple Demands and Issue Entanglement ​ A related, rational reason for 
targets to fear unconditional punishment is found in the complexity of 
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bargaining over multiple issues. Coercers may make multiple demands of 
their targets: for example, to both abandon a nuclear weapons program and 
cease human rights abuses. If the target considers conceding to one demand, 
it may fear that it will have to bear the pain of the threat anyway over the 
other issue that it has not conceded. These demands have become entangled. 
Schelling himself identified in a footnote this impediment to credible 
assurance by observing that his children defied his wrath if they saw that 
he was “mad already.”50

Multiple issues are entangled if they are tied to the same threatened 
punishment(s). Disentangled issues are independently contingent on sepa-
rable threatened punishments (see figure 1.3). Unless multiple demands are 
clear and kept disentangled, each with its own discrete punishment, a tar-
get lacks the coercive assurance to make one concession.51 Applying sepa-
rable punishments to each demand removes a practical impediment to 
coercive assurance; punishments may now be withheld individually. More-
over, disentangling demands sends a signal of a coercer’s sincerity to strike 
a bargain. Disentanglement requires some change to existing policy, includ-
ing the prioritization of demands, and duplicitous coercers are less likely to 
spend the political capital necessary.

A selection effect makes this even more of a challenge: coercion is applied 
most often against rivals with whom coercers have many bones to pick. 
Organized interest groups may pressure leaders not to disentangle from 
others their preferred demands of adversaries. Moreover, new issues may 
also crash onto the scene as the global context shifts. For instance, in August 
2023 the United States and Iran reached an agreement to secure the release 
of five American detainees held in Iran. In exchange for their release, the 
United States would unfreeze $6 billion of Iranian oil revenue in South 
Korean bank accounts. The money would flow to Qatar, a third-party guar-
antor, who would oversee the release of the funds. In September the prison-
ers were released, and the money was transferred to Qatar. Before Iran 

Disentangled coercion

Punishment A

Punishment AOR

Issue A
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Issue A
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Issue A
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Punishment A

Punishment B

Entangled coercion

Figure 1.3.  Entangled versus disentangled coercion.
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accessed any of it, however, Hamas, the Iran-supported militant Palestinian 
organization in control of Gaza, launched a surprising and brutal rampage 
through southern Israel. A shocked Washington reversed course and leaned 
on Qatar to refreeze the money.

explaining unconditional punishment:  
losing coercive control

Another set of reasons why coercers might carry out their threats uncon-
ditionally I  call “losing coercive control.” Coercers do not always know 
their own future intentions, nor do they know the preferences of the actor(s) 
who in the future will be the ones deciding whether or not to punish their 
targets. And this is a difficult problem to overcome in the minds of targets. 
Even highly credible threats need to be paired with assurance that the 
coercer can control the decision over whether to punish or withhold 
punishment.

In the dynamic process of bringing pressure to bear on a target, coercers 
can lose control over two things: their coalitions (domestic or international) 
or themselves. As such, assurance credibility can diminish as coercers bol-
ster the credibility of their threats and undermine their own ability to 
decide whether and when to punish. The wise coercer’s goal is to convince 
their target that it is in control and will not lose control of the execution of 
its threats.

Losing Coalitional Control ​ Coercers have incentives to build coalitions, 
domestic or international, to augment the credibility and severity of their 
threats. Leaders may need to mobilize domestic opinion to back coercive 
strategies. They may logroll to aggregate the demands of multiple interest 
groups when writing sanctions legislation or authorizations to use military 
force. Or coercers may rally international coalitions to compel in concert, 
recruiting other states to join sanctions campaigns and choke off economic 
substitution, gathering votes in favor of multilateral resolutions, or 
preparing with allies for joint military action. In constructing these 
coalitions, coercers can lose control over the ability to withhold punishment 
on their own terms. Actors who oppose coercive bargaining with the target 
may also exist, absent efforts to mobilize them.

Targets will ask, In striking a bargain with you, will they punish me any-
way? Some coalition members may have greater demands of the target and 
be potential spoilers who are less assuring—they may punish despite a tar-
get’s compliance with other coercers’ demands.52 Those with smaller 
demands are partners who are more assuring—the costs of one actor reneg-
ing may be mitigated by the others not reneging. Consider this visually on 
a bargaining spectrum (see figure 1.4).53
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Coercer C’s demands of the target are greater than Coercer A’s demands. 
Coercer B’s demands are smaller than Coercer A’s demands. If the target 
concedes to the demands of Coercer A, Coercer B will go along with the 
agreement, but Coercer C may not. In fashioning coalitions of coercers, 
therefore, from the perspective of Coercer A, anyone to the right (closer to 
1) is a “partner” while anyone to the left (closer to 0) is a potential “spoiler.”

Domestically, multiple actors within a coercing state may be simultane-
ously empowered to impose punishments. In democracies multiple centers 
of power in a government may have authority over sanctions relief; legisla-
tures can include or not include authorities for the executive to waive sanc-
tions. The US Congress, for instance, restricted the president’s ability to lift 
sanctions imposed on Russia for 2016 election interference as part of the 
2017 Countering America’s Adversaries Through Sanctions Act 
(CAATSA).54 Or impending power transitions, such as elections, may raise 
the prospects of a new government reneging on a bargain. Scholars have 
often studied how domestic factors affect international signaling.55 Yet 
these domestic factors have focused on explaining variation in threat cred-
ibility. For example, “two-level games,”56 public approval for the use of 
force or casualty sensitivity,57 and debates among political parties within 
democracies can all convey information about resolve.58 This book high-
lights the domestic sources of coercive assurance credibility.59

Internationally, actors in a coalition have their own capabilities and inter-
ests.60 Theories of international coalitional coercion also typically address 
how having multiple coercers can either bolster or diminish threat credibil-
ity and bargaining leverage.61 This book helps to explain how fragmented 
coalitions can impede coercion.62 The British suffered such a lesson at the 
1757 surrender of Fort William Henry during the Seven Years’ War. British 
commanding officers responsible for the twenty-three-hundred-man garri-
son reached terms of surrender with French general Louis-Joseph de Mont-
calm and readied a retreat to nearby Fort Edward. Outside of the walls, 
however, British columns were harassed by France’s multitribal Native 
allies, resulting in dozens of casualties. The “massacre,” thereafter embel-
lished in British and then American lore,63 was later used to justify vicious 
retaliations against First Nations. But rather than a coordinated deception, 
the bloody morning of August 10, 1757, had been the result of a chaotic 
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Figure 1.4.  Spoilers and partners on a bargaining spectrum.
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disagreement between the French and their Native allies over the legiti-
macy of British surrender. Native warriors, who had canoed hundreds of 
miles to join the fight for no other compensation than the plunders of war, 
felt betrayed out of their earned spoils.64 “They could not fathom French 
behavior in wasting their victory and protecting their enemies from their 
allies,” writes the historian Ian Steele.65 During the British retreat, a chaotic 
scuffle culminated in short-lived but brutal violence after someone let loose 
a “dreaded war whoop that was an intertribal signal to attack.”66 The 
French lost control.

Targets prefer to know that they are bargaining with the right coercer(s). 
An assuring coercer thus takes action to distinguish itself from potential 
spoilers. Observable communication among coercers within a coalition 
may serve such a signaling function to targets. As both Robert Jervis and 
Schelling appreciated, “messages in a strategic dialogue are often best con-
veyed not by speaking directly to the adversary, but rather by speaking 
seriously to some serious audience and let[ting] him overhear.”67 Removing 
veto players from coercive bargaining communicates to the target that its 
coercers are not seeking a pretext for punishment. A  duplicitous coercer 
bent on punishment has less interest in managing spoilers whose interests 
overlap with its own and less desire to pay the costs to co-opt spoilers—for 
example, with bribery. Even if these spoilers are only temporarily sidelined 
until coercion succeeds—for instance, by being left out of secret bargaining—
their influence over the outcome is diminished. Bargains are more easily 
prevented than undone.

Losing Control of Oneself ​ Another pathway to losing control is internal to 
a single actor. A  coercer can lose control over its intention to withhold 
punishment if it learns new information from a target’s concessions. The 
target fears not wanton predation per se but that its concession itself might 
enable or equip its coercer to predate. Målfrid Braut-Hegghammer invokes 
a version of this dynamic as the “cheater’s dilemma,” whereby coming 
clean about past wrongdoing, even if one might wish to do so, would only 
intensify a coercer’s perception that one is hiding something.68 Thus, it is 
better to defy and say nothing at all.

Scholars tend to think of coercive assurance as mostly a problem of pri-
vate information: if only a coercer could convince a target that it intends to 
stick to its assurances, then the target would concede. Yet sometimes even 
coercers cannot know their own future preferences. They have private 
information from themselves. Coercers might learn from a concession 
about who the target is and what it is capable of, leading the coercer to con-
clude that it did not appropriately calibrate its initial demands. Information 
revealed through a target’s concessions can cycle back into the previously 
discussed mechanisms, prompting coercers to make additional demands or 
empowering spoilers within a coercer coalition. Revelations from target 
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concessions could also frustrate, enrage, or motivate the coercer, causing it 
to judge the target deceitful or the stake to be beyond a bargaining solution. 
Brute force, containment, or some other noncoercive solution could follow. 
If a target thinks that conceding will only increase the probability of its 
punishment and that compliance would be self-incrimination, it will defy.

To mitigate the prospect of a coercer’s change of heart, a target may wish 
to be sure that its concessions will not reveal new material information to 
the coercer. Thus, the credibility of coercive assurance will be affected by 
the degree of shared knowledge between coercer and target—who already 
knows what about whom. Coercers can share how much they know already 
and how little the target’s admission will alter their assessment of it. In an 
interrogation, for example, the guiding principle of a strategic subject is to 
only admit what the interrogators already know. But a criminal is more 
likely to bargain if investigators can prove that she will not be admitting to 
anything they do not already know. So, it is important for coercers to know 
what they are asking for. “We already know” is assuring for those who fear 
admitting guilt by conceding.

In sum, assurance is difficult because coercers may punish uncondition-
ally for rational and nonrational reasons. Targets must guard against insin-
cere coercers, yet even for sincere coercers there are constraints to assuring. 
They face a dilemma that trades off threat and assurance credibility. Coerc-
ers can make multiple entangled demands of their targets, and they can 
lose control of domestic and international coalitions with varying interests. 
They may also update their own will to punish upon learning new infor-
mation about their target. Coercion theory, with its myopic focus on threat 
credibility, tends to overlook the fact that targets fear these impediments to 
credible coercive assurance.

targets and the concession gamble

Faced with threats, targets of coercion must make a choice about whether 
to concede. Accordingly, they evaluate several variables: the value of the 
stake and their interests in it, the credibility and value of any carrots prom-
ised, the credibility of the threats, the severity of the punishment for defi-
ance, and, importantly, the probability that they will be punished anyway.

A target’s coercive assurance fears can also vary in their time horizons—
that is, it can have short- or long-term fears.69 A  chance of the coercer 
immediately reneging, whereby the coercer’s punishments are imposed 
even after the target concedes, bears on whether the pain is avoidable at 
all. However, a chance of future reneging, whereby coercers later change 
their minds, bears on both the likelihood of a coercive bargain today and 
its durability. Consider the coercive tool of economic sanctions, for 
instance. Sanctioned governments that consider making concessions in 
exchange for economic relief must consider two possibilities. First, their 
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coercer may not actually lift sanctions even after their concessions—a 
short-term commitment problem. Second, even coercers who lift sanctions 
upon receiving compliance can renege in the future and reimpose 
sanctions—a long-term commitment problem. Both matter to targets, yet 
the former is of primary concern. If the short-term problem is mitigated 
but not the long-term one, it still may be possible to reach a coercive bar-
gain.70 If the short-term fears are not mitigated, however, it does not matter 
whether the long-term assurance fears are addressed. The targets would 
have little incentive to acquiesce.

The assurance dilemma recognizes that there is always some probability 
that the coercer will renege and impose costs after compliance, but this 
chance must be low enough for the target to calculate that compliance is 
worth the risk.71 Leaders of strong states cannot make perfectly credible 
commitments never to punish another state in the future. But sometimes 
target leaders do think them credible enough to take a concession gamble. 
As the severity of the threat increases, targets are willing to bear more risk 
to avoid it. But some coercive assurance is always necessary as targets do 
not make concessions if they believe that they will in fact be punished 
anyway.

Targets of coercion are primed to look for signals of coercive assurance. 
Too often coercion scholarship unnecessarily emphasizes the choices of the 
sender over the receiver. As Diego Gambetta writes, in a standard model 
the signaler chooses to send a signal, “but in a richer model the receiver 
herself when in doubt initiates the communicative exchange by probing 
and asking for further signals.”72 Costly signals may be preferred and can 
convey useful information if they are inconsistent with the expected behav-
ior of a deceiver.73 Yet even cheap signals can matter. While tying one’s 
hands can make promises more believable, making promises without tying 
one’s hands can still induce more cooperation than making no promises at 
all.74 Targets are risk evaluators looking for a way out. Concession is a gam-
ble. Some bets are better than others.

Nuclear Counterproliferation Cases

To investigate the assurance dilemma, I look to a universe of cases that is 
substantively important, in which adversaries make a range of compellent 
threats over similarly high stakes and in which there is sufficient available 
evidence to adjudicate my explanations versus alternatives. These criteria 
fit the tumultuous history of coercive bargaining over nuclear weapons 
programs.

There is important variation in the outcome of coercion over nuclear 
weapons programs. Many more states have pursued nuclear weapons than 
have acquired them, some ending their pursuit at an acceptable level of 
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nuclear “latency” as a hedge to leave open future decisions. And while not 
all cases of nonproliferation success can be attributed to coercion, more can 
than scholars used to recognize. Nonproliferation is often, in fact, a process 
of coercive bargaining over how much nuclear capability coercers are will-
ing to accept from potential proliferators. Sometimes target states accede to 
coercer demands in formal agreements. Other times they do so tacitly. Still 
other times they defy.

Each case study is really a two-stage investigation. The first stage is prob-
ing whether and when targets perceived coercive assurance to be credible 
and what coercer behavior affected those perceptions (or did not). The sec-
ond is investigating the ultimate dependent variable—the success or failure 
of coercion—and whether coercive assurance was a necessary cause of suc-
cess. In terms of external validity, coercive nonproliferation cases margin-
ally privilege the first stage over the second. Confident in the logic of 
coercive assurance and while still tracing its necessity to coercive bargains, 
I seek to validate manipulable contributors to coercive assurance credibility 
and their relationship to threats within the assurance dilemma.

For many reasons, coercive assurance should be difficult to communicate 
credibly in episodes of coercive counterproliferation. Strategies that bolster 
their credibility are therefore more likely to generalize beyond the universe. 
First, the cases focus on compellence. Deterring a nuclear program from 
starting is easier than stopping one underway.75 One reason is that compel-
lence puts the initiative of action on the coercer, who must make the first 
move. The pain may have already begun and the coercer must pledge to 
stop it, whereas in deterrence no action has yet been taken by either side. 
Once an action has been taken, it is difficult to convince a target that it will 
stop.76

Second, these are generally cases in which coercers possess an asymmet-
rical advantage in relative power, which should impede the communica-
tion of credible assurance. Targets fear that stronger coercers will renege on 
their pledges not to punish because they can, and if they do, the weaker 
target may have little recourse. Threats between symmetrical powers 
should be more assuring because one party can punish the other for duplic-
ity. In other words, their coercive bargains are mutually renegable. Assur-
ance in asymmetrical coercion is more puzzling.

Third, each case of counterproliferation is of high stakes for the states 
involved. Targets care deeply about the outcome, mainly because it bears so 
greatly on their own security. If concessions affect the relative power 
between coercer and target, commitment problems are acute.77 Credible 
coercive assurance should be more difficult to communicate if the target is 
being asked to renounce pursuit of a security asset, such as a nuclear weap-
ons program. For the same reason, we might also expect this universe of 
cases to bias in favor of finding evidence that the magnitude of demands 
was a sticking point for coercive bargaining.
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We should further expect that only the most determined proliferators 
select into the universe of cases because states calculate ahead of time that 
they are willing to run the risks of proliferating.78 Coercers also decide to 
counter some programs and not others, thus we might expect coercers to 
attempt to compel only those targets whose compliance they deem to be 
possible. But because the consequences are so grave, there are few cases of 
proliferators who have not been challenged on their path to the bomb.79 
Moreover, the tool kit that coercers use to prevent proliferation is vast, and 
they devote significant resources to proliferation intelligence collection, 
offering data to calibrate their demands and threats.

Finally, the counterproliferation universe is useful for case studies and 
process tracing because there is ample evidence available. As better evi-
dence emerges from archives, nuclear scholars have begun to show just 
how coercive and secretive enforcement of the nonproliferation regime has 
been historically—private threats, secret deals, winks and nods.80 This fol-
lows a turn in the literature away from drivers of proliferation toward the 
process of proliferation81—decisions that states make along the way to the 
bomb82—and counterproliferation—why states attack nuclear programs,83 
when economic sanctions impede proliferation,84 and how nuclear patrons 
coerce allies.85 This book thus adds to our understanding of the strategic 
interactions of proliferators and counterproliferators,86 including highlight-
ing important dynamics of the coercive enforcement of the nonproliferation 
regime.87

For all the empirical progress on the dynamics and frequency of coercive 
counterproliferation, there remains a bigger and bigger puzzle in the study 
of nuclear politics: why is coercion ever successful in stemming nuclear 
proliferation? In a domain where violators are highly motivated by intense 
security fears and coercers are relatively strong (an impediment to coer-
cion), it should be quite difficult to persuade a proliferator to abandon its 
pursuit of security via a nuclear ace. Yet, in reviewing this history, I esti-
mate that compellent counterproliferation attempts have succeeded uncom-
monly often. This is in part due to the creativity coercers have shown in 
their strategies of coercive assurance.

Consider the full universe of proliferation cases (n = 34).88 Of these prolif-
erators, fourteen were targets of economic or military counterproliferation 
threats in a total of twenty-one attempts (see table 1.2).89 (The same prolif-
erator may account for multiple episodes of coercive counterproliferation if 
an earlier bargain broke down and renewed coercion began again or if mul-
tiple coercers attempted uncoordinated coercive efforts.) As table 1.2 shows, 
counterproliferators have successfully struck coercive bargains in fifteen 
out of twenty-one attempts.90 Consistent with a strict but inclusive defini-
tion of “coercive success”—changing the behavior of a target to get it to do 
something it otherwise would not have done—I count any kind of conces-
sion. Examples may include closing and not replacing a facility, canceling a 
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contract to purchase technology, surrendering equipment, or submitting to 
inspections. Some of these concessions may have proven to be temporary 
and others permanent, but all were nuclear concessions made during epi-
sodes of coercion. Moreover, proliferators who concede to coercive pressure 
may maintain some nuclear knowhow, even an intent to hedge for the 
future. Retreating from pursuit of a nuclear weapon to hedging with 
nuclear expertise or latency is still a concession. The proliferator has 
decided after all not to develop nuclear weapons today, and that is a behav-
ioral change. I do not, however, count as a coercive bargain an effort to hide 
an ongoing nuclear weapons program in response to coercion. The prolif-
erator’s tactics may have changed while its policy has not.

The table shows a surprising 71 percent success rate. Counting cases of 
likely deterrent successes of just the prospect of economic sanctions (in 
Australia and Egypt) would put the figure even higher (74 percent).91 And 
even including as “failures” cases where coercive confrontation was con-
sidered but rejected (Soviet Union, France, China, India) or cases met with 
covert brute force instead of coercion (Syria 2007), the success rate remains 
above 50 percent—well above the baseline of 35 percent average coercive 

Table 1.2  Coercive counterproliferation attempts

Counterproliferator(s) Proliferator Concession dates

US Israel Nonea

Egypt Israel Noneb

US West Germany 1969–
US Taiwan 1976–81
US Taiwan 1988–
US South Korea 1981–
Israel Iraq Noneb

US Pakistan None
USSR, US, France, UK South Africa 1977
US South Africa 1989–
US Algeria 1992–
US, Russia Kazakhstan 1992–
US, Russia Belarus 1992–
US, UK, Russia Ukraine 1994–
US Iraq 1991–b, c

China, Russia, US, South Korea North Korea 1994–2003
US, UK Libya 2003–
EU3 Iran 2003–5
Six Party / US, South Korea North Korea None
P5+1, EU Iran 2015–18
P5+1, EU Iran None yet

a Nuclear testing bargain not counted.
b Brute force used.
c Iraq conceded to coercion in 1991, but it was arguably not a true “bargain” because its primary 
coercer, the United States, did not accept that Iraq had actually made concessions. I do not 
consider in this table subsequent efforts to coerce compliance with inspectors and transparency 
from Iraq about its concessions. See chapter 3.
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success rates across other domains.92 This success rate alone is not evidence 
for or against the assurance dilemma. I rely on the historical record only for 
case selection.

We also ought to consider an assurance selection effect in the historical 
record. It should be empirically rare to observe cases of reneged assurance 
after a coercive bargain is struck. Coercers that cannot credibly communi-
cate coercive assurance will not successfully compel their targets to make 
concessions in the first place. Thus, unconditional punishments are feared 
by targets but uncommonly observed in practice. And yet we observe such 
examples in the nuclear space. Libya, Iran, Ukraine, and by some accounts 
Iraq have all been victims of reneged coercive assurances. Were these states 
wrong to believe that punishments would be lifted or prevented? Why did 
they believe it?

Moreover, cases of counterproliferation are not independent. New prolif-
erators learn from the old; coercive enforcers can adapt their strategies. 
More broadly, therefore, why is coercion so common in the nonproliferation 
regime if there are such high-profile cases of reneging by coercers? Why are 
assurances ever believed? The nuclear literature has left many puzzles per-
taining to the assurance dilemma.

case selection within the  
nonproliferation universe

Given the small universe of cases and the need to parse alternative mech-
anisms, I turn to process tracing. This approach embraces what Elizabeth 
Saunders identifies in a review of the proliferation literature as “the con-
tinuing essential role of qualitative evidence .  .  . requir[ing] scholars to 
delve into leaders’ beliefs and restricted domestic-political debates that are 
difficult to penetrate except through careful process tracing, often through 
primary documents or interviews.”93 The approach is also motivated by the 
foundational role of theory as a lens through which scholars can bring 
important aspects of historical cases into focus. John Mearsheimer calls the-
ory a “powerful flashlight in a dark room” without which you would miss 
what is important to see.94 In this book I use the assurance dilemma as a 
new lens to revisit cases and bring into focus new evidence that scholars 
may have overlooked with existing illumination techniques. As it turns out, 
coercers in the nonproliferation domain have demonstrated much innova-
tion in their strategies of coercive assurance.

The ideal case study to test theory and mechanisms is one in which the 
proliferator had a concerted weapons program, was pressured to end it and 
permit inspections, and subsequently chose to come into compliance with 
the nonproliferation regime. At best, evidence should be available from the 
archives of the proliferator to reveal their intentions, perceptions, and 
assessments of coercion. A  focus on targets is, borrowing John Lewis 
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Gaddis’s parlance, an attempt to see “the hidden side of the moon” of coer-
cive interactions that analysts so often only see from one perspective.95 
A lack of evidence on target perceptions has been identified as an all-too-
common hindrance to the study of coercion.96

Coercive bargaining over the nuclear programs of South Africa, Iraq, 
Libya, and Iran meets these criteria. These are substantively important 
cases. South Africa is the only country known to have built and then dis-
mantled a nuclear arsenal in its entirety. Iraq’s Saddam Hussein frustrated 
his coercers by vacillating between compliance and defiance on nuclear 
matters. Muammar Qaddafi negotiated away Libya’s nuclear program in 
2003 only to be toppled in 2011 by rebels backed by the United States and 
its North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) allies. Iran struck a coercive 
bargain to limit its nuclear program in 2015. But the deal unraveled in 2018 
when the United States withdrew, leading to perpetual uncertainty about 
Iran’s nuclear future. No definitive history of the Iran deal has yet been 
written.

These cases also complement each other in important ways that bolster 
the external validity of findings. First, Iraq, Libya, and Iran are enemies 
with their coercers, while South Africa was friendly with its coercer. Sec-
ond, at least one primary coercer in each case is held constant (the United 
States), which is suitable given the substantive import of the United States 
as an international coercer and its core role in enforcing the nonprolifera-
tion regime.97 Third, the tools of coercion also vary: sanctions against South 
Africa versus sanctions and threats of force against Iraq, Libya, and Iran. 
Fourth, the proliferator nuclear programs vary in their sophistication. Iran 
can produce large quantities of fissile material, while South Africa actually 
succeeded in assembling an arsenal. Libya’s nuclear program was far less 
sophisticated and struggled to make technical breakthroughs. Existing 
coercion theories expect a proliferator with an advanced program to be 
harder to compel than a state struggling to produce fissile material or 
weapon designs.98 We would want to know whether a proliferator with less 
to lose can be compelled into concessions without credible assurance.

within case variation

These cases also capture variation on the dependent variable—success or 
failure of coercion—across and within cases. I  emphasize in my analysis 
within-case variation to explain both the occurrence and, crucially, the tim-
ing of nonproliferation bargains.99 Each case contains over time instances of 
coercive failure as well as instances of coercive success. Partial success is 
also possible when targets retreated in the face of pressure but did not actu-
ally abandon their nuclear programs.100 These variations in outcomes pro-
vide greater confidence that in each case there was bargaining space, yet it 
took some determined coercive diplomacy to find it. Within each chapter, 
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I  show that coercion failures usually did not merely reflect a lack of bar-
gaining space.

The goals of this book are to estimate the effect of coercive assurance 
credibility on the outcome of coercion and interpret the causes of such cred-
ibility. Credibility is measured in the eye of the beholder. It is a perception. 
In cases of coercion, credibility is the target state’s expectation about 
whether the coercer’s deeds will match its words and signals. A threat is 
credible, regardless of the true intentions of the coercer, if the target expects 
the coercer to follow through on it under the specified circumstances. 
A threat is not credible if the target believes the threat to be empty. Like-
wise, coercive assurance is credible if the target expects that its concessions 
will reliably lead to no punishment. Coercive assurance is not credible if a 
target expects to be punished even if it concedes.

Thus, each case study traces the process of coercive bargaining, relying as 
much as possible on primary documents and interviews with policymaker 
participants. Some of my novel archival evidence comes from documents in 
the IAEA archives. As an international institution, the IAEA is a crucial 
interlocutor for coercive bargaining between the international community 
and potential proliferators. While the IAEA strives to maintain an apolitical 
stance, the information revealed through IAEA inspection is anything but 
apolitical.101 Good evidence also comes from the archives of South Africa’s 
apartheid government and the captured recordings of Saddam Hussein’s 
meetings with his advisers in the Iraqi government. The writings and recol-
lections of policymakers fill the gaps.

Measurements are best taken at key decision points in a target’s internal 
decision-making about its nuclear program. Targets of compellence are not 
always consumed each and every day by the actions of their coercer; rather, 
they reevaluate their strategies in the face of compellence when there is 
new information to consider. At a moment when a target’s leadership sat 
down to debate what to do in response to compellence, I  endeavor to 
observe their perceptions of both threat and assurance credibility. If conces-
sions come after the perception of credible threats alone, coercive assurance 
would be found to be a less necessary component of successful coercion. 
But if target perceptions of severe and credible threats are not associated 
with concessions, they are insufficient and something is missing from the 
formula for successful coercion. The necessity of credible assurance is 
affirmed by a change in the perception of credibly conditional threats pre-
ceding target concessions.

In each chapter, a table summarizes in given years the credibility of 
threats and coercive assurance. These are relative measures within each 
case. Credibility is a spectrum, but I code variation in three categories: low, 
medium, and high.102 Speech evidence from primary sources about target 
perceptions is the preferred basis for coding, triangulated with changes in 
coercer strategy.103
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The most important decision point is a moment when the target decided 
to concede to coercion. Acquiescence requires a target to adjust its behavior 
to conform to the demands of a coercer. When there is a moment of acquies-
cence, I am interested in target perceptions of credible threats, assurance, or 
both, and why. I am also interested in the counterfactual of how that target 
would have responded to coercion in the absence of credible assurance. 
I estimate this counterfactual by looking at key moments prior to decisions 
to concede. This approach exploits within-case variation. In other words, 
the counterfactual case that is “most similar” to a target that chooses to con-
cede is, in fact, itself, at a moment before it chose to concede.104

Process tracing through the lens of the assurance dilemma illuminates 
new aspects of coercive nonproliferation cases. In each chapter I contrast 
my findings with conventional wisdoms and consider case-specific alterna-
tive explanations.

In this chapter I have defined the assurance dilemma in coercion and teed 
up the empirical chapters to come. Coercion cannot succeed without the 
contingent promise of withheld punishment: coercive assurance. But coerc-
ers face an assurance dilemma, whereby their efforts to bolster the credibil-
ity of their threats undermine the credibility of their coercive assurance. 
Targets have reason to fear that their coercers are being insincere and intend 
unconditional punishment. And even sincere coercers can be stymied by 
losing control over the application of punishment. Targets can be suspi-
cious of entangled demands, spoilers, and revealing novel information 
through their concessions. Each of these potential assurance failings 
detailed in this chapter are logically distinct. However, they overlap in the 
real world and may interact in ways that magnify the problem of assurance. 
In practice the assurance dilemma is a difficult challenge. Three types of 
signals, tracked throughout this book, aim to bolster the credibility of coer-
cive assurance: disentangling demands, managing spoilers, and sharing 
knowledge.

Chapters 2, 3, 4, and 5 present the cases of South Africa, Iraq, Libya, and 
Iran, respectively. Each case highlights how the lens of the assurance 
dilemma illuminates the most consequential strategic interactions of prolif-
erators and counterproliferators. Leaders defied credible threats if they 
expected to be punished anyway. Perceptions of assurance could tip the 
outcome of coercion. Coercers who grappled with the hard problems of the 
assurance dilemma were more likely to strike coercive bargains.
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chapter 2

“I at Least Want to Be Guilty”

Coercing South Africa into a Corner

This chapter explains the South African apartheid regime’s decision-
making about its nuclear program when it was subject to coercive pressure 
from the international community. From 1975 onward, the United States 
and others sought with varying intensity to compel South Africa to sign 
the NPT and submit all of its nuclear facilities to comprehensive safe-
guards. Save for Pretoria’s decision to back down from a “cold” nuclear 
test in 1977, the effort failed. South Africa defied coercive demands and 
built six nuclear bombs. In 1989 the government dismantled its nuclear 
weapons ahead of the impending end of apartheid rule, and South Africa 
became the only country to have manufactured and fully destroyed a 
nuclear arsenal.

The assurance dilemma proves a powerful lens when passed over the 
South African case. South African leaders defied compellent demands 
because they perceived a lack of credible coercive assurance, not because 
they perceived compellent threats to be insufficiently credible or painful 
(see table 2.1). A short-lived bargain in 1977 came about through a strategy 
of sharing knowledge gathered through intelligence collection, but it was 
rapidly undermined by the perception of coercers’ entanglement of nuclear 
and antiapartheid demands linked to economic sanctions. An opportunity 
to disentangle the two issues in Washington was thwarted by the US Con-
gress acting as a spoiler. Coercers struggled with the assurance dilemma as 
South African leaders perceived coercive punishments to be credible and 
severe but chose to defy because they did not think that they could avoid 
pain by signing the NPT. I show this by examining three critical junctures in 
Pretoria’s nuclear decision-making about how to respond to international 
pressure: in August and September 1977, September 1985, and 1986–88. 
Finally, examining South Africa’s ultimate decision in 1989 to disarm ahead 
of the end of apartheid reveals the importance of information management 
to a target fearful of admitting its guilt. It does not, however, overturn 
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conventional wisdom on the proximate cause of South Africa’s nuclear dis-
armament: the end of apartheid.

This chapter relies on primary documents from the South African gov-
ernment and the IAEA to explain South African behavior. The IAEA was a 
crucial interlocutor for coercive bargaining between the international com-
munity and Pretoria. To give in to IAEA demands was often to give in to US 
demands. I supplement these documents with the recollections and writ-
ings of South African policymakers, military leaders, and nuclear 
 scientists—Prime Minister John Vorster, Minister of Defense and later 
Prime Minister and then President P. W. Botha, Minister of Foreign Affairs 
R. F. “Pik” Botha, President F. W. de Klerk, and scientists and engineers 
such as Andre Buys, Nic von Wielligh, and Waldo Stumpf. It is essential to 
understand their own perceptions of the credibility of coercive threats and 
assurances, even with selective memory in their reporting.

Improving Existing Explanations

Established accounts provide good evidence for the security drivers of pro-
liferation in South Africa and the end of apartheid as the cause of its nuclear 
dismantlement. Governed by a small circle of “securocrats” who were 
hypersensitive to the minority ruling class’s internal and external security 
threats,1 the former Dutch and British colony was acutely fearful of the 
Soviet Union and its regional proxies in Africa. Its fortunes in the war in 
Angola soured with the loss of Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) backing 
in 1975 and the sudden arrival of Cuban forces. Its regional security situa-
tion remained fraught throughout the 1980s.2 With no security patron, Pre-
toria sought a nuclear insurance policy that saw it through the rest of the 
terrifying Cold War. These security drivers explain South Africa’s nuclear 
acquisition.

Furthermore, at the end of the Cold War, South Africa disarmed because 
of a unique confluence of factors, chief among them the end of apartheid 

Table 2.1 South Africa

Date Concessions
Threat 

credibility
Threat 

severity
Assurance 
credibility

Consistent with 
assurance 
dilemma?

1977 Partial High Low Medium 
1985 No High High Low 
1986–88 No High High Low 
1989–93 Yes High High High ~a

a While the assurance dilemma is not invalidated, South Africa gave up its nuclear arsenal and 
signed the NPT for reasons largely unrelated to coercive assurance.
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rule and a transition to democratic government. The December 1988 Braz-
zaville Protocol (a.k.a. the New York Accords) saw to the withdrawal of 
Cuban forces.3 The subsequent collapse of the Soviet Union was a signifi-
cant boon to South Africa’s security and reduced its need for a nuclear 
deterrent. Most importantly, President De Klerk saw the writing on the wall 
for South Africa’s apartheid government, the ire for which was only grow-
ing because of a transnational human rights campaign of naming and 
shaming.4 In anticipation of a transition to democratic government and 
Black majority rule, racist South African leaders dismantled their nuclear 
arsenal rather than hand it over to the African National Congress (ANC) 
and Nelson Mandela.5 Other factors included De Klerk’s personal moral 
aversion to nuclear weapons and the disintegration of bureaucratic or 
technical-scientific consensus in support of an expensive nuclear program 
in the late 1980s.6

These established accounts emphasize the lens of threat credibility in the 
history of apartheid South Africa’s defiance of coercive counterprolifera-
tion.7 Its intense demand for nuclear protection made Pretoria resistant to 
external pressure, the argument goes, and that it was an anticommunist 
bulwark in Africa was enough to water down opposition to its nuclear pro-
liferation. Neither of these factors is sufficient to answer the key questions 
of coercion at the heart of this case: Why did South Africa not give in to 
pressure to sign the NPT? Why did coercion fail for so long?

This chapter begins by reaching back to the origins of South Africa’s 
nuclear program and motivation to acquire the bomb. It then describes the 
start of coercion against Pretoria and how it began to perceive the entangle-
ment of two issues—nuclear proliferation and apartheid. The chapter sub-
sequently examines the Kalahari crisis of 1977 and South Africa’s 
construction of nuclear weapons, explains South Africa’s decision-making 
when sanctions were hurting in the 1980s, and reviews its negotiations with 
the IAEA about safeguards. The chapter concludes with an explanation of 
South Africa’s decision to dismantle the arsenal in 1989 and the tacit collu-
sion that followed.

South Africa's Nuclear Program

nuclear ambitions

South Africa joined the ranks of capable nuclear states quickly.8 Upon 
discovering abundant natural uranium deposits, it established an Atomic 
Energy Board (AEB) in 1948. The country developed into a major uranium 
producer after it signed purchasing agreements with the United States and 
the United Kingdom in 1950.9 At the time the US and the UK thought 
uranium was scarce and that they needed to secure their access.
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The United States and South Africa subsequently signed a nuclear coop-
eration agreement in 1957 as part of the Atoms for Peace program.10 Under 
the deal, the United States supplied South Africa with a research reactor, 
Safari-1, safeguarded since 1965. The sharing arrangement did not set any 
coercive red lines on South African nuclear ambitions. Later, however, 
South Africa refused to sign the NPT, and the US nuclear fuel supply 
proved to be a source of leverage. Nuclear research also began at the Pelind-
aba Nuclear Research Center in 1961, overseen by South Africa’s AEB.11

South Africa began a secret effort to develop an indigenous uranium-
enrichment capacity in the 1960s. By 1967 South African scientists at the 
Pelindaba Nuclear Research Center had tested at laboratory scale a vortex-
tube method for uranium enrichment.12 The process was soon expanded to 
a pilot enrichment facility called the Y-plant. The first stage of the enrich-
ment cascade was completed by the end of 1974, and the whole cascade 
was operational by March 1977.13 Set up right next to Pelindaba, the Y-plant 
was built in a location aptly named Valindaba, a compound Sotho word 
meaning “we don’t talk about this.”14

For some time, the indigenous enrichment capability was merely moti-
vated by economic factors—a desire to exploit the commercial potential of 
South Africa’s abundant uranium deposits. Soon, the enrichment capacity 
became a clear hedge and then more.

Prime Minister John Vorster made the political decision to explore nuclear 
weapons technology in 1969 when he established through the AEB a com-
mittee to investigate the feasibility of building “peaceful nuclear explo-
sives” (PNEs) for mining applications.15 In March 1971 Carl de Wet, the 
minister of mines, approved the committee’s recommendations to develop 
PNEs.16 Then, in 1974 Vorster seamlessly shifted the objectives of this 
research from PNEs to a nuclear deterrent,17 at the same time approving a 
plan to develop a nuclear test site in the Kalahari Desert.18

a deteriorating regional security situation

What motivated South Africa to pursue nuclear weapons? In the mid-
1970s South Africa faced a deteriorating regional security situation. Mozam-
bique and Angola won independence from Portugal in 1975, and Pretoria 
watched as white colonists fled. The Soviet Union moved to fill the vacuum 
left by Portugal, and Black African nationalism expanded as minority rule 
ended in Southern Rhodesia (which became Zimbabwe) and put pressure 
on South African–controlled Namibia.

With the clandestine backing of the United States under President Gerald 
Ford, South Africa intervened against rebels in the Angolan Civil War in 
October 1975. When the secret US aid was exposed, however, the US, at the 
behest of Congress, withdrew its support.19 Cuba took advantage and sent 
troops to Angola to support the rebels. (Cuban military advisers had 



chapter 2

36

already been involved in the conflict.) Soon Soviet weapons and logistical 
support followed. A lonely South Africa found itself with multiple enemies 
and few friends.20 On March 27, 1975, P. W. Botha announced that the 
defense budget would increase by 36 percent, accounting for a total of 20 
percent of the overall national budget.21 Nuclear weapons took their place 
within this strategic picture.22 During this time, South Africa also began to 
face the opprobrium of the international community.

Hydra-Headed Compellence over Apartheid and the NPT

White minority–ruled South Africa had institutionalized the separation of 
races after the surprise election of the National Party in 1948. Under the 
guise of equal development, the brutal policies of apartheid, meaning 
“apartness,” required South Africans to register their ethnicities with the 
government, prohibited intermarriage and socialization, and forcibly 
removed “black,” “colored,” and “Indian” populations from white areas, 
among other iniquities. The descendants of European (mostly Dutch) set-
tlers championed the racist policies as a method of preserving their 
Afrikaner identity.23

For a long time, the United States did not take action to oppose apart-
heid. It served US interests that South Africa’s proapartheid National Party 
was fiercely anticommunist. When the government in Pretoria banned the 
ANC and the Pan Africanist Congress opposition parties from political par-
ticipation in 1960 and imprisoned their leaders in 1963, the John F. Kennedy 
administration vetoed punitive United Nations (UN) resolutions and sup-
ported only a voluntary arms embargo against South Africa.24

Coercers came down harder in the 1970s. International coordination to 
condemn Pretoria for apartheid began in the UN. On October 24, 1970, the 
UN General Assembly (UNGA) passed Resolution 2627, calling apartheid 
“a crime against the conscience and dignity of mankind”; on October 5, 
1973, it rejected the South African delegation’s credentials; on November 
28, 1973, Arab states imposed oil sanctions on South Africa; and on Novem-
ber 30, 1973, the UNGA ratified the International Convention on the Sup-
pression and Punishment of the Crime of Apartheid in Resolution 3068.25 
An October 1974 motion to remove South Africa from the UN failed only 
because it was vetoed by the United States, France, and the United King-
dom, who while vetoing finally made clear their opposition to apartheid 
and expressed their desire that continued membership in the UN would 
result in changes to the state.26

At this time, too, coercers began to be warier of South Africa’s nuclear 
intentions. Pretoria refused to sign the newly in force NPT and continued to 
make progress on enrichment technology. Observers feared that little could 
stop them from indigenously enriching uranium to weapons grade.
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The United States began to engage in compellence against South Africa 
in 1975. There had been no mention of nuclear weapons or an end to US 
nuclear cooperation when the Kennedy administration took the half mea-
sure of supporting a voluntary arms embargo in 1963.27 But in 1975 and 
1976 the Ford administration imposed sanctions and discontinued the sup-
ply of fuel for the Safari-1 reactor, even refusing to reimburse South Africa 
its payments for the fuel.28 These punishments were not yet severe but 
would grow over time. South Africa thus became the world’s first target of 
US nonproliferation-related sanctions in 1975.29

Compellent demands to end apartheid also intensified in 1976 after a 
brutal state crackdown on the Soweto riots drew international public out-
rage.30 The Jimmy Carter administration accelerated US compellent efforts. 
In a January 1977 meeting with Pik Botha, then the South African ambas-
sador to the United States, US national security adviser Zbigniew Brzezin-
ski warned that “the U.S. will never intervene in the conflict on the side of a 
white minority government, even if communists were involved.”31 Carter 
further labeled apartheid “a threat to international peace and security” in 
an October 25, 1977, speech and subsequently backed mandatory UN arms 
sanctions.32 The UN Security Council (UNSC) voted in favor of this binding 
arms embargo on November 4.

South Africa was also voted off the IAEA board of governors in 1977.33 
On September 28, 1976, the IAEA general conference had formally 
requested that the board of governors consider the removal of South 
Africa from its seat on the board representing the region of Africa. And 
the IAEA board of governors took up the resolution at its meeting on June 
16, 1977.34 Jo-Ansie van Wyk, a scholar of South African–IAEA relations, 
writes that the IAEA’s actions aimed “to persuade the South African gov-
ernment to terminate its nuclear weapons programme.”35 Nonetheless, 
the resolution cited “flagrant violations by the apartheid regime” of the 
UN Charter, asserting that “the apartheid regime of South Africa totally 
lacks any claim to be representative of the legitimate interests and aspira-
tions of the area of Africa.”36 At the meeting, members, save South Africa 
itself, universally condemned the practice of apartheid, though some 
(including the US) sought to maintain South Africa’s seat in accordance 
with the IAEA Statute. Article VI of the statute originally allotted thirteen 
seats on the board of governors to the member states “most advanced in 
the technology of atomic energy including the production of source mate-
rials” and included a provision to ensure representation from every geo-
graphic region.37 South Africa was the obvious member to fill the African 
seat and had done so since 1957. Nevertheless, the board voted to remove 
South Africa and replace it with Egypt, a state with less advanced nuclear 
technology.38 The compellent move was seen in Pretoria as humiliating.39 
South Africa began to perceive the two issues—nuclear and apartheid—
as becoming linked.
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The Kalahari Crisis of 1977

In August 1977 the United States and South Africa came head to head in a 
crisis over the latter’s nuclear ambitions. South African leaders reflected on 
the Kalahari crisis as a “watershed moment” in South Africa’s pursuit of 
nuclear weapons. In terms of testing theories of coercion, 1977 was a crucial 
moment at which Pretoria stared down Washington on nuclear prolifera-
tion and carefully considered whether to defy its compellent demands.

The assurance dilemma took center stage. During this episode, South 
Africa judged compellent threats to be credible. The threatened pain was 
also quite severe, though South Africa had not yet suffered the bulk of 
international sanctions that would later be placed upon it. Nonetheless, the 
primary driver of South African defiance was a perceived lack of coercive 
assurance.

the kalahari crisis

As part of its clandestine pursuit of nuclear weapons technology South 
Africa dug two test shafts in the Kalahari Desert. They were hundreds of 
feet deep. With a flimsy cover story of drilling for water, the first shaft was 
completed in 1976 and the second in 1977. Local farmers referred to them as 
“the atom shafts,” as “everybody knew there was no water in those parts.”40

The secrecy did not hold long. In July 1977 two Soviet satellites photo-
graphed suspicious drilling equipment and boreholes in the Kalahari.41 On 
August 6 the Soviets passed news of their discovery to the United States in 
a message from Soviet leader Leonid Brezhnev to President Jimmy Carter.42 
“According to incoming data on the South African Republic,” Brezhnev 
wrote, the South Africans “are completing work on building nuclear weap-
ons and on carrying out the first nuclear test. In the desert of Calabari 
[Kalahari] they have built a testing site which is practically ready.”43 US 
intelligence analysts verified the evidence and concluded that indeed “the 
Kalahari facility could have no military purpose other than nuclear 
testing.”44

Only two days later, the Soviet Union announced publicly in a news item 
by TASS (the state-owned news agency Telegrafnoye agentstvo Sovetskogo 
Soyuza) that South Africa intended to test a nuclear weapon, without say-
ing how or where.45 The next day, another TASS announcement accused the 
West (NATO and Israel, in particular) of aiding South African nuclear 
weapons development.46 Finally, on August 18 the Soviets slipped details 
about the Kalahari location into an additional news item.47 The US embassy 
in Moscow cabled Washington with a quick translation.48

As the Soviets had wished, the United States and others brought coercive 
pressure to bear on Pretoria. Brezhnev’s letter indeed specifically called out 
the United States’ coercive leverage, saying that the Americans have “at 
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their disposal the necessary channels and possibilities for the rendering of a 
direct restricting influence on this state.”49 UN ambassador Andrew Young, 
a Carter confidante, sent a cable to the president and the secretary of state 
warning that South Africa’s intransigence regarding the NPT and safe-
guards “leaves us holding the bag before the international community on 
the question of South Africa’s nuclear plans.”50 The US would have to con-
front Pretoria.

On August 18, the US ambassador to South Africa, William Bowdler, 
threatened South African foreign minister Pik Botha: “In light of the grave 
implications President Carter has instructed me to make clear that the deto-
nation of a nuclear device .  .  . or any other further steps to acquire or 
develop a nuclear explosive capability would have the most serious conse-
quences for all aspects of our relations and would be considered by us as a 
serious threat to peace.”51 Bowdler repeated the not-so-implicit sanctions 
threat by reiterating that Botha “should also be aware of the possibility that 
the issue may arise in the United Nations Security Council on short notice 
with unforeseeable results.”52 Other démarches came pouring in, threaten-
ing diplomatic rifts and sanctions, including a threat from France to cut off 
fuel it supplied for South Africa’s Koeberg nuclear power station.53

Evidence from the coercive bargaining reveals the importance of shared 
knowledge to the South African target, which was loath to admit anything 
its coercers did not already know about its nuclear weapons program. Ini-
tially, Pik Botha and others reacted with outrage and denial, demanding 
evidence. Brand Fourie, the secretary of foreign affairs who later entered 
the meeting between Bowdler and Botha, issued further denials and asked 
for “proof of the assertion.”54 US secretary of state Cyrus Vance followed up 
and in an August 19, 1977, letter confronted the South Africans with evi-
dence. “We are prepared to show you photographs,” wrote Vance, who 
referred to specific coordinates in the desert of a drilling rig, lattice tower, 
power and communication lines, secured housing, an airstrip, and an outer 
patrol road—all consistent with a nuclear test site.55 In an oral history, Pik 
Botha recalled the US ambassador placing on his desk “10–12 photographs” 
of “a drill in an arid region.”56

The two sides shared knowledge of South Africa’s plans, and both Preto-
ria and Washington knew it. Carter scrawled in the margins of a memo 
from Brzezinski: “Zbig—what we want is: no test. If they have to lie about 
what their plans were, let them do so—Let them save face. J. C.”57 And next 
to Brzezinski’s recommendation that “our primary aim must be to get as 
much information about what the South Africans are really doing,” Carter 
scrawled, “no—Assure no test.”58

Botha took the information to Vorster, who agreed not to conduct a 
planned cold test.59 After an exchange of diplomatic cables,60 South Africa 
further agreed to make three pledges to end the crisis:61 (1) that South Africa 
did not intend to develop nuclear explosive devices, (2) that the Kalahari 
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test site was not designed for use to test nuclear explosives, and (3) that no 
nuclear explosive tests would be taken in South Africa.62 President Carter 
announced the pledges at a press conference on August 23.63 In a message 
to Vance, Botha further expressed South Africa’s willingness to “enter into 
discussions with the United States on all aspects of South Africa’s nuclear 
policy including the question of South Africa’s accession to the Non-
Proliferation Treaty.”64 Behind the scenes, South African leaders had no 
intention of honoring these pledges.

kalahari compellence backfires

The Kalahari episode merely pushed the South African nuclear program 
underground. What a post hoc CIA assessment concluded was successful 
coercion had actually backfired.65 South Africa interpreted the Kalahari 
testing fiasco as a “watershed” moment.66 The United States had sought an 
end to South Africa’s clandestine proliferation activities and to get Preto-
ria’s signature of the NPT to prove it. But after 1977, in the words of Frank 
Pabian, the South African government believed that it had “no alternative 
but to develop a nuclear deterrent.”67 Pretoria doubled down on its nuclear 
ambitions.

The threat credibility lens struggles to explain this episode of coercion. 
Compellent threats from the United States and others were perceived as 
credible by South Africa. An August 31, 1977, dispatch from the South Afri-
can embassy in Washington reported back to Pretoria that “the thesis that 
South Africa poses a threat to world peace is immensely reinforced and will 
be exploited in the UN”; thus, “the prospect of a chapter VII sanctions reso-
lution is thus brought measurabl[y] nearer.”68 Furthermore, the pressure 
was great. An anonymous US official reported of the interactions, “We were 
pretty severe in private.”69 Speaking more broadly of foreign relations in 
the 1970s, Pik Botha recalled, “During the whole protracted period, there 
was severe pressure on us from Washington.”70

But South Africa did not buckle under the pressure. Its leaders did not 
see abandonment of their nuclear weapons program as an option that 
would avoid punishment. Rather, they perceived inevitable pain. The 
embassy in Washington assessed that acquiescence to international pres-
sure would not yield positive results. “United States policy vis-à-vis black 
Africa in general and vis-à-vis white ruled Southern Africa in particular,” 
assessed the embassy, “has developed a momentum of its own to which it 
would now be difficult to apply a brake, even in the unlikely event of the 
Carter administration undergoing a change of heart.”71 Andre Buys, future 
chairman of the state-owned Armaments Corporation (Armscor) working 
group on nuclear strategy, later described the choice: “We must either ter-
minate the program now, or we must go for nuclear weapons ourselves. If 



“I at Least Want to Be Guilty”

41

I  have to take the punishment, I  at least want to be guilty.”72 Buys also 
referred to the Kalahari episode as a “watershed moment.”73 And a 1977 
policy paper by Neil Barnard concluded that “the acquisition of nuclear 
weapons will not necessarily isolate South Africa any further.”74 This evi-
dence is consistent with the absence of coercive assurance.

Despite the crisis abating, South African policymakers now expected an 
escalation of economic sanctions. The embassy assessed that the Carter 
administration was likely to use the moment to increase pressure on South 
Africa—the Kalahari episode being “further substantiation of the thesis of 
the Carter administration that pressure on South Africa is more produc-
tive” and that the latest crisis only provided “incentive to step up the pres-
sures.”75 In this environment, they reasoned, South Africa should expect 
even less harbor from potential friends—“supporters (in Western Europe 
for example) will be able in future to offer less effective resistance to pro-
posals for economic sanctions.”76 “South Africa is far more exposed than 
ever before,” a cable concluded.77 “Whether or not South Africa does in fact 
have the bomb”—it did not yet—“the overall effect . . . has been to make the 
international community believe that South Africa has manufactured a 
nuclear device. . . . Nothing can be the same again.”78

Coercive assurance was undermined by Pretoria’s perception that the 
world was “mad already” at South Africa. The two compellent demands 
of Pretoria—that it sign the NPT and end apartheid—merged in the minds 
of South Africans. Such an entangled web of compellent punishments and 
threats of more pain to come undermined the coercive assurance of either 
individual demand. According to the nuclear scientist Von Wielligh, 
“these events finally persuaded the South Africans that the sanctions 
against the country were of a political nature and that they had nothing to 
gain from joining the NPT.”79 Another lead scientist, Waldo Stumpf, also 
reports that at the end of the 1970s “these events convinced the South 
African government that the various sanctions were clearly politically 
inspired, and that Pretoria’s accession to the NPT without fundamental 
political reform at home would not gain South Africa international accep-
tance.”80 Nuclear sanctions and demands to join the NPT lacked coercive 
assurance. Capitulation would not credibly make the punishment 
subside.

In this context, the leaders of the nuclear program decided that they faced 
a choice between giving in—remaining at the threshold of a bomb—or con-
tinuing to develop weapons in secrecy. When, in the wake of the Kalahari 
crisis, Andre Buys sought clarification from Minister of Defense P. W. Botha 
on the purpose of the nuclear program, he asked, “Do you have nuclear 
weapons in mind, or is just the ability to demonstrate that we have this 
knowledge sufficient?” He recalled, “The answer came back, firmly: nuclear 
weapons.”81
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compellence continues

South Africa’s coercers doubled down, exacerbating their assurance 
dilemma. In November 1977, after the Kalahari crisis, the UNSC issued its 
arms embargo in Resolution 418. It set a red line explicitly at nuclear weap-
ons development, saying, “All states shall refrain from any cooperation 
with South Africa in the manufacture and development of nuclear weap-
ons.”82 In the mind of Von Wielligh, “this offensive resolution brought 
home even more clearly to the South African government the fact that they 
were on their own.” Armscor grew to indigenously fill an increased arms 
production demand.83

To their credit, US Department of State officials after Kalahari seemed 
to diagnose the correct problem with US strategy. The State Department 
internally debated what to do about the South African nuclear program 
after 1977 and lamented that Pretoria did not respond to US proposals for 
renewed cooperation and its signature of the NPT because Pretoria “con-
siders us unreliable on fuel supply and on our commitment to veto UN 
sanctions; it regards the Administration and elements of the Congress as 
hostile.”84 Even more prophetic, they seemed aware of the entanglement 
of apartheid and nuclear issues but deemed them inseparable. “We can-
not divorce the nuclear issue from political problems, but we should try 
to get it dealt with in a less highly charged framework than is now the 
case,” Andrew Young wrote in a memo for the president and the secretary 
of state that was passed to Zbigniew Brzezinski.85 Of course, US policy 
was not up to the State Department alone or even its branch of 
government.

In 1978 Congress passed the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Act (NNPA), 
which became the Carter administration’s chief cudgel of compellence 
against South Africa. The full credible cutoff of any further nuclear cooper-
ation with the United States was made clear with the passage of the NNPA, 
which outlawed US nuclear assistance to any country that had not signed 
the NPT and accepted full-scope safeguards. The NNPA did not mention 
apartheid, but congressional interest in reining in South Africa’s human 
rights abuses was growing. As Peter Liberman writes, “anti-apartheid 
domestic sentiment would have made it difficult for a U.S. president to 
restore cooperation with South Africa even had it joined the NPT.”86

Despite contracts to supply the fuel for South Africa’s Koeberg nuclear 
facility, Carter refused to supply the fuel without Pretoria’s signature of the 
NPT and continued the policy of denying reimbursement of the funds 
already paid for Safari-1 fuel.87 South Africa was particularly upset by this 
means of US pressure because both Safari-1 and Koeberg were subject to 
IAEA safeguards.88 In their eyes, these were their legitimate facilities, and 
even they were not free from US interference.
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Pretoria further perceived the addition of insult to injury when the South 
African delegation was denied participation in the 1979 IAEA general con-
ference in India. South Africa’s nuclear program had become a standing 
item of concern on the IAEA general conference’s agenda.

south africa builds its arsenal

Nothing its coercers did pushed South Africa off its path to the bomb 
after the Kalahari affair. In July 1977 Minister of Defense P. W. Botha had 
requested “national strategic guidelines” for the production of nuclear 
weapons and, after Kalahari, approved those plans on April 4, 1978. Botha 
then became prime minister in October 1978 and appointed the Witvlei 
Committee to guide the nuclear program. On July 4, 1979, Botha approved 
the committee’s recommendations to building seven nuclear weapons and 
transferred responsibility to Armscor, which built a new facility dedicated 
to the production of nuclear weapons—the Kentron Circle facility (a.k.a. 
Advena), fifteen kilometers east of Pelindaba.89 By November 1979 the 
Y-plant had produced enough highly enriched uranium (HEU) to arm a 
nuclear device with a fissile core.90 South Africa’s first device, code-named 
Melba, was completed by the end of 1979.91 And its first aircraft-deliverable 
nuclear weapon, code-named Cabot, was completed in December 1982.92 
The rest of the weapons in South Africa’s arsenal—all gun-type bombs 
with two spherical halves—were produced at the pace of HEU 
production.93

US intelligence struggled to follow the developments of South Africa’s 
indigenous enrichment program after the 1977 Kalahari crisis. A 1978 CIA 
assessment acknowledged South Africa’s ability to produce weapons-grade 
HEU but noted “we have little doubt about South Africa’s ability to pro-
duce a device, but we have little evidence that they have yet developed a 
deployable weapon.”94 The more sobering conclusion: “We are still far from 
certain what the South Africans are up to. We do not know precisely what 
their capabilities are, or how they got there.”95 US intelligence agencies like-
wise suspected but could not prove that South Africa had built nuclear 
weapons in the early 1980s.96 The CIA never did seem to know of the 
Kentron Circle facility, which housed the nuclear weapons in vaults.97

This ambiguity was central to South Africa’s chosen nuclear posture. Pre-
toria’s nuclear strategy was simple and relied only on the ability to deto-
nate a nuclear device, not necessarily to deliver it. It planned to rattle its 
nuclear saber and even test a nuclear weapon openly to catalyze US sup-
port in a crisis.98 In the words of President P. W. Botha, “Once we set this 
thing off, the Yanks will come running.”99 The nuclear strategy began with 
opacity. South Africa continued to refuse to sign the NPT.
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Pretoria Confronts the Bite of Sanctions

During the next episode, South Africa judged compellent threats to be cred-
ible and even more painful. Sanctions were hurting the economy, and Pre-
toria wanted to end the pain. Nonetheless, South Africa remained opposed 
to signing the NPT because its leaders still perceived a lack of coercive 
assurance. They did not believe that signing the NPT would remove the 
compellent sanctions.

a lack of us coercive control

In the 1980s the Ronald Reagan administration set out to pursue a more 
accommodating strategy with South Africa—a policy of “constructive 
engagement.”100 When President Reagan met with Minister of Foreign 
Affairs Pik Botha on May 15, 1981, he communicated for the first time a 
willingness to disentangle the two issues of nuclear weapons and apart-
heid. “The President, in welcoming the Minister, made it clear that he was 
no advocate of what he called ‘one man, one vote once,’” read the meeting 
notes, “the inference clearly being that he had no illusions about demo-
cratic rule in Africa.”101 Reagan was in essence taking one demand off the 
table—fundamental political reform—that was complicating compellence 
over signing the NPT.

But Reagan also backed off on demands for a change in South African 
nuclear behavior. In the same meeting, Botha expressed South Africa’s 
unwillingness to sign the NPT lest it “terminate the speculation about 
South Africa’s possession of the bomb,” which was a “deterrent of major 
psychological value.”102 Reagan was “particularly struck by this last argu-
ment which had not occurred to him before” and communicated his desire 
to break with the “previous administration’s policy in this [nuclear] 
field.”103 In the May 1981 meeting, in exchange for Reagan supplying reac-
tor fuel for Koeberg, Botha committed to “not execute an explosive test 
without first consulting the American Government.”104 The White House 
followed through.105

As the Reagan administration eased open US–South African relations, 
strong objections emerged from public interest groups and the antiapart-
heid faction of the US Congress. The small window of accommodation rap-
idly began to close. Sanctions legislation had been introduced in 1982, and 
by the end of 1984 comprehensive sanctions “appeared inevitable.”106 The 
window shut completely by 1985, as the US Senate overwhelmingly passed 
(80 to 12) a sanctions bill on July 11, totally banning nuclear commerce with 
South Africa.107 The House had passed a sanctions bill earlier in June, so a 
conference committee set to work on writing compromise legislation.108 To 
preempt an embarrassing policy defeat, Reagan signed an executive order 
on September 9, 1985, prohibiting the transfer of any materials or 
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technologies that would support South Africa’s nuclear enterprise.109 But 
any hopes for exerting coercive control by managing spoilers departed 
when both houses of Congress passed the Comprehensive Anti-Apartheid 
Act (CAAA) in 1986, overriding the president’s veto. The veto had 
lamented, in part, that the CAAA “discards our economic leverage, con-
stricts our diplomatic freedom, and ties the hands of the President of the 
United States.”110 The CAAA came into effect on January 1, 1987.

At this point, the compellent demands of signing the NPT and abandon-
ing apartheid were perceived by South Africa to be as entangled as ever. 
The CAAA now officially combined antiapartheid and nuclear demands in 
a single piece of legislation. Aimed primarily at compelling changes to 
apartheid, the act also outlawed any further nuclear cooperation with 
South Africa until it signed the NPT.111 The “prohibitions on nuclear trade 
with South Africa” were listed as “measures by the United States to under-
mine apartheid.”112

A lack of coercive control over domestic spoilers exacerbated the strate-
gic problem. In a 1986 meeting with the US ambassador-at-large for nuclear 
affairs, Richard T. Kennedy, Pik Botha indicated some willingness to bar-
gain over joining the NPT with “serious reservations.” Kennedy rejected 
any conditional accession and “warned Botha that due to congressional 
pressure, relief from broader sanctions would be contingent on South Afri-
ca’s progress on internal political reforms.”113 The coercive assurances of 
US compellent demands were undermined by the perception of entangled 
demands and domestic spoilers.

pretoria conducts a critical appraisal

By the mid-1980s, sanctions were biting in South Africa. Creditors called 
in loans, and Pretoria resorted to capital controls to fight capital flight.114 
From 1975 to 1991, South Africa experienced about 1.6 percent annual GDP 
growth,115 compared to a population growth rate of 3 percent and a recent 
historical experience of 5 percent annual growth.116 A report on the effect of 
sanctions in South Africa found that financial sanctions had cost South 
Africa $15 billion to $27 billion.117 Inflation was over 15 percent by the end 
of the decade.118 The economy withered.119

In this context, the government held an ad hoc cabinet committee meet-
ing on September 3, 1985. The purpose was to discuss South Africa’s 
response to international compellence. Sanctions were hurting. According 
to Von Wielligh, “the committee had to reconsider the existing nuclear 
weapons programme and the additional materials and facilities that would 
have to be provided in future.”120 The meeting’s participants were the pres-
ident, the minister of defense, the minister of finance, the minister of for-
eign affairs, the minister of mineral and energy affairs, the director-general 
of mineral and energy affairs, the chairman of Armscor, and the chairman 
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of the Atomic Energy Corporation (AEC).121 This was a key decision 
moment for a target of coercion. The committee was “juggling a number of 
issues simultaneously and had to strike a balance between funding restric-
tions, international and American sanctions, the war in Angola, the internal 
state of emergency, and the scope and purpose of the nuclear weapons 
programme.”122

Pretoria again chose to defy compellence. The ad hoc committee decided 
to keep the number of nuclear weapons limited to seven—consistent with 
the modest initial goals of the South African nuclear program. Enriched 
uranium and lithium-6 production would continue as required for the 
seven weapons, but plans to produce plutonium were scrapped.123 The 
committee also agreed to upgrade the Kentron Circle facility and added a 
new facility—Advena Central Laboratories—for the total cost of R 36 mil-
lion, about three to four times the annual budget of the weapons program 
in the early 1980s (R 10 million). Despite the cost-cutting pressure, the 
nuclear program budget also continued to increase; by the end of the 1980s 
the annual budget was R 20 million to R 25 million.124 Missile research 
would also continue apace. And the catalytic nuclear strategy was reaf-
firmed. The ad hoc committee also chose to play for time on the question of 
IAEA inspections for a semicommercial enrichment plant (called the 
Z-plant), under construction at the time. At no point was the committee 
willing to consider signing the NPT.

Not by coincidence, Botha delivered his famous “Rubicon” speech just 
weeks earlier, on August 15, 1985. Widely anticipated to be an announce-
ment of political reforms, including the release of Nelson Mandela, Botha 
instead recommitted Pretoria to the apartheid status quo to a live audience 
of two hundred million listeners.125 “We have had to contend with escalat-
ing violence within South Africa, and pressure from abroad in the form of 
measures designed to coerce the government into giving in to various 
demands,” argued Botha. “We have never given in to outside demands and 
we are not going to do so now.” He declared, “We are today crossing the 
Rubicon. There can be no turning back.”126

The nuclear program was no different. In the words of Waldo Stumpf, “in 
September 1985 the entire nuclear weapons effort was reviewed once again 
and President Botha reconfirmed that the program would be limited to 
seven fission devices.”127 The program remained as envisioned in 1979. 
Pretoria would not sign the NPT.

Negotiating Safeguards with the IAEA

Throughout the 1980s, South Africa also negotiated with the IAEA over 
accepting safeguards at all its nuclear facilities. The purpose of these meet-
ings to Pretoria was cosmetic—a modest release valve for international 
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pressure. Nevertheless, the records of these negotiations are an important 
window into the minds of the South African leadership. The IAEA was a 
significant interlocutor for coercive bargaining with South Africa over its 
nuclear program. While the IAEA had little coercive power of its own, it 
was a venue through which South Africa could communicate its positions 
and willingness or unwillingness to compromise. To defy the IAEA was to 
defy coercers. Accepting full-scope safeguards required working with the 
IAEA. Through communications with Pretoria and the deliberations of the 
IAEA board of governors, scholars can observe the tangled compellent 
demands of nuclear safeguards and apartheid and South African fears of 
concessions on inspections leading to greater punishment over its bad faith. 
South Africa judged compellent threats to be credible and costly. Yet South 
Africa continued to refuse to give in to compellence and sign the NPT 
because its leaders perceived a lack of coercive assurance.

The primary subject of communications was the safeguarding of the 
Z-plant. In August 1976 Pretoria had informed the IAEA of its intention to 
build a commercial uranium-enrichment plant and submit it for safeguard-
ing. The IAEA responded with proposed text for such a safeguards agree-
ment. In response, South Africa requested a delay until the plant’s capacity 
and design were settled. Years went by until a January 1984 AEC press 
release included a reference to its willingness to restart Z-plant negotia-
tions.128 Rounds of talks were held in August 1984, February 1985, and 
April 1986.

As the historian Robin Möser shows, the South Africans had no intention 
of accepting full-scope safeguards in the mid-1980s.129 The Witvlei Commit-
tee in the early 1980s had decided already that they would not accept full-
scope safeguards and later that “negotiations with the IAEA should be 
delayed and dragged for as long as possible .  .  . [and, if feasible] .  .  . an 
attempt should be made to derail the negotiations at such a late stage and 
in such a way that South Africa suffers as little political damage as possi-
ble.”130 Allowing inspection of the semicommercial Z-plant would have 
revealed to the IAEA the extent of Pretoria’s foreign technology procure-
ment, leading to even more foreign restrictions. “Therefore, by 1985, lead-
ing figures in the nuclear-weapon program believed that the South African 
government was better off facing yet even more sanctions and a threat to 
their continued IAEA membership than it would have been after in-plant 
inspections by IAEA staff,” concludes Möser. Indeed, “South Africans 
engaged in discussions with US nonproliferation officials and the IAEA 
Secretariat primarily to reduce international criticism and to limit the 
impact of additional sanctions, such as the blocking of IMF loans.”131

To drag out negotiations, South Africa insisted on three special excep-
tions to safeguards: (1) to allow the diversion of fissile material for “mili-
tary non-explosive purposes,” (2) that the agreement would terminate if 
South African rights to participate in the IAEA were ever curtailed, 
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suspended, or withdrawn (something very much debated at the agency), 
and (3) the right to terminate the agreement if it ever jeopardized the 
“supreme interests” of South Africa.132 In a series of letters, IAEA director 
general Hans Blix repeatedly told South African representatives that the 
terms would not be acceptable to the IAEA. And Pretoria effectively called 
off the negotiations in a February 25, 1987, letter, in which it complained 
about a lack of credible coercive assurance.133 Regarding the demand that it 
sign the NPT, the letter said, “The South African Government has also 
declared that it remains willing to consider accession to the NPT, provided 
its basic requirements could be met. Under the present international situa-
tion where punitive sanctions and boycotts are being imposed on South 
Africa by the international community, its basic requirements are certainly 
threatened.” The letter further called for an end to negotiations with the 
IAEA “in view of the prevailing intransigent attitude towards South 
Africa.”134

South African representatives were not wrong in their perception. As the 
nuclear program became a recurring item on the agenda of the IAEA board 
of governors and general conference, meeting records reveal a strong tan-
gling of the nuclear issue with apartheid. In 1981 South Africa was removed 
from the IAEA’s Committee on Assurance of Supply (the US abstaining in 
the vote). The resolution blended nuclear and apartheid issues, citing both 
that South Africa was a “racist regime” and that “the nuclear programme of 
the racist regime of South Africa constitutes a grave danger to international 
peace.”135 Many ambassadors in board of governors meetings, including 
from major powers, regularly referred to South Africa as a “racist regime” 
or prefaced their remarks with a reiteration of their country’s abhorrence 
for apartheid when discussing the nuclear safeguards issue.136 While mem-
bers demanded that South Africa sign the NPT, they simultaneously con-
demned Pretoria for its bigoted domestic politics.137 For example, it was a 
problem that “South Africa’s nuclear programme was directed towards 
military ends and that its discriminatory and aggressive policies had 
aroused much concern,” argued the ambassador from Cuba.138 The Chinese 
ambassador lamented that “the South African regime continued to apply 
apartheid and to persecute the South African people and was expanding its 
nuclear capability,” demanding that both practices end.139 And the Indian 
ambassador concluded a lengthy diatribe against South Africa’s “racist pol-
icies and present rulers” by saying that both “apartheid could not be 
reformed but had to be abolished . . . [and] the progressive building up of 
South Africa’s nuclear capability posed a threat to peace.”140 Overall, it 
became nearly universal practice, including by the United States, to begin 
remarks about the South African issue with a statement of opposition to 
apartheid.141

This entanglement was even more prevalent in IAEA general conference 
discussions. The general conference indeed remained committed to 
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compellence. On multiple occasions, it passed resolutions formally 
demanding that South Africa “submit all its nuclear installations and facili-
ties to inspection by the Agency.”142 Nevertheless, its assurance was no 
more credible. The resolution adopted at the October 1986 general confer-
ence plenary meeting, ostensibly to condemn the South African nuclear 
program, contained multiple references to apartheid. One key sentence 
articulating the resolution’s purpose reads, “acquisition of nuclear weapon 
capability by the racist regime constitutes a very grave danger to interna-
tional peace and security.”143 The human rights and nuclear weapons issues 
were obviously linked.

cracks emerge in pretoria

When the last round of safeguards negotiations collapsed in 1987, the 
IAEA moved to suspend South Africa’s membership. The board of gover-
nors voted in favor of removal 22 to 12, with one abstention.144 All that was 
left was for the general conference to concur. Pretoria showed real concern 
for such a punishment and averted it through a well-timed public announce-
ment in September 1987: P. W. Botha declared that he was prepared to nego-
tiate Pretoria’s signature of the NPT. His ploy for a stay of execution 
worked. The following day, the Soviet and US delegations cited Pretoria’s 
announcement as reason not to expel it from the body, and the board 
deferred its decision.145

Negotiations to join the NPT were now hung up on two issues. First, Pik 
Botha did not perceive that the IAEA actually wanted South Africa as a 
member, saying in August 1988 that he remained unconvinced that the 
NPT “would be applied to [South Africa] in a non-discriminatory manner” 
if Pretoria joined.146 Second, those whose voices mattered most in Pretoria 
knew that South Africa still had a small nuclear arsenal hidden away. Sign-
ing the NPT presented South Africa with a problem of having to accept 
IAEA inspectors at all its nuclear facilities, where naturally they would find 
that it had produced nuclear weapons.

In the late 1980s South African obstinacy was showing signs of cracking 
internally. The South African Department of Foreign Affairs produced a 
memo on September 1, 1988, dissenting against AEC and Armscor posi-
tions on the South African catalytic nuclear strategy of calculated ambigu-
ity and recommending the signature of the NPT. In addition to several 
other arguments, the department wrote that “foreign boycotts and sanc-
tions and increasing political and physical isolation are evidence of the 
inappropriateness of reliance on a nuclear deterrent to secure our future.” 
The authors questioned the benefits of possessing a nuclear arsenal. “The 
deterrence strategy has in fact led to increased pressure on SA and greater 
international condemnation of our nuclear policy.”147 But the department 
could not muster a winning coalition to wage this internal fight until 
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months later. Others in Pretoria disagreed, remained committed to the 
nuclear program, and stuck by their weapons until late 1989.

By this point, Pretoria seemed eager for a way out of isolation yet contin-
ued to invest in its nuclear arsenal. Coming out of the September 1985 deci-
sion to maintain the nuclear weapons program, more research was required 
to miniaturize implosion warheads for missile delivery. South Africa fol-
lowed through on funding the construction of two new facilities to conduct 
this research in 1988 and 1989.148 It also built an additional warhead as late 
as 1989.

Dismantling the Arsenal

de klerk and the decision to concede

Upon suffering a stroke, President P. W. Botha resigned as the leader of 
his party on February 2, 1989. After a general election on September 6, 1989, 
F. W. de Klerk assumed the presidency on September 20.149 De Klerk man-
aged to navigate these contentious internal party politics because of his 
reputation as a conservative committed to maintaining Afrikaner rule.150 
But he was about to break the mold.

De Klerk sought to end South Africa’s international isolation by both 
ending apartheid and signing the NPT. He knew international sanctions 
were linked to both demands. Neither alone could bring economic relief.151 
Waldo Stumpf recalls that

F. W. de Klerk’s opening remarks to a few ministers and officials whom he 
convened in September 1989, shortly after he assumed office as the new 
state president, were: “In my term of office I am going to lead this country 
back to a position of an internationally respected member of the world com-
munity and this means two things: We are going to turn the political system 
round to a fully democratic system by unbanning the ANC and releasing 
Nelson Mandela, and secondly we are going to dismantle our nuclear arse-
nal and accede to the NPT.” From this broad vision his instructions to me 
were to “garner the maximum amount of international credibility from our 
accession to the NPT.”152

De Klerk perceived an opportunity to end the isolation of South Africa. 
At a cabinet retreat on December 3–5, 1989, responding to an economic 
briefing detailing how “sanctions were biting, oil was in short supply and 
the repayment of foreign debt was dragging the economy down,” De Klerk 
said, “We can hold out for another ten or fifteen years, but there will be 
sanctions, sabotage and terror. Do we want that? We must avoid negotiat-
ing at a point where we have to yield under pressure. We must use this 
golden opportunity.”153 De Klerk indeed knew that he was already under 
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coercive pressure but sought to avoid continued punishment. And at a 
meeting that same month with NPT depository states—the United States, 
the United Kingdom, and the Soviet Union—the South Africans found the 
NPT still entangled with apartheid. “With apartheid still in place, there was 
little they could offer” by way of access to international markets or techni-
cal exchanges or assistance, writes Möser.154 De Klerk and his cabinet thus 
set out to acquiesce on both the nuclear and apartheid issues. The only 
question was how to do so in a manner that assured they would not be 
punished because of their concessions. They did not know how their coerc-
ers would react to an admission of having built a secret nuclear arsenal.

double acquiescence and sanctions relief

The first step was to acquiesce to both demands at the same time, over-
coming the hydra-headed compellence that had frustrated the coercive 
assurance perceived by earlier leaders unwilling to budge on domestic 
reform. De Klerk correctly concluded that both needed to be addressed to 
see any sanctions relief. Waldo Stumpf concurs that at the end of the 1980s, 
“as the progress of domestic political reform became better understood 
abroad, accession to the NPT assumed distinct advantages for South Africa 
internationally and especially on the African continent.”155 De Klerk 
announced on February 2, 1990, the steps his government would take to 
end apartheid: releasing Nelson Mandela, unbanning political parties, and 
negotiating a new democratic constitution.156 The same month, South 
Africa secretly began to implement a nuclear dismantlement plan approved 
by De Klerk in November 1989.157

Sanctions relief followed, although not until the full extent of Pretoria’s 
acquiesce was credibly communicated. In the wake of De Klerk’s February 
1990 speech announcing his intention to usher in a South African political 
system “in which every inhabitant will enjoy equal rights,” sanctions were 
not immediately lifted.158 In September 1990 De Klerk was invited to meet 
with President George H. W. Bush at the White House. The meeting was 
cordial. De Klerk complained that CAAA sanctions remained in place, but 
Bush noted that South Africa had to meet all five of the prerequisites for 
CAAA sanction relief to take effect: (1) the release of all political prisoners 
(including Mandela), (2) the end of the state of emergency, (3) the unban-
ning of political parties, (4) the repeal of the Group Areas Act and the Popu-
lation Registration Act, and (5) the beginning of negotiations on true 
democratic governance. Conditions 1, 2, and 4 had not yet been fully met. 
De Klerk returned home and met the rest of the conditions by June 1991.159 
Pik Botha then signed the NPT on behalf of South Africa on July 8, 1991, 
and his signature was ratified on July 10. That same day, on July 10, 1991, 
President Bush signed an executive order lifting the CAAA sanctions. 
Washington was surprised by the rapid turnaround in South African policy. 
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On January 20, 1989, a CIA estimate titled “South Africa in the 1990s” had 
concluded that Pretoria “has weathered more than four years of unprece-
dented domestic and international pressure,” with no changes 
imminent.160

Additional relief followed. The apartheid era ended on April 27, 1994, 
when Nelson Mandela won the presidency in the nation’s first democratic 
elections. South Africa subsequently participated in the September 1994 
IAEA general conference, rejoined the Committee on Assurance of Supply, 
and resumed its seat on the IAEA board of governors in September 1995.161

hesitating to reveal new information to coercers

Soon after his election, De Klerk had formed a committee to make recom-
mendations about joining the NPT. According to Waldo Stumpf, an attendee of 
the first committee meeting, De Klerk said, “The nuclear devices would be 
a liability in South Africa gaining international acceptance in the pro-
cess. . . . There was no debate about the decision but rather how it should be 
implemented.”162 At an ad hoc cabinet meeting in November 1989, De Klerk 
accepted the committee’s recommendations and instructed the AEC and 
Armscor to terminate nuclear material production and dismantle the exist-
ing nuclear weapons.163

Pretoria hesitated, however, to reveal the extent of its nuclear weapons 
program out of fear that providing new information about its guilt to its 
coercers would only invite further pain. Here coercers’ reputations also 
played a role, as recently observed US foreign policy undermined coercive 
assurance. “The heads of the AEC and Armscor were not sure whether the 
UN cowboys, who had unceremoniously blown up Saddam Hussein’s 
facilities and physically destroyed all the enrichment equipment, might not 
arrive in South Africa with similar intentions,” writes Von Wielligh.164 
Stumpf, concurred, writing that the South African government had been 
afraid of coming fully clean after witnessing “the confrontational verifica-
tion process then unfolding between Iraq and the IAEA,” which “convinced 
South Africa that it could easily have been branded as a second nuclear 
outlaw nation.”165 Years later Stumpf reiterated that “in 1991 when we 
signed the NPT, that would have been the right moment to say ‘yes, there 
was such a program.’ But the world was fighting Saddam in the first Gulf 
War, and although Saddam had signed the NPT, the general public would 
not have recognized the difference—it would have been ‘another Iraq, 
another Saddam Hussein.’ Obviously it wasn’t the same, but newspapers 
wouldn’t have recognised that.”166 They feared that concession would 
provide new information to justify further punishment.

Instead of coming clean, South Africa dismantled and destroyed evi-
dence of its nuclear weapons program. A November 17, 1989, letter from 
Richard Carter (of the Department of Foreign Affairs) to Herbert Beukes 
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(deputy director general of foreign affairs), summarizing an AEC meeting 
to discuss possible accession to the NPT, makes this plan plain. It highlights 
that “decontamination is a major problem.”167 Inspectors allowed into the 
Y-plant were certain to detect traces of weapons-grade uranium. “Even a 
major, 3 year decontamination program will be unlikely to completely 
eradicate all traces. . . . IAEA inspectors using sensitive equipment will be 
able to detect the prior existence of 95% enriched product.”168 Instead, the 
AEC suggested a cover-up. It advised that the uranium metal in nuclear 
weapon cores be “reduced to highly enriched [UF6] gas.” South Africa 
could “ ‘come clean’ and admit that it has enriched uranium to weapons 
grade, but that it has not made weapons.”169 While “some records would 
have to be destroyed,” the process could be completed in twelve to eigh-
teen months. “If we came clean on the 95% enriched product,” the memo 
further explained the deniability, “we would have to do very little arguing 
over safeguards. The ‘secret’ would be out. Manufacture of weapons how-
ever need never be admitted.”170 De Klerk accepted this strategy in Novem-
ber 1989. It was part and parcel of the decision to sign the NPT. Delaying 
accession to the NPT until July 1991 and the signing of a safeguards agree-
ment with the IAEA until September 16 bought South Africa time to exe-
cute the plan.

Through these efforts, South Africa was navigating a concession strategy 
that permitted full transparency about its nuclear future while denying its 
nuclear past—admission of which it feared would provoke further punish-
ment. The explicit “main objective” of the dismantlement effort, as 
described in the February 1990 official AEC document, was “to dismantle 
the present 5 [sic171] nuclear weapons devices together with half-completed 
devices, components and material in an orderly and controlled manner, 
melt down the highly enriched uranium they contain and store it safely and 
perform the necessary cleaning operations to attach credibility to the state-
ment that the RSA did manufacture highly enriched uranium but did not 
undertake the final step of manufacturing nuclear weapons.”172 Under 
orders of President De Klerk, the AEC was thus not to admit the production 
of nuclear weapons.173

The weapons dismantlement process was “essentially completed” by the 
end of June 1991, and the last of the HEU from the weapons was returned 
to the AEC by September 1991.174 Only after its dismantlement program 
was completed did South Africa conclude a comprehensive safeguards 
agreement with the IAEA.175 The IAEA conducted twenty-two inspections 
missions from October 1991 to September 1993.176

The inspections process turned out to be nothing like Iraq’s. Throughout, 
South Africa was allowed some leeway in admitting its past nuclear sins.177 
The IAEA focused on nuclear materials accountancy and did not force 
admissions from Pretoria that it had built a nuclear arsenal. For instance, in 
its initial report to the IAEA, Pretoria admitted that it had produced 
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weapons-grade uranium. However, the report made no mention of nuclear 
weapons, the conversion of UF6 HEU into uranium metal, or the existence 
of facilities to do so.178 At the first official meeting between the South Afri-
can AEC and the IAEA inspections team, Von Wielligh writes that “the Ini-
tial Report remained lying on the table like the corpse with a dagger in its 
back but all eyes were averted and nobody asked the obvious question. It 
was stated on the first page that South Africa had declared a few hundred 
kilograms of weapons-grade uranium, but the IAEA team asked no ques-
tions and the AEC team volunteered no information.”179 As former AEC 
head Waldo Stumpf recalled, “They never asked us, so we never had to 
lie. . . . One of those funny things.”180

Instead, the IAEA’s primary task was to “ensure that no significant quan-
tity was missing from the declared inventories” of fissile material.181 Sub-
stantial work went into matching uranium input and output at each 
declared facility,182 estimating ranges of enriched product produced, and 
checking against declared amounts. In the end, inspectors attributed any 
discrepancies to uncertainty of measurements used in the material account-
ing system, since “no formal measurement control programme had existed 
for the depleted uranium product which was a major component of the 
U-235 balance.”183 That is, the missing U-235 (the isotope uranium-235) was 
likely in waste drums, whose U-235 contents had been estimated with aver-
age ratios instead of cumbersomely measured individually. It was not until 
2010 that the IAEA could confirm that there was no missing significant 
quantity in South Africa—reaching its “broader conclusion” that “all 
nuclear material remained in peaceful activities.” It took a decades-long, 
painstaking process of opening, measuring, and categorizing the material 
in every single waste drum to prove this negative.184

After the inspections mission was complete, Demetrius Perricos and two 
IAEA colleagues explained their thinking:

The inventory of HEU declared by South Africa in its initial report was sub-
stantial. The IAEA recognized that this material could have been taken to 
indicate that a significant component of the HEU inventory had been recov-
ered from an abandoned nuclear weapons programme or, less likely, had 
been accumulated to supply a planned nuclear weapons programme which 
had been abandoned prior to its implementation. South Africa had no obli-
gation to declare what had been the past purpose of this material. Equally, 
the primary task of the IAEA was to ascertain that all nuclear material had 
been declared and placed under safeguards; priority was given to this task 
during 1992.185

Only much later, on March 24, 1993, did De Klerk finally announce that 
South Africa had dismantled an arsenal of six nuclear weapons.186 The 
venue was a speech to a joint session of Parliament, but he was really 
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speaking to the whole world.187 He explained that South Africa “did, 
indeed, develop a limited nuclear deterrent capability” but dismantled it 
because it was “an obstacle to the development of South Africa’s interna-
tional relations.”188 De Klerk emphasized that as it had joined the NPT as a 
nonnuclear weapons state, South Africa had technically not broken any 
rules. “We were not, in terms of the NPT itself, obliged to tell them,” De 
Klerk asserted in a postspeech press conference.189 After South Africa came 
fully clean about its nuclear weapons program, the IAEA mission, now 
supplemented with additional weaponization experts, expanded to con-
firming the arsenal’s dismantlement and establishing measures to detect its 
reconstruction.190

Three IAEA inspectors visited the Kentron Circle / Advena facility on 
March 25, 1993. And inspectors witnessed the “rendering useless” of the 
Kalahari test shafts July 26–30, 1993.191 Most importantly, the IAEA audited 
the records of material transfers between the AEC and Armscor and con-
cluded that “HEU originally supplied to ARMSCOR/Circle had been 
returned to the AEC and was subject to Agency [IAEA] safeguards at the 
time of entry into force of the safeguards agreement.”192 It was all declared. 
The IAEA officially confirmed the dismantlement of South Africa’s nuclear 
weapons on August 14, 1994.

The Assurance Dilemma in South Africa

The South African case yields clear evidence of an assurance dilemma that 
hindered effective coercion. The fear of unconditional punishment drove 
South African leaders to defy compellence from 1975 to 1989. Pressure on 
the regime to sign the NPT failed for so long not because threats were not 
credible or punishments were not painful but because South African lead-
ers concluded that acquiescence on the nuclear issues would not end pun-
ishments that they perceived were also tied to their racist apartheid policies. 
Coercers, chiefly the United States, struggled to assure because they were 
unable or unwilling to disentangle punishments tied to both demands. In 
aggregating issues to bolster their threats and squeeze South Africa harder, 
they undermined their coercive assurance not to punish Pretoria if it signed 
the NPT.

South African leaders explicitly perceived external pressure through 
such a lens. Sanctions were imposed, escalating, and, in the 1980s, hurting. 
But still they defied. South African behavior and speech evidence corrobo-
rates the assurance dilemma, especially at three key decision points—1977, 
1985, and 1986–88. South African policymakers justified not signing the 
NPT with assessments that punishments would be applied whether or not 
Pretoria signed.
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A lack of coercive control also exacerbated the problem of entangled 
demands. When the Reagan administration attempted to disentangle US 
demands and reduce the severity of US economic pressure in the mid-
1980s, Congress overrode the president’s veto and imposed comprehensive 
sanctions. The administration did not manage spoilers domestically, and 
Reagan could not be bargained with. The US government overall was 
unwilling to accept the brutality of apartheid to get South Africa to sign the 
NPT. A similar dynamic played out within the IAEA, where feeble attempts 
failed to disentangle calls to sign the NPT and accept comprehensive safe-
guards from member state opposition to apartheid. The South African case 
also reveals how targets of compellence fear admitting to coercers new 
information about their misbehavior when complying. Pretoria tried to 
avoid coming clean about what its coercers did not know—that it had actu-
ally constructed a small nuclear arsenal.

Overall, the case is a convincing instance of how a lack of coercive assur-
ance explains failed coercion in the 1970s and 1980s. But Pretoria had addi-
tional reasons for nuclear reversal in 1989—most clearly racist fears of 
handing over nuclear weapons to a Black-majority government and con-
cern for nuclear command and control during a period of internal political 
upheaval.193 The Soviet Union’s collapse also improved South Africa’s 
security situation. Deciding to give in to both demands—nuclear and 
apartheid—did not overcome the fundamental issue of entanglement of 
multiple demands. This ultimate compliance was due to domestic political 
changes within the target state, not a change in coercer strategy.

This chapter has chiefly validated the assurance dilemma in coercion. 
The following chapters build on it to offer more constructive solutions for 
mitigating the assurance dilemma and identifying when targets that face 
even more severe threats of military coercion are willing to gamble on 
concession.
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chapter 3

“Sanctions with Inspectors”

Convincing Iraq to Come Clean

Iraq is a case of successful nonproliferation, yet the saga of Iraqi nonprolif-
eration is an undoubted tragedy. The 1990–91 Gulf War interrupted a seri-
ous Iraqi crash program to enrich uranium for a nuclear weapon. In its 
wake, Saddam Hussein made significant concessions by destroying his 
stocks of chemical and biological weapons, admitting UN inspectors, and 
accepting continuous monitoring. But Iraq’s coercers never appreciated 
how successful their coercive nonproliferation policies had been and so 
squeezed Iraq ever more until its leadership disengaged. Saddam sought 
sanctions relief by publicly conceding only those aspects of his WMD pro-
grams that coercers already knew about and secretly destroying the rest. 
Saddam and his advisers then made fewer concessions to coercion over 
time as they came to perceive that no amount of compliance would end 
sanctions (see table 3.1).

Scholarly breakthroughs in accounting for the Iraqi perspective have 
been possible since the 2003 US-led invasion of Iraq, when coalition forces 
captured many official records of the Saddam regime and shipped them to 
the United States. Saddam had made a habit of recording high-level delib-
erations with his advisers. These archival records shed rare light on the 
perspectives of a direct target of coercive threats.

Improving Existing Explanations

The lens of the assurance dilemma revises several conventional wisdoms 
about Iraqi proliferation. First, common explanations for Saddam Hussein’s 
defiance of coercion point to threat credibility and severity. Sanctions were 
not tight enough, especially during the Bill Clinton administration, some 
argue.1 Saddam and corrupt elites were not hurting because they passed on 
the pain to regular Iraqis and hoarded wealth for themselves. The UN’s 
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Oil-for-Food Programme simply opened a loophole through which Sad-
dam siphoned aid.2 Others argue that Saddam perceived the United States 
to be casualty averse and therefore not credibly willing to use military force 
beyond occasional air strikes.3 Or perhaps Saddam was willing to bear the 
costs of punishment in pursuit of an all-consuming goal of acquiring a 
nuclear weapon. These arguments contend that Iraqi behavior was driven 
by a fear of punishment. Coercion would have succeeded if only sanctions 
were tougher or the threat of force was more credible. Thus, speech evi-
dence questioning the credibility or severity of compellent threats should 
accompany Iraqi defiance.

These explanations are unsatisfying against the empirical record—they 
are insufficient to explain the failures of coercion. Saddam and his coterie 
certainly insulated themselves from the harm that sanctions caused to the 
Iraqi people, but they did not think that the costs of sanctions were worth 
paying. They simply could not figure out how to have them removed. Coer-
cive assurance provides a more compelling explanation. The assurance 
dilemma reveals in Iraqi documents perceptions of the unconditional 
nature of threats that accompanied defiance.

Second, some argue that Saddam was just irrational.4 A mercurial dicta-
tor surrounded by sycophants and advisers too afraid to tell him the truth 
might make irrational choices. It would certainly seem crazy to declare vic-
tory after the Gulf War or to think that Iraq could defeat the United States in 
a ground war, as Saddam did.5 But this view is also belied by the extensive 
documentary records available after the 2003 invasion and occupation. Sad-
dam and his advisers did recognize the credibility and severity of imposed 
and threatened punishments, and they genuinely sought relief. Their 
behavior was affected by cost-benefit manipulations. A  softer version of 
this irrationality argument in the literature has focused on misperceptions 
between Iraq and the United States, especially the failure of intelligence in 

Table 3.1  Iraq

Date Concessions
Threat 

credibility Threat severity
Assurance 
credibility

Consistent with 
assurance 
dilemma?

1981 No High Low Low 
1991 Yes High High High 
1991–93 Yes High High Medium 
1994 No High High Low 
1995 Yes High Medium Medium 
1996–98 No High Medium Low 
2002 Yesa Higher High Low 
2003 No Higher Higher Lower b

a Saddam readmitted inspectors, but there was no longer an actual program to concede.
b The magnitude of coercer demands was also an impediment to coercion after 1998.
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seeing a WMD program where there was none.6 These arguments are no 
doubt true as applied to the United States, but I find more rationality on the 
Iraqi side about signals between a coercer and target. Moreover, in contrast 
to arguments that see a commitment problem in Saddam’s inability to com-
mit to not developing WMDs in the future, I find a commitment problem 
on behalf of the United States not to punish Iraq regardless of its behavior.7 
The chief obstacle to full WMD transparency was convincing Baghdad that 
sanctions could ever in fact be lifted.

Third, some argue that the United States asked for too much. US demands 
to cooperate with inspectors were perceived to be aimed at undermining 
Saddam’s rule.8 Asking for lists of former WMD facilities was akin to ask-
ing for a targeting list for air strikes. And as the inspections progressed, 
they requested access to buildings and information that were part of Sad-
dam’s personal security apparatus. The magnitude of coercer demands was 
too great to comply. I find evidence in favor of this explanation later in the 
1990s, especially after 1998. By then the Clinton administration made it 
known, even more than it had previously been signaled, that US policy was 
in fact aimed at the removal of Saddam and that sanctions would remain as 
long as he was in power. Prior to 1998, there was still hope or at least dis-
cussion within Saddam’s inner circle about whether and how to get UN 
sanctions lifted. This explanation holds some weight through the lead-up to 
the 2003 war as well.

Fourth, an explanation that took hold after the 2003 invasion for the fail-
ure of Saddam to admit his actual dismantlement of a WMD program was 
that he sought to deter domestic uprisings or regional rivals—Iran and 
Israel—by maintaining the fiction that his capabilities were intact.9 I find no 
new evidence for this explanation. Instead, I find that Iraqi officials did not 
wish to come clean out of a fear of greater punishment if they did reveal 
their misdeeds. Blaming piecemeal Iraqi admissions about its own disar-
mament on third-party audiences needlessly complicates the plain evi-
dence that Iraq simply did not want to admit the extent of its past WMD 
programs to coercers themselves. After a short post–Gulf War period of 
hedging to preserve the option of reconstituting his destroyed WMD pro-
grams, Saddam changed his strategy to maximize, as he saw it, the likeli-
hood of having sanctions lifted. Part of this plan involved destroying and 
hiding evidence of past proliferation to speed the UN’s declaration of Iraq’s 
clean bill of health. Every new admission, Iraqis feared, would anger, pro-
voke, and sustain suspicious coercers while making sympathetic defenders 
at the UN more hesitant to speak up. Using the assurance dilemma as a 
lens, I trace a clear pattern of Iraqi leadership endeavoring to admit only 
that which they thought that their coercers already knew. And when con-
fronted with new evidence or the defection of Saddam’s son-in-law Hus-
sein Kamil in 1995 that leaked substantial new evidence of past programs, 
Iraq made new admissions to try to satisfy coercers. Most of the time, 
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information asymmetries between coercer and target exacerbated the assur-
ance dilemma and kept the Iraqis from conceding new admissions. Ulti-
mately, Saddam’s fears of the consequences of making concessions that 
revealed new information to coercers were proven right. He was damned if 
he did and damned if he didn’t.

Through this line of reasoning, this chapter builds on Målfrid Braut-
Hegghammer’s concept of the “cheater’s dilemma,” whereby the frag-
mented Iraqi bureaucracy struggled to coordinate compliance internally, as 
underlings feared that making new disclosures, even when authorized, 
would anger an unpredictable Saddam.10 Braut-Hegghammer’s story alone 
lays too much of the tragedy at the feet of internal Iraqi mismanagement 
when coercers themselves did not appreciate the assurance dilemma fears 
that kept Iraq from admitting the extent of its concessions before 1995 and 
could not see transparency for what it was after 1995. My argument builds 
on Braut-Hegghammer’s to illuminate the ways in which the cheater’s 
dilemma is also a problem of coercive assurance in a strategic interaction. 
In other words, it takes two.

This chapter offers a brief review of Iraq’s nuclear program before 
describing the nature of international compellent demands directed at 
Baghdad. It shows that while Saddam and his advisers perceived many of 
these threats to be credible, they chose to defy when the threats were not 
perceived as conditional. I examine four phases of the case: the Israeli coun-
terproliferation air strikes in 1981, the Gulf War, inspections throughout the 
1990s, and the lead-up to the US invasion in 2003.

Iraq's Nuclear Program

After a 1958 coup, Iraq moved to secure enhanced nuclear assistance from 
the Soviet Union, eventually procuring a Soviet research reactor in 1959.11 
The reactor was constructed at Tuwaitha. Another coup in 1968 brought the 
Baath Party to power under the leadership of Ahmed Hassan al-Bakr and 
his deputy, Saddam Hussein. Some scientists at Tuwaitha began to discuss 
the option of a nuclear weapons program in the early 1970s, but no such 
order was given by Saddam until he came to power.12

Around 1973 Iraq developed an intent to hedge, as Saddam reorganized 
the Iraqi Atomic Energy Commission (IAEC) and told a group of scientists 
to explore the full nuclear fuel cycle. As part of this exploration, Iraq asked 
the Soviet Union for upgrades to the research reactor at Tuwaitha. Iraq also 
acquired a complex—dubbed Osirak—with two new types of research 
reactors from France, plus laboratory-scale reprocessing equipment. It ini-
tially asked to purchase a gas-cooled, graphite-moderated power reactor, 
which raised eyebrows for its weapons potential.13 Iraq similarly asked 
Italy for proliferation-prone technologies, such as a reprocessing plant, but 
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settled for radiochemical and uranium fuel laboratories.14 The reactors 
were placed under IAEA safeguards.

In a 1978 speech, Saddam articulated his ambition to have a nuclear 
option, saying, “We should generate the unusual capabilities of the Arab 
nation, including the capability to have a bomb, and that is no longer 
monopolized science. The atom is widespread and thorough science, and 
any country can produce the atomic bomb.”15 The following month, Sad-
dam complained in a meeting that Israel’s monopoly on nuclear weapons 
in the region allowed Israel to draw “red lines” and coerce Arab states.16 
Once Saddam came to power in 1979, he finally gave the order to explore a 
nuclear weapons option.17 At an IAEC meeting in late 1979, the director of 
the Nuclear Research Center at Tuwaitha communicated to Iraqi scientific 
leaders that Saddam wanted the program to take a more “strategic” direc-
tion. Braut-Hegghammer reports that the scientists understood this to 
mean nuclear weapons.18

Opponents Mix Brute Force and Coercion

israeli brute force

Iraq’s progress exploring the nuclear fuel cycle alarmed the Israelis, who 
began to covertly target Iraqi scientists and equipment for murder and sab-
otage.19 Israel first detected Iraqi nuclear intentions in 1974. After a 1978 
Israeli cabinet meeting, officials were instructed to “delay the Iraqi nuclear 
program by all possible means.”20 In 1979 Israeli saboteurs attacked the 
facilities in southern France that had produced the reactor cores shipped to 
Iraq. They also destroyed the offices of SNIA-Techint in Rome, where Iraq’s 
separation plant originated.21

These efforts culminated in the 1981 overt bombing of the Osirak reac-
tor.22 Israel privately considered the use of force as early as 1977 but did not 
make any public threats before launching the 1981 attack.23 Yet Saddam 
perceived coercion. In September 1980 he said, “The Arabs, the Zionists, 
and the Americans are going to work hard against us because they are 
afraid, which is a problem.”24 Moreover, Braut-Hegghammer writes that 
the Iraqi regime “feared that Israel would not allow an Arab state to acquire 
nuclear weapons and believed Tel Aviv was prepared to use force to pre-
vent this from happening.”25 Iraq prepared to withstand both conventional 
and nuclear strikes from Israel. This was the perception of a credible threat, 
but it did not dampen Iraq’s nuclear ambitions.

Israel bombed the Osirak reactor complex on June 7, 1981.26 Israeli prime 
minister Menachem Begin held a press conference two days after the raid 
and drew a clear red line: Iraq would not be permitted to develop a nuclear 
weapon. After invoking the Holocaust, Begin said, “Tell your friend, tell 
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anyone you meet, we shall defend our people with all means at our dis-
posal. We shall not allow any enemy to develop weapons of mass destruc-
tion turned against us.”27 In a subsequent interview with CBS News, Begin 
reminded viewers that “this attack will be a precedent for every future 
government in Israel.  .  .  . Every future prime minister will act, in similar 
circumstances, in the same way.”28

saddam defiant

Saddam was defiant after the Israeli attack. He concluded that the strike 
revealed that Iraq should devote even greater resources to the nuclear pro-
gram.29 Indeed, he claimed that he had “long expected” the strike and that 
future nuclear installations would be buried.30 This translated as well into 
organizational action, as the scientists in charge sat down to develop con-
crete plans for nuclear weapons development.31 The real effect was of push-
ing the program underground.32 For example, Saddam instructed his 
scientific team after the raid to avoid sensitive foreign assistance that could 
tip off intelligence agencies.

Avoiding foreign procurement foreclosed the plutonium route to the 
bomb as well as large-scale centrifuge uranium enrichment. Iraq pursued 
multiple enrichment pathways, including electromagnetic isotope separa-
tion (EMIS), laser isotope separation, gaseous diffusion, and centrifuge 
enrichment. The IAEC was reorganized around this new effort in January 
1982.33 The EMIS path made the most progress, and in January 1986 Iraq 
successfully separated uranium isotopes.34

At a meeting between Saddam and senior IAEC members in April 1985, 
Vice Chairman Humam Abdul Khaliq made a promise: the nuclear pro-
gram would fulfill its objectives by 1990. He did this apparently without 
consulting the other IAEC leaders.35 By 1987 a special organization was 
formed at Tuwaitha—Group 4—dedicated to building a bomb.36 Then Sad-
dam made an ill-timed decision: in August 1990 he invaded Kuwait. The 
war came at the wrong time for a nuclear program that was making signifi-
cant progress, successfully hidden. As a last-ditch effort, Hussein Kamil 
ordered a “crash” nuclear weapons effort after Saddam invaded Kuwait. 
The goal was to build a bomb in six months.37

the gulf war

Despite a massive military buildup in the region and crippling sanctions, 
multilateral efforts could not compel Saddam to leave Kuwait. Though this 
effort was not aimed at nonproliferation coercion and therefore falls just 
outside of the scope of this chapter, its parallel exposure of the assurance 
dilemma is worthy of note. As Paul Avey concludes, “Saddam and his lieu-
tenants believed that even if they withdrew from Kuwait, the American 
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military threat would remain.”38 On October 6 Saddam described his think-
ing to a Soviet interlocutor: withdrawal or no withdrawal, “you cannot 
bring an end to the American siege of Iraq.”39 “If America decided on war it 
will go to war whether I withdraw from Kuwait or not,” he concluded.40 
And up to the last moment before hostilities began, on January 14, 1991, 
Saddam told Yemeni officials, “We have no guarantees if we withdraw. . . . 
Why should we surrender at the last moment?”41 US air strikes began on 
January 17, and ground forces entered Kuwait and Iraq on February 24.

Saddam’s invasion of Kuwait proved to be a strategic blunder. US brute 
force set back his nuclear program that had been on the verge of scaling up 
successful uranium enrichment.42 While the counterfactual is impossible to 
know with confidence, Braut-Hegghammer and Gudrun Harrer both con-
clude that Iraq would likely have acquired nuclear weapons in the 1990s 
had Saddam not invaded Kuwait.43 Iraq’s reconstituted nuclear infrastruc-
ture, including the Tuwaitha facility, was destroyed by the United States 
during the Gulf War. Indeed, one of the US war aims was to degrade Iraq’s 
ability to build nuclear weapons.

The United States was surprised to discover the extent of the Iraqi nuclear 
program after Operation Desert Storm.44 Nor did Israeli intelligence know 
about Iraq’s nuclear progress in the 1980s, only first beginning to hear about 
the clandestine enrichment program in 1989.45 Reflecting later on the IAEA’s 
failure to detect violations in Iraq, Director General Mohamed ElBaradei 
described his organization as “a beat cop with a blindfold.”46 The IAEA and 
coercers had been deceived.

Inspections and Coercion throughout the 1990s

After the Gulf War, the United States and Iraq engaged in nearly a decade 
of frustrating coercive diplomacy. UNSC Resolution 687 established 
UNSCOM—the UN Special Commission—and tasked with it verifying the 
dismantlement of the Iraqi chemical, biological, and missile programs. The 
IAEA, through its newly established Iraq Action Team, oversaw dismantle-
ment of its nuclear program.47 Resolution 687 prohibited Iraq from possess-
ing any nuclear, chemical, or biological weapons or missiles above a range 
of 150 kilometers or facilities for their production.

Severe threats backed up these dismantlement demands, and the Iraqi 
government knew the stakes of not cooperating. Legally, WMD disarma-
ment was a criterion for the Gulf War cease-fire, so a breach of Resolution 
687 would void the cease-fire and default back to a state of war—a clear 
military threat. Painful economic sanctions also supported the coercive 
strategy. Iraq’s $180 billion gross domestic product in 1990 tumbled to 
below half a billion in 1991 and recovered to just $20 billion by 1998.48 Prior 
to its invasion of Kuwait, Iraq had relied on imports for 70 percent of its 
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food, medicine, and agricultural chemicals.49 UNSC Resolution 661, passed 
on the day of Saddam’s invasion of Kuwait, had imposed comprehensive 
multilateral sanctions and frozen all of Iraq’s foreign assets. After the war 
ended, the sanctions remained. Resolution 687, passed on April 3, 1991, tied 
the sanctions to Iraqi cooperation with WMD inspectors.

Saddam’s Iraq wrestled in private with how to respond throughout the 
1990s. Four periods stand out. First, after displaying short-lived instincts to 
defy, Saddam ordered the destruction of all WMD stocks and from 1991 to 
1993 attempted to hide the existence of such programs. Inspections then 
began to show a pattern of revealing only that which Iraq believed that its 
coercers already knew of its past program, Saddam fearing that revealing 
new information would only make his coercers seek to punish him more. 
Second, when his concessions did not result in sanctions relief, he lashed 
out in 1994 and attempted to manufacture a crisis on the Kuwait border 
aimed at breaking the coalition of sanctions supporters. Third, in 1995 the 
defection of Hussein Kamil was an inflection point in Iraqi strategy. Sad-
dam came clean about the full extent of programs that he feared Kamil had 
now divulged to his coercers. Finally, from 1996 to 1998 Saddam became 
increasingly convinced that sanctions would never be lifted. He ultimately 
kicked out inspectors, believing that their presence, no matter his coopera-
tion, could never relieve pressure on his regime. Throughout, the assurance 
dilemma was the primary driver of Saddam’s behavior.

1991–93 :  destruction and hiding

In the immediate aftermath of the Gulf War, Saddam was initially inclined 
to resume the nuclear project. “Perhaps emboldened by the vague terms of 
the cease-fire, Saddam ordered an immediate resumption of the centrifuge 
program,” recalled the nuclear scientist Mahdi Obeidi, who ran Iraq’s cen-
trifuge research program. “Hussein Kamel [sic] became furious as I’ve ever 
seen him, urging us to redouble our efforts to produce enough enriched 
uranium for a nuclear weapon as soon as possible.”50 Equipment was 
brought out of hiding.

Coercion quickly changed Saddam’s mind. Resolution 687 threatened 
renewed force, which Saddam wished to avoid. He then chose not to recon-
stitute old programs and instead allow inspectors into the country. But first 
he issued a broad order to destroy and cover up past WMD work,51 which 
he and his advisers expected would make verification a relatively simple 
and short affair. In doing so, he followed the advice of Hussein Kamil, who, 
in Braut-Hegghammer’s words, successfully argued that “Iraq should 
declare only what the UN and the IAEA already knew about.”52 In the 
spring of 1991, Kamil told Jafar D. Jafar, who was preparing the disclosure 
to the IAEA, “Don’t write about anything except the activities that are 
known already.”53 Admitting to proscribed weapons would, in the view of 
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Minister of Foreign Affairs and Deputy Prime Minister Tariq Aziz, grant the 
United States a pretext to attack Iraq.54 A 2004 CIA assessment agreed in 
retrospect that “Iraq initially tried to end sanctions without fully revealing 
WMD programs.  .  .  . Iraqi leaders were optimistic that inspections and 
sanctions would end quickly. Their approach to inspections was to make 
sure that nothing was found to contradict their initial false declarations 
while they destroyed contradictory evidence” and thus “make its inaccu-
rate assertions of no programs correct in a legalistic sense.”55 Compliance, 
in other words, included hope for relief from pressure—sanctions and 
looming war.

Iraq’s strategy was informed by its perception of UNSCOM. The CIA 
described Iraqis as “shocked by the unexpected aggressiveness.”56 They 
feared handing over new evidence of their WMD programs that would 
enrage or empower the United States to make the case of further punish-
ment and cause sympathetic UNSC member states to balk in their defense 
of Iraq. Saddam himself articulated his intuition on the assurance dilemma 
in a recorded meeting with advisers in August 1991. It was a feeling that 
would only grow deeper over the decade:

Saddam: One of the mistakes some people make is that when the enemy 
has decided to hurt you, you believe there is a chance to decrease the 
harm by acting in a certain way, but it won’t. The harm won’t be less.

Male 1: The enemy is determined; he has a plan he is following.
Saddam: And he is determined to follow his plan.  .  .  . What did the 

Americans show us as a possible sign for partially decreasing their 
harm? We didn’t see anything coming from them. I have given them 
everything. I mean, I have given them everything: the missiles, and the 
chemical, biological and nuclear weapons. They didn’t give you any-
thing in exchange, not even a piece of bread. They didn’t give us any-
thing in exchange, well, they have become worse.57

Saddam appears to be referring to his dismantlement of his WMD pro-
grams. In 2004 the CIA undertook a series of intelligence assessments called 
the “Iraq WMD Retrospective Series,” which aimed in part to understand 
“how the Iraqis perceived and reacted to the international inspection pro-
cess.”58 Among its key findings, the CIA’s Office of Iraq Analysis assessed 
that “in 1991, Iraq secretly destroyed or dismantled most undeclared items 
and records that could have been used to validate the unilateral destruc-
tion, leaving Baghdad unable to provide convincing proof when it later 
tried to demonstrate compliance.”59

Iraq’s strategy of hiding its past proliferation involved a difficult balanc-
ing act between admitting what it thought coercers already knew and cov-
ering up what they did not. The Iraqis navigated it ham-handedly. At times, 
the hiding goal resulted in belligerence with inspectors. UNSCOM inspec-
tors were blocked from multiple site visits, including the infamous 
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“parking lot incident” in September 1991, when Iraqis attempted to prevent 
inspectors from leaving a facility with sensitive documents containing 
details of Iraq’s nuclear weapons efforts.60 Suspicious facilities and docu-
ments also proved relatively easy to come by. UNSCOM’s first conclusion 
in mid-1991 was that Iraq had not come fully clean in its declaration to the 
UN of WMD facilities.

True to a pattern exhibited throughout the Iraq WMD saga, Saddam con-
tinued to admit that which coercers could show that they knew already. For 
instance, in 1991 Iraq’s Oversight Committee admitted its plans for a centri-
fuge facility at Al-Furat. Obeidi recalls that it did so “faced with evidence 
presented by inspectors.”61 The disclosure revealed Saddam’s ambitions for 
large-scale centrifuge enrichment. That same year the Oversight Commit-
tee again responded to “evidence provided by inspectors” by revealing the 
Al-Atheer facility in Murayyib, where Iraq had conducted nuclear weapon-
ization research.62 When David Kay and his inspections team presented a 
choice between providing “better answers” on the past purpose of the facil-
ity or the destruction of the eight buildings at Al-Atheer, “rather than con-
cede his intentions to produce nuclear weapons, [Saddam] granted 
permission to destroy al-Atheer,” recalls Obeidi.63

When Saddam and advisers were reasonably confident that their secrets 
were safe, they did not admit past wrongdoing. In an example from Iraq’s 
proscribed missile program, the CIA after 2003 discovered that he “hid doc-
umentation related to the consumption and unilateral destruction of Scud 
propellant because it would show that Iraq had produced its own oxidizer 
for its Scud-type ballistic missiles before 1991.”64 Obeidi was also tasked 
with the cover-up of the past purpose of the Engineering Design Center at 
Rashdiya (Iraq’s centrifuge laboratory), which involved the extraordinary 
task of tearing it down to studs, removing topsoil, and constructing “an 
exact replica of the facility” without detectable traces of enriched ura-
nium.65 While his initial understanding for the cover-ups after the Gulf War 
was that Saddam sought to reconstitute the nuclear program at a later date, 
Obeidi concluded by 1993 that “as the inspectors had effectively denuded 
Iraq’s machinery for building nuclear weapons, the deceptions had become 
less of a measure to preserve the program and more of a reaction against 
foreign pressure.”66

These pendular cover-ups and revelations were a pattern that US officials 
labeled “cheat and retreat.”67 Indeed, they were interpreted by coercers as 
signs of Iraqi intransigence and duplicity. Yet the assurance dilemma sug-
gests that this is the role of information in coercion. When targets think that 
revelations will cause coercers to lose control and punish unconditionally, 
they defy. When coercers share knowledge with their targets, we are more 
likely to see concessions.

As ad hoc as their admissions were, Iraqi leadership truly thought, in the 
assessment of the CIA, that it took “steps during this period that the regime 
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thought would alleviate Iraq’s isolation.”68 Saddam did perceive the poten-
tial for sanctions relief. As another example, in November 1993, after object-
ing to it for two years as a breach of sovereignty, Iraq complied with UNSC 
Resolution 715 and accepted long-term UN monitoring of key facilities. In 
the CIA’s retrospective assessment, Baghdad “hope[d] that this step would 
lead to the immediate lifting of sanctions.”69 It did not. Soon Saddam grew 
frustrated and grasped for other means of acquiring sanctions relief.

1994 :  lashing out

Saddam lashed out in 1994 by trying to manufacture a crisis on the 
Kuwait border. He did so despite the pain of continued economic sanctions 
and despite the credibility of US threats of military force.70 He hatched his 
plan after the September UNSCOM report disappointed hopes for sanc-
tions relief. The idea was to move ground forces to the border and compel 
his coercers to lift sanctions in exchange for his backing down from a rein-
vasion. Saddam felt that there was some hope of success because of cracks 
that were emerging between the permanent members of the UNSC. The 
United States and the United Kingdom remained steadfast in their belief 
that paragraph 22 of Resolution 687, which provided for the lifting of sanc-
tions on the approval of the UNSC, would be invoked upon verification of 
Iraq’s complete disarmament.71 France and Russia, however, supported lift-
ing sanctions a little at a time to reward partial compliance.72 It was this 
daylight that Saddam sought to exploit. In a recorded October 1994 meet-
ing with political advisers, Saddam described his plan:

We have moved two divisions. One of them is a Republican Guard division 
to Basra, and we have followed that with a third. This third division we 
have moved is what has made the Americans place its army on alert, 
because this means there are four Republican Guard divisions close to each 
other.  .  .  . Together with the presence of army capabilities in depth, it 
became apparent to them [the Americans] that such a capability can carry 
out a serious action, I mean, this action will move the situation. . . . There is 
no idea that could serve the action of lifting the sanctions that the mind 
could come up with, without placing it in its correct context. . . . I have spo-
ken about mobilization and I  believe that mobilization must continue 
because the sanctions continue, and because the alternatives we could 
choose if we found out that the mean—or other means—are incapable of 
achieving the objective, our clear objective in this phase, which is the lifting 
of the sanction phase.73

Saddam hoped that UNSC members more willing to work with Iraq—
France, China, and Russia—could help to turn the provoked crisis into 
sanctions relief. The United States resisted and managed to hold together 
the sanctions regime. Saddam backed down.
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In the aftermath, Saddam’s meeting with his advisers displayed even 
more skepticism consistent with the assurance dilemma. In early 1995, for 
instance, when Tariq Aziz briefed Saddam on questions from UNSCOM 
director Rolf Ekéus and the inspectors about procurement for the missile 
program, Saddam interrupted, frustrated with entangled demands: “Here 
we go again, we are going back to the missile issue? . . . When we close this 
file, then start looking for its key, then this means that it was not closed!”74 
He thought that his coercers were reneging on their implied coercive assur-
ance. Later in the meeting when the biological weapons facility inspections 
came up for discussion as well, an incredulous Saddam bemoaned, “I am 
concerned that all of this is nothing but excuses.” Aziz, while optimistic 
that the missile issue could be resolved, was similarly skeptical about US 
willingness to lift sanctions and replied that “when the technical and legal 
excuses are removed from America, then America will play a political role 
and say, ‘I will not suggest lifting the sanctions against Iraq for political 
reasons,’ ha, for reasons neither related to Ekéus nor to [inaudible].”75 In a 
meeting the following June, Saddam and his advisers continued to feel that 
ongoing inspections became merely “a cover to extend the blockade [sanc-
tions].”76 In a meeting with Saddam, science adviser and later Iraq’s liaison 
with UN weapons inspectors Amir Hamudi Hassan Al-Sa’adi compared 
sanctions to the harrowing Iran-Iraq War of 1980–88: “Even with the war 
going on between Iraq and Iran, it was not foreseen that the war would take 
so long. It was like lifting sanctions. Every year, we’d think it’s coming this 
year. So every year, from even the moment it started, the Iraq-Iran war was 
going to finish this year, this year, and so on.”77 Saddam considered himself 
to be bereft of favorable options in the face of compellence.

Saddam and his advisers also questioned the likelihood of sanctions 
relief because of the role the United States as spoiler to the partial relief 
preferred by some members of the UNSC. Saddam assessed Rolf Ekéus’s 
intentions:

In this period, Ekeus is also interested in sending messages that would reas-
sure us of their intentions, because when he speaks with non-aligned 
nations, he knows that we will hear about such discussions.  .  .  . When he 
speaks with the Russians, he knows that we will hear about such discus-
sions one way or another. He is afraid that April will come and Iraq has not 
received anything yet. At that time, Iraq will stand up and say, “Look we 
have accomplished all these achievements, but we did not receive anything 
in return, we do not have anything. Then we will review all of our previous 
positions.”78

But Washington lingered as a spoiler: “The Americans are pressuring 
him more than he can stand,” Tariq Aziz assessed.79 When April came 
around, Saddam was indeed disappointed in the new UNSCOM report 
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that among other gaps included suspicions that Iraq was hiding a biologi-
cal weapons program.

1995 :  shared knowledge and hussein  
kamil's  defection

Records of meetings among Saddam Hussein’s inner circle are especially 
valuable evidence at inflection points that affect a variable associated with 
coercive control and the assurance dilemma. The defection of Hussein 
Kamil in August 1995 can perform one such test of theory. Kamil’s sudden 
treachery leveled the information gap between Iraq and inspectors. Sad-
dam much more freely made concessions that he no longer thought revealed 
new information to his coercers.

In the spring and summer of 1995, prior to Kamil’s defection, Saddam had 
grown more defiant of and angrier about lingering issues in UNSCOM 
reporting. He was not inclined to make more concessions, nor did the threat 
environment suggest that he would. In April 1995 the UNSC, under pressure 
from China, Russia, and France to avert the humanitarian suffering of the 
Iraqi people living under sanctions, approved the Oil-for-Food Programme. 
Iraq could access up to $1 billion every ninety days to purchase food and 
medicine. The credibility of severe economic coercion against Iraq was 
declining. The CIA assessed that “by the summer of 1995, international will 
to sustain sanctions and inspections was dwindling.”80 Yet Saddam declined 
the lifeline. In July he responded daringly with his own threat to cut off coop-
eration with UN inspections if sanctions were not lifted completely.81

Before the defection of Hussein Kamil, what coercers knew of Iraq’s 
WMD programs was discussed intently at a May 1995 meeting between 
Saddam and high-ranking officials. His advisers recommended admitting 
what coercers knew, without sharing new details. Tariq Aziz was not confi-
dent that Iraq could please the Americans with transparency, but he felt 
that Iraq could admit enough to satisfy members of the UNSC who were 
more sympathetic to relieving sanctions in part. Especially, he advised 
admitting that Iraq had had a past biological weapons program.82 “Yester-
day’s [UNSCOM] file frustrated Russia and France because they saw a 
large gap they could not fight,” Aziz argued. “Therefore, I have stated that 
if we solve the biological program problem . . . the French and the Russians 
will lay their plans on the table, and the Americans would discuss their 
plans, of course. They would then say, ‘there is a point here and a point 
there,’ at which point the serious discussion would start.” Hussein Kamil 
also suggested some revelations but cautioned against too much sunlight:

Sir, I will repeat, is it better for us to announce it or stay secretive? . . . Sir, 
about the nuclear program, we say that we have revealed everything. In 
addition, we have an unannounced problem with the nuclear program, and 
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I think they know about it because there are working teams that are work-
ing and some of these teams are not known to anyone. . . . Truthfully, Sir, we 
have to be honest so that when the Resolution is issued, it will not only be 
based on the biological program because if it were, it would [include] the 
missiles tomorrow, and the nuclear program would be the day after, and so 
on.83

But Kamil went on about biological weaponization: “If we continue to be 
silent about the issue at hand, I must say that it is in our best interest not to 
reveal it.” He advised seeking a workaround to account for the seventeen 
tons of biological agents that Iraq had already destroyed without admitting 
their sophistication or that they had been armed in warheads. He sug-
gested, “Instead of us admitting to the biological programs, Sir, we should 
ask the specialists: ‘How can we close [the issue of] the 17 tons? We do this 
and that and these are all the details that we have. How can we know when 
this file will be closed?’”84 In July 1995 Iraq duly acknowledged a biological 
weapons program consistent with the evidence presented by UNSCOM but 
denied that agents had in fact been weaponized.

Everything changed on August 7, 1995, when Hussein Kamil fled to Jor-
dan. In a matter of days, he was spilling the beans in interviews with UN 
inspectors and US intelligence. His revelations included the biological wea-
ponization program that had produced warheads for Scud missiles in 1990, 
the crash program to obtain a nuclear weapon prior to the Gulf War, and 
details of an illicit procurement network in Europe.85 A  list of his revela-
tions is included in an UNSCOM report from October 1995.86 Baghdad 
scrambled to assess the damage. “Even the highest levels of leadership 
were unsure what Kamil could reveal,” the CIA assessed.87 Saddam put his 
internal security apparatus to work, and on August 14 Husam Muhammad 
Amin al-Yasin, the director of the National Monitoring Directorate, pro-
duced a report detailing the weapons programs of which Kamil had knowl-
edge and that had or had not been declared to inspectors.88 Iraq came clean 
about all of them. Obeidi recounts the manner of the admissions that Iraq 
attempted to pin on Kamil alone:

Knowing that the game was up, the Oversight Committee moved to pre-
empt the anticipated inquiries from the inspectors. They collected many 
documents from the WMD programs, along with remaining scattered mate-
rials such as a few tons of maraging steel and centrifuge jackets. They 
packed wooden and metal boxes full of microfiches, computer diskettes, 
videotapes, and photographs that had been kept hidden from inspectors 
throughout the early 1990s. Then they drove them to a chicken farm owned 
by Hussein Kamel in the Baghdad suburb of Haidar and locked all of the 
boxes in a henhouse. On August 18, an SSO [Special Security Organization] 
operative hinted to inspectors that they should investigate Hussein Kamel’s 
chicken farm.89
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According to the CIA retrospective in 2004, Kamil’s defection was “the 
key turning point in Iraq’s decision to cooperate more with inspections.”90 
With the benefit of postwar clarity, the agency recognized “that the move-
ment of documents to Husayn Kamil’s chicken farm and their turnover to 
the UN represented a genuine attempt to come clean on programs albeit 
while saving face. . . . Captured documentary evidence and interviews sup-
port the idea that major concealment operations ended in 1995.”91 The Iraqi 
leadership had (correctly) “feared that Kamil .  .  . would reveal additional 
undisclosed information,” and orders now came down to “release informa-
tion to the UN without restrictions.”92 In sober meetings with Saddam in 
the fall after Kamil’s defection, advisers demonstrated concern about 
admitting what had been proven already—for example, “concerning the 
biological weapons program.” Tariq Aziz briefed Saddam in November: “It 
has been proven that we produced 200 bombs, and we must prove that they 
have been destroyed.”93 Iraq in November also finally felt the need to accept 
the Oil-for-Food Programme.

Yet Iraq’s fears, driven by the assurance dilemma, came true in the wake 
of Saddam’s new concessions to inspectors. Coercers did lose control of 
themselves. “Some of the information revealed in 1995, such as a more 
extensive weaponization effort for BW [biological warfare] aerial bombs, 
missile warheads, and spray tanks, was not previously suspected and sur-
prised the UN, provoking deep suspicion of future Iraqi behaviors and dec-
larations,” the CIA assessed.94 New information revealed through 
concessions “strengthened the West’s perception of Iraq as a successful and 
efficient deceiver”95 and “reinforced the prevailing analytical paradigm 
that the Iraqis had been successful in hiding evidence of significant WMD 
programs, proved that they had not intended to cooperate with the UN, 
and would only reveal or dismantle programs after being caught in a lie.”96 
This was the wrong conclusion. Not only were the Iraqis attempting to 
come clean in 1995, but they were also continuing a pattern, consistent with 
the assurance dilemma: the Iraqis would reveal what coercers knew of their 
past behavior. By 1992 they had already destroyed their program. Yet they 
saw a path to sanctions relief through hiding their guilt from coercers who 
could use new evidence against them. Shared knowledge consistently led 
to concessions in Iraq.

Bush administration officials also learned the wrong lessons from epi-
sodes like the defection of Hussein Kamil and the chicken farm revelations. 
Vice President Dick Cheney claimed that the events “should serve as a 
reminder to all that we often learn more as a result of defections than we 
learned from the inspection regime itself.”97 And Secretary of Defense Don-
ald Rumsfeld similarly said in December 2002 that “things have been found 
[in Iraq] not by discovery but through defectors.”98 These are misinterpreta-
tions of the case. Yes, defectors revealed information, but the Saddam 
regime followed up on these revelations with new concessions and 
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admissions. The target responded to the knowledge of its coercers. It was 
the assurance dilemma at work.

1996–98 :  kicking out inspectors

By the end of 1995, Iraqi elites had gleaned the lesson of the previous 
half-decade: compliance would not beget sanctions relief.99 The assurance 
dilemma hardened. UNSCOM responded to the Kamil revelations with a 
new probe into the “concealment mechanisms” of the Iraqi regime, which 
included more requests to visit military facilities and Saddam’s palaces. 
The Iraqis, according to the CIA, interpreted this “new investigation as 
proof that WMD was being used as a pretense to bring about regime 
change”100 and “deepened their belief that inspections were politically 
motivated and would not lead to the end of sanctions.”101 Saddam on mul-
tiple occasions framed to his advisers the choice he faced: Iraq could either 
“have sanctions with inspectors or sanctions without inspectors.”102

These sentiments were shared in meetings with advisers from November 
1995 to January 1996. Some blamed inspectors’ refusal to resolve technical 
issues on their personal greediness and desire to keep receiving high UN 
salaries.103 Others perceived hostile domestic politics in the United States 
that would have hindered their coercers from providing relief anyway. Vice 
President Taha Ma’ruf, speaking at a meeting with Saddam, reported that he 
sensed “the issue of implementing paragraph 22 [on sanctions relief] is no 
longer a technical or legal issue . . . rather a mere political issue, subject to 
the procedures and maneuvers of America in the next year. No matter how 
much we offer and cooperate and committees that come and go those peo-
ple keep coming back. . . . They say something different every time or come 
up with a new way and so on.”104 Another of Iraq’s three vice presidents, 
Taha Yassin Ramadan, concurred but assessed that US domestic politics 
would impede sanctions relief: “We are certain that in the political atmo-
sphere now, America, and the elections, paragraph 22 cannot be imposed.”105

The White House indeed would have faced domestic opposition to any 
sanctions relief. As Lee Feinstein, the director of policy planning at the State 
Department, recalled, “We had a hostile Congress that would have leapt 
down our throats had we drastically loosened the sanctions.”106 Rolf Ekéus, 
in retrospect, concurred that “the biggest problem UNSCOM faced was 
selling cooperation to the Iraqis. . . . [Our strategy] would only work if sanc-
tions could be credibly removed after Iraq was decreed free of WMD. How-
ever, lifting sanctions was politically untenable for the American 
leadership.”107 Still, these domestic impediments to coercive assurance 
were quickly overshadowed by an explicit evolution of US strategy from 
coercion toward brute force.

In its second term, the Clinton administration began to make more obvi-
ous its desire for regime change in Iraq—a problem of demand magnitude. 
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Secretary of State Madeleine Albright infamously called in March 1997 for 
“a change in Iraq’s government” and a “successor regime” to Saddam’s, 
whose “intentions will never be peaceful.”108 The problem of coercive 
assurance remained, too, as Albright reminded, “We do not agree with 
nations who argue that if Iraq complies with its obligations concerning 
weapons of mass destruction, sanctions should be lifted.”109 The Clinton 
administration dubbed the policy “keeping Saddam in his box.” Moreover, 
in October 1998 Congress passed the Iraq Liberation Act, which declared 
that it was now the policy of the United States to overthrow the govern-
ment of Saddam Hussein. Speaking at the signing ceremony, President 
Clinton declared that “the United States looks forward to a democratically 
supported regime that would permit us to enter into a dialogue leading to 
the reintegration of Iraq into normal international life.”110 There is no evi-
dence that the Clinton administration thereafter grappled with the assur-
ance dilemma. David Palkki and Shane Smith, in their assessment of the 
recordings of internal Iraqi decision-making, find that “Saddam and his 
advisors were perfectly aware of American leaders’ statements indicating 
that the sanctions would remain as long as Saddam was in power, and sus-
pected that no amount of Iraqi compliance would satisfy the United 
States.”111 The CIA retrospective agreed in 2004 that “passage of the Iraq 
Liberation Act by the US Congress enhanced Iraqi suspicions.”112

On August 5, 1998, Iraq announced that it would cease cooperation with 
UNSCOM and the IAEA. It said that it would restart cooperation on 
November 14 after US and UK threats to attack but reversed itself again, 
and inspectors left the country on December 16 ahead of Operation Desert 
Fox. On December 17–20 US and UK air strikes targeted suspected nuclear 
sites in Iraq.113

The assurance dilemma best explains why Iraq kicked out inspectors, 
despite the obvious military consequences it would face. As the CIA in 2004 
concluded, the belief “that Iraq would never get a clean bill of health from 
the UN . . . was one factor that prompted them to cease cooperation with 
the UN in August 1998.”114 The records of Saddam’s meetings at the time 
demonstrate such frustrations. In a meeting one week before kicking out 
UNSCOM inspectors and precipitating the Operation Desert Fox bomb-
ings, Saddam complained of the sincerity of his coercers’ demands: “Iraq 
implemented 95 percent of the resolutions. Isn’t that what Ekeus said? As 
for the five percent, it might take another ten years without getting results. 
We hardly accomplished 95 percent in three years. So, where are we going 
to end up if we pursue the five percent? . . . I am afraid, comrades, after all 
I said that you might think we still have hidden chemical weapons, missiles 
and so forth. We have nothing; not even one screw.”115

In a brief discussion of the credibility of US threats at the same meeting, 
Taha Ma’ruf argued that the United States would not invade because “the 
American reputation is fading now in Somalia and other places. The last 
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attack on Iraq raised a torrent of criticism even by their close allies.” Sad-
dam concurred that “a comprehensive war” against Iraq was unlikely, but 
he did perceive that bombing was likely in the absence of negotiation. Sad-
dam came down in the end on the importance of the more specific US repu-
tation in its dealings with Iraq: “Based on our experience, I would say the 
worst possibility is more likely to happen and therefore, you have to be 
prepared for the worst possibility.”116 Saddam chose the punishment over 
more compliance. Soon US missiles were flying as part of Operation Desert 
Fox.

When the dust settled, Iraq was no more willing to comply with coercion. 
In the perceptions of Mahdi Obeidi, “Operation Desert Fox was intended to 
force Iraq’s full cooperation with the UN inspections. But it had the oppo-
site result” inside Baghdad.117 Saddam refused any more inspections. In the 
aftermath, Tariq Aziz echoed Saddam’s assessment of coercive assurance in 
his justification for keeping inspectors out: “It was enough to have sanc-
tions. To have inspectors as well had been too much.”118 Coercion fails if its 
target expects to be punished regardless of its behavior.

The 2003 Invasion

The pattern repeated itself one final time in the lead-up to the 2003 invasion 
of Iraq. The George W. Bush administration once more aimed to coerce Sad-
dam. “Maybe if he thinks we’ll overthrow him, he’ll change,” President 
Bush hypothesized in his office at Camp David in February 2002.119 National 
security adviser and political scientist Condoleezza Rice told him that aca-
demics would call it “coercive diplomacy.” She recalls that the president 
“loved the term.”120 Its implementation was the rub.

The United States relied on sticks alone, primarily through the mobiliza-
tion of military power, and did little to appreciate or mitigate the assurance 
dilemma as it did so. Rumsfeld recalled of the strategy, “President Bush 
believed that the key to successful diplomacy with Saddam was a credible 
threat of military action. We hoped that the process of moving an increasing 
number of American forces into a position where they could attack Iraq 
might convince the Iraqis to end their defiance.”121 But it did not. In his 
study of the lead-up the Iraq War, the historian Melvyn Leffler aptly 
observed that the Bush administration’s strategy of coercive diplomacy 
“was adopted without resolving its priority—regime change or WMD elim-
ination, without a careful assessment of the diplomatic tactics and political 
inducements that might be necessary to make it a success, and without a 
thorough examination of its consequences should it not work.”122 “Coer-
cive diplomacy had the air of a cynical exercise,” Steve Coll similarly con-
cluded in a thorough history of the period, “a test designed for Saddam to 
fail.”123
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The assurance dilemma does not explain why Saddam readmitted 
inspectors after the UNSC passed Resolution 1441 in November 2002.124 
The head of the UN Monitoring, Verification and Inspection Commission 
(UNMOVIC), Hans Blix, recalls an “almost frantic” effort to seek evidence 
and provide interviewees to UNSCOM’s successors in UNMOVIC.125 This 
is a test this book’s theory fails. But Saddam had little to show, having 
already disarmed. Inspectors concerned themselves with dismantling Al-
Fatah and Al-Samoud II missiles that exceeded the permissible range by 
just thirty kilometers. The evidence suggests that there was indeed nothing 
that Saddam could have done to avoid a US invasion.

Internally, President Bush seemed less committed to sincere coercion. In 
March 2002 he reportedly “waved his hand dismissively” to summarize his 
Iraq policy to a group of senators: “Fuck Saddam, we’re taking him out.”126 
In April 2002 Bush said in a press interview, “I have made up my mind that 
Saddam needs to go.”127 And US diplomat Richard Haass recalls a conver-
sation about Iraq with Condoleezza Rice in July 2002 in which Rice inter-
rupted him to say, “You can save your breath, Richard. The President has 
already made up his mind on Iraq,” which Haass interpreted as though 
“the way she said it made clear [Bush] had decided to go to war.”128

Still, on the war’s doorstep, the president’s advisers blamed the failure of 
coercive diplomacy on inadequate threats. “There is still hope,” Deputy 
Secretary of Defense Paul Wolfowitz assessed in a speech to the Council on 
Foreign Relations in January 2003, “if Saddam is faced with a serious 
enough threat.”129 Years later, President Bush would reflect on his thinking 
on the eve of war, still puzzled. “If Saddam doesn’t actually have WMD, 
why on earth would he subject himself to a war he will almost certainly 
lose?”130 They did not appreciate how unconditional their threats were per-
ceived to be.

As Saddam continued to defy, two sources of momentum also seemed to 
push the United States toward war. First, arguments about preserving a US 
reputation for making credible threats began to trickle into decision-
making. In early January 2003 Bush said to Rice, “We’re not winning. We’re 
probably going to have to go to war.” “You have to follow through on your 
threat,” concurred Rice. “If you’re going to carry out coercive diplomacy, 
you have to live with that decision.”131 Second, mobilized military power 
began to introduce into the dynamic bargaining process incentives to 
employ it. Having mobilized tens of thousands of troops in support of com-
pellence, the Pentagon communicated to the White House in early 2003 that 
they could not stay forward-deployed and at a high level of readiness for 
the duration of the hot summer. If the United States was to go to war against 
Saddam, it would be better if that order came in the spring, so that fighting 
did not have to contend with the heat.132

Washington abandoned coercive diplomacy and went to war in March. 
Puzzlingly, the White House issued a final ultimatum forty-eight hours 
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before US forces began the invasion of Iraq.133 The last concession the US 
demanded was indeed for Saddam himself to step down and leave the 
country. He had no incentive to comply and did not. In March 2003 Bush 
privately held that “if Saddam Hussein leaves, we’ll go in anyway.”134 
Although the Bush administration did not rush to war, it was bound to be 
frustrated by a strategy of all threats and no coercive assurance.135

Iraqi elites indeed perceived US military mobilization through the lens of 
the assurance dilemma. Obeidi recalls that the head of the Military Indus-
trialization Commission (MIC), Abdul Tawab, spoke at a security meeting 
of the MIC in February 2003 to say, “There is much talk about the ultima-
tums of President Bush and the United Nations weapons inspectors. They 
are creating a pretext for war, and they want to use our honorable scientists 
as tools for their hostile intentions.”136 Obeidi himself in February “sensed 
that an American invasion was inevitable. The U.S. troop buildup neared 
completion in northern Kuwait, with too many supplies and soldiers 
amassed to allow for a face-saving retreat.”137 And during a February 2003 
dinner in Baghdad, IAEA director general Mohamed ElBaradei reported 
that his last attempts alongside Blix to implore the Iraqis to be more forth-
coming about their past nuclear weapons program fell on deaf and defeated 
ears. The credible threat of US military force held little sway anymore. 
Husam Muhammad Amin al-Yasin, one of the Iraqi officials present, said to 
Blix, “You cannot help us, because this war is going to happen, and nothing 
you or we can do will stop it. We both know that. Whatever we do, it is a 
done deal.” Amir Hamudi Hasan al-Sa’adi, Saddam’s chief scientific 
adviser, nodded along next to Husam.138 After the war, according to the 
CIA, Iraqi scientists who were captured and debriefed by US intelligence 
services “expressed surprise when a former US inspector came into the 
room to try to resolve old material balance issues because they felt it had 
been a ruse for US policy goals and not a legitimate concern.”139

The Assurance Dilemma in Iraq

After his nuclear, chemical, and biological weapons infrastructure was 
wrecked in the Gulf War, Saddam destroyed his stocks of illicit weapons 
and submitted to what he thought would be a short inspections process. He 
did so to avoid another military attack and in the hopes of having crippling 
sanctions lifted; coercion pressured him into taking the concession gamble. 
But Saddam was soon disappointed. Punishing sanctions and occasional 
air strikes remained. As he authorized disclosures of past weapons pro-
grams according to the evidence in the possession of his coercers, he and 
his advisers came to conclude that nothing they could do would end the 
coercive punishments Iraq faced. Defiance became preferable. Saddam 
ceased cooperation with inspectors in 1998.
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Iraq’s coercers made little effort to communicate the contingency of their 
punishments. They did not demonstrate coercive control over themselves 
or their coalition, contributing to the failure of coercion. They also acquired 
a reputation for noncredible assurance in the eyes of Baghdad, built up 
over eight years of jockeying for sanctions relief only to see no end to pun-
ishment. Only shared knowledge, especially caused by the defection of 
Hussein Kamil, encouraged Iraq to be more forthcoming for a time.

The assurance dilemma lens is strongest in the period from 1993 to 1998, 
after Saddam abandoned his hedge to reconstitute WMD programs and 
before the passage of the Iraq Liberation Act that signaled that the United 
States sought regime change. From 1998 to 2003, it is possible that Washing-
ton no longer intended for sanctions against Iraq to be coercive. In service 
of a brute force goal, perhaps sanctions intended to starve Iraq of resources 
and keep Saddam conventionally weak. President H. W. Bush’s national 
security adviser, Brent Scowcroft, certainly implied as much when looking 
back in 2003 he claimed that sanctions on Iraq “worked in the sense that 
[Saddam] was never able to rebuild his conventional army.”140 If the stran-
gulation is the point, the punishment is not coercive because it does not 
demand a change in the target’s behavior.



78

chapter 4

“They Will Laugh at Us”

Coaxing Libya to Confess

This chapter explains Libya’s decision-making about its nuclear pro-
gram when it faced compellence from the United States and the United 
Kingdom. From 1980 onward, the US and others sought to compel 
Tripoli to abide by its NPT commitments. Until 2003 Libya defied coer-
cive demands and made consistent efforts to build a weapon. It was 
coerced by the very states whose threats had motivated its clandestine 
nuclear program. Libya’s compliance with their demands in 2003 war-
rants explanation.

I find that from 1998 to 2003 Libya defied compellent demands over its 
WMD program because it perceived a lack of credible coercive assurance, 
not because it perceived compellent threats to be insufficiently credible or 
painful. Efforts to overcome the assurance dilemma finally led to Libya’s 
ultimate concession. The 1998 disentangling of UN and US sanctions to 
apply to different demands—Lockerbie and WMDs, respectively—allowed 
Libya to concede one issue at a time. The secrecy of talks in 2003 kept spoil-
ers, such as hawkish US advisers and Israeli leaders, out of the bargaining 
process. And Tripoli held on to information that it thought would incrimi-
nate it and anger its coercers until US and British spies shared the extent of 
their knowledge of Libya’s WMD programs. New Libyan admissions con-
sistently followed this pattern of confessing only what coercers knew 
already. The assurance dilemma lens helps to explain Libya’s acquiescence 
in 2003 as well as the failure of coercion for years before (see table 4.1).

Prior to 1998, however, the assurance dilemma receives less support 
because it is not a sufficient explanation for Libyan defiance. At the time, 
the United States’ main goal in its relations with Libya was the destruction 
of the Muammar Qaddafi regime. From 1986 to 1998, therefore, Libya 
defied coercion because of its correct perception of US intent. As discussed 
in chapter one, a coercer may undermine its own coercive strategy by mak-
ing maximalist demands of a target. This is a problem of demand 
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magnitude. Target defiance is not due to a lack of coercive assurance but to 
a lack of bargaining space. The United States therefore had to change its 
goals, not its strategy. Only after the US dropped its goal of regime change 
did it confront the assurance dilemma, and Washington had to communi-
cate that it no longer sought to use force against Libya unconditionally.

My research relies as much as possible on Libyan perspectives of US 
and British coercion. Statements from Qaddafi himself are the most salient 
evidence, supplemented by the statements of top officials such as Musa 
Kusa, Abdul Rahman Shalgham, and Qaddafi’s son Seif al Islam Qaddafi, 
his father’s counsel and likely heir. For similar reasons, I place particular 
emphasis on Målfrid Braut-Hegghammer’s accounts of the Libyan nuclear 
program—her access to interview Libyan officials prior to the toppling of 
the Qaddafi regime contributed to her comprehensive history of Libya’s 
nuclear investments and bureaucratic organization.1 I add to this history a 
focus on interaction between Libya and the international community put-
ting pressure on the regime and explain variation in its efficacy over time. 
Libyan perceptions are also often filtered through interlocutors. For 
example, I  use primary documents from the IAEA, which became 
involved in the Libya nuclear issue after the secret nuclear program was 
revealed publicly in 2003. I supplement these documents with secondary 
accounts. I do not rely on US documents as few are yet available to schol-
ars. US records are also unlikely to provide ample details on the case since 
the matter was handled with such secrecy in the US government. Negoti-
ators did not receive formal orders: “No national security decision direc-
tives, no Presidential Finding, no State Department cable with negotiating 
instructions,” recalls William Tobey, a member of George W. Bush’s 
National Security Council (NSC) staff.2 Moreover, the fate of Libyan gov-
ernment records after the 2011 civil war and military intervention is 
unknown.3

Table 4.1 Libya

Date Concessions
Threat 

credibility
Threat 

severity
Assurance 
credibility

Consistent  
with assurance 

dilemma?

1980 No Low Low – –
1986 No High High Low a

1995 No High High Low a

1998 Nob High Medium Low 
2001 No Higher High Low 
Mar. 2003 No Higher Higher Lower 
Dec. 2003 Yes Higher Higher High 

a While the assurance dilemma is not invalidated, the magnitude of coercer demands is a better 
explanation for the failure of coercion until 1998.
b This table only considers nuclear-related concessions, not Libyan support for terrorism.
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Improving Existing Explanations

The conventional wisdom of the Libyan case myopically focuses on threat 
credibility. After the invasion of Iraq and toppling of Saddam Hussein in 
2003, the story goes, another mercurial dictator in the Arab world with 
WMD ambitions feared that he was next on the US invasion list. After years 
of insufficiently credible threats of severe punishment, US threats of mili-
tary force were so highly credible in 2003 that Muammar Qaddafi finally 
gave in. The lesson: flex your muscle to scare your enemies into 
submission.

This narrative that the Iraq War cowed Qaddafi into concessions was 
later exaggerated.4 It was a legacy of the war nurtured by the Bush admin-
istration itself. Running for reelection in the context of emerging revelations 
about intelligence failure in Iraq and a gathering insurgency, President 
George W. Bush especially sought to connect the Iraq War to successful Lib-
yan disarmament during the 2004 presidential election campaign. In the 
first presidential debate against Senator John Kerry, Bush highlighted the 
victory: “I hope to never have to use force. But by speaking clearly and 
sending messages that we mean what we say, we’ve affected the world in a 
positive way. Look at Libya. Libya was a threat. Libya is now peacefully 
dismantling its weapons programs. Libya understood that America and 
others will enforce doctrine.”5 Vice President Dick Cheney, in his debate, 
similarly called the Libya deal “one of the great by-products . . . of what we 
did in Iraq and Afghanistan.”6 He often referred in his campaign stump 
speech to the mere “five days” between Saddam’s capture and Libya’s 
announcement. “Moammar Ghadafi, in Libya,” Cheney asserted, “watched 
what we did in Afghanistan, watched what we did in Iraq, and five days 
after we dug Saddam out of his hole, north of Baghdad, Ghadafi went pub-
lic and announced he wanted to give up all of his WMD—all of his weap-
ons of mass destruction, get out of the nuclear business.”7 Tough US threats 
and bold action had cowed Qaddafi. The implication is that until 2003 coer-
cion failed because threats were not credible or severe enough.

As I show in this chapter, the invasion of Iraq increased the credibility of 
US threats, but that alone was insufficient. The assurance dilemma 
remained, and Qaddafi still defied these spikes in threat credibility until he 
received assuring signals that concession was worth the gamble. The most 
extreme version of the connection between Iraq and Libya is the folklore 
that Saddam’s capture led days later to the Qaddafi deal, but the record of 
secret bargaining suggests that Qaddafi was ready to concede his nuclear 
program prior to Saddam’s capture, and, in fact, seeing Saddam pulled 
from a hole on television caused Qaddafi to balk at disarmament. He only 
came around after another phone call with his coercers.

Some standard histories also argue that Qaddafi had no real nuclear pro-
gram and traded away nuclear “junk” for carrots. Braut-Hegghammer 
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writes that due to insufficient indigenous expertise, “the Libyan nuclear 
weapons project is better described as a plan than a program.”8 Hymans 
agrees that despite its “dalliance” with the A. Q. Khan network, Libya was 
“defeated by the fine print on his purchases, which read ‘some assembly 
required.’”9 Supply-side disruptions certainly impeded Libyan progress on 
nuclear weapons. Owing to proliferation concerns, many nuclear suppliers 
refused to conduct business with Libya. The Soviet Union, for example, 
canceled plans to sell Tripoli a 440-megawatt pressurized water reactor in 
1986 at least in part because of Mikhail Gorbachev’s concern about Libyan 
proliferation.10 Indeed, IAEA reports do reveal how much Libyan scientists 
struggled to master nuclear technology and develop expertise. A  lot of 
what Libya received from the black market were useless, first-generation 
centrifuges that Pakistan could not get to work.11

Yet the available evidence of Libyan perceptions of coercion shows few 
signs of such thinking. Qaddafi thought the program was real, valuable, 
and advancing. He held genuine ambitions to possess the bomb. Although 
it made halting technical progress, Libya continued to throw money at its 
nuclear program. Despite purchasing some nuclear junk, other black-
market shipments were serious, especially later in the decade and into the 
early 2000s, including Chinese warhead designs, some second-generation 
centrifuges, and converted uranium hexafluoride (UF6) to feed into them. 
Libya’s ambitions are clear in its investments. Tripoli spent hundreds of 
millions of dollars to try to solve its technical problems. Early on it sought 
to buy a bomb outright from Pakistan or China. As late as 2002 it purchased 
weapons designs and a turnkey uranium-enrichment facility from A. Q. 
Khan. In 2003 Libyan leaders believed they were just a few years away from 
building a nuclear weapon. Indeed, in the aftermath some experts realized 
that the Libyan program had been more advanced than they appreciated.12 
Libya might never have figured out how to build a bomb. We cannot know 
now. But the underlying policy and investments pursued right up until the 
end of 2003 were consistent: pursuit of the bomb. Libya indeed had to be 
compelled out of its nuclear ambitions. The evidence is much stronger that 
Qaddafi was coerced and, critically, assured.

This chapter begins by reviewing the origins of Libya’s nuclear program 
and interest in the bomb. It then describes the nature of international com-
pellent demands directed at Tripoli and shows that while Libya’s leaders 
perceived coercive threats to be credible after 1986, they chose to defy 
because of the perception that the United States sought nothing less than 
regime change. The chapter subsequently examines Libya’s decision-
making in the late 1990s and early 2000s, zooming in especially on the criti-
cal bargaining over WMDs in 2003. The evidence reveals how scaling back 
its demands still resulted in US failure to compel nuclear concessions from 
the Libyans because leaders in Tripoli perceived that concessions would 
not preclude punishment. In 2003, finally, a US and British coercive strategy 
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aimed at signaling coercive control to surmount the assurance dilemma 
convinced Tripoli to give up its nuclear ambitions and seek an end to com-
pellent punishments.

Libya's Nuclear Program

Muammar Qaddafi came to power in a 1969 coup. The following year, he 
began Libya’s nuclear weapons program. Initially, the ambitions were 
motivated by pan-Arab nationalist prestige and a desire for regional status 
as a leader of the Arab world, as well as the hope of achieving “strategic 
parity” to nullify the Israeli nuclear deterrent and open a window for fur-
ther Arab conventional aggression against Israel.13 Libya was not threat-
ened by Israel per se, only in the sense that it identified with the anti-Israel 
Arab cause and supported pro-Palestinian groups. In 2004 Qaddafi claimed 
of the program, “In 1969 and early 1970s we did not reflect on where or 
against whom we could use the nuclear bomb. Such issues were not consid-
ered. All that was important was to build the bomb.”14

In the early 1970s Qaddafi irritated the United States and many Euro-
pean countries by nationalizing foreign assets, including oil fields.15 
A resulting surplus of oil revenue—aided by a surge in oil prices—allowed 
Qaddafi to finance his nuclear ambitions. The initial strategy was twofold: 
attempts to directly purchase a nuclear warhead and financing foreign 
nuclear programs. Libyan representatives approached China (1970),16 Paki-
stan (1977), and India (1978) about buying a bomb outright. None agreed. 
Qaddafi also sought to fund an Egyptian nuclear weapons program. His 
discussions with Egyptian president Gamal Abdel Nasser were ongoing 
when Nasser died, and his successor, Anwar Sadat, killed the prospects of 
such cooperation when he came to power. Libya did, however, contribute 
funds to the Pakistani nuclear program. From about 1973 until about 1979, 
Libya contributed $100 million to $500 million to the Pakistani nuclear pro-
gram in exchange for “full access” to it.17 Instead of “full access,” Libya 
seems to have only received scientific training for some personnel.18

The strategy was supplemented with attempts to cover a clandestine 
nuclear weapons effort with a civilian nuclear power program. Libya asked 
the IAEA for early-stage nuclear assistance in the early 1970s—uranium 
exploration and mining, research, and exploring a nuclear energy pro-
gram.19 From 1978 to 1981, Libya also imported 2,263 metric tons of yellow-
cake uranium ore from French mines in Niger (much more than required 
for any foreseeable uses), declaring only one thousand tons to the IAEA.20

Libya shopped around for a reactor supplier in the 1970s, ultimately find-
ing the Soviet Union to be the most receptive. On the heels of signing a 
major conventional arms deal with the Soviets in 1974,21 a sign of an 
expanding security relationship, Libya purchased in 1975 a Soviet 
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ten-megawatt IRT-1 research reactor. It became operational at Tajoura in 
November 1983.22 Under pressure from the Soviet Union, applied as a con-
dition to its supply of the research reactor, Libya ratified the NPT in 1975.23 
Safeguards came into force in July 1980.

Further reactor deals ultimately fell through. Libya was turned down by 
the United States in 1975, France canceled a prospective deal in 1976, and 
China turned it down in 1978.24 Libya then sent a delegation to Moscow to 
request a heavy-water reactor, a heavy-water plant, and a spent-fuel repro-
cessing facility. “According to one senior Soviet official,” Braut-
Hegghammer writes, “it was obvious to both parties that this was intended 
to be a military program.”25

At the end of the 1970s, Libya’s nuclear weapons program was flailing, 
spending a lot of money in many strategic directions. An IAEA expert assis-
tance mission to Libya, meant to help the Libyans develop their peaceful 
nuclear science and technology, noted how the Libyan civil program was 
lavishly funded but lacked scientific experts. The report noted the “very 
ambitious plans for the development of nuclear sciences in Libya” but a 
“severe shortage of trained personnel.”26 The vast scope of the investments 
had been made “without a clear idea of the type of investigation to be per-
formed and the results to be expected” as “equipment is installed, but is 
idling because of the shortage of personnel.”27 In sum, its investments 
clearly indicated Libya’s weaponization ambitions, but scientists in the 
nuclear program struggled to make progress toward the bomb.

Compellence Begins

Libyan relations with the United States soured in the late 1970s, and the 
1980s saw a series of tit-for-tat escalations. Tensions erupted with US air 
strikes on Libya in 1986 and the Lockerbie bombing in 1988. The nuclear 
weapons program continued throughout. This section assesses the evolu-
tion of coercive pressure against Libya in this period and how it was per-
ceived by the regime. Until 1986 Tripoli did not perceive US threats to use 
military force to be credible. Thereafter, the goal of US coercion was the end 
of the Qaddafi regime—a demand too extreme to succeed whether or not it 
was paired with credible threats.

1980 :  noncredible threats begin,  libya defies

The 1980–86 period is no real mystery for theories of coercion. Libya sim-
ply did not perceive compellent threats over its nuclear program to either 
exist or to be credible. The United States had initially tried to get along with 
the Qaddafi regime. Libya was a source of crude oil for the US market, and 
the US provided access to technology and other goods. The US even shared 
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CIA estimates with Qaddafi about internal threats.28 But within a few years 
of his taking power, his anti-Israel policy and support for international ter-
rorism had caused a rift. In 1977 the Carter administration foiled a Libyan 
plot to assassinate the US ambassador in Egypt over his role in the Camp 
David peace talks.29 President Carter imposed partial sanctions (“trade 
restrictions”) and put Libya on its list of state sponsors of terrorism, the first 
such list, in 1979. He also closed the US embassy in Tripoli in 1980 (the 
building having been burned in an anti-American protest in 1979).30 Sanc-
tions, however, were not linked explicitly to nuclear issues.31

I code 1980 as the beginning of Libya’s perception of a red line on nuclear 
weapons development, when nuclear safeguards came into force. IAEA 
inspectors monitored Libya’s nuclear facilities to ensure they were used for 
peaceful purposes only. Nonetheless, there is some evidence to suggest that 
Libya did not perceive any credible threat of punishment in the early 1980s. 
To begin with, Tripoli believed that it could obtain fissile material for 
nuclear weapons from nuclear reactors purchased from the Soviet Union. 
This would have been a poor proliferation strategy, as any diversion of 
nuclear material from a safeguarded facility was liable to be caught. Libya 
did not seem to appreciate that risk.32 More importantly, Qaddafi placed 
faith in the backing of the Soviet Union. The Soviet Union had indeed been 
a friend to Libya. In 1981 Tripoli and Moscow inked an extensive agree-
ment that included, Braut-Hegghammer writes, “contracts for conventional 
arms, technology transfers—including nuclear technology—and a promise 
of Soviet support if Libya were subjected to foreign aggression.”33 Thus, 
relying on its Soviet patron, Libya had less to fear from its coercers.

Libyan leaders accordingly plowed ahead with the nuclear program. 
Beginning in the 1980s Libya tried to get serious about the gas centrifuge 
path to uranium enrichment. Throughout the 1980s Libya sought gas centri-
fuge technology, a modular uranium-conversion facility, and two mass spec-
trometers (to help build centrifuges) and engaged in uranium-conversion 
experiments. From 1981 to 1983 Libya sought assistance from Romania in 
constructing a heavy-water nuclear reactor. Romania was tempted by the 
money, but the deal never closed.34 In January 1984 the Libyans sought assis-
tance from A. Q. Khan for the first time, but Khan declined this first offer 
because they did not have the capability to scale up their efforts.35 In 1984 
they conducted plutonium-separation experiments at the IRT-1 research 
reactor using imported natural uranium (violating safeguards). Libya 
sought to purchase a “hot cell” facility for plutonium reprocessing from 
Argentina; US pressure killed this deal. Libya also sought a uranium-con-
version facility with help from a Belgian firm from 1981 to 1984; US pressure 
killed this deal as well. But in 1984 Libya and Japan signed a deal for the 
supply of a modular uranium-conversion facility.36 Components arrived in 
1986 without instructions for assembly. (Suffering from a lack of expertise, 
the facility remained unassembled until 1998. Some of the equipment was 
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supposedly used in “cold tests” [i.e., without uranium] in 2002.37) Finally, in 
1985 Libya sent some of its imported yellowcake uranium to “an undis-
closed nuclear weapons state” where it was processed into UF6 and other 
compounds and sent back to Libya in the same year.38

Simultaneously, Libyan and US forces engaged in a series of provoca-
tions and punishments as the Reagan administration began to direct more 
of its attention to Qaddafi. In September 1980 Libyan jets fired at US recon-
naissance aircraft over the Gulf of Sirte, asserting their extended claim of 
territorial waters. In August 1981 Libyan jets again fired on US aircraft in 
the Gulf of Sirte, and US F-14s shot down two Libyan jets in response, kill-
ing one Libyan pilot. And in March 1986 Libya fired six missiles at US air-
craft in the Gulf of Sirte. In response, the US sank one Libyan vessel and 
destroyed a coastal SA-5 missile site.

While the issue at stake in these early 1980s military clashes was ostensi-
bly freedom of navigation in international waters, a litany of disputes drove 
Washington’s ire with Tripoli. Qaddafi had nationalized the oil industry 
and kicked out American businesses, become cozy with Moscow, and 
promoted anti-American riots.

In parallel to its military posture, the United States imposed economic 
pressure. It instituted an embargo on Libyan crude oil in 1982 and extended 
it in 1985 to include refined petroleum products. Libyan citizens were 
banned from studying nuclear science in the United States, and in January 
1986 the Reagan administration froze all Libyan assets in the US and 
imposed additional unilateral sanctions. What had been a piecemeal effort 
at economic coercion coalesced as comprehensive sanctions with Reagan’s 
January 1986 executive order.39 The sanctions later expanded in 1992 and 
1996.40

This time, Qaddafi’s response came in the form of terrorism. On April 5, 
1986, Libyan-backed terrorists bombed a West Berlin nightclub frequented 
by US military personnel. Three people died, including two Americans, 
and two hundred were injured, including seventy-nine Americans.

1986 :  credible threats begin,  libya continues to defy

The Libyan perception of US military threats changed in 1986. On 
April 15 the United States conducted air strikes on terrorist camps and mili-
tary facilities in Libya. The strikes hit one of Qaddafi’s homes and allegedly 
killed one of his children. Such deep US air strikes revealed to Libya that it 
could not rely on the Soviet Union for protection. This was in addition to 
the already underway souring of Soviet-Libyan relations, including the 
demise of prospective reactor-purchasing deals. US threats to use military 
force on Libyan territory were now more credible.

The threat credibility lens would predict a corresponding greater willing-
ness to make concessions. But Qaddafi still defied. The nuclear program 



chapter 4

86

and clandestine research at Tajoura continued apace and went further 
underground.41 Just after the raids, components for the uranium-conversion 
facility began to arrive clandestinely in 1986, and Libya stored them in hid-
den facilities around Tripoli.42

Libya’s continued defiance of compellence no longer stemmed from non-
credible threats but from the magnitude of its coercer’s demands. Targeting 
Qaddafi outright in 1986 signaled that the Reagan administration was in 
pursuit of regime change rather than coercion to change Qaddafi’s behav-
ior. A demand to commit suicide allows for no bargaining space. US intel-
ligence assessments from the time corroborate this perception of US 
intentions. A  1984 CIA assessment doubted that Qaddafi could be com-
pelled and concluded that “no course of action short of stimulating 
Qaddafi’s fall will bring any significant and enduring change in Libyan 
policies.”43

Additionally, Libya’s motivation for its nuclear program shifted after 
1986 in a way that suggested a fear of regime change. The Libyan nuclear 
program became motivated by a desire to deter US aggression. After the 
1986 strikes, Qaddafi said, “The Arabs must possess the atomic bomb to 
defend themselves.” He further explicated this thinking in 1990, saying, “If 
we possessed a deterrent—missiles that could reach New York . . . [the US] 
and others [would] no longer think about attack.  .  .  . We should have a 
nuclear bomb.”44 Braut-Hegghammer writes that “the new focus on 
national security following the American air strikes in 1986 strengthened 
the Libyan regime’s commitment to its nuclear project,” citing an interview 
with a senior Libyan official.45

Across the board, Qaddafi was not cowed by direct US punishments. He 
continued to pursue nuclear weapons, claim extended sovereignty in the 
Mediterranean Sea, and support terrorism. He planned and executed the 
Lockerbie airplane bombing on December 21, 1988, and the bombing of a 
French airliner over Niger on September 19, 1989, which killed 259 and 171 
people, respectively.

1988 :  lockerbie introduces more  
impediments to coercion

The Lockerbie bombing cast a pall over all US-Libya relations for a 
decade and became an impediment to counterproliferation coercion by 
causing the United States to cling to its goal of regime change in Tripoli. Of 
the 259 people killed in the Lockerbie bombing, 189 were US citizens—
many college students returning home for Christmas vacation. The Ameri-
can public rallied behind the Lockerbie victims, empowering a lobby of 
grieving families. Washington’s position could not soften in public.

When the US and the UK indicted two Libyan intelligence agents in 
November 1991 for plotting the Lockerbie bombing, they made five 
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demands of Libya: (1) surrender the suspects for trial, (2) accept responsi-
bility for the suspects’ actions, (3) disclose everything you know about the 
bombing, allowing access to witnesses, (4) compensate the victims’ fami-
lies, and (5) cease all support for terrorism.46 The UNSC imposed multilat-
eral sanctions in 1992, having given Libya three months to comply with the 
demands. Sanctions further tightened in November 1993.

Tripoli’s perception of maximal demands prevented this additional pres-
sure from contributing to a bargain between Libya and its coercers. Locker-
bie had introduced a powerful new interest group in American domestic 
politics that sought justice. After the January 1992 UNSC vote to impose 
sanctions,47 for instance, the Bush administration rebuffed a Libyan out-
reach for dialogue due to pressure from the Lockerbie victims’ families.48 
Sanctions could not be lifted or weakened unless the Lockerbie issue was 
fully resolved and compensation paid. Congressional passage of the Iran-
Libya Sanctions Act in 1996 was a direct result of the lobbying of victims’ 
families.49 Lockerbie had to be settled before the demand for regime change 
could be scaled back and bargaining space could reemerge.

1990s :  libya “reinvigorates” its nuclear program

At the end of the 1980s and in the early 1990s, Libya began to amend its 
proliferation strategy. Its economy was stagnant.50 Qaddafi experienced an 
unsuccessful military coup attempt in 1993. Sanctions were hurting, and 
Tripoli wanted relief, but it did not want to go all in for rapprochement 
with Washington and give up its nuclear program. Qaddafi gave his advis-
ers leeway to probe the possibility of opening up the country economically. 
He understood WMDs to be an impediment to such liberalization, and he 
appeared willing to negotiate them away. Yet he also feared unconditional 
punishments. Qaddafi therefore pursued a dual-track approach: probe for 
the possibility of rapprochement but build nuclear weapons in case of 
failure.51

In 1989 the Libyan nuclear program was reorganized under the leader-
ship of Matuq M. Matuq, a nonscientist regime insider whom Qaddafi 
trusted. Matuq embraced the black market for nuclear procurement, con-
tinuing to focus on the gas centrifuge uranium-enrichment path to the 
bomb.52 Taking note of the 1981 Israeli strike on the Iraqi Osirak reactor, 
Libya sought to keep its illicit procurement activities quiet and keep enrich-
ment sites secret and mobile. Matuq reconnected with A. Q. Khan and pur-
chased P-1 centrifuges in early 1991. Soon Libya had a disagreement with 
the Khan network and refused to pay because the P-1 centrifuges were 
outdated.53

In 1995 Libya decided to “reinvigorate its nuclear activities” and turned 
again to Khan.54 In 1997 it ordered twenty complete L-1 (P-1) gas centri-
fuges and most of the components for another two hundred centrifuges. By 
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1998 Libya had assembled its uranium-conversion facility. In late 1999 or 
early 2000 Libya acquired two new mass spectrometers and in September 
2000 acquired two L-2 (P-2) advanced centrifuges.

Why did Libya double down on its nuclear program just as it was com-
ing under greater pressure from its coercers? A threat credibility lens would 
predict a greater willingness to make concessions. The evidence instead 
suggests that Libya continued to defy because of the magnitude of US 
demands. Libya was quite clearly stung by its experience feeling out the 
Bush administration in 1992. The imposition of UN sanctions convinced 
Libyan officials that their coercers would never relent. “It is now known 
that Libya attempted to offer giving up the nuclear weapons programme to 
the US before United Nations (UN) sanctions were imposed in 1992. How-
ever, the cool reception these attempts were met with suggested that no 
rewards would be given for abandoning the nuclear proliferation efforts,” 
writes Braut-Hegghammer, citing an interview with a senior official in the 
Libyan General People’s Congress.55 And another senior official learned the 
following lesson: “After Libya was accused of the Lockerbie attack in 1992, 
officials began to fear that Washington and its allies would attempt to over-
throw the regime. Libya would not benefit from giving up its nuclear weap-
ons project in this context, and potentially had a lot to lose in light of the 
entrenched conflict with the West,” Braut-Hegghammer writes, citing an 
interview with a formerly central figure in the Revolutionary Committee 
system.56 This was an accurate reading of US intentions. Washington would 
not take yes for an answer with Qaddafi in power.

Direct Coercive Bargaining between the US, UK, and Libya, 1998–2003

In the late 1990s and early 2000s Libya began to speak directly with its 
coercers. When in 1998 the United States and Libya began to resolve the 
issue of Lockerbie, Washington scaled back its demand for regime change 
in Libya. This reduction in the magnitude of its demands opened the pos-
sibility of a coercive bargain over the nuclear issue. Nevertheless, Libya 
continued to defy. Once the US goal changed, it encountered the assurance 
dilemma. While Libya sought to remove the punishment of painful sanc-
tions, insufficient coercive assurance that Qaddafi would not be punished 
anyway impeded bargaining. Moreover, the record shows that the United 
States sought to overcome the assurance dilemma—by disentangling 
demands, managing spoilers, and sharing knowledge—before Libya 
agreed to concede its nuclear ambitions. I walk through each of these sig-
nals in turn, including how each was implemented by coercers and per-
ceived by the Libyan leadership. The analysis focuses especially heavily 
on 2003, when secret talks over the nuclear issue were deepest and led to a 
breakthrough.
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disentangling lockerbie and wmds

By the late 1990s, two major issues impeded sanctions relief for Libya 
and better relations with the United States: Lockerbie and WMD prolifera-
tion. Libyan support for terrorism had subsided in the 1990s, but the issue 
was still very much on the table in the form of accountability for the Locker-
bie bombing. Ron Suskind reports that the Clinton administration handled 
Libya discussions with “utmost secrecy” because “families of the Lockerbie 
victims had long since organized into a fierce, somewhat unruly advocacy 
group, lobbying for arrests, sanctions, and anything else that would amount 
to a facsimile of justice. Notice of a dialogue with the monsters from Tripoli 
would have summoned a righteous explosion.”57 It was politically costly to 
even negotiate with Libya. William Burns, assistant secretary of state for 
Near Eastern affairs, recalls that during a session at the State Department 
with Lockerbie families, “one furious mother” told him, “Go to hell with 
your Libyan friends.”58

Libya’s coercers effectively disentangled the issues by tying Lockerbie 
concessions to UN sanctions relief and WMD concessions to US sanctions 
relief. In August 1998 the US and UK offered through the UNSC that UN 
sanctions would be lifted if Libya surrendered its two Lockerbie suspects 
for trial in The Hague. But US sanctions would remain tied to the WMD 
program.59 And US officials communicated this to Libya.60 At the time, 
Washington saw this as a practical solution. It was moving to resolve the 
Lockerbie compensation issue before the multilateral sanctions regime frac-
tured; Russia, China, the Arab League, and the Organization of African 
Unity had been insisting that the United States accept Libya’s Lockerbie 
compromise offer.

Libya complied in April 1999, handing over the two suspects, and UN 
sanctions were suspended.61 As the assurance dilemma predicts, when 
coerced over multiple entangled issues, targets like Libya lack the neces-
sary coercive assurance to concede on any individual issue. The demands 
had to be disentangled by being tied to separate punishments.

The resolution of the Lockerbie issue did allow the United States to scale 
back its demands on Libya. Regime change was no longer the end goal of 
coercion. Washington was free to pursue a coercive bargain with Qaddafi 
still in power. Crucially, while the United States eliminated its demand for 
regime change, it maintained its threat of regime change if Libya did not 
comply with other demands. Convincing Libya that it had in fact aban-
doned its goal of regime change was now the impediment to coercion.

Secret US-UK-Libya talks then began in May 1999,62 in which Qaddafi 
was feeling out the possibility of a deal to give up his nuclear program, but 
he remained skeptical. During direct talks with their US and British coun-
terparts, according Braut-Hegghammer, Libyan officials “had to balance 
their efforts to strike a deal . . . against the risk that Gaddafi could pull back 
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from their proposed agreement.”63 Qaddafi was not yet committed to con-
cessions, even though he felt the pain of economic sanctions.64

suspended talks and 9/11

Direct talks continued in fits and starts. Negotiations were suspended by 
the US for fear of leaks during the 2000 presidential election, and then the 
terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, reoriented US foreign policy. This 
episode is important to examine as it refocused US policy on the threats of 
terrorism and WMDs. In this context, compellent threats to Libya over 
these issues would have theoretically increased in their credibility.

After 9/11 Qaddafi did perceive a spike in the credibility of US threats, 
yet he expanded his nuclear program—evidence inconsistent with the 
threat credibility lens and consistent with the assurance dilemma. Bush 
administration officials assessed that “Qaddafi understood what Saddam 
didn’t: that 9/11 changed everything.”65 Libya’s foreign minister, Abdul 
Rahman Shalgham, recalled that in 2001 President Bush used the Algerian 
president as an intermediary to communicate that “either you get rid of 
your weapons of mass destruction or he will personally destroy them and 
destroy everything with no discussion.”66 Qaddafi supposedly asked 
“every Arab leader in his rolodex” to help him convince Washington that 
Libya was opposed to terrorism. He also offered to help the United States 
with counterterrorism intelligence.67

But the nuclear program continued and grew. Qaddafi did not perceive 
credible enough assurance to dispose of his insurance policy in the face of 
compellence. In late 2001 or early 2002, Matuq paid A. Q. Khan $100 million 
to $200 million for a turnkey gas centrifuge plant with ten thousand P-2 
centrifuges. The plant was supposed to be completed by June 2003.68 The 
Khan offer included blueprints for a Chinese warhead design, UF6 feed 
material, installation, and training. Libya did receive the designs, technol-
ogy, and “several cylinders” of UF6 in 2001 (shipped on a Pakistani air-
plane).69 Libya further imported through Khan approximately sixteen 
kilograms of other uranium compounds in 2002. By then Libya had one 
nine-centrifuge cascade operational, and two other nineteen- and sixty-
four-centrifuge cascades were partially completed.70 From May to December 
2002, Libya conducted two successful tests of its centrifuges but without 
UF6 inside.

Meanwhile, after 9/11 the Bush administration had picked up secret 
talks again with the Libyans in October 2001. William Burns was in charge 
of the negotiations and recalls that he was “careful to reiterate the main 
lines of the positions conveyed earlier by [Assistant Secretary of State Mar-
tin] Indyk” that “the lifting of U.S. national sanctions, built up since the 
Reagan-era conflicts with Qaddafi, would depend upon Libya giving up its 
nuclear and chemical weapons programs.”71 The talks bore fruit on 
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counterterrorism cooperation, as Tripoli had already abandoned its sup-
port for terrorism.72 They also reached further agreement on compensation 
for Lockerbie victims’ families.73 But in the fall of 2001 Burns still found his 
Libyan negotiating counterparts—Musa Kusa, Abdelati Obeidi, and Adbul 
Rahman Shalgham—to be reticent on the nuclear issue and “nervous about 
hidden agendas from us.”74 He felt the need to emphasize “that there was 
no ulterior motive in this—we had no interest in regime change.”75 Then in 
October 2002 UK prime minister Tony Blair wrote to Qaddafi about open-
ing negotiations on Libya’s WMD program.76 He waited for a reply.

bargaining over wmds in 2003

Seif al Islam Qaddafi broke the silence in early 2003 by reaching out to 
British intelligence (MI6), asking it to intercede with Washington. Tripoli 
was, he said, interested in “clearing the air” on WMDs.77 Director of Central 
Intelligence George Tenet and his counterpart from MI6 briefed Prime Min-
ister Tony Blair and President Bush on the overture from Libya.78 Blair then 
convinced Bush at a March Camp David meeting on Iraq to be willing to 
negotiate with Libya on WMDs. As Lockerbie and terrorism concerns sub-
sided as major impediments to rapprochement, the US, the UK, and Libya 
were poised for a breakthrough.

Its coercers were credibly and severely threatening Libya. Decades of 
sanctions prevented Libya from expanding its oil production and left exist-
ing oil infrastructure rusting.79 William Burns describes how “the energy 
sector was starved for investment, and the country’s infrastructure was in 
shambles.”80 As a result, Libya produced half as much oil in 2003 as it had 
at its peak in the 1970s.81 Economic punishment was indeed painful. Infla-
tion reached 50 percent in 1994. In 2003 unemployment was 25 percent.

Negotiations began in March 2003—before the US invasion of Iraq.82 The 
first trilateral meeting was held in April. Yet Qaddafi began to be scared 
that negotiations were a trap. Seif al Islam Qaddafi recalled to Time maga-
zine that his father “ ‘suspected an ambush’ by the West: getting him to give 
up his only deterrent but withholding diplomatic rehabilitation.”83 “When 
Bush has finished with Iraq, we’ll quickly have a clear idea of where he’s 
going,” he told Le Figaro in March. “It won’t take long to find out if Iran, 
Saudi Arabia, or Libya will be targets as well.  .  .  . Bush isn’t logical. You 
can’t tell what he’s going to do. So you have to be ready for anything. Today, 
nobody can say: ‘I will or won’t be a target.’”84 Braut-Hegghammer reports, 
citing an interview with Seif al-Islam Qaddafi, that “as talks intensified in 
early 2003 the Libyan leader feared that it could be a trap, and that there 
was a hidden agenda at play aiming for the overthrow of his regime.”85 
Libya’s coercers had just invaded another “rogue” state, Iraq, under the 
banner of counterproliferation. Graffiti in Tripoli read: “Today, Saddam. 
Tomorrow, Qaddafi.”86 The war certainly got the Brother Leader’s 
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attention. But speaking with his foreign minister, Shalgham, Qaddafi said 
in response, “They will laugh at us and document that we have WMD. 
They implicated Saddam Hussein and they want to implicate us too.”87

It was, rather, the assurance dilemma that proved to be the difficult 
impediment throughout direct bargaining. Over the course of 2003, the 
United States and the United Kingdom came around slowly to offering 
coercive assurance signals. Early in the clandestine talks, Bush adminis-
tration officials did not seem to grasp the need for coercive assurance. 
“The Libyans asked for non-aggression pacts and other security guaran-
tees,” Gordon Corera writes. But the US and UK responded that Libya 
had to give up its WMDs “before anything would be guaranteed.”88 Later 
they were more assuring. Table 4.2 lists the meetings that took place. The 
following sections review these efforts to communicate coercive 
assurance.

Table 4.2  Meetings with Libyan officials

Date Location Participants Notes

Mid-Apr. 2003 Geneva Kappes, Allen / Kusa, 
unknown Libyan 
diplomat

First meeting; near 
miss with Israelis; 
not much progress

Late May 2003 Europe Kappes, Allen / Kusa, 
Seif

Not much progress

Aug. 2003 Europe Kappes, Allen / Kusa, 
Seif

Not much progress; 
invitation to meet 
Qaddafi directly

Early Sept. 2003 Tripoli Kappes, Allen / Qaddafi First meeting with 
Qaddafi

Oct. 7, 2003 Tripoli Allen / Kusa, unknown 
Libyans

Sharing of BBC China 
intercept

Oct. 19–29, 2003 Libya Technical experts “Technical visit” #1
Nov. 20, 2003 Bay Tree Hotel, 

Cotswolds, UK
Kappes, Allen / 

unknown Libyans
Sharing of A. Q. Khan 

recording; letter 
from President 
G. W. Bush

Dec. 1–12, 2003 Libya Technical experts “Technical visit” #2
Dec. 16, 2003 Travelers Club, 

London
Joseph, Kappes, Allen, 

William Ehrman and 
David Landsman  
(UK Foreign Office) / 
Kusa, Abdul al-Obeidi 
(Libyan ambassador 
to Rome), Mohammed 
Azwai (Libyan 
ambassador to 
London), three other 
unknown Libyans

Discussing content of 
the statement

December 18, 2003 Phone call Blair / Qaddafi After Saddam’s 
capture
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managing spoilers

As theorized, targets of coercion as a practical matter need to know that 
they are bargaining with the right coercer(s) and that either domestic or 
international spoilers with independent abilities to inflict pain are not likely 
to punish them after they comply. Isolating spoilers from the bargaining 
process also has the benefit of signaling the sincerity of a coercer’s willing-
ness to strike a coercive bargain short of regime change. If regime change 
were the goal, spoilers would be more useful to include.

The Libyans first expressed their fears of bargaining with the wrong coer-
cers in 2003 when they observed that secret communication channels did 
not reflect a unified willingness to strike a deal within its coercers’ govern-
ments. When the Libyans, according to Corera, “insisted that they meet 
with someone who was not an undercover intelligence officer and of suffi-
cient authority to show that the UK government as a whole was commit-
ted,”89 the British arranged for a senior diplomat to deliver Qaddafi a 
pledge of good faith. Tony Blair sent a letter with “a high-ranking subordi-
nate” to Tripoli and promised a “positive response” from the Washington 
and London if Libya disarmed. The Libyans appreciated the gesture.

Later in negotiations, the United States sent a similar signal. When Lib-
yan concessions seemed within reach in December 2003, the highest-
ranking US delegation yet, traveled to meet the Libyans. Stephen Kappes 
and Robert Joseph circumvented official travel procedures to secretly travel 
to London and work with their Libyan partners on language for Libya’s 
concession statement. According to Bush administration official William 
Tobey, Joseph’s attendance was meant to “signal to the Libyans that Presi-
dent Bush himself endorsed the effort.”90

Secrecy, too, helped to keep the right actors in the know and spoilers at 
bay until the parties struck a coercive bargain. While well-positioned spoil-
ers can also undo agreements after they are reached, they can more readily 
impede them before coercion succeeds. Managing spoilers until coercion 
succeeds is still valuable for communicating coercive assurance. President 
Bush gave the Libyan negotiation portfolio to CIA director George Tenet to 
ensure secrecy. Not even Donald Rumsfeld or Colin Powell were to be told 
about it.91 Tenet delegated to Kappes, the deputy director of operations at 
the agency.92 As this choice was explained by Tobey, “it is easier to keep the 
secret domestically if the CIA is in charge. The State Department is not good 
at deep secrecy.”93

One Bush administration official known, including to the Libyans, for his 
uncompromising attitude was the then undersecretary of state for arms 
control and international security affairs, John Bolton. Bolton had wanted 
President Bush to name Libya as a member of the “axis of evil” in his Janu-
ary 2002 State of the Union address, but UK foreign secretary Jack Straw 
and David Manning, later the British ambassador to the United States, 
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convinced Condoleezza Rice and Colin Powell to keep Libya out. Bolton 
also pushed for greater sway over Libyan relations but was kept out of the 
loop on purpose. Senior British officials reportedly pressed for Bolton’s 
sidelining.94 IAEA director general Mohammed ElBaradei similarly reports 
that he learned after the Libya deal was concluded that the “reason for the 
extreme secrecy governing the Libyan negotiations was to protect the talks 
from U.S. hard-liners. The fear, I was told, was that they might have tried to 
torpedo a peaceful resolution of the Libyan case. So they were informed 
only when the deal was done.”95 The White House, “uncharacteristically, 
sidelined the administration’s neoconservative wing” from the Libya port-
folio, according to Flynt Leverett, a member of the Bush administration’s 
NSC.96 Bolton knew nothing of the Libya deal until after the December 19, 
2003, Libyan agreement was announced.97

Indeed, the US and UK governments were remarkably quiet about coer-
cive bargaining with Libya.98 When in January 2003 the CIA and British 
counterparts briefed George W. Bush and Tony Blair on the activities of the 
A. Q. Khan black-market network and Libya, it had been roughly a year 
since US and British intelligence identified Libya as a Khan customer. Until 
that point, the CIA publicly reported to Congress rumblings of nuclear 
activity in Libya but nothing more.99 In the crucial year of 2003, US leaders 
and intelligence agencies made no public mention of its discoveries about 
Libya’s cooperation with the Khan network. In its semiannual report to 
Congress in June 2003, the CIA wrote only cryptically that Libya “contin-
ued to develop its nuclear infrastructure” during the previous six-month 
period. It referenced only innocuous developments, namely cooperation 
between Libya and Russia at a known nuclear research center and “vari-
ous technical exchanges through which [Libya] could have tried to obtain 
dual-use equipment.”100 The CIA said nothing publicly about Khan and 
Libya, despite the extensive intelligence it had amassed on that link. Nei-
ther did US officials mention the matter or hint at ongoing dialogue. Only 
after the fact, the CIA tacitly admitted that it had withheld certain informa-
tion from the public about Libyan activities. In January 2004, after Libya 
made its concessions, the CIA issued an update on Libya that revealed the 
hidden bargaining.101 The CIA report also referenced Khan for the first 
time.102

A similar dynamic played out internationally to keep the Israelis from 
learning about secret US-UK-Libyan talks and acting as a spoiler. Israeli 
participation, insistence on humiliating terms, or, worse, air strikes had the 
potential to doom coercive bargaining. An Israeli military strike would 
have been difficult but possible. A 1985 air strike against a PLO headquar-
ters near Tunis had demonstrated the long reach of the Israeli air force in 
North Africa. Over a decade earlier, in September 1973, Ariel Sharon had 
bragged in the Knesset that Israel could hit “any target in the Arab world 
including Libya.”103
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Tobey recounts an awkward encounter in a Geneva hotel just prior to the 
first trilateral meeting in April 2003. As Kappes and his British counterpart 
sat waiting for the Libyans to arrive, former Israeli prime minister Ehud 
Barack entered the breakfast room. “While Kappes watched the Israelis 
apprehensively, his British colleague raced to head off the Libyans and 
direct them to another room on the hotel’s top floor,” writes Tobey.104 Israel 
was in the dark about the Libyan nuclear program. Israeli intelligence com-
pletely missed Khan’s smuggling network until the US shared intelligence 
to about it and not until 2002. Still, the United States insulated one of its 
closest allies from what it learned about Libya’s activities specifically. After 
Libya disarmed, the scope of Libya’s activities came as a shocking surprise 
to Israeli intelligence.105 Indeed, after the fact, Israeli leaders angrily 
demanded of Washington an explanation for why Tel Aviv had been left 
out of the loop. An Israeli Knesset committee report condemned its intelli-
gence community for its ignorance but also the United States for its actions:

Israel was surprised to discover that Libya, under Muammar Qaddafi, has 
been intensively engaged in the development of a military nuclear 
capability. . . . The intelligence services of the USA (and of Britain) did not 
share with their colleagues in Israel in real time their recent and significant 
exposures of the Libyan nuclear program, and even concealed from the 
State of Israel the steps taken vis-à-vis the Libyan regime in the apparently 
successful attempt to bring about the liquidation of its nuclear industry.106

The United States (and Britain) declined to let Israel—even a select group 
of elite officials—in on its information.107 Washington prioritized coercive 
assurance vis-à-vis Libya. This isolation of the bargaining process mattered 
both for its practical elimination of potential spoilers and for the signal it 
sent about the coercers’ serious intent to strike a deal.

shared knowledge

Specific knowledge of Libya’s nuclear program also afforded the United 
States the opportunity to assuage the Libyans’ concerns about revealing 
new information through their concessions. As Corera put it, “the Libyans 
were nervous about revealing what they had procured (even though it was 
far from operational), because they feared that their opponents could sim-
ply walk away from secret negotiations and use the information as a pre-
text to attack.”108 In the early 2000s, US and British intelligence officials 
began to penetrate Khan’s global black-market network. They identified 
Libya as a Khan customer seeking centrifuges and weapon designs.109 The 
CIA circulated classified estimates inside the US government regarding 
Libya’s weapon activities. In late 2001 the CIA moved up the date by which 
Libya might be able to “produce enough weapons grade uranium for a 
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nuclear warhead.”110 In February 2002 US intelligence intercepted a conver-
sation between Khan and Matuq, the Libyan official in charge of the secret 
nuclear program. The two men discussed importing centrifuges to Libya 
and their plans for uranium enrichment.

As early as 2001 and 2002, William Burns hinted as part of broader nego-
tiations with Musa Kusa, Libya’s intelligence chief, that the United States 
was aware of a secret Libyan proliferation. “I made clear that we had solid 
evidence [that Libya had active WMD programs],” Burns recalls.111 Yet, 
without specifics, denial was the watchword for a long time. Prior to WMD 
negotiations beginning in March 2003, Libya’s foreign minister had pub-
licly denied having a nuclear weapons program in January, calling such 
concerns “CIA propaganda.”112 The same denials echoed at Kappes and his 
British colleague’s first meeting with Qaddafi in Tripoli. To show that secu-
rity from US aggression was on his mind, a Bush administration official 
hypothesized, Qaddafi picked as the location for the meeting the very office 
where US bombers had targeted him in 1986.113 After a fifteen-minute dia-
tribe about the West, Qaddafi expressed a desire to “clean the file.”114 When 
Kappes asked about Libya’s WMD program, however, Qaddafi “angrily 
denied having such weapons.”

Six months into secret talks, Libya’s coercers caught Tripoli red-handed. 
According to several accounts, the CIA used its sources inside the Khan 
network to identify a shipment of centrifuge equipment from Malaysia 
aboard MV BBC China, bound for Libya.115 In October 2003, in conjunction 
with the Proliferation Security Initiative, an informal network of states that 
cooperate to disrupt the illicit transfer of nuclear technology, the CIA and 
MI6 intercepted the ship in the Italian port of Taranto. As expected, they 
found five forty-foot shipping containers containing centrifuge equipment, 
labeled on the German-owned ship’s manifest as “used machine parts.”116 
The United States and the United Kingdom removed the offending ship-
ping containers and then sent the BBC China back on its way to Libya.

The question now was how to play this ace. It could have been used as a 
hammer, to come down hard on the Libyans and prove to the world that 
they were up to no good. This is certainly what some in the Bush adminis-
tration preferred. Aware of the interception but unaware of the talks, John 
Bolton planned to hold a press conference hailing the seizure of the BBC 
China. But those who knew about ongoing negotiations thought better of it. 
Robert Joseph, the NSC’s senior director for counterproliferation strategy, 
argued that the intercept should be kept secret to use as leverage in the 
negotiations. NSC adviser Stephen Hadley concurred. “Bush and Blair 
determined that the BBC China intelligence would advance the negotiations 
if we kept it secret and conveyed it privately to the Libyans,” recalls 
William  Tobey.117 Tenet explained, “We were reluctant to make too big a 
deal of it at the time, hoping that we could use the incident to drive home to 
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the Libyans that we knew all about their plans and to give them greater 
incentive to renounce all their WMD.”118 Tenet effectively gagged Bolton.

Four days after the secret interception, the British acted to assure Qad-
dafi. They dispatched Mark Allen, the senior British intelligence officer 
involved in the secret talks, to make Qaddafi aware of the seizure. Allen 
contacted Musa Kusa and sought an urgent meeting to discuss the nuclear 
program that Libyan officials had continued to deny existed. Kusa accepted. 
On October 7, Allen and Kappes flew to Libya and shared with Kusa their 
proof of Libya’s centrifuge program.119 Kappes reportedly told Kusa, “You 
are the drowning man and I am the lifeguard.”120

The strategy worked. Libya perceived the BBC China interception as pres-
sure with credible coercive assurance. Seif al Islam Qaddafi later reported 
(as written by Tobey) that “the firm, but discreet way in which the U.S. and 
Britain handled the incident had reassured his father that London and 
Washington were acting in good faith, rather than creating a pretext for 
military action.”121 The fact that the intelligence was not made public 
assured the Libyans. To Time, Muammar Qaddafi’s son recalled that while 
the seizure added pressure on Libya to come clean, the lack of bullying by 
MI6 and the CIA reassured his father. “We realized that we were dealing 
with friends and sincere people,” he said.122 Members of a US congressional 
commission wrote that the seizure of the BBC China, which constituted 
“definitive proof” of Libya’s wrongdoing, “served as a critical factor in 
Tripoli’s decision to open up its weapons programs to international scru-
tiny.”123 A  British parliamentary report investigating British intelligence 
performance regarding WMDs drew the same conclusion: “The discoveries 
made enabled the UK and US Governments to confront Libyan officials 
with this evidence of their nuclear-related procurement at a time when 
Libya was still considering whether to proceed to full admission of its 
programmes.”124

Libya relented on inspections (“technical visits”), and a secret team flew 
to Libya within two weeks. Sharing intelligence had made the Libyans 
more willing to admit their guilt. But their caution remained. At the visit, 
which lasted ten days (October 19–29, 2003),125 the Libyans “provided addi-
tional information about their missile and chemical weapons programs” 
but continued to dissemble about much of their nuclear program. They 
argued that they only sought nuclear power. The inspectors concluded, 
according to Tobey’s account, that their Libyan counterparts “had not been 
instructed to speak freely or ‘come clean.’”126 Additionally, at this first tech-
nical visit, Tenet writes that during a personal encounter with Kappes, 
Muammar Qaddafi asked “if the United States would really fulfill its com-
mitments if he renounced his WMD programs.” “ ‘Yes sir, the president is a 
man of his word,’” Kappes replied. “ ‘But if he feels his word has been 
dishonored . . . well, he is a very serious-minded man.’”127
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After the BBC China incident, Tenet recalled, “we repeatedly surprised 
them [Libya] with the depth of our knowledge. . . . US and British intelli-
gence officers secretly traveled to Libya and asked to inspect Libya’s bal-
listic missile programs. Libyan officials at first failed to declare key facilities, 
but our intelligence convinced them to disclose several dozen facilities, 
including their deployed Scud B sites and their secret North Korean–
assisted Scud C production line.”128

That US and British intelligence officials shared their secret knowledge in 
these ways is made more interesting by the risks such sharing posed to 
ongoing intelligence-gathering missions. For instance, the CIA’s plan to 
intercept the BBC China and catch Libya red-handed risked its most prized 
informants. US and British policymakers accepted that the interdiction 
would likely cause key sources to lose access to further information about 
the Khan network. Before the seizure, the CIA warned its informant inside 
the Khan network, Urs Tinner, and other sources that Khan would likely 
suspect that a mole was in his network if the United States intercepted the 
BBC China.129 But the United States and Britain apprehended the compo-
nents on the ship anyway.

The pattern of shared knowledge leading to concessions repeated itself. 
On November 20, 2003, US and UK negotiators confronted the Libyans with 
additional intelligence. At a “tense meeting” in a small Cotswolds hotel, the 
CIA presented its recording of a bugged conversation from February 2002 
between Khan and Matuq in Casablanca.130 Tenet writes that Kappes and his 
British counterpart communicated, “Look, we know you guys purchased a 
centrifuge facility.”131 After the fall of the Qaddafi regime, British journalists 
uncovered a Libyan transcript (in Arabic) of this meeting. According to the 
document, Kappes first told Musa Kusa that the United States and the UK 
knew of Libya’s uranium-enrichment program, including “everything that 
was talked about—the amount of uranium, 10 tons, and the centrifuge 
equipment.”132 Kappes then handed Kusa a CD with the recording that he 
said proved Libya’s nuclear program was for “military and not peaceful 
purposes.”133 The Libyan account, quoted by journalists, further captures 
that Kappes went on: “Maybe in other circumstances and in other times, this 
information [on Libya’s nuclear plans] could be used adversely. . . . Maybe 
Powell could talk about it in the UN,” referencing the Bush administration’s 
public campaign to justify the forthcoming invasion of Iraq.134 The Times of 
London emphasizes that Kappes “quickly reverted to focusing on how the 
goal was to restore relations with the Tripoli regime.”135

Kappes then delivered a message to Qaddafi direct from President Bush 
conveying his “personal desire for friendship.” In the meeting, Kappes 
stressed Bush’s sincerity. “The President has not sent any letters lately so it 
is a very important decision for him to write,” Kappes said, “This is the 
strongest sign for the President to be personally involved.”136 Libyan 
negotiators agreed to a second on-site technical visit.
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The second technical visit took place on December 1–12, 2003.137 The Lib-
yans were much more forthcoming. They admitted to having nuclear 
weapons ambitions, revealed the UF6 cylinders acquired from Khan, and 
surrendered their designs for a nuclear warhead. These admissions satis-
fied the CIA and MI6. True to a pattern of this case, these technical visits 
were kept secret from the IAEA.138

Shared knowledge consistently convinced the Libyans that concessions 
would not reveal substantially more than their coercers already knew. More 
acquiescence followed each disclosure.

the end game

At this point in coercive bargaining, the parties were inches from con-
cluding a deal, but fate sent one more curveball. On December 14, 2003, US 
troops in Iraq pulled Saddam Hussein out of a hiding hole. The manhunt 
for the toppled dictator had ended at a farm near his hometown of Tikrit. 
Cameras recorded his capture.

The signal was strong, and Qaddafi received it. But the capture of Sad-
dam had the counterproductive effect of exacerbating the assurance 
dilemma with Qaddafi and making him rethink gambling on concession. 
Libya again balked, suggesting a postponement of the upcoming conces-
sion announcement and asking for assurances that the US would not pur-
sue regime change. Qaddafi feared once more that the US would be after 
him next, personally, WMDs or no WMDs.

Blair decided to place a personal phone call to Qaddafi on December 
17.139 As Tobey recalls the end game, “Bush and Blair wanted to know how 
to push Qaddafi over the hump and reassure him. The call was intended to 
push Qaddafi over the hump.”140 He recounts the call as follows:

To improve their chances, Tony Blair called Qaddafi at midday, London 
time. Qaddafi expressed two concerns, perhaps inadvertently revealing his 
underlying motivation for abandoning his banned weapons programs. 
First, he said he did not wish to appear to have capitulated to Washington’s 
demands. In light of Saddam’s capture only days earlier, comparisons 
between Iraq and Libya would be inevitable, he complained. Second, he 
feared that the United States would attack Libya if it acknowledged possess-
ing proscribed weapons—paradoxically, the reverse of Washington’s view 
of the matter. Qaddafi added that because he disliked the wording of the 
draft statement, he wanted his foreign minister to make the 
announcement.141

Blair responded with an explicit assurance. If Qaddafi was “clear and 
explicit about Libya’s possession of the WMD programs and his determina-
tion to eliminate them,” Blair told him, “the United States and Britain 
would respond positively in return.”142 The call lasted thirty minutes. 
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Afterward, Blair called Bush. Both leaders agreed that after hearing Qad-
dafi himself come clean and pledge to dismantle his WMD program, each 
would make reassuring statements welcoming the decision and looking 
forward to better relations.143

Finally, after last-minute back-and-forth over the precise language, on 
December 19, 2003, Libya announced that it would abandon its nuclear 
weapons program, destroy its chemical weapons stockpile, declare activi-
ties to the IAEA and allow inspections, destroy missiles with ranges over 
three hundred kilometers and payload over five hundred kilograms, and 
join the Chemical Weapons Convention. “Libya has decided, with its own 
free will, to get rid of these substances, equipment and programmes and to 
be free from all internationally banned weapons,” Foreign Minister Shal-
gham said on radio.144 Qaddafi endorsed the statement afterward with a 
single written sentence.145 “Qaddafi’s ‘endorsement’ was satisfactory,” 
Tobey said. “Sometimes you don’t get everything you want, but we were 
generally satisfied.”146

President Bush and Prime Minister Blair made complementary state-
ments. Blair “applauded” Qaddafi’s “courageous decision” and noted that 
“Libya’s actions entitle it to rejoin the international community.”147 Bush’s 
remarks communicated both the threats and assurances that yielded Lib-
yan compliance, saying, the United States had “sent an unmistakable mes-
sage to regimes that would seek or possess weapons of mass destruction. 
Those weapons do not bring influence or prestige. They bring isolation and 
otherwise unwelcome consequences”—a threat. Bush continued, “And 
another message should be equally clear: Leaders who abandon the pursuit 
of chemical, biological, and nuclear weapons, and the means to deliver 
them, will find an open path to better relations with the United States and 
other free nations”—a coercive assurance.148 The United States had, in 
Bush’s words, “clarified the choices left to potential adversaries.”

Aftermath

By September 2004 all materials acquired from the A. Q. Khan network had 
been shipped out of Libya.149 President Bush lifted most US sanctions on 
April 23, 2005. The United States restored full diplomatic relations with 
Libya on May 15, 2006. By the end of June, Libya was officially removed 
from the list of states designated as sponsors of terrorism. Libya was elected 
to a term on the UNSC in October 2007.

Bush and Blair had a vested interest in cultivating the legacy of the 
“Libya model.” According to Tobey, “they talked about this explicitly at 
Camp David. They had an interest in convincing others that Libya’s was a 
good path to follow.”150 Robert Joseph concurs that US and UK leaders 
wished to “send the powerful message that, if these countries also were to 
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abandon WMD programs, explicitly and verifiably, there would be bene-
fits.”151 In other words, they wanted the Libya case to help mitigate the 
assurance dilemma in coercion against future proliferators. William Burns’s 
overall reflection on the case is consistent with such a view:

Afghanistan was evidence enough of our determination and capabilities 
after 9/11. Moreover, the track record we built up with the Libyans, on the 
foundation of what the previous administration had pursued, underscored 
that we were focused on changing behavior, not the Qaddafi regime, and 
that however difficult the choices and the pathway for the Libyans, our 
word could be trusted. Sanctions had taken a long-term toll. Qaddafi’s 
political isolation in the international community was tightly sealed. He 
needed a way out, and we gave him a tough but defensible one.152

Yet this goal of shaping a constructive legacy—a Libya model—was 
undermined in the years to come. First, Bush administration officials them-
selves seemed to be unable to agree on the right lessons. “There was a lively 
debate within the Bush Administration about why Qaddafi had acted,” 
Burns further recalls, “with Vice President Cheney and other hawks draw-
ing a direct connection to Iraq and the demonstration effect of Saddam’s 
removal.”153 As an insurgency intensified and no evidence of a WMD pro-
gram could be found in Iraq, it became quite tempting to connect the Libya 
success to the Iraq intervention. The story helped rescue the Iraq adventure 
from ignominy, even if it did by sleight-of-hand distort the original justifi-
cation for the war.

Second, the meaning of the Libya model changed dramatically when 
only eight years later the Obama administration reneged on the 2003 bar-
gain and intervened in Libya’s civil war. While the United States had not 
put a formal security assurance in writing, the United Kingdom did. Build-
ing their new relationship, Libya and the UK signed a “Joint Letter on Peace 
and Security” on June 26, 2006. The letter specified that each country “will 
refrain in their international relations from the threat or use of force against 
the territorial integrity or political independence of either state” and com-
mitted to “settlement of their mutual differences through dialogue and 
direct negotiation and peaceful and friendly means.”154 In 2011 the UK 
reneged on these codified commitments. Through the lens of the assurance 
dilemma, the United States also reneged on a coercive assurance in 2011 
when it ultimately helped to topple Qaddafi.

The key question for a study of the assurance dilemma is why the Obama 
administration felt it wise to renege on the United States’ assurance. What 
arguments were made in the White House? Fascinatingly, rather than 
debating whether or not to renege on a 2003 nuclear bargain, the issue 
seems to have come up negligibly during the Obama administration’s 
deliberations about Libyan intervention in 2011. Instead, the immediate 
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humanitarian crisis crowded out the issue. Many advisers argued that the 
dictator was about to massacre his own people and the US and NATO had 
a responsibility to intervene. New York Times coverage of the 2011 decision 
reports that “no one in the Situation Room debated what message the deci-
sion to turn on Colonel Qaddafi might send to other countries that the 
United States was trying to persuade to relinquish their weapons, accord-
ing to interviews conducted later with more than a half-dozen people 
engaged in the discussion.”155 More research will be needed as official doc-
uments become available, but for now we have several corroborating mem-
oir accounts of the series of meetings between President Obama and his 
national security staff debating the intervention—including by Hillary 
Clinton, Susan Rice, Samantha Power, Ben Rhodes, William Burns, and 
President Obama himself.156 These accounts point to one conclusion: the 
2003 bargain was a nonfactor in 2011 decision-making. As the president 
went around the table at a crucial meeting, listening to principals argue for 
and against intervention—Robert Gates, Joe Biden, Thomas Donilon, and 
William Daley against; Clinton, Rice, Power, Rhodes, and Antony Blinken 
for—none appear to have raised the 2003 context or nuclear nonprolifera-
tion at all. Only once President Obama polled the backbenchers in the room 
did the nuclear issue enter the discussion (though even NSC staffers pres-
ent reportedly also favored intervention157). Still, they did not argue about 
the assurance dilemma or that conditions were different or that the deal 
was moot—they simply prioritized other issues over it, such as atrocity 
prevention and support for democracy in the Middle East. Only three 
accounts of the deliberations—Burns’s, Powers’s, and the president’s 
himself—even mention nonproliferation. “A few younger staffers expressed 
concerns that a military action against Libya might have the unintended 
consequence of convincing countries like Iran that they needed nuclear 
weapons as a hedge against future U.S. attack,” writes Obama without fur-
ther discussion.158 The conversation pivoted instead to the benefits of sup-
porting regional protests for democracy. Rather than recall the 2003 bargain, 
many accounts express frustration that Qaddafi in 2011 remained a mercu-
rial and brutal dictator. Burns’s memoir credits Qaddafi with sticking “to 
his part of our deal on terrorism and the nuclear issue” but laments that he 
“continued to rule with weirdness and repression.”159 “This was not a man 
who was going to meet our demands,” Rhodes writes ambiguously.160 He 
had to go.161

Prior to the first bombs falling, President Obama publicly offered Qad-
dafi “one last chance” to pull back his forces and respect Libyan protestors. 
Unsurprisingly, Qaddafi was unbowed. The intervention was at this point 
foregone, and any final ultimatums lacked assurance. “The Pentagon was 
prepared and awaiting my order to begin airstrikes,” writes Obama.162 
Qaddafi did not last much longer.
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The Assurance Dilemma in Libya

Libya’s coercers succeeded in concluding an agreement to verifiably elimi-
nate Tripoli’s nuclear weapons program in December 2003. During the 
negotiations, Qaddafi was continually concerned that the US and the UK 
intended to disarm him and attack. Indeed, 9/11 and the Iraq War caused 
Qaddafi to hold fast to his nuclear ambitions because they underlined the 
credibility of threats without supporting complementary coercive assur-
ances. As secret negotiations dragged on, however, the US came around to 
understanding that it faced an assurance dilemma and needed to assuage 
Libyan fears. Indeed, negotiations were deadlocked until credible threats 
were paired with coercive assurance that convinced Qaddafi to make 
concessions.

For a long time, however, regime change was the US goal. From 1986 to 
1998 Libya defied coercion because of its accurate perception of US maxi-
malism. Demands of such great magnitude undermine coercion by elimi-
nating bargaining space. Only after the United States dropped its goal of 
regime change did US-Libya relations encounter a coercive assurance prob-
lem, during which time Washington took pains to signal that it no longer 
sought regime change. Earlier, from 1980 to 1986, Libya defied coercion 
because it did not perceive that US threats to use military force were credi-
ble. It believed that the Soviet Union would protect it against Western 
aggression.

“Qaddafi only came around to conceding to pressure incrementally,” 
recalls William Tobey. “He needed to be brought along.”163 Libya’s coercers 
did so by disentangling demands, managing spoilers, and sharing their 
knowledge of Qaddafi’s guilt. First, Lockerbie accountability was resolved 
and taken off the table before Libya agreed to WMD concessions. This had 
two key effects: allowing the United States to scale back its demands of 
regime change (resolving the problem of demand magnitude) and disen-
tangling UN and US sanctions over the two issues of Lockerbie and WMDs, 
which had resulted in Libyan concessions on neither stake. Applying each 
punishment to a different demand in 1998, however, contributed to Libya’s 
decision to concede one issue at a time, as one stake did not impede the 
other. Moreover, even in 2003 the Bush administration had to consider how 
to disentangle stakes to provide sanctions relief. As Tobey recalls, “WMD, 
terrorism, and human rights sanctions were all interwoven. The Bush 
administration debated how to decouple these sanctions and provide some 
relief on the WMD issue after the announcement.”164 It helped that Bush 
and Blair wanted to provide relief as a means of upholding the Libya model 
as a path worthy of emulation by other isolated states.

Second, Libya’s coercers managed spoilers both internationally and 
domestically, keeping veto players in the dark who could act independently 
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to prevent a coercive bargain. Internationally, the United States maintained 
coercive control by freezing Israel out of the coercive bargaining process. 
Domestically, the United States relied on the secrecy of negotiations with 
Libya to keep hard-line opponents out of the process. Bargaining with 
Libya was unacceptable to some members of the Bush administration and 
members of Congress backed by the lobby for victims of the Lockerbie 
bombing.

The UK was a partner to the United States in negotiations and not a 
potential spoiler. It would accept bargains acceptable to Washington. 
Between the two coercers, the United States dominated Britain in terms of 
leverage. US sanctions mattered most to Libyan revival. As W. Q. Bowen 
writes, “while the British government certainly fulfilled a pivotal role in the 
secret negotiations, and provided the Libyans with a bridge to the Ameri-
cans, only the United States had in its gift what the Libyans most sought: an 
end to American sanctions and reengagement with Washington.”165

Although these efforts by coercers to signal coercive control are clear, we 
have less direct evidence that these signals were received in Tripoli. Per-
haps the best indication that the Libyan leaders were concerned with coer-
cive control was when they asked for signs that they were bargaining with 
the right members of the US and UK governments. Both the United States 
and the United Kingdom, at different times, responded by sending mes-
sages from their heads of state and sending high-level representatives to 
assure the Libyans of sincerity.

Third, the Libyan case affirms the utility of shared knowledge to over-
coming the assurance dilemma. “Qaddafi genuinely feared that if he admit-
ted to his WMD program we would use force against him,” recalls Tobey.166 
The United States and Britain therefore chose to share intelligence with 
Libya—chiefly that related to the seizure of the BBC China and recordings 
of conversations with A. Q. Khan.

The Libya case also provides a good test of the relationship between the 
credibility of threats and assurance. The fact that Libya perceived credible 
threats and severe punishments but did not concede until coercers bol-
stered their assurance affirms the necessity of assurance in coercion. More-
over, when perceptions of threat credibility spiked, the target’s demand for 
coercive assurance remained. Two instances in the Libya chronology allow 
us to see this relationship: the invasion of Iraq and the capture of Saddam 
Hussein. At these two moments, the military threat from the United States 
increased rapidly, and Tripoli’s leadership responded by demanding credi-
ble assurance that Libya would not suffer the same fate. Qaddafi was 
indeed afraid, and he was more willing to take a concession gamble. But he 
was not immediately compelled into concessions. Libya continued to 
import black-market nuclear infrastructure until late 2003. Qaddafi saw the 
US and UK make the case for war against Iraq based on WMD prolifera-
tion, and he feared that coming clean about his own program would only 
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hand over the case for war against him. Later, the capture of Saddam 
increased the severity of the threatened punishment to Qaddafi person-
ally.167 But again the timing of this spike in threat severity suggests that it 
was on balance counterproductive for coercion. Qaddafi was indeed fear-
ful, but after Saddam’s capture he balked one last time on a deal that was 
virtually completed. The Libyans had fully revealed the most secretive ele-
ments of their nuclear program in early December—before the United 
States captured Saddam. Blair spent another thirty minutes on the phone 
with Qaddafi, assuring him that his fate would not be the same.168 Of 
course, neither knew that Qaddafi’s fate in just eight years would actually 
be worse.
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chapter 5

“We Knew That They Knew We Knew”

Compelling Iran to Concede

This chapter explains the Iranian response to coercion over its nuclear pro-
gram during critical years when it was the target of compellence. In 2003 
Iran made concessions both publicly and secretly to rein in its nuclear 
weapons pursuit. The bargain fell apart in 2005. A subsequent decade of 
coercive bargaining resulted in the 2015 Joint Comprehensive Plan of 
Action, in which Iran agreed to enhanced verification and limits on its 
nuclear program in exchange for sanctions relief. In 2018 the Donald Trump 
administration reneged on the deal and resurrected sanctions to exert 
“maximum pressure” on Tehran to make more concessions. Iran did not 
comply (see table 5.1).

The assurance dilemma explains the timing of Iran’s 2015 concessions. In 
bargaining leading up to the JCPOA, signals of coercive assurance miti-
gated the assurance dilemma and made coercion more likely to succeed. 
First, Iran’s coercers hived off the nuclear issue alone and separated nuclear- 
from non-nuclear-related sanctions in negotiations. Iran sought and 
acquired the specific separation of entangled sanctions designations during 
bargaining. Second, Washington partnered with the P5 + 1 and the Euro-
pean Union (EU) while restraining international and domestic spoilers—
publicly discouraging Israeli air strikes and legislatively bounding 
congressional oversight over sanctions relief. Tehran came to the table only 
after the window of a credible Israeli threat closed—a puzzle for the threat 
credibility lens. Third, documents from Iran’s “atomic archive,” as the 
Israeli government called it—Iranian documents stolen by an Israeli intel-
ligence operation in 2018—compared with IAEA reports expose how much 
coercers already knew about the “possible military dimensions” (PMD) of 
Iran’s past nuclear programs. The lens of the assurance dilemma highlights 
Iran’s rational fears of its coercers’ duplicity and how the strategies of coer-
cers changed to overcome these suspicions. It is especially puzzling why 
Iran was willing to strike a nonproliferation bargain so soon after the 
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demise of Libya’s Qaddafi in 2011. Iran’s supreme leader indeed com-
plained about an American reputation for “backpedaling on its commit-
ments.”1 But Iran struck a bargain anyway. Iran was coerced and assured.

Merely three years later, the United States abrogated the 2015 deal and 
reimposed sanctions to wrest greater concessions from Iran. The strategy 
failed due to a lack of effort to overcome the assurance dilemma. When Iran 
defied compellent demands, it did so primarily because it perceived a lack 
of credible coercive assurance, not because it perceived compellent threats 
to be insufficiently credible or painful.

Nevertheless, fifteen years earlier, Iran had made partial concessions in 
the absence of efforts to provide coercive assurance. Extreme threat credi-
bility in the wake of the 2003 US invasion of Iraq did convince Tehran to 
take a concession gamble. Iran scaled back what had been a concerted effort 
to build atomic weapons and divvied its nuclear program into more deni-
able pursuits while it negotiated with European governments. It hid, rather 
than halted, its nuclear ambitions but in so doing slowed down its quest for 
the bomb. This 2003 episode is largely inconsistent with the theory of the 
assurance dilemma.

Documentary evidence for the Iran case is difficult to obtain. I use some 
primary evidence from the IAEA archives. I also conducted interviews with 
US and Israeli policymakers who participated in the coercive bargaining 
process with Iran. Their perceptions of Iranian perceptions provide indirect 
evidence to test theory. The exodus of many Democratic policymakers from 
the US government after the election of a Republican administration in 
2016 gave scholars good access to former officials willing to speak on the 
record about coercive bargaining with Iran. Of course, this evidence came 
with a validity trade-off: officials were willing to speak in order to defend 
the record of their policy choices. Indeed, I interviewed officials both before 
and after the Trump administration withdrew from the JCPOA and reim-
posed sanctions. Prior to that decision, interviewees were inclined to defend 
the deal in the hopes of saving it; afterward, they were more inclined to cast 

Table 5.1 Iran

Date Concessions
Threat 

credibility
Threat 

severity
Assurance 
credibility

Consistent  
with assurance 

dilemma?

1990s No Low Low – –
2003–5 Partial High High Low 
2006 No Medium Medium Low 
2009–11 No Medium Medium Low 
2012–15 Yes High High High 
2017–18 No High High Low 
2018– No High High Lower 
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blame. Neither is biased in favor of or against the assurance dilemma. Sub-
jects may have even been more inclined to tout the efficacy of their threats, 
consistent with a common bias in US policymaking. Interviews and mem-
oirs are also naturally self-serving and selective accounts. This kind of evi-
dence often lacks important substance. Indeed, some interviewees expressly 
admitted that they could not share some details of the Iran negotiations, 
especially about the role of the intelligence community. Nonetheless, com-
piling this evidence yields a valuable first draft of history. Some cases are 
important enough not to wait until records are declassified.

I am also able to observe critical aspects of the case related to the former 
Iranian nuclear weapons program and coercers’ knowledge thereof by 
comparing IAEA documents to a tranche of documents stolen from Iran in 
a 2018 Israeli intelligence operation. These documents have been filtered 
through a state intelligence service en route to scholars and are heavily 
biased sources. The Israeli sources had a clear agenda: the demise of the 
JCPOA and unyielding containment of the Iranian regime. I therefore use 
the partial and filtered atomic archive in ways that bias against finding evi-
dence in favor of the mechanism of shared knowledge.

Improving Existing Explanations

Common explanations for Iranian behavior focus on the credibility of its 
coercers’ threats. First, perhaps Iran was so terrified in the aftermath of the 
US invasion of Iraq that it made concessions and came to the negotiating 
table in 2003. As discussed, I find evidence in favor of this explanation. The 
assurance dilemma cannot explain why Iran scaled back its nuclear pro-
gram in 2003. But it can help to explain why Iran continued more deniable 
nuclear weapons research after 2003.

Second, some scholarship finds variation in the severity of economic 
sanctions to be a sufficient explanation for Iranian decision-making.2 
Perhaps sanctions against Iran were not painful enough, until gradually, 
around 2013, Iran realized that its nuclear program was not worth the 
suffering. I  find evidence against this interpretation. Severe sanctions 
were a necessary but insufficient cause of Iranian acquiescence to the 
JCPOA. And when sanctions became just as painful after the United 
States reneged on the bargain and reimposed sanctions in 2018, Iran 
remained defiant.

Other conventional explanations for the timing of Iran’s concessions in 
2015 look beyond threats or assurance to the role of individual leaders as 
well as inducements offered by Iran’s coercers.3 I  consider these alterna-
tives in the chapter. They are not invalid—just insufficient as explanations 
for the success of coercive bargaining. The assurance dilemma comple-
ments them.
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The chapter begins with an overview of the origins of Iran’s nuclear pro-
gram, the country’s interest in the bomb, and the attention it began to 
attract from foreign observers. It then considers Iran’s partial concessions 
in 2003 and the failure of coercive diplomacy thereafter. Following sections 
explain the initial failures and eventual successes of the Obama administra-
tion’s coercive diplomacy leading to the 2015 JCPOA. Finally, the chapter 
considers the consequences of US withdrawal from the JCPOA in 2018.

Iran's Nuclear Program

Motivations for a bomb program in Iran changed over time. In the days of 
Shah Mohammed Reza Pahlavi, Iran sought to hedge. The shah signed the 
NPT in 1968 (ratified in 1970) and an IAEA safeguards agreement in 1974,4 
but thereafter he explored nuclear weapons.5 In the words of Akbar Ete-
mad, director of the Atomic  Energy Organization of  Iran (AEOI) in the 
1970s, the shah wanted “the option of assembling the bomb should his 
regional competitors move in that direction.”6 The first pressure brought to 
bear on Iran over its nuclear ambitions came from its then patron, the 
United States. When Henry Kissinger met with the shah in Tehran in 
August 1976, he “raised the potential of an aid cutoff or limits on arms sales 
if Iran were to acquire [plutonium-] reprocessing facilities.” But he also, 
according to Nicholas Miller, “reassured Iran of America’s commitment.”7 
The shah complied and did not pursue plutonium reprocessing any 
further.

Student-led antimonarchy demonstrations in 1978 thrust Iran into politi-
cal turmoil. The shah fled in January 1979, never to return. In April Iran 
formed an Islamic republic, and by December Ayatollah Ruhollah Kho-
meini had become supreme leader of the world’s newest theocracy. Iranian 
nuclear efforts paused during and after the revolution, from 1979 to 1983, 
as Khomeini thought nuclear weapons incompatible with Shia teachings.8

Saddam Hussein’s invasion of Iran in 1980 and his cruel but effective 
employment of chemical weapons on the battlefield changed this new sta-
tus quo. Security motivations during the Iran-Iraq War led to a new com-
promise between the secular and religious bureaucracies, which agreed 
that the bomb was worth pursuing but only to serve as a deterrent.9 Covert 
efforts to build a uranium-enrichment capacity began in 1985.10 In 1987 Iran 
made contact with A. Q. Khan and purchased centrifuge designs and 
parts as well as information about uranium metal casting and weapons 
designs.11 Having signed nuclear cooperation agreements with Pakistan 
(1987), the Soviet Union (1989, then Russia in 1992), and China (1990),12 
Iran expanded its covert weaponization efforts in the 1990s. Iran began to 
build a uranium-enrichment facility at Natanz and a heavy-water reactor at 
Arak. It made contact with Khan again in 1994.13 China agreed to supply a 
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uranium-conversion facility at Isfahan in 1995 but withdrew in 1997, leav-
ing Iran to complete the project by itself.14 Russia agreed in 1995 to com-
plete construction of a reactor at Bushehr.15 Iran separated its first plutonium 
in 1988,16 imported UF6 in 1991, and started to enrich small amounts of 
uranium with laser-enrichment technology.17 It tested its gas centrifuges for 
the first time in 1998.18 A military front company began a uranium mine 
and milling project at Gchine in 2000.19

Even after the fall of the government of archrival Saddam in Iraq in 
2003, security imperatives for Iran’s nuclear program remained moti-
vated by the threat from the United States, which maintained forces on 
Iran’s eastern and western doorsteps.20 From the outset of its nuclear 
interest, Iran seemed determined to master the full fuel cycle. Scholars 
also find a consistent narrative of technological self-reliance at the core of 
these nuclear pursuits.21

us compellence

In the wake of the Iranian Revolution and the Iran hostage crisis of 1979–
81, the United States imposed sanctions and seized billions in Iranian 
assets.22 It targeted the Iranian oil and military sectors, support for terror-
ism, trafficking, and money laundering.23 Sanctions prevented Iran from 
upgrading its oil infrastructure with American technology.24

The United States also sought to impede Iranian proliferation through 
suppliers, convincing potential nuclear suppliers—including Germany, 
Argentina, and Russia—to curtail some agreements with Iran.25 The US 
continued to monitor Iranian progress, including sharing intelligence with 
the IAEA that led to inspections of suspicious buildings in November 
1993.26

Sanctions tied explicitly to WMDs began in the 1990s.27 US compellence 
against Iran especially increased after US and Israeli intelligence estimated 
in January 1995 that it could be five years away from acquiring the bomb.28 
Iran’s support for terrorism grew more deadly as well—the 1996 Khobar 
Towers bombing killed nineteen US service members with Iranian backing. 
The Iran-Libya Sanctions Act of 1996 threatened financial penalties against 
any firm that invested more than $20 million in the Iranian oil sector.29 Pres-
ident Clinton’s Executive Order 12959 banned all US trade and investment 
in Iran.30

In August 2002 Iran was caught red-handed. Satellite images revealed 
publicly that it was concealing an enrichment facility at Natanz and a pos-
sible heavy-water production plant at Arak.31 The revelation spurred an 
IAEA investigation, and in early 2003 Iran admitted to these facilities as 
well as a centrifuge-production facility in Tehran. So began the decades of 
the Iranian nuclear crisis.
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Successful Compellence, 2003

Iran’s concessions in 2003 yield mixed evidence for the importance of threat 
credibility and Iran’s willingness to take a concession gamble. The assur-
ance dilemma cannot explain Iran’s acquiescence to coercion in this period. 
The US invasion of Iraq compelled Iran to make some significant conces-
sions, yet Iran hedged, preserving its nuclear weapons research programs 
and made known its desire for assurance.

Iran’s approach to the newly public nuclear crisis in 2003 was concilia-
tory. The Mohammad Khatami government in Tehran agreed to participate 
in talks with France, Germany, and the United Kingdom (known collec-
tively as the E3) to avoid being referred to the UN Security Council.32 In 
October 2003 Iran suspended uranium-enrichment and plutonium-
reprocessing activities and pledged to behave in accordance with the 
enhanced inspection requirements of the IAEA’s Additional Protocol.33 Fur-
thermore, in secret, Iran halted and hid a clandestine nuclear weapons 
project.

After making contact with A. Q. Khan in 1987, Iran had institutionalized 
a nuclear weapons program through the offices of the Physics Research 
Center overseen by the Defense Industries Education Research Institute 
within the Ministry of Defense Armed Forces Logistics.34 These efforts were 
consolidated into the “AMAD Plan” in 1999 or early 2000, with a budget of 
$100 million to build five ten-kiloton nuclear warheads.35 Concurrent with 
this reorganization, senior Iranian leaders made a political decision to 
acquire and test a nuclear device by 2003.36

In a November 2007 national intelligence estimate (NIE) on Iran’s nuclear 
intentions and capabilities, the US National Intelligence Council (NIC) 
judged with “high confidence” that in the fall of 2003 Tehran had “halted” 
its “nuclear weapon design and weaponization work and covert uranium 
conversion-related and uranium enrichment-related work.”37 This “halt” 
order came from high up in the Iranian government. Iran had dissolved the 
official organizational structure of the AMAD Plan and abandoned plans to 
construct and test a nuclear device by the end of 2003. It also ceased con-
struction of a tunnel complex under Parchin intended to house metallurgy 
equipment to make nuclear cores. Together, these significant concessions 
represented a very real slowdown in the Iranian pursuit of a nuclear weapon.

Iran’s behavior in 2003 is the most consistent in this book so far with the 
threat credibility lens. Iran made these concessions out of fear. The United 
States had invaded its neighbor, Iraq, and brought hundreds of thousands 
of military personnel to the region. With US troops on its eastern border in 
Afghanistan as well, Iran saw threats on two fronts. US ground forces had 
routed Iraqi units in combat—essentially two divisions conquered the 
country in just three weeks. Washington had also justified its war with Iraq 
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on the basis of a (nonexistent) WMD program. Iran’s real nuclear weapons 
program was by comparison a more than sufficient causus belli, and Teh-
ran, now under greater scrutiny and a named member of the “axis of evil,” 
did not know how much A. Q. Khan’s network, now penetrated, was tell-
ing the US intelligence community. One indication in 2003 of how seriously 
Iran took US threats was Tehran’s increased military spending.38 Even the 
liberal Banyon newspaper called for “preventive plans and measures that 
would render any possible aggression of the United States to be irrele-
vant.”39 And Iran braced itself for asymmetrical warfare.40 Short of military 
conflict, Iran sought to avoid referral to the UNSC, which could act to 
impose more painful multilateral sanctions.

The threat of punishment was so credible and severe in 2003 that Iran 
scrambled to avoid potentially imminent costs. It did so even in the 
absence of US efforts to signal coercive assurance. The George W. Bush 
administration’s aggressive rhetoric communicated no limits to US policy 
on Iran.

Yet Tehran’s concessions were partial. It conceded what it perceived as 
enough to provide more apparent transparency to the IAEA and avoid an 
invasion, while maintaining progress toward building nuclear weapons in 
the future. Iranian policymakers gathered with Supreme Leader Khamenei 
for this crucial decision point at a meeting in the fall of 2003. One side 
argued in favor of concessions, while another advocated racing for a weap-
ons option. Khamenei chose a middle strategy.41

With the benefit of IAEA reports and Iranian files stolen by Israel, schol-
ars can now more accurately understand Iran’s choice.42 Iran’s concessions 
in 2003 were significant; however, they were not an end to the Iranian 
nuclear weapons programs. The 2003 “halt” order was also a “hide” order, 
aimed at a slower but consistent and hidden ambition to acquire nuclear 
weapons. Iranian documents show that Iran’s 2003 decision did not stop all 
nuclear weapons work.43 Iran divided its research programs into overt and 
covert parts.44 Research with civilian applications continued in the open.45 
IAEA documents corroborate this characterization of the 2003 decision to 
hide the program.46

Tehran further probed the possibility of making more concessions in 2003 
if its coercers could provide sufficient coercive assurance, but none was 
forthcoming. Iran reportedly offered to discuss a “grand bargain” with the 
United States in a letter that was passed through Switzerland as well as 
delivered to the Bush administration via Mohamed ElBaradei, director gen-
eral of the IAEA. ElBaradei said the letter was given to him by Hassan Rou-
hani, secretary of the Supreme National Security Council and later 
president.47 In it Iran expressed a willingness to negotiate over its nuclear 
program as well as regional security issues. If the letter was sincere, it is a 
notable sign of insufficient coercive assurance that Iran’s first request to the 
United States would have been to “refrain from supporting change of the 
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[Iranian] political system by direct interference from outside.”48 Washing-
ton did not respond.49

Iran’s behavior in 2003 provides faint evidence in favor of the assurance 
dilemma. Iran took a concession gamble because of threat credibility. Still, it 
did not abandon its nuclear pursuits or accept intrusive verification of its 
intentions. The E3 took the lead in subsequent talks with Iran. Critically, the 
Bush administration did not participate.

Failed Compellence, 2003–8

After its 2003 concessions, Iran defied further compellence because it per-
ceived that it would endure punishments regardless of its behavior. Consis-
tent with the assurance dilemma, the 2003–5 E3 talks failed, in part because 
Iran’s coercers lacked coercive control—the United States, a potential 
spoiler, did not participate. In 2006 the IAEA referred Iran to the UNSC for 
noncompliance with its nonproliferation obligations. Iran continued to 
defy, restarting enrichment once paused. As sanctions tightened and the 
Bush administration even floated a carrot of maintaining a limited enrich-
ment capacity, Tehran still defied. Coercive diplomacy with big sticks and 
little carrots failed to break the impasse. Assurance was lacking.

the american elephant in the room

Iran’s coercers were split on their strategies of coercion in 2003. The 
United States sought immediate referral to the UNSC by the IAEA board of 
governors. The EU, on the other hand, preferred to use trade incentives as 
carrots, holding the referral as a threat in abeyance.50 To pursue this linkage 
of trade carrots to the nuclear issue, the EU suspended trade negotiations 
with Iran in June 2003, the same month the IAEA reported that Iran had 
indeed concealed the Natanz facility.51 The IAEA put its weight behind the 
EU plan. It did not refer Iran to the UNSC and called on Iran to come clean 
and cooperate with full verification by end of October 2003.

In the fall of 2003, Iran provided to the IAEA an incomplete declaration 
of its nuclear program. Talks sputtered on.52 As a confidence-building mea-
sure, the E3 and Iran reached the Paris Agreement on November 15, 2004. 
Iran agreed to temporarily suspend all enrichment and reprocessing activi-
ties and abide by, but not ratify, the Additional Protocol while talks contin-
ued.53 However, the sides could reach no further agreements.

This coercive diplomacy lacked coercive assurance for a number of rea-
sons but most grievously because it left out the United States. As Ariane 
Tabatabai writes, “even though the United States was not directly involved 
in the talks, it nonetheless played a role. President George W. Bush advo-
cated a zero-enrichment standard that Iran was unwilling to accept.”54 Iran 
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had no reason to believe that any deal struck with the E3 would be fol-
lowed by US restraint.

Iranians voiced their frustrations about a lack of coercive assurance at 
IAEA board of governors meetings. Iran’s representative to the IAEA, Ali 
Salehi, often complained of “obvious political motivation”55 behind its 
coercers’ demands and an “existing hostile environment,”56 and he hoped 
that in short order “the underlying political motivations would be dis-
pelled.”57 Claiming that Iran’s coercers meant it harm regardless of Teh-
ran’s behavior, Salehi declared that threats were “futile” because, “despite 
its unprecedented cooperation, Iran had received only increased pressure 
from a few influential Member States.”58 The United States merely meant to 
“set the stage for confrontation.”59 IAEA director general ElBaradei sympa-
thetically writes of Iran’s quandary that “any revelation of past involve-
ment in a military nuclear program, however minor or distant, coming 
during a moment of confrontation, would be seen as vindication of the 
view that Iran was not to be trusted. But if they refrained from giving a full 
account, they were perpetuating the original sin of concealment”60—a clas-
sic “cheater’s dilemma.”61

The relative power of their coercers, especially the United States, was 
forefront in Iranians’ minds. Noting the power asymmetry, Salehi observed 
that “when powerful countries took the attitude that might makes right, 
they assumed the roles of both judge and prosecutor” and that “some coun-
tries seemed not to want the problem to be solved, but rather to exploit it 
for their own ends.”62 He was clearly skeptical of US intentions. Further, 
three months later he argued that “the United States . . . might even wield 
its massive power to crush the perceived culprit. Nothing could quench its 
thirst for vengeance short of confrontation and war. It was no secret that 
influential groups in the current United States administration were toying 
with the idea of invading yet another country as part of a plan to reshape 
the Middle East region.”63

In the spring of 2005, talks stalled in anticipation of the Iranian presiden-
tial elections. Iran was dissatisfied with elusory trade carrots. Hard-liner 
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad used US opposition on the nuclear issue as part of 
his platform to assume the presidency on August 3.64 Tehran rejected the 
E3’s final offer in August 2005. Shortly thereafter Iran restarted uranium-
conversion and -enrichment activities.65

The assurance dilemma contributed to the failure of E3 negotiations in 
2003–5. The episode is a weaker test of theory, however, because the credi-
bility of US military threats decreased during this period. The peak of mili-
tary coercion came in 2003, when an imminent invasion of Iran was 
plausible. US ground forces in the region to support the invasion of Iraq 
initially were highly lethal and maneuverable armored units. As the United 
States adapted its theater mission to counterinsurgency, its type of ground 
forces became less of a threat to Iran. The appetite in Washington for 
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another war in the Middle East also declined. Still, Iran was vulnerable to 
US airpower and, most importantly, feared an escalation of economic coer-
cion in the form of referral to the UNSC, which soon followed.

unsc referral

By January 2006 Iran had resumed enrichment and ceased compliance 
with the Additional Protocol.66 After a brief delay to give Iran one more 
chance,67 on February 4, 2006, the IAEA board of governors voted to refer it 
to the UNSC for noncompliance with its safeguards obligations.68 The refer-
ral made the threat of painful multilateral sanctions against Iran more cred-
ible, but the UNSC did not immediately act on the Iran portfolio. In July 
2006 the United States entered the formal fray to offer with the E3 + 3 
(France, Germany, and the UK, plus China, Russia, and the US) a new pack-
age of incentives to Iran.69 This coercive diplomacy again failed.

Despite its new seat at the table, the Bush administration did not priori-
tize offering coercive assurance. The E3 + 3 offer to Iran made in 2006 main-
tained US preconditions, including the suspension of enrichment. Moreover, 
US officials explicitly did not include an assurance of nonintervention. And 
when asked about nonintervention, the United States refused to discuss it. 
“Security assurances are not on the table,” said Condoleezza Rice.70 While 
“security assurances” are not synonymous with coercive assurance, I con-
sider an unwillingness to discuss security assurances to be an indicator of 
noncredible coercive assurance. Moreover, when Russian foreign minister 
Sergey Lavrov said that the P5 + 1 ought to be prepared to “give Iran secu-
rity guarantees,” Washington responded the same day through White 
House deputy press secretary Gordon Johndroe saying, “Security guaran-
tees are not something we are looking at [at] the moment.”71 Iranian offi-
cials continued to question the Bush administration’s intentions. The 
secretary of the Supreme National Security Council, Ali Larijani, said on 
June 25 that Washington was still intent on “overthrowing Iran’s govern-
ment.”72 To be clear, there is little evidence to suggest that Washington had 
any serious intention to overthrow the regime in Tehran. If it did, we should 
observe a host of accompanying phenomena, such as military planning for 
an occupation or a strike that would decapitate the regime. We do not. 
Instead, Washington pursued a coercive strategy that emphasized threats 
without assurance.

Even the discussion of crucial carrots could not budge the Iranians. While 
“the United States and the other parties have opposed any Iranian domestic 
centrifuge facilities,” a summary of an E3 + 3 offer on June 6, 2006, states, 
“They have now agreed that a final agreement would include a provision 
for reviewing the program’s suspension and permitting Iran to have a 
uranium-enrichment facility on its own territory.”73 The US representative 
at the IAEA board of governors meeting in February 2006 also spoke about 
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needing to “find a way” to allow Iran to have peaceful nuclear energy with-
out proliferation risk.74 Without specifics, the outline of a final agreement 
that left Iran with some residual enrichment capacity was clear to all parties 
by 2006. It was other impediments that remained.

Following Iranian defiance of Resolution 1696 of July 2006, in which the 
UNSC threatened sanctions unless Iran “suspended all enrichment-related 
or reprocessing activities,” the UNSC finally acted and imposed its first 
Iran sanctions in December 2006 (Resolution 1737).75 Thus began multilat-
eral efforts to economically squeeze Iran into compliance. Long fearing 
UNSC referral and multilateral economic coercion, Iran braced for punish-
ment. Condoleezza Rice predicted in private conversation with the IAEA 
that Iran would “buckle under pressure.”76

tightening sanctions

Initial UN sanctions in 2006, while not sufficiently painful on their own, 
represented the opening salvo of a renewed campaign of economic coer-
cion. UN sanctions only targeted at first trade and financial elements related 
to the nuclear program, but their strength grew over time. Resolution 1747, 
though still watered down by Russia and China, was passed in March 2007. 
And the United States capitalized on IAEA frustration over Iranian delays 
and deflections to galvanize more UNSC action.77 The US cut off Iranian 
banks from even indirect access to the US financial system and froze the 
assets of individuals suspected of ties to the nuclear program.78 These tar-
geted sanctions, coupled with matching efforts by the UK and Australia, 
were estimated by Hassan Rouhani, later president of Iran, to have 
increased the costs of Iranian imports by 10 to 30 percent.79 The E3 + 3 
offered Iran another inducements package. Iran rejected it.

Throughout this period, Iranian officials often came back to the language 
of coercive assurance. “The more Iran had cooperated with the Agency 
[IAEA] since 2003, the harsher the response it had been faced with and the 
tougher the resolutions proposed by certain countries,” complained Ali 
Asghar Soltanieh, Iran’s IAEA representative, to the board of governors.80 
Expressing further frustration over the role of the United States as spoiler, 
he protested that despite Iranian compliance, the E3 “probably owing to 
political pressure from the United States, had responded by proposing a 
tougher resolution against Iran.” “Consequently, the Government of Iran 
had come to the conclusion that, no matter how many concessions it made, 
the intention was to keep the Iranian nuclear issue on the Board’s agenda 
because there was in fact a hidden agenda, namely to pave the way for the 
issue to be referred to the Security Council in order to impose sanctions and 
further punitive measures,” he argued.81 Iran consistently questioned the 
intentions of coercion. Iran’s persistent place on the IAEA’s agenda was 
“merely a pretext to cover the hidden agenda of the United States and other 
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countries, such as France and the United Kingdom.”82 The United States 
was supposedly an unrelenting coercer. The vexing Iran portfolio passed to 
the Obama administration in January 2009.

President Obama's Failed Compellence, 2009–11

A period of unrequited outreach from 2009 to 2011 shows that it was not 
accommodation that brought Iran to the table ready to make concessions. 
The Obama administration initially took a softer line on Iran, in essence 
turning away from threats. Iran rejected this outreach both because the pain 
of sanctions was not yet dire and because the conditions were not yet con-
ducive to complementary assurance.

President Obama came into office offering to return to negotiations with 
Iran without preconditions. He recorded a Nowruz holiday message in 
March 2009.83 Deputy Assistant to the President and National Security 
Adviser to the Vice President Colin Kahl described the idea behind the sig-
nal: “The regime was extraordinarily skeptical of U.S. intentions. We began 
by trying to change Iranian perceptions that we were after regime change. 
Obama tried to engage on common interests and mutual respect. Obama’s 
Nowruz message was not just for the people, but for the Iranian leaders.”84 
The White House put building further sanctions pressure on hold, instead 
opting for a period of outreach. Obama also sent two letters to the supreme 
leader in 2009, one proposing direct talks.85 Khamenei replied to the first 
letter but did not respond to the request for talks.86

The outreach yielded little. Iran remained skeptical. “The international 
community was well aware that the United States sought an excuse for pur-
suing its hegemonic and aggressive policy in the Middle East,” Iranian offi-
cials said at IAEA board of governors meetings. New American statements 
were “reminiscent of those made under the preceding administration.”87 
Iranian president Ahmadinejad was also reelected in a disputed election in 
June 2009, followed by political unrest and a government crackdown. He 
then rejected a P5 + 1 offer to exchange uranium for fuel for the Tehran 
Research Reactor—Iran would have received 20-percent-enriched LEU 
nuclear fuel for the five-megawatt reactor in exchange for sending a large 
portion of its 3–5 percent enriched uranium to Russia for fuel fabrication. 
Ahmadinejad had been interested in the swap, but he balked in the face of 
domestic criticism that he was weak and willing to accommodate 
enemies.88

Recognizing temporary failure, the Obama administration decided to 
escalate financial pressure. The president issued an ultimatum: Iran had 
until the end of the year to comply with the IAEA’s demands and end 
enrichment, otherwise he would pursue tighter sanctions.89 Iran defied. At 
the IAEA board of governors meeting when the resolution was passed, 
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Iran’s representative took it as evidence that Iran “was justified in not 
believing that the United States was truly extending its hand in coopera-
tion.”90 Concurrently, in late 2009 the Stuxnet cyberattack began to damage 
Iranian centrifuges.91 The stage was set for the next round of compellence. 
With the public revelation in September 2009 that Iran had been hiding 
another secret uranium-enrichment facility—the Fordow Fuel Enrichment 
Plant—the US rallied the UNSC to ratchet up sanctions.92

Successful Compellence, 2012–15

Iran struck a bargain with its coercers in July 2015: the JCPOA. Negotia-
tions that led to that agreement show that Iran was successfully compelled 
because it was credibly threatened and coercively assured.

building pressure

UN Resolution 1929, passed in June 2010, had begun a renewed and 
concentrated effort of strict and painful sanctions to compel Iran to make 
nuclear concessions.93 Up to 2009, sanctions had been effective but bear-
able. GDP growth fell from 5.7 percent to 4.1 percent.94 Now, new sanc-
tions targets included the Central Bank of Iran (CBI) and the Islamic 
Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) and sectors including nuclear, energy, 
banking, shipping, and insurance. Resolution 1929 included a ban on con-
ventional arms sales and, for the first time, mandatory financial restric-
tions. Most importantly, the language in Resolution 1929 that connected 
Iran’s oil revenue to its proliferation activities allowed the EU to impose 
an oil embargo in 2012.95 And in March 2012 the EU cut off access to the 
SWIFT banking communication system and froze European assets of the 
CBI.96

Washington complemented these multilateral efforts with targeted and 
secondary sanctions. The Comprehensive Iran Sanctions, Accountability, 
and Divestment Act (CISADA) signed into law in July 2010 articulated that 
any bank doing business with the CBI could not also do business in the 
United States. The Iran Threat Reduction and Syria Human Rights Act 
(August 2012) locked oil revenue in escrow accounts. And the Iran Free-
dom and Counterproliferation Act (January 2013) targeted shipping and 
shipping insurance.97 And blacklisting the IRGC, the United States sanc-
tioned part of another state’s armed forces for the first time.98 The Treasury 
Department ramped up its enforcement efforts, more actively seeking out 
front companies and punishing violators.99 Israeli intelligence also aided 
with the enforcement effort by passing along to the US Treasury informa-
tion about shell companies for Iranian nuclear procurement and 
financing.100



“We Knew That They Knew We Knew”

119

These punishments hurt. Iran’s GDP contracted by 9 percent from 2012 to 
2014.101 Analysts estimated in 2015 that given the pre-2012 growth trajec-
tory, the Iranian economy was 10–15 percent smaller in 2015 than it would 
have been without sanctions.102 The value of its currency (the rial) fell by 56 
percent from 2012 to 2014, causing inflation to reach 40 percent.103 Iran’s 
total exports fell from $145 billion in 2011–12 to $98 billion in 2012–13 and 
continued to fall thereafter. Crude oil exports fell by 50 percent from 2011 to 
2013.104 While a 2012–15 loss of $160 billion in revenue for the oil sector was 
painful,105 the prospect of even more pain was intense, as oil was trading 
over $100 a barrel through the fall of 2014—any volatility and the pain 
would be felt even more. While there were many reasons for Iranian eco-
nomic malaise,106 sanctions clearly had an effect. In his campaign for the 
presidency, Hassan Rouhani acknowledged the harsh pain caused by 
nuclear sanctions, “All of our problems stem from this [mismanagement of 
the nuclear program]. It’s good to have centrifuges running, provided peo-
ple’s lives and sustenance are also spinning,” he said. Economic misman-
agement also exacerbated these effects and impeded coping.

The US military force posture in the Persian Gulf also became highly vis-
ible and prepared for air strikes on short notice.107 Procurement and deploy-
ment of the GBU-57 Massive Ordnance Penetrator (MOP) “bunker buster” 
bomb signaled that Washington could put the deeply buried Fordow cen-
trifuge facility at risk. The Pentagon tailored war plans and exercised them 
regularly. Washington’s somewhat arbitrary choice of “one year of break-
out time” as the key measurement of Iranian nuclear capability during the 
negotiations reflected this logic of military action. One year was considered 
long enough to detect and destroy a clandestine Iranian weaponization 
effort.

US force posture changes were explicitly coercive. “We carried out a very 
aggressive deployment of aerial and supporting assets to multiple coun-
tries in the region, and in a conspicuous way so that Iran could see that we 
could pursue a military strike if we wanted,” recalled Jake Sullivan, then 
national security adviser to the vice president. “It had also emerged pub-
licly that we had the capability to hold Fordow at risk.” Second, the Obama 
administration’s rhetoric about using force changed toward the end of 2012. 
“It went from ‘all options on the table’ to specifics from Obama himself 
about American resolve and willingness to strike. And the Iranians saw 
this,” said Sullivan.108 Iranians perceived these threats clearly, he believes. 
In negotiations, “the Iranians sought negative security assurances from the 
United States—that we would not attack—and even, I believe, some kind of 
language that would include Israel as well.”109

In April 2012 the Obama administration gave Iran a “last chance” to 
negotiate concessions, cease enrichment at Fordow, and ship out 
20-percent-enriched uranium.110 Everything began to peak. In November 
2011 the IAEA had released its most comprehensive report on Iranian 
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weaponization suspicions, showing starkly what Iran had to answer for.111 
Soltanieh was defiant at the spring 2012 board of governors meeting,  
assessing that “while sanctions had been in place since the victory of the 
Islamic revolution, the nuclear issue was a recent phenomenon and so the 
Supreme Leader had concluded that the West’s real problem with Iran was 
that it was a nation that had decided to be independent.”112 Iran’s coercers, 
in his view, would never relent. The coercive campaign was reaching an 
inflection point. Would it break in favor of war or peace?

breakthrough

The breakthrough began in the summer of 2012 when the United States 
and Iran opened a secret diplomatic channel, which remained secret 
through eight rounds of negotiation.113 In June Director of Policy Planning 
Jake Sullivan and Special Assistant to the President and NSC Senior Direc-
tor for Iraq, Iran, and the Gulf States Puneet Talwar traveled to Oman to 
meet with an Iranian delegation led by Secretary of the Supreme National 
Security Council Saeed Jalili.114 The sides were feeling each other out. Dep-
uty Secretary of State William Burns made another trip to Oman in March 
2013. Rouhani was then elected the new Iranian president in June 2013 on a 
platform that included seeking sanctions relief. Talks continued when he 
came into office. In August 2013 the United States then returned to the 
enrichment carrot, offering “to entertain the possibility of very limited ura-
nium enrichment, if it could be tightly monitored and verified.”115 Under 
Secretary of State for Political Affairs Wendy Sherman, lead negotiator of 
the JCPOA, returned from a subsequent meeting in Oman in October 2013 
with the draft text of an interim agreement.116

The two sides took the talks public and unveiled the interim Joint Plan of 
Action (JPOA) in November 2013. The JPOA provided for limited sanctions 
relief, allowing Iran to gain access to $7 billion in frozen assets from Janu-
ary to November 2014. In exchange, Iran agreed not to enrich uranium 
beyond 5 percent, dilute the concentration of its 20-percent-enriched ura-
nium, and not install new centrifuges. Initially providing six months for 
negotiations, the parties extended the window for continued talks in July 
2014 and again in November 2014. The P5 + 1 and Iran came to a framework 
agreement in Lausanne in March 2015. And the final JCPOA was concluded 
in Vienna on July 14, 2015.

Broadly, the terms of the JCPOA lifted nuclear-related sanctions in 
exchange for Iran uninstalling two-thirds of its centrifuges, limiting enrich-
ment to 3.67 percent, shipping out nearly all its enriched uranium, and 
changing the design of its Arak reactor core. Intrusive inspections, includ-
ing novel monitoring of the nuclear supply chain and uranium mills, would 
verify Iranian compliance with these limitations. These were major conces-
sions. Why did Iran make them?
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The question is all the more puzzling given that the supreme leader him-
self made many statements about an American reputation for noncredible 
coercive assurance. He commonly referred to the United States as “obsti-
nate, unreliable, dishonest and into backstabbing”117 and “known for back-
pedaling on its commitments.”118 He believed that the US would seek to 
sanction Iran regardless of its behavior or the contents of a deal.119 In April 
2015, in his first speech after the unveiling of a framework agreement, 
Khamenei warned, “I have told the officials to not trust the opposing side, 
to not be fooled by their smiles, to not trust their promises because when 
they have achieved their objectives they will laugh at you.”120

There is some evidence that Obama administration officials were aware 
of these Iranian perceptions and therefore knew that they had to coercively 
assure Iran. Wendy Sherman reflected that the White House was sensitive 
to the “long, bitter history” between Iran and the United States; overcom-
ing this meant “operating not solely from a position of overwhelming 
power but treating Iran as a party who could bargain credibly.”121 Sherman 
further acknowledged that “power can be a burden. . . . Negotiations rarely 
come down to a simple calculation of who has more of it.”122 The following 
sections evaluate how three strategies—disentangling demands, managing 
spoilers, and shared knowledge—augmented the credibility of the P5 + 1’s 
coercive assurance and proved important complements to coercive threats.

Mitigating the Assurance Dilemma in JCPOA Negotiations

Iran had three reasons to question the credibility of US coercive assurance: 
(1) Tehran feared that nuclear-related sanctions might easily be relabeled 
missile-related or terrorism-related and in practice remain in effect; (2) 
domestic and international opponents—Congress and Israel, respectively—
were not party to the negotiations and were therefore potential spoilers 
even if Iran acquiesced; and (3) Iranian leaders feared that concessions 
would reveal more about their guilt than their enemies already knew. 
Washington sought to overcome each of these impediments and mitigate 
the assurance dilemma.

disentangling demands

Iranian negotiators were skeptical that striking a bargain would actually 
result in the end of severe sanctions. US officials were aware of this concern. 
In opening the secret channel, President Obama had been explicit that talks 
should focus on the nuclear issue alone.123 “Iranian negotiators were very 
worried about whether they would get sanctions relief or whether there 
would be some kind of bait and switch to keep existing sanctions,” recalled 
Jake Sullivan.124
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The prospect of lifting sanctions was far from straightforward. As the 
United States and others had constructed their sanctions regime, they had 
built what Ali Vaez aptly describes as a spider web, “mutated over three 
decades .  .  . imposed by a variety of actors and aimed at a wide range of 
objectives.”125 These objectives (or coercive demands) included curtailing 
nuclear proliferation, ballistic missile development, support for terrorism, 
and human rights violations.126 This was the assurance dilemma in 
practice—the process of building pressure undermined the assurance to 
remove that pressure. Indeed, in its original construction of Iran sanctions, 
the United States seems not to have considered the problem of assurance or 
at most assumed it was axiomatic. Robert Einhorn, former State Depart-
ment special adviser for nonproliferation and arms control and an architect 
of the Iran sanctions regime, recollected that “our message to partners was 
that sanctions pressure was necessary to give us leverage to get meaningful 
limits on Iran’s nuclear program. That they would be lifted in the event of a 
deal was implicit in that message.”127 As former White House coordinator 
for arms control and weapons of mass destruction Gary Samore reflected, 
“There was no mastermind of the sanctions regime. We had been ‘thicket-
ing’ the campaign of sanctions since 1979.”128 Entangled sanctions made the 
problem of coercive assurance more difficult.

Only “nuclear-related” sanctions were to be lifted under the JCPOA. 
Indeed, negotiating over the discrete nuclear issue alone, disentangling it 
from other issues of concern to Iran’s coercers, helps to explain why Iran 
came to the table at all. Nonetheless, Iran needed to know from its coercers 
which nuclear-related sanctions would be lifted and which nonnuclear 
ones would not. As Ambassador Sherman reflected, sanctions were a “very 
tangled mess, and we just had to make judgments about which sanctions 
would continue and which sanctions were nuclear-related and would be 
lifted . . . to give them enough of a benefit to make it worthwhile.”129 Samore 
concurred that judgments had to be made to disentangle. “The fact that 
sanctions were tangled was an impediment to negotiations,” he reflected, 
“so there was a little bit of latitude on how to define ‘nuclear-related’ for 
relief.”130

Two key disentanglement efforts helped to assure Iran of the lifting of 
sanctions against the CBI and of the lifting of UN sanctions. First, Iran’s 
central bank was subjected to US and EU sanctions that essentially severed 
it from international financial markets. In taking such action, the US and 
the EU had “emphasized the central bank’s role in money laundering—
helping other evade sanctions.”131 As one former Obama administration 
official observed prior to the conclusion of the JCPOA, this action was “not 
strictly ‘nuclear-related,’” yet Iran was unlikely to agree to any deal that left 
the CBI disconnected from the global financial system.132 Samore more 
explicitly admitted of the CBI’s money-laundering designation that “of 
course it was aimed at the nuclear issue. We used the tools we had 
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available.”133 In the end, the two sides split the difference, keeping the CBI 
designated as a money-laundering concern yet unfreezing its foreign assets 
and reconnecting it to the SWIFT communication system.134 Where possi-
ble, the definition of what was nuclear-related was essentially relaxed.

Second, UN resolutions meant to coerce Iran entangled sanctions for 
both nuclear proliferation and ballistic missile development. Sanctions 
could not simply be rescinded, therefore, as only nuclear-related punish-
ments were to be lifted under any deal. Iran and its coercers overcame 
entanglement by negotiating a wholly new UNSC resolution that endorsed 
the JCPOA and lifted prior sanctions but maintained ballistic missile 
authorities. Iran refused to agree to any concessions without this disentan-
glement. In fact, this UN resolution language was the very last piece of the 
puzzle to fall into place before Iran agreed to the deal.135

The terms of the JCPOA itself reflect Iranian fears. The text spells out that 
it would be a violation of the bargain to reimpose the same sanctions with 
other justifications (e.g., replacing nuclear sanctions with terrorism sanc-
tions).136 “Iran was very concerned about this,” recalled Jon Wolfsthal, who 
served as the NSC’s senior director for arms control and nonproliferation.137 
Robert Einhorn concurred.138 Tabatabai cites senior Iranian officials who 
complained during negotiations about the lack of clarity on sanctions relief. 
One senior official described it as insufficient “reassurance” that “the sanc-
tions that needed to be lifted would indeed be lifted.”139 Iranian minister of 
foreign affairs and nuclear negotiator Javad Zarif observed during negotia-
tions that “the United States is obsessed with sanctions,” perhaps pursuing 
them for their own sake.140 Iranian and US officials both reported a dis-
agreement over terminology. Americans preferred to call it “suspension” of 
sanctions, while the Iranians preferred “termination.”141 “In the delicacy of 
negotiations,” Sherman writes, both sides landed on the word “lifted.”142

Coercers in part allayed Iran’s concerns with specifics. Of the negotiating 
process, Jake Sullivan recalls that “Iran’s main interest was in making sure 
that the deal included annexes on the specifics of entities that would experi-
ence relief—on whom and what sanctions would be lifted. And then they 
wanted to walk through in detail how exactly sanctions relief would 
work.”143 Even after the deal, President Obama instructed his communica-
tions staff to “make sure we frame this as a nuclear issue. We don’t want to 
let the critics muddy the nuclear issue with the other issues.”144

After the conclusion of the JCPOA, the Obama administration experi-
enced a lesson in the assurance dilemma and the structural difficulties of 
turning off financial sanctions. To be sure, the Iranian economy did see ben-
efits from the JCPOA. Iran’s GDP expanded by 13.4 percent in 2016, due in 
large part to the unleashing of the oil and gas sector.145 Yet Iranians claimed 
to be in a purgatory of sorts, having received sanctions relief yet still wait-
ing to see the effects of punishment to subside.146 In the words of Ayatollah 
Khamenei, “Today, all across Western countries and those who are under 
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their impact, our banking restrictions are still facing problems and repatria-
tion of our assets are facing problems.  .  .  . The United States is severely 
working not to allow the deal’s results to become beneficial for the Islamic 
Republic.  .  .  . They have threatened us through other sanctions.”147 “We 
haven’t had much experience unraveling sanctions,” admitted Einhorn 
after the deal. “These sanctions [on Iran] were so interrelated that it is hard 
to unwind them.”148 As Gary Samore assessed prior to the conclusion of the 
JCPOA, “many international corporations, stung by billions of dollars of 
fines meted out by the U.S. government, will not be eagerly re-establishing 
relationships with Iran.”149 The Obama administration attempted further 
outreach to the private sector to explain the terms of the JCPOA and smooth 
legitimate business with Iran. The administration’s intention to conduct 
such private-sector outreach was in fact communicated to the Iranians dur-
ing the negotiations.150

Some US policymakers reported learning an important lesson about the 
assurance dilemma in the aftermath of the deal: relief should be considered 
in the construction of sanctions regimes. For instance, Richard Nephew, for-
mer principal deputy coordinator for sanctions policy at the Department of 
State, regretted that in the process of imposing and enforcing sanctions, the 
United States had intentionally fostered the myth of omnipresent IRGC fin-
gerprints throughout the Iranian economy. As Nephew writes, “the intent 
of the US strategy was to make the IRGC and Iran inseparable concepts 
with the aim of chilling even still legal forms of business.”151 Under the 
JCPOA, the IRGC remained a sanctioned entity for nonnuclear issues; the 
belief in its tentacles was sticky.152 On balance, Nephew assessed that this 
strategy to bolster the severity of sanctions may not have been worth it.153 
After the JCPOA, he believed that the United States, and the Treasury 
Department in particular, was “learning to be more discrete with sanctions 
over specific issues. No more omnibus sanctions against entire countries,” 
and “being specific about what an entity is designated for.”154

managing domestic spoilers

Even more important to Iran’s prospect of sanctions relief was the ques-
tion of who would be doing the lifting. The sanctions facing the biggest 
impediment to removal were American. European sanctions are imposed 
and lifted by a unanimous decision of the European Council.155 These are 
easier to lift and harder to reimpose. Most US sanctions, however, were 
enshrined in legislation and could only be repealed by Congress.156 As a 
Republican majority controlled the legislature, observers rightly concluded 
at the time that “permanently terminating US sanctions in the short term is 
nearly impossible.”157 There were simply not enough votes in the Senate to 
ratify a coercive bargain as a treaty.158 Instead, the White House pursued an 
executive agreement, and sanctions would have to be suspended through 
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presidential waiver, an executive authority provided for in the original 
sanctions legislation. Allowable waivers varied in length (thirty days up to 
a year) but were renewable.159

Tehran perceived these US domestic impediments to sanctions relief. 
According to Nephew, “the Iranians specifically asked us: ‘What if a Repub-
lican takes over? What will you do?’”160 Congressional opposition also 
inserted itself into the process in such a way that the Iranians could not 
have missed. On March 9, 2015, forty-seven Republican senators sent an 
open letter addressed to the leaders of Iran.161 Explaining the US Constitu-
tion, the letter warned Iran that treaties required ratification by two-thirds 
of the Senate and that executive agreements could be undone by “the stroke 
of a pen.” White House officials were livid.

Obama officials first tried to assure Iran by pointing out historic consis-
tency in US foreign policy. “Historically there has been inertia to agree-
ments,” recalled Nephew, “so we said, ‘There is more space here than you 
think.’ We also told them that if a future administration backed out, it 
would be criticized by the rest of the world, and they understood this could 
be to their advantage.”162 But more needed to be done to assert the White 
House’s coercive control—that it alone would impose or relieve punish-
ments. Even if a deal would not be a treaty, Congress could still spoil an 
agreement on sanctions relief by passing new ones.163 To rein in this poten-
tial spoiler, the administration negotiated a new piece of legislation: the 
Iran Nuclear Agreement Review Act (INARA).

In parallel with the formal negotiations abroad, the Obama administra-
tion negotiated with a Republican Congress to bound congressional over-
sight of any sanctions waivers.164 Opponents originally conceived of 
legislation as a poison pill to a nuclear deal, attempting to require the presi-
dent to certify Iran’s lack of support for terrorism at regular intervals—a 
provision that would have reentangled nuclear and nonnuclear demands.165 
However, with interlocutors Ben Cardin and Bob Corker, the ranking mem-
ber and the chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, respec-
tively, the executive and legislative branches pursued a creative compromise 
along the following terms: Congress could act to disapprove a deal and 
presidential sanctions waivers by a certain deadline (eventually decided to 
be September 17, 2015), but if it did not disapprove, the deal would stand. 
“This gave members the option of a ‘pocket’ approval,” writes Sherman, 
“in which nobody had to go on the record with a vote at all.”166 Addition-
ally, if opposition to the deal did force a vote and a majority disapproved, 
the White House could veto the legislation to preserve the deal. Thus, only 
a two-thirds majority in each chamber could upend a coercive bargain with 
Iran.

Rallying senators to this compromise was a feat. “Many members of the 
Senate and House were reluctant to give up sanctions because they had 
been so successful in getting Iran to the table,” recalled Sherman, 
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expressing frustration at poor instincts about coercive assurance. “We tried 
to explain to these opponents that the sanctions were a tool.”167 The White 
House’s full-court press needed to work to communicate coercive assur-
ance. Kahl recalled, “Initially we were trying to avoid an INARA, and then 
we shifted to just getting INARA right. If INARA had required ratification, 
Iran would have said that that was never going to happen.”168 In other 
words, instead of opposing congressional review, the White House sought 
to constrain it. Kahl continued: “We said to the Iranians, ‘We wrote the leg-
islation to be able to have the votes.’”169 Iran was watching carefully to see 
what happened.

INARA was passed by the Senate (98 to 1170) on May 7 and then the 
House (400 to 25) on May 14, 2015—two months to the day before the 
JCPOA was finalized. INARA formalized the White House’s position that 
any deal would be considered an “executive agreement,” not a “treaty” that 
required Senate ratification. President Obama would therefore be free to 
waive by executive order many nuclear-related sanctions.171 “Had INARA 
failed, we could not have signed [the JCPOA]. But INARA came together in 
a complementary way before the final agreement was signed,” said Jon 
Wolfsthal.172 And Robert Einhorn assessed that “the Iranians were confi-
dent that Obama could waive sanctions. INARA provided for very weak 
oversight. INARA’s passage essentially guaranteed that the JCPOA would 
enter into force.”173 The timing of INARA’s passage before finalization of 
the JCPOA affirmed the importance of demonstrating coercive control by 
managing spoilers to mitigate the assurance dilemma.

p5  + 1  partners and multilateral  
assurance of sanctions relief

The United States was the indispensable negotiating partner in the 
JCPOA, and its participation was necessary to demonstrate coercive con-
trol. Earlier coercive diplomacy with Iran and European states had failed in 
large part because Washington was on the sidelines. As Sherman writes, 
“there was more than a little truth to the idea that the nuclear talks were 
fundamentally between the United States and Iran. . . . If a deal escaped us, 
it would be up to the United States to take military action to stop Iran from 
gaining the bomb. . . . The deal was ours to make, even if we couldn’t make 
it alone.”174 Iran appreciated this necessity as well. In the words of the head 
of the AEOI, Ali Salehi, “If we hadn’t negotiated with the US, the reality 
was, we wouldn’t have reached a deal with the P5 + 1. . . . We couldn’t have 
moved forward with the others.”175

At the same time, the presence of multiple coercing partners assured Iran 
that sanctions relief would be forthcoming after it struck a deal. One party’s 
reneging on sanctions relief would be both more costly to the reneger and 
less costly to Iran. According to Colin Kahl, Iran “believed that other 
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actors—the UNSC, the EU, and other countries—would constrain the 
United States. They believed that if the US reneged, they would be the ones 
isolated and not Iran.”176 Wendy Sherman agreed that “the genius of the 
deal was that it gave Iran nowhere to turn to evade its provisions. By the 
same token, it made it harder for any one nation to unravel the agree-
ment.”177 This view proved too optimistic as the Trump administration’s 
later deployment of secondary sanctions made unilateral reneging more 
effective than negotiators had anticipated.

managing israel as a potential spoiler

Internationally, the United States also sought to demonstrate control over 
the coercive threat of military force and manage a potential spoiler in Israel. 
Before a deal could be struck, it thus tried to communicate that Israel, a 
state not officially party to the bargaining process, would nonetheless be 
bound by an agreement. If anyone were to carry out an air strike on Iranian 
nuclear facilities, it would be the US and not Israel alone. It is suggestive 
evidence in favor of the assurance dilemma and against a threat credibility 
lens that Tehran came to the table after the window for an Israeli strike 
closed. Other theorists have difficulty explaining this puzzling timing of 
Iran’s concessions. As Miller writes, “while it is possible that Iran restrained 
its nuclear program partly in order to avoid preventive attack on its nuclear 
facilities, it is unclear why Iran would make this decision only in the 2013–
2015 period.”178 Israel’s shifting role helps to explain it.

The White House took this signaling effort seriously. “There was genuine 
concern that the Israeli government might launch such a strike,” said for-
mer deputy secretary of state William Burns in an interview.179 Jon Wolfst-
hal concurred: “There was some recognition that the Israelis were another 
party, like Congress, with whom we had to contend.”180 And according to 
Colin Kahl, the Americans “were not confident that the Iranians would 
even be able to tell if they were struck whether it had been the US or the 
Israelis. It would just look like fighter aircraft anyway, and we owned Iraqi 
airspace [on Iran’s western border] at the time.”181

The Israeli Debate ​ Ever since discovering secret enrichment facilities at 
Natanz in 2002, Israel had considered striking Iran. At the time, instead of 
attacking, Prime Minister Ariel Sharon decided to sound the alarm by 
leaking the discovery to an Iranian dissident group.182 It thereafter 
concentrated on improving its own capability to strike Iran. As Prime 
Minister Ehud Olmert’s defense minister (2007–9), Ehud Barak directed Lt. 
Gen. Gaby Ashkenazi, chief of staff of the Israel Defense Forces (IDF), “to 
develop a plan for a surgical strike to destroy the most important facilities 
in the Iranians’ nuclear network.” Barak soon learned that Israel lacked the 
necessary penetrating munitions and aerial refueling capacity to strike 
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Iranian nuclear facilities effectively.183 His subsequent requests for more 
heavy munitions and to lease American tankers were rebuffed in 
Washington. Secretary of Defense Robert Gates recalled that he 
recommended denying Israeli requests for certain military items. The 
United States should not be “handing over the initiative,” he thought.184 
Barak further recalled a meeting with President Bush in June 2008, in which 
the president made clear “that he knew what we were up to.” After a 
dinner, over whiskey and cigars, Barak recalls, “the president looked 
straight at me, and said to Olmert, ‘This guy scares the living shit out of me 
when he tells me what you want.’”185

Despite his efforts, Barak assessed that Israel still did not have the capa-
bility to strike Iran when he became defense minister to the Benjamin 
Netanyahu government in May 2009.186 His aim was to acquire the capabil-
ity to strike before Iran’s nuclear program entered a “zone of immunity,” 
which he defined as a point at which damage from an Israeli strike would 
be “too negligible to be worth the operational, political, and diplomatic 
risks.”187 What followed were several critical months of military prepara-
tions and debates about whether to strike, which in Barak’s words was 
“both an internal debate among Israel’s political and military leadership 
and discussions with the Obama administration.”188

Internally, Israeli policymakers debated a strike on Iran at the highest 
levels of government and mostly within the Group of Eight (or Octet)—an 
informal security cabinet made up of senior ministers of the Israeli prime 
minister’s governing coalition.189 Despite the need for secrecy in this small 
forum, there was no shortage of leaks and vote counting in public about 
who did and who did not support a strike.190 Barak was believed by Israel 
analysts to be the leading proponent of a strike.191 Yet two other members of 
the Octet, Dan Meridor and Benny Begin, were opposed to a strike from the 
start.192 In Barak’s telling, “ministers who opposed a strike argued that we 
should rely on American economic and political pressure to deal with the 
threat. And if that failed, on American military action.”193 In other words, 
they were satisfied by US control of the tools of coercion.

The assessments of Israel’s military and intelligence leadership—the 
head of Mossad and the chief of staff of the IDF especially—also matter 
greatly to the outcome of Group of Eight decisions. These establishment 
voices were the most consistently opposed to a strike. For instance, when 
Israel came closest to striking Iran in 2010, the Group of Eight met at a 
Mossad facility near Tel Aviv in November for a briefing on an attack 
plan.194 The group agreed at that meeting that the chief of staff “and ideally 
the heads of military intelligence and Mossad” would have to sign off on 
the plan before it could be executed. To the hawks’ dismay, General Ashke-
nazi did not approve the plan, saying that Israel had not yet “crossed the 
threshold of operational capability.”195 Consensus eluded the Group. No 
strike occurred.
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Mossad chief Meir Dagan and General Ashkenazi were two of the more 
opinionated voices against a strike.196 Both men were removed—Dagan in 
early 2011 and Ashkenazi in February 2011—in a likely effort by Netanyahu 
to eliminate obstacles to a strike. But their successors held the line. Tamir 
Pardo replaced Dagan as head of Mossad and testified to the Knesset in 
2011 that he did not think an Iranian nuclear weapon was an “existential” 
threat.197 Ashkenazi’s replacement, Lt. Gen. Benny Gantz, was also hesitant 
to support a strike.198 Opposition then seemed to increase.199

Overall, many sources concur that Israel’s national security chiefs consis-
tently opposed a strike on Iran.200 US counterparts perceived the Israeli 
debate similarly. In the assessment of Colin Kahl, “the Israelis pushing back 
most against Netanyahu and Barak were the military and intelligence pro-
fessionals. These professionals didn’t believe that we wouldn’t come to 
their aid. They likely thought that we would, but they rightly perceived a 
threat to strategic long-term US-Israeli relations.”201 The climax of Israeli 
strike deliberations occurred in late 2011 and early 2012. By the fall of 2012, 
public reports of imminent Israeli strikes had waned.

US Influence ​ The Obama administration weighed in heavily on Israel’s 
deliberations.202 “We had a civilized intellectual discussion with Israel 
about the merits of a strike,” recalled Samore. “Every couple of months, 
Donilon would meet with his counterpart, Amidror, to argue about the pros 
and cons of a strike.”203 First, the United States attempted to influence the 
Israeli debate about its own capabilities. It did so by withholding critical 
assistance (tankers, heavy munitions) for the Iran mission while bolstering 
US capabilities to carry out the mission and sharing military plans with 
Israel.

To fly the thousand miles to their targets and back,204 Israeli jets would 
have to refuel once or twice, depending on the availability of tanker sup-
port, which was insufficient at the time.205 An even more challenging mili-
tary problem would have been the weaponeering to destroy the hardened 
targets of Natanz and Fordow: Natanz is underground and covered by 
steel-reinforced concrete, while Fordow is dug into the side of a mountain 
220 feet deep.206 In 2012 Israeli ordnance might have been able to penetrate 
Natanz but no more than the entrances to Fordow.207 In a January 2012 
report, Pentagon officials stated explicitly that the United States was work-
ing to improve its thirty-thousand-pound MOP bomb in an effort to “ensure 
the weapon would be more effective against the deepest bunkers, including 
Iran’s Fordow enrichment plant facility.”208 Secretary of Defense Leon 
Panetta said directly in an interview that the bunker-buster munition was 
meant to reassure and rein in the Israelis.209 “They can’t do it right without 
us,” an anonymous former Obama adviser said tersely.210

Colin Kahl described Washington’s strategy to restrain Israel as a policy 
of “big hugs, little punches.” “The Israeli threat to strike was highest in 
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2010–12,” said Kahl, during which time “the hugs were shared intelligence, 
generous military aid, emphasizing that the US goal was ‘prevention and 
not containment’ (Obama said this explicitly at an AIPAC event as a mes-
sage to the Israelis211), insight into our military planning, sharing details on 
the MOPs—which Israel could not deliver, and they knew we could. The 
little punches were we’ve got this, not you; don’t strike; if you do, Ameri-
cans could die, and we won’t help you.”212 A  military aid package 
announced a few months after the conclusion of the JCPOA totaled $38 bil-
lion over ten years, a more than 25 percent increase. Tankers and advanced 
penetrating munitions were still withheld.

Israeli policymakers received American signals. In their eyes, what 
changed over time was their perception of the degree of concerted US oper-
ational planning for a strike. “During the first couple of years that Israel 
worked on acquiring the capability for a military strike against Iran,” wrote 
Ehud Barak, “the Americans had been no more ready than we were. They 
had tanker aircraft and heavy bombs, but their plan was so obviously prone 
to lead to a wider conflict that it would never have received the go-ahead.” 
However, Barak continued, “by the time I met the president in 2012, that 
had changed. . . . The Americans now had high precision heavy munitions 
we couldn’t dream of, and stealth air-attack capabilities we also lacked.”213 
His final assessment was that the United States “had the operational capa-
bility to launch an attack that, within a period of hours, could push the 
Iranian nuclear program back by years, and that, even if the Iranians knew 
the strike was coming, they’d be powerless to stop.”214 Israeli national secu-
rity adviser retired major general Yaakov Amidror recalled that “the Obama 
administration was the first administration to take seriously military plan-
ning for a strike on Iran. Before Obama, no president asked for an Iran mili-
tary solution plan. The Obama administration came up with a military plan 
and exercised it. Israel was satisfied by the plan.”215

Second, the Obama administration tried to undermine the legitimacy of 
any unilateral Israeli strike. It made no secret of the fact that it opposed 
unilateral Israeli action, hoping to dispel any notion of even tacit support 
for independent action. It attempted to amplify the voices of Israeli leaders 
who opposed a strike.216 In June 2012 President Obama awarded Shimon 
Peres the Presidential Medal of Freedom. Shortly thereafter, Peres publicly 
opposed a unilateral attack and said that he was “convinced . . . after hav-
ing had talks with him [Obama]” that “we are not alone.”217 US intelligence 
monitored Israeli military bases and airwaves for signs of mobilization, 
watching extra close on tactically advantageous moonless nights.218

High-level visits to Israel also helped the United States to force delays. It 
would be even more of a thumb in the eye of Washington to conduct an 
uncoordinated strike while a senior member of the US government was vis-
iting and in harm’s way for Iranian retaliation. In 2012 Chairman of the 
Joint Chiefs of Staff Martin Dempsey, Secretary of State Hillary Clinton, 
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Secretary of Defense Leon Panetta, and National Security Adviser Tom 
Donilon all visited Israel.219 The administration “figured that Israel couldn’t 
launch an attack when the vice president was on his way, or Tom Donilon 
was on his way, or Gen. Dempsey was on his way,” recalled Gary Samore; 
visits were “a very conscious, deliberate strategy to stop the Israelis from 
attacking.”220 He elaborated: “At one point we had a new American official 
visiting Israel every week to constrain the Israelis from attacking.  .  .  . It 
would have been too much of an embarrassment to strike while an official 
was there.”221

Finally, the Obama administration sought to coordinate details of its 
coercive diplomacy with Israel. By some accounts, Israeli security chiefs 
were “talking to their U.S. counterparts ‘on a daily basis.’”222 Israeli intelli-
gence especially found productive partners in the Treasury Department, 
where Israeli intelligence helped to enforce and tighten sanctions. Keeping 
the coercive diplomacy route open removed the imperative of an immedi-
ate strike in the minds of some Israelis, especially since a strike would elim-
inate the prospect of a negotiated solution.223 “We’re trying to persuade 
them [the Israelis] that a strike that just drives the program more under-
ground isn’t a solution; it’s a bigger problem,” said a former Obama adviser 
anonymously.224

The Window Closes ​ In the end Israel closed the door to acting 
independently before Iran came the negotiating table. Israeli deliberation 
over whether to strike had subsided by mid-2012. In November 2011 Ehud 
Barak began assessing that Iran would reach a “zone of immunity” within 
a year, “probably three-quarters.”225 And a “very senior Israeli” told a 
reporter in January 2012 that Iran would reach the zone of immunity within 
six to nine months.226 Secretary of Defense Panetta assessed in February 
2012 that there was a “strong likelihood that Israel would strike Iran in 
April, May, or June.”227 Facing what Barak called a “final decision” on 
whether to strike, Israel rescheduled a joint military exercise with the 
United States in April 2012.228 The chairman of the Joint Chiefs was sent to 
Israel almost immediately. Barak also took this time to consult with US 
leaders—Panetta, Donilon, Clinton, and Obama—who all attempted to 
dissuade him from striking.229 Benjamin Netanyahu also met with President 
Obama in the White House on March 5, 2012.

The flurry of activity ended not with a bang but a whimper. Barak and 
Netanyahu still had not secured the support of the Group of Eight and 
Security Cabinet.230 Ultimately, there was no culminating moment. The 
plan fizzled out.

Crucially, the United States recognized that the ultimate receivers of its 
signals to Israel were in Tehran. Indeed, there is evidence of US efforts to 
make these signals of coercive control unmistakable. Tom Donilon and 
Susan Rice, national security advisers to President Obama, established a 
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US-Israeli consultation group that met on a regular basis to discuss the 
Iran portfolio. As JCPOA negotiations deepened, the US also welcomed 
Israeli technical experts to consult on the details. Washington then publi-
cized its consultations with Israelis. In the words of retired brigadier gen-
eral Yaacov Nagel, a national security adviser to Benjamin Netanyahu, 
“Israel and Washington could keep the consultations secret, but the US 
decided not to do so. Maybe the US did it in order to ‘hug’ Israel publicly 
so that they could claim Israel was part of the deal.”231 To the Iranians, 
US-Israeli coordination was meant to communicate that Israel was 
unlikely to act independently as a spoiler. The P5 + 1 demonstrated coer-
cive control, and afterward Iran came to the table willing to make conces-
sions. For their part, Obama administration officials believe that their 
strategy succeeded. “Iranians made no distinction between the US and 
Israel,” said Colin Kahl. “They assumed that if Israel attacked, it would be 
with American permission.”232 It also likely helped for the perception of 
control that Tehran tends to see American puppeteering behind every 
Israeli action. As Jake Sullivan diagnosed, “Israel is perceived by many, 
entirely incorrectly, to be a pawn of the United States. In terms of our abil-
ity to conduct coercive diplomacy, I think we actually benefited from this 
perception in the Iran case.”233

concluding the jcpoa with shared knowledge

This next section establishes with some confidence that in the conclusion 
of the JCPOA, the United States and its partners did know already that 
which Iran had to admit and that they consciously did not push Tehran to 
reveal more than they knew already about its past nuclear weapons pro-
gram. In other words, the two sides shared knowledge even if there is no 
declassified record yet that the coercer directly shared evidence of this 
knowledge with the target.

The analysis requires careful consideration of source biases. I  rely on 
interviews with Obama administration officials to understand US strategy 
in negotiations with Iran. However, I do not rely on interviews to establish 
what coercers knew and when about Iran’s nuclear program. Instead, to 
establish a baseline of pre-JCPOA knowledge, I  rely on declassified US 
intelligence reporting and IAEA inspections reports. These sources are 
biased against finding deep knowledge on the part of coercers. By revealing 
what the United States (and other coercers) knew publicly about Iran’s 
nuclear program, they are a proxy for what coercers knew privately. Evi-
dence in IAEA records has passed through two filters: what information 
intelligence agencies were willing to share with the IAEA and what the 
IAEA was willing to make public. I  make an assumption that private 
knowledge was at least as great, and likely greater, than public 
knowledge.
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I then compare this pre-JCPOA baseline to the post-JCPOA evidence 
from the so-called atomic archive.234 I was granted access to some of these 
files passed from Israeli intelligence officials to Harvard University 
researchers, and I rely on their independent analysis of the records. Several 
documents have also been published by journalists and analysts.235 These 
stolen Iranian documents are heavily biased sources, but they are biased 
against finding shared knowledge. The evidence has passed through an 
Israeli intelligence filter, which has held back much material.236 Israel had 
an agenda to push in its publicity of these documents. It focused on pub-
lishing the most alarming findings first, hoping to turn policymakers 
toward disapproval of the JCPOA. If the most touted revelations about the 
Iranian nuclear program are still shown to be consistent with what intelli-
gence organizations knew before the conclusion of the JCPOA, we can be 
more confident that Washington shared knowledge of Iran’s misdeeds 
before it conceded.

What Coercers Knew ​ The IAEA opened a file on the PMD of the Iranian 
nuclear program in 2003. After years of inspections, demands, stonewalling, 
and breakthroughs, the IAEA summarized its consistent suspicions in a 
thorough report in November 2011. Evidence in the report came from three 
sources: the United States, which provided the “alleged studies 
documentation”;237 intelligence provided by at least ten other member 
states;238 and IAEA inspections themselves. These corroborated sources 
allowed the IAEA to assess the contents of its report to be, “overall, 
credible.”239

The 2011 report contained a wealth of knowledge about Iran’s weapon-
ization activities. It expressed concern about procurement of nuclear-related 
and dual-use equipment by the Iranian military, the development of unde-
clared pathways for the production of fissile material, and the acquisition 
and indigenous refinement of nuclear warhead designs.240 The IAEA had 
knowledge that these activities had taken place as part of “a structured pro-
gramme” prior to the end of 2003.241 It mentions the AMAD Plan specifi-
cally, directed by Mohsen Fakhrizadeh and with other “senior Iranian 
figures featured within this command structure.”242 And even after 2003 the 
IAEA knew that work had continued in more covert or deniable ways.243 
For specific research and development of concern, the IAEA (citing the 
“alleged studies documentation”) pointed to Iranian activity related to det-
onators (bridge wires for exact timing), high explosives, hydrodynamic 
tests, neutron initiators, fusing for air and ground bursts, indicators of 
preparation for a nuclear test,244 and other projects relevant to weaponiza-
tion. Research on projects such as neutron initiators allegedly continued 
beyond 2004.245 The report references Project 110 on the design of a pay-
load, although without details.246 And Project 111 worked to fit a “new pay-
load into the re-entry vehicle of the Shahab-3 missile.”247 The report also 
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zeroed in on the military facilities at Parchin, specifically construction of a 
“large explosives containment vessel in which to conduct hydrodynamic 
experiments.”248

One other source that can shed light on coercer governments’ knowledge 
is the November 2007 NIE on Iran’s nuclear intentions and capabilities.249 
The NIC judged with “high confidence that in fall 2003, Tehran halted its 
nuclear weapons program,” defined as its “nuclear weapon design and 
weaponization work and covert uranium conversion-related and uranium 
enrichment-related work.” The NIC also assessed with “moderate-to-high 
confidence” that Tehran “at a minimum is keeping open the option to 
develop nuclear weapons.”250

What did Iran’s coercers do with this detailed knowledge? In its final 
report, the IAEA concluded what it had long known: that “activities rele-
vant to the development of a nuclear explosive device were conducted in 
Iran prior to the end of 2003 as a coordinated effort, and some activities 
took place after 2003” and, signaling its focus on future verification, that it 
had found “no credible indications of the diversion of nuclear material.”251 
Iran had had a nuclear weapons program.252

Iran made just two admissions. First, it did not deny its well-known con-
tacts with the A. Q. Khan network.253 Second, it agreed to environmental 
sampling at the Parchin facility.254 While not an explicit admission, the sam-
pling tacitly communicated Iran’s guilt and confirmed IAEA suspicions. 
Two IAEA visits to Parchin in 2005 had not uncovered conclusive proof of 
Iran’s weaponization research, as inspectors were not provided access to 
the building allegedly housing the containment vessel for explosives test-
ing. Satellite imagery showed that the facility had since been renovated.255 
When the IAEA visited Parchin on September 20, 2015, they indeed 
observed “recent signs of internal refurbishment,” and the explosive test-
ing chamber was no longer visible.256 The IAEA’s last word was only that 
environmental samples had disputed the Iranian assertion that the build-
ing had been used for “long-term storage of chemicals for explosives.”257 
None of this was surprising to Iran’s coercers.

Laid bare, the final compromise on the PMD of Iran’s nuclear program 
was an agreed-upon fiction. As long as Tehran conceded to accepting new 
limits and verification of its nuclear program spelled out in the JCPOA, it 
did not have to admit anything that its coercers did not already know. The 
statements of US policymakers make this strategy plain. “We know what 
they did. We have no doubt. We have absolute knowledge with respect to 
the certain military activities they were engaged in,” said Secretary of State 
John Kerry in a June 2015 speech. “What we’re concerned about is going 
forward. It’s critical to us to know that going forward, those activities have 
been stopped, and that we can account for that in a legitimate way.”258 
Other administration officials described the strategy similarly. “It was 
never an issue for the United States about whether there were possible 
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military dimensions. We knew there were,” said lead negotiator of the 
JCPOA, Amb. Wendy Sherman. “We cared about [PMD] tremendously, not 
because we didn’t know what the judgment was but because we knew 
politically we had to resolve this issue.”259 Jake Sullivan recalled, “We knew 
Iran had been conducting weaponization activities. The whole point of us 
having these negotiations to begin with was that they were doing this.”260

Intelligence collection enabled this US strategy. In 2007, at the insistence 
of a frustrated President Bush, the CIA established an Iranian Operations 
Division to improve intelligence collection on Iranian nuclear intentions.261 
The efforts appear to have borne fruit. As Jon Wolfsthal reflected, “On PMD 
we said, look, we don’t want to do anything to prevent the IAEA from 
doing their work well. But we already knew everything we needed to know 
about the past military dimensions of Iran’s nuclear program from our 
intelligence agencies. So, we decided there was not much to be gained by 
pushing PMD. What could have been lost was the deal itself. If there had 
been insufficient intelligence, then we might have pushed it.”262 Washing-
ton sensed the game and played its strong hand strategically. In Jake Sulli-
van’s telling, “the Iranians asserted from start to finish that all of this was a 
bunch of bunk—that they had never attempted to weaponize. But we knew, 
and they knew that we knew, and we knew that they knew we knew.”263

Comparing Pre-JCPOA Coercer Knowledge to Post-JCPOA Iranian Records ​
On January 31, 2018, Mossad conducted a raid on a nondescript warehouse 
on the outskirts of Tehran. Working through the night, they torched open 
safes and stole about fifty-five thousand pages and 163 CDs of documents 
and videos—by their estimate about 20 percent of the files in storage. All 
pertained to the Iranian nuclear weapons program. Benjamin Netanyahu 
did not announce the theft until April 2018, when he delivered a press 
conference excoriating Iran’s duplicity and demanding an end to the 
JCPOA. These Iranian documents provide scholars the rare opportunity to 
compare documentary evidence with the public record of coercive 
bargaining to evaluate a modern instance of shared knowledge between 
coercer and target—what coercers knew or what Iran simply got away 
with.

I compare revelations of the Iranian atomic archive to the previously 
established baseline of what coercers knew about the sophistication of the 
weapons program in 2003 and about how the late 2003 “halt” order was 
also a “hide” order to continue clandestine work after 2003. The analysis, 
summarized in table 5.2, establishes that coercers shared a great deal of 
knowledge about Iran’s nuclear weapons research.

First, atomic archive documents show that in 1999 or early 2000 very 
senior Iranian leaders made a political decision to acquire and test a nuclear 
device by 2003.264 The effort, the AMAD Plan, was overseen by the Supreme 
Council for Advanced Technologies, which consisted of President 
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Table 5.2  Evidence of shared knowledge about Iran’s nuclear weapons program

Category of 
comparison Item

IAEA records 
(before JCPOA)

Iran’s “atomic 
archive”

Sophistication 
of nuclear 
weapons 
program

Explosives
•	 Detonators (bridgewires for 

precise timing)
•	 Hydrodynamic testing
•	 Test chamber at Parchin

Yes Yes

Neutron initiators Yes Yes

Fusing for air and ground bursts Yes Yes

Preparation for a nuclear test Yes Yes

Project 110 (payload design)
•	 Uranium metallurgy facility

Vaguely 
referenced

Metallurgy tunnel 
complex at 
Parchin under 
construction

Project 111 (preparations to mate 
a payload with the Shahab-3 
missile)

Yes Yes

Warhead design
•	 Implosion computer 

modeling
•	 Manufacture of simulated 

components

Yes More foreign 
weapons 
designs than 
known

Foreign assistance Yes More substantial 
than known

Nature of 
2003 halt/
hide order

AMAD Plan
•	 Existence
•	 Leadership and organization

Yes Yes

Work continuing after 2003
•	 Staff remained in place
•	 Neutron-initiator research 

beyond 2004
•	 Computer modeling until 

2009
•	 Research known to have 

continued until 2009
•	 Some procurement until 2007

Yes Yes

Mohammad Khatami, Supreme National Security Council Secretary Gen-
eral Hassan Rouhani (later president), Minister of Defense Ali Shamkhani, 
and the head of the AEOI, Gholamreza Aghazadeh.265 The council approved 
a budget of $100 million (in 1999 dollars)266 to build five nuclear warheads 
of ten kilotons each.267 The scale of foreign assistance was large—over a 
dozen foreign experts and four foreign bomb designs (from which the Ira-
nians innovated their own design). And the program was intended to have 
a “parallel fuel cycle to produce HEU for nuclear weapons,” including use 
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of the Fordow enrichment plant.268 Additionally, the documents describe a 
tunnel complex underneath Parchin intended to house metallurgy equip-
ment for uranium casting of a nuclear core (Project 110 of the AMAD 
Plan).269 Construction of the tunnel complex was nearly completed in 2003, 
but the halt order came down before equipment was installed.

This evidence from the atomic archive is consistent with the IAEA’s 2011 
report. Iran’s planning to carry out an underground nuclear test,270 while 
much more specific in the stolen Iranian files, is consistent with language in 
the 2011 report that “in 2002–2003 Iran may have planned and undertaken 
preparatory experimentation relevant to testing a nuclear explosive device,” 
including preparing explosive bridge wiring to reliably detonate “a test 
device located down a deep shaft.”271 As early as 2006, experts had been 
writing publicly about Iran’s “sophisticated drawings of a 400-meter-deep 
subterranean shaft with remote-controlled sensors to measure pressure and 
heat,” more than suggestive of preparations for a test.272 The IAEA did not 
mention Iranian activities in uranium metallurgy in the 2011 report. It did, 
however, mention knowledge of Project 110, which aimed to produce 
nuclear cores. Curiously, the report does not mention any specifics on Proj-
ect 110 after disclosing knowledge of it. Israeli intelligence officials say that 
both Israeli and US intelligence agencies knew about the site during its con-
struction but were not aware of its connection to the AMAD Plan.273 This is 
not so surprising, given that the tunnel complex was empty at the time of 
the 2003 halt order.274 None of the uranium metallurgy equipment had been 
moved in. It is plausible that US or Israeli intelligence agencies would have 
detected uranium metallurgy activity if the facility had ever been 
completed.

Second, stolen Iranian documents also illuminate the nature of Tehran’s 
high-level 2003 decision to halt its nuclear weapons program. The late 2003 
order, described as a “halt” by the 2007 NIE, “did not stop all the work.”275 
Instead, it divided the research program into overt and clandestine parts 
intended to “fill in technical gaps.”276 Overt research continued “openly 
under civilian rationales”—for example, on neutron generator develop-
ment.277 Secret, dual-use work was believed to be deniable.

Some analysts assert that this information shows that the 2007 NIE 
assessment was incorrect.278 On the contrary, a “hide and preserve” order 
would be consistent with the 2007 NIE’s “moderate-to-high confidence” 
assessment that “Tehran at a minimum is keeping open the option to 
develop nuclear weapons.”279 In addition, the IAEA reported that it was 
aware that even after the halt order in 2003, “staff remained in place to 
record and document the achievements of their respective projects,”280 
while “equipment and work places were either cleaned or disposed of so 
that there would be little to identify the sensitive nature of the work which 
had been undertaken.” Moreover, the IAEA remained interested in 
Fakhrizadeh as he moved to university settings and knew that “some 
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activities previously carried out under the AMAD Plan were resumed 
later.”281 The IAEA’s 2015 PMD report specifies that from 2005 to 2009, Iran 
continued “computer modelling of a nuclear explosive device.”282 It also 
documents that Iran continued procurement of items relevant “to the devel-
opment of a nuclear explosive device” until 2007.283 Obama administration 
officials additionally told reporters in 2010 that “in contrast to the 2007 NIE 
finding,” they and US key allies believed Iran’s nuclear weapons design 
work was “continuing on a smaller scale.”284

Overall, when compared to what coercers knew about the Iranian nuclear 
weapons program before the JCPOA, the post-JCPOA stolen Iranian files 
reveal little that is new. Instead, they add detail to categories of activities 
previously known.285 This knowledge of Iran’s nuclear weapons activities 
is indeed important. It shows publicly the sophistication of the Iranian pro-
gram and its scalability into building an arsenal should Iran break out and 
race for the bomb. Yet the purloined records also confirm the quality of 
earlier intelligence once debated by experts.286 Indeed, the fact that we now 
have access to these stolen documents at all provides suggestive evidence 
that the Iranian nuclear program was heavily penetrated by foreign intelli-
gence.287 Most importantly, the records show that in 2015 the P5 + 1 and Iran 
shared detailed knowledge of Tehran’s nuclear sins, providing some addi-
tional coercive assurance that Iran’s concessions would not reveal truly 
new information. When documents become available, it would be no sur-
prise to find that the United States privately shared evidence of what it 
knew with Iranian negotiators to alleviate some assurance concerns.

Alternative Explanations for the JCPOA

Alternative explanations for the Iran deal emphasize the elections of Obama 
and Rouhani opening a window for bargaining as well as the inclusion of 
significant carrots in the deal for Iran. These were indeed important factors. 
However, they are distinguished from the importance of coercive assurance 
and do not negate its necessity in this case of coercion.288

First, moderate candidate Hassan Rouhani won the Iranian presidential 
election in 2013, and thus the window opened for a possible deal with the 
Obama administration.289 This confluence of leadership was no doubt help-
ful to the eventual success of coercive bargaining, but as a common narra-
tive of the case it overlooks an important detail: the secret US-Iran 
diplomatic channel via Oman had already been opened the year before. 
Rouhani’s election naturally accelerated progress in negotiations, but the 
Ahmadinejad administration had already approached coercers seeking 
sanctions relief. Thus, while Rouhani opened the window wider, the Ira-
nian government still sought coercive assurance that punishment was truly 
avoidable.
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Second, perhaps inducements (carrots) in the form of the Obama admin-
istration’s willingness to allow Iran to keep a limited enrichment capacity 
explain Iran’s acquiescence in 2015.290 Although within-case variation in 
the success and failure of coercion across many years with Iran offers confi-
dence that there was a bargain to be had, it took some determined coercive 
diplomacy to find it. Coercion failures did not merely reflect a lack of bar-
gaining space; there were in fact commitment problems to overcome, 
chiefly the assurance dilemma. Indeed, as early as 2006 it was clear that any 
bargain with Iran would have to maintain some indigenous nuclear capa-
bility.291 But other impediments to any coercive bargain remained, includ-
ing threat and assurance credibility. Obama administration officials recalled 
the same understanding as they considered their own negotiation strate-
gies years later. “Iran pocketed that they were going to have an enrichment 
program long before the JCPOA negotiations,” reflected Richard Nephew, 
“so the Obama enrichment offer was less of a big deal inside of Iran than 
we think. In 2008 we said that the resolution would result in Iran being 
treated as any other NPT state (thus a right to enrichment). It didn’t change 
things for five years. So, it was not as big a deal to offer enrichment [in 
2013] as we think.”292 William Burns similarly writes of the enrichment car-
rot that “there had been considerable internal back-and-forth on this issue, 
beneath the president’s level, less over whether to play this card then 
when.”293 And the scholar Nicholas Miller agrees that inducements had less 
of a role to play in Iran’s decision to sign the JCPOA “unless we define the 
lifting of sanctions as an inducement, a definition which would make it 
very difficult to distinguish the effect of sanctions versus rewards in chang-
ing state behavior.”294 As this book shows, the lifting of sanctions is best 
understood as a coercive assurance, not an inducement.

After the JCPOA, the Trump and Biden Administrations

After a stark political transition, the United States reneged on its coercive 
bargain with Iran. President Donald Trump assumed office in January 2017, 
having pledged to tear up the “worst deal ever.” Initially, however, he did 
not withdraw. The White House recertified Iranian compliance and sanc-
tions waivers as required by the INARA legislation. The president report-
edly did so reluctantly, bowing to the consensus recommendation of his 
advisers and granting them time to recommend a new strategy for Iran.295

For a time that strategy was one of threatening to withdraw from the 
JCPOA in order to compel Tehran to renegotiate.296 Yet this coercive strat-
egy lacked assurance for two reasons.297 First, the president himself, in pub-
lic and through reporting on his deliberations, had made clear that he 
wished to withdraw from the JCPOA regardless of Iran’s behavior.298 Sec-
ond, with the imposition of new demands on Iran, especially in the form of 
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new sanctions for human rights violations and ballistic missile develop-
ment, the Trump administration reentangled demands that the Obama 
administration had sought to disentangle.299 The magnitude of US demands 
appeared to also increase, as Secretary of State Rex Tillerson testified before 
Congress that the United States sought a “peaceful transition” of the Ira-
nian government, which many heard as a call for regime change,300 includ-
ing the supreme leader himself.301 And in April 2018 President Trump hired 
as national security adviser John Bolton, who only three months earlier had 
penned an op-ed advising that “America’s declared policy should be end-
ing Iran’s 1979 Islamic Revolution before its 40th anniversary.”302

In May 2018 the Trump administration finally announced its decision to 
withdraw from the JCPOA and reimpose nuclear sanctions on Iran. Other 
members of the P5 + 1 refused to support the new strategy, but the White 
House staunched their impact by threatening secondary sanctions against 
foreign firms that continued to conduct business with Iranian entities. The 
president’s Iran Action Group, led by Special Representative for Iran Brian 
Hook, formally reentangled demands by pursuing “the entire range of 
Iran’s threats,” listing twelve demands.303 Invoking many previously disen-
tangled demands, John Bolton complained that the JCPOA “didn’t end 
[Iran’s] nuclear ambitions, missile tests, support for terrorism or regional 
expansionism.”304

The United States escalated its coercive strategy again in May 2019 when 
it refused to extend any waivers for countries importing Iranian oil. This 
policy provides a natural quasi-experiment. When Iran made concessions 
in 2013–15, its oil exports had fallen at their trough to just over one million 
barrels per day.305 That was the previous level of pain under which Tehran 
felt it was worth negotiating concessions. Under renewed sanctions, Iran’s 
oil exports hit the same level in mid-2018 and kept falling. Its oil exports 
plunged below half a million barrels per day in 2020.306 The value of the rial 
plummeted as well, and its currency reserves dwindled from $122.5 billion 
in 2018 to $4 billion in 2020. Administration officials stressed the pain of 
sanctions as a measure of their efficacy.307 Yet, this time, in response to 
renewed and severe coercion, Iran gradually reduced its compliance with 
JCPOA nuclear limits. It ceased its sale of excess enriched uranium and 
heavy water, stopped blending down LEU, increased its pace of enrich-
ment, gradually began enriching above the 3.75 percent JCPOA limit (first 
to approximately 4.5 percent, then to 20 percent, and then 60 percent), rein-
vested in research and development, and restarted uranium enrichment at 
the Fordow centrifuge facility. It also began to produce uranium metal. 
These reversible steps seemed designed to generate counterpressure; none-
theless, they were significant violations of the deal and reduced Iran’s 
breakout time if it ever sprinted for a bomb. Tehran also lashed out militar-
ily, deniably striking a Saudi oil facility, harassing ships in the Persian Gulf, 
and supporting proxy attacks on US personnel in Iraq. Washington 
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escalated again in January 2020 by killing Quds Force commander Maj. 
Gen. Qasem Soleimani. Channeling Iranian outrage, President Rouhani 
reiterated that Tehran would not reengage in negotiations with the US 
while the “maximum pressure” campaign remained, including that “it 
makes no difference who will be the next [US] administration.”308 Earlier, 
Supreme Leader Khamenei had already decreed, “We will not negotiate 
with America, because negotiation has no benefit and carries harm.”309

Iran’s behavior confirms that targets of coercion without assurance defy or 
lash out. “I couldn’t care less if they negotiate,” admitted Trump in January 
2020.310 The same day, four months after leaving his White House post as 
national security adviser, John Bolton revealed his true preferences in a tweet: 
“The Khamenei regime has never been under more stress. Regime change is 
in the air. The people of Iran can see it. America, Europe and France should 
not try to prop it up or negotiate with its illegitimate representatives.”311 The 
waning weeks of the Trump administration’s attention to the Iran portfolio 
were spent on purposely reentangling demands to construct a so-called sanc-
tions wall that would be difficult for a successor to lift.312

Where the Trump administration failed, in 2021 the Biden administration 
attempted to pick up the pieces. Its efforts were stymied far more than its 
policymakers seemed to be prepared for. Negotiations recommenced with 
the Rouhani government, albeit indirectly, with other P5 + 1 states passing 
messages between US and Iranian negotiators. In Vienna the US delegation 
had to stay in a hotel across the street. Early reports were optimistic about 
JCPOA revival, underestimating the problem of assurance.313 Behind the 
scenes, the IAEA had to extend and reextend a monitoring agreement to 
keep the intrusive JCPOA safeguards in place while the parties negoti-
ated.314 By the sixth round of indirect negotiations, most issues of technical 
compliance, inspections, and sanctions relief had been solved. Indeed, they 
had reportedly been solved for a while. What remained was an assurance 
problem. “We are closer than ever to an agreement but there are still essen-
tial issues under negotiations,” Iranian deputy foreign minister Abbas 
Araqchi told Al Jazeera. “We want to make sure that what happened when 
Trump pulled out of the deal will not be repeated by any other American 
president in the future.”315 According to the New York Times, Iran was ask-
ing for a “written commitment that no future American government could 
scrap the deal as Mr. Trump did.”316 The issue troubled Ayatollah Khame-
nei as well. “They once violated the nuclear deal at no cost by exiting it,” 
Khamenei said. “Now they explicitly say that they cannot give guarantees 
that it would not happen again.”317

Talks broke off in June 2021. Khamenei’s handpicked conservative candi-
date, Ebrahim Raisi, assumed the Iranian presidency in August, and 
Khamenei took the opportunity to criticize the departing Rouhani adminis-
tration: “In this government, it was shown up that trust in the West does 
not work.”318 He implied that the Raisi government would learn from it.
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Some were pessimistic that the United States could ever provide credible 
coercive assurance. A senior US official called Iran’s requested guarantee “a 
reasonable-sounding demand that no real democracy can make.”319 US 
Special Envoy for Iran Rob Malley bemoaned that “there is no such thing as 
a guarantee; that’s not in the nature of diplomacy.”320 Yet in the framework 
of this book, coercers can bolster the credibility of their coercive assurance 
by disentangling multiple demands, managing spoilers, and sharing 
knowledge. The ultimate question is: How credible does that assurance 
need to be? If the pain of sanctions is severe enough, even a little coercive 
assurance can aid successful coercion. But the bar in this instance may have 
been too high. The Biden administration could not overcome the raw US 
reputation for so recently reneging on sanctions relief. Iran was left on the 
threshold of a nuclear weapons capability.

The Assurance Dilemma in Iran

The long saga of coercing Iran over its nuclear weapons program reveals 
mixed results for the assurance dilemma. A credible threat of extreme pain 
in the wake of the 2003 US invasion of Iraq caused Iran to make partial con-
cessions absent assuring signals. The assurance dilemma fails this test. Teh-
ran took a concession gamble, but it also hedged significantly. The assurance 
dilemma does a better job of explaining why the 2006 referral of Iran to the 
UNSC did not yield more concessions but rather was associated with 
greater demand for coercive assurance. And when Tehran finally agreed to 
verifiable limits on its nuclear program as part of the 2015 JCPOA, it did so 
both because it faced credible and painful punishments and because it per-
ceived that concessions offered an opportunity to avoid that pain. It was 
coercively assured.

Iran’s 2015 concessions were more substantial than those made in 2003. 
In 2003 Iran tacitly conceded to coercion by secretly scaling back a weapon-
ization effort that had already settled on a nuclear warhead design and pre-
pared testing equipment. At the time, however, Iran lacked the fissile 
material for a weapon and accepted no additional verification while some 
overt and covert research programs continued. In 2015 Iran acceded to 
coercion in a formal agreement and scaled back an advanced fissile mate-
rial production capability, redesigned the core of a reactor, and accepted an 
intrusive verification regime to enforce research and production limits and 
detect violations. Moreover, considering cumulatively to its knowledge of 
nuclear weapons production, Iran was closer to the bomb in 2015 than in 
2003.

Iran’s primary coercer, the United States, offered assuring signals from 
2012 to 2015 in three ways. First, Washington disentangled its nuclear 
demands from demands over ballistic missiles, terrorism, and human 
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rights. In the trenches of negotiating over sanctions relief, entanglement 
proved a sticking point as the parties devised specific compromises to sus-
pend only nuclear-related punishments while offering relief. Second, Wash-
ington demonstrated coercive control by managing spoilers domestically 
and internationally, attempting to communicate that the White House, not 
Congress or Israel, would get to decide when to impose or withhold pun-
ishments. Third, Washington and Tehran shared substantial knowledge of 
Iran’s past nuclear research, which reduced the chances that concessions 
would reveal new information about Iran’s capabilities or intent. JCPOA 
negotiations, the longest sustained international deliberations of their kind, 
included several attempts to creatively communicate coercive assurance.321

Overall, the case highlights the limits of sticks and carrots alone. During 
back-channel talks in Oman, William Burns recalls that a member of the 
Iranian delegation once “objected to American references over the years to 
the use of ‘carrots and sticks’ against Iran. Raising his voice, he exclaimed, 
‘Iranians are not donkeys!’”322 The analogy is indeed poor and needlessly 
constrictive of the coercer’s tool kit.
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Conclusion

The True Sources of Coercive Leverage

Successful coercion requires credible coercive assurance that pain is condi-
tional upon the behavior of the target. Coercers must make both credible 
threats and assurances at once. Threats of punishment should be contin-
gent on noncompliance; assurances of withheld punishment should be con-
tingent on compliance. Effective threats do not make targets think that they 
are “damned if they do and damned if they don’t.”

This book has explained why coercers struggle to make credibly condi-
tional threats. Coercers confront an assurance dilemma, whereby the 
actions they take to bolster the credibility and severity of their threats 
undermine their corresponding assurance. Threats are not truly avoidable 
if insincere coercers pursue brute force policies under the guise of coercion. 
But even sincere coercers can wind up applying unconditional 
punishments.

First, coercers can entangle multiple demands and punishments, such 
that concessions to one demand do not relieve pain. Multiple issues are 
entangled if they are tied to the same threatened punishment(s); disentan-
gled issues are independently contingent on separable threatened punish-
ments. If the issues are entangled, a target may rationally calculate that it 
cannot avoid punishment by conceding to one demand while the other 
demand remains unsated. Second, coercers can lose control over interna-
tional or domestic coalitions, within which spoilers with greater demands 
and an independent capacity to punish can take it upon themselves to carry 
out threats. Targets will not concede to you if others are going to punish 
them anyway. Third, coercers may stand to lose control over themselves 
when they learn new information from their target’s concessions that 
expands their demands. A target that thinks that conceding will only self-
incriminate and enable or encourage the coercer to punish will defy. Targets 
of coercion therefore fear unconditional punishment and look for signals 
that their coercers are being sincere and retain control over the choice to 
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punish. They take bigger risks to avoid more severe pain, but some assur-
ance must always remain. Variation in the credibility of coercive assurance 
thus affects whether coercion succeeds or fails.

Three corresponding signal types stand out in theory and empirics to 
mitigate the assurance dilemma. First, coercers can disentangle multiple 
demands of targets and tie each to separable punishments that can be inde-
pendently lifted. Disentangling demands can also take the form in practice 
of abandoning a maximalist demand, such as for regime change. In such 
cases coercion is again made more likely to succeed but not because of coer-
cive assurance. Another body of theory describes how the magnitude of 
demands can impede coercion; this alternative explanation for coercion 
failure finds some support in this book as well. Second, coercers can man-
age spoilers to try to convince targets that they are bargaining with the 
right coercer who will be able to control whether and when any punish-
ment is carried out. Demonstrating coercive control can take the form of 
co-opting, compensating, or freezing out potential spoilers. Third, coercers 
can share knowledge to communicate how much they already know about 
a target’s misdeeds to assure them that concessions will not reveal novel 
information. It helps to know what you are asking for.

Overall, the assurance dilemma helps to explain why targets defy coer-
cive demands backed by credible and severe threats and therefore eluci-
dates broader patterns of coercion success and failure in international 
politics. To concede, targets must believe they face a real choice and that 
their own behavior will determine their fate.

Nuclear Proliferation Cases

The history of coercive counterproliferation of nuclear weapons programs 
bears out these ideas. In coercing South Africa, Iraq, Libya, and Iran, assur-
ance was more often the sticking point of coercive bargaining than threat 
credibility. Before proliferators made concessions, coercers tended to have 
to communicate which punishments applied to which demands, manage 
potential spoilers, and share what they already knew of the target’s clan-
destine misdeeds. Sometimes these signals even overcame reputations for 
past duplicity.

Primary evidence from South African leaders and archives unveils how 
Pretoria refused to sign the NPT in the 1970s and 1980s because it perceived 
that its coercers had entangled nuclear demands with demands to abandon 
the brutal practice of apartheid. Acquiescence on the nuclear issue, they 
believed, would provide no relief from the pain of economic sanctions.

Recordings of meetings between Saddam Hussein and his advisers also 
reveal how Iraq made concessions in the 1990s with an eye toward never 
revealing more than what they thought their coercers already knew about 
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their WMD programs. And as the decade proceeded, the concessions ceased 
when Saddam concluded that no amount of compliance would lift sanc-
tions. He perceived no escape, so he defied.

Signals of coercive assurance were also critical to closing a 2003 coercive 
bargain with Libya. While the US invasion of Iraq had primed Muammar 
Qaddafi to explore taking a concession gamble, he was still suspicious that 
his coercers intended to disarm him and attack anyway. Washington and 
London overcame this perception over many months by freezing out spoil-
ers and privately sharing intelligence already gleaned from their penetra-
tion of the A. Q. Khan proliferation network. Both the Iraq and Libya cases 
show how targets of coercion are loath to make concessions that would 
reveal capabilities or intentions they believe to be secret. That both Saddam 
and Qaddafi acquiesced after updating their beliefs about how much their 
coercers already knew of their secret capabilities shows that their concerns 
stemmed less from reputational anxieties about being known as coercible 
leaders and more from assurance fears that concessions would convey new 
information to their coercers and make them more inclined to punish.

Finally, Iran accepted limits on its nuclear program in 2015 after the 
Obama administration disentangled nuclear demands and punishments 
from those tied to missiles and foreign policy, after legislation bounded 
congressional oversight over sanctions relief, and after Israel decided at the 
time against independent air strikes. Documents from Iran’s “atomic 
archive” matched to IAEA reports also reveal how much coercers already 
knew about Iran’s past nuclear weapons program.

These findings make no judgments about which tools of statecraft are 
best to check proliferation—sanctions, military threats, security guarantees, 
sabotage, or brute force—only that if enforcers select coercion, they must 
consider the credibility of their coercive assurances. Increases in the percep-
tion of assurance credibility, not just threat credibility, are most proximately 
associated with acquiescence.

This book also sheds light beyond proliferation cases and should elevate 
assurances in the minds of policymakers as they engage in coercion over 
any issue in international politics. Conceiving of the coercer’s tool kit only 
in terms of “carrots and sticks” needlessly narrows and papers over the 
important role of coercive assurance. The key to coercive leverage is in 
making any tool credibly conditional upon the behavior of the target.

Extensions beyond the Nuclear Domain

For as long as there have been humans, there has been coercion. Scholars 
are fond of saying that the first deterrent threat failed when Eve ate the 
apple.1 If so, that biblical story is swiftly followed by the first compellent 
demand: Moses’s “Let my people go!” The pharaoh’s stubbornness makes 
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him the target of God’s graduated compellent punishments in the form of 
the ten plagues. This first case of compellence has a mixed record. While the 
pharaoh complies after the final plague, freeing the enslaved Israelites after 
his firstborn son is killed, soon he changes his mind and pursues them to 
the Red Sea, where his army must be crushed by brute force. And there is a 
hint of an assurance dilemma in the text of Exodus: the pharaoh refuses for 
the eighth time, saying, “Clearly you are bent on evil.”2

The preceding chapters have shown that the assurance dilemma is pro-
nounced in coercive counterproliferation. Nevertheless, nuclear weapons 
are a high-stakes issue, a heavily monitored technology, and an ambition 
that most proliferators pursue in secrecy.3 Here I explore how the concept of 
coercive assurance travels to other domains of coercion and show that 
when coercers make threats of many kinds their targets look for coercive 
assurance.

ransomware and cyber coercion

In May 2017 cyber criminals linked to North Korea unleashed a global 
ransomware attack targeting 230,000 computers running the Microsoft 
Windows operating system in 150 countries. The hackers used an aptly 
named WannaCry virus to encrypt users’ files and demanded ransom pay-
ments of $300 to $600 for their safe return. It was classic compellence: a 
ransom note of “Pay me or else.” Yet, in making their threat, the hackers 
issued no complementary coercive assurance to their victims. How would a 
victim know that their files would be decrypted safely and intact? Would 
the cyber thieves care for your data? Would the hackers even provide the 
decryption key upon payment? In the words of one victim in Shanghai, 
“Even if you do pay, you won’t necessarily be able to open the files that are 
hit. There is no solution to it.”4 Many victims made similar calculations, 
and these instincts were correct; the hackers made little effort to restore 
access to encrypted files. A week into the attack, only three hundred victims 
had paid the ransom, netting the hackers a mere $95,000 worldwide—a 
coercive success rate of just over 0.1 percent.5 Another cyberattack in 
Ukraine in June 2017, dubbed NotPetya, targeted more than 12,500 
machines and spread online to sixty-four other countries.6 Similar to Wann-
aCry, the virus “spread wider and faster than previous forms of known ran-
somware,” yet “combined, they barely banked $100,000.”7 Cybersecurity 
analysts concluded that even if victims paid the ransom, the code lacked a 
decryption key that would “unscramble the noise of the computer’s con-
tents.”8 “They are just being destructive,” said one expert.9 Moreover, when 
the city of Baltimore was hit with a ransomware attack in May 2019, the 
mayor refused to pay the $76,000 ransom “in part because there was no 
guarantee the files would be unlocked.”10 Overall, victims tend to be more 
likely to pay ransoms with the hope of decrypting their files if the cost is 
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relatively inexpensive,11 if they face high consequences for not accessing 
data immediately (e.g., they are a hospital), or if they have cyber insurance 
to cover the cost.12 But few pay if they are not coercively assured.

criminal justice

Similar logics play out in the criminal justice system. Scholars of crime 
and punishment find that if there is a deterrent effect to capital punishment 
for single murders, there is demonstrably no deterrent effect to multiple 
murders. This is because “the marginal cost of murders after the first is 
approximately zero.”13 By then there is little assurance of nonpunishment. 
For the same reason, raising the severity of the penalty for petty crimes can 
backfire. If, say, robbers faced the death penalty, rather than a decline in 
theft we might observe a rise in thieves murdering their victims.14

International legal institutions have benefited from learning these les-
sons as well. Despite its inability to enforce indictments and convict perpe-
trators, the International Criminal Court (ICC) has actually reduced attacks 
on civilians by groups affiliated with indictees.15 The cause of this puzzling 
effectiveness is credible coercive assurance—the violators’ belief that their 
punishment will be easily lifted or “beaten” in exchange for improved 
behavior. Yet war criminals also respond if coercers renege. While ICC 
“indictments lead to a substantial initial decline in attacks against civilians 
by armed groups affiliated with indictees,” Andrew Miller writes, “the 
attacks return to pre-indictment levels when the indictments are not 
lifted.”16

the cuban missile crisis

Not only does coercive assurance help to explain the outcomes of a lot of 
coercion—it also helps to explain big, important cases. A brief look at one of 
the most consequential coercion successes of the twentieth century and 
coercion theory’s most iconic case—the Cuban missile crisis—makes plain 
the relative importance of assurances and threats as coercive tools. In Octo-
ber 1962 blindsided US leaders implemented a coercive strategy aimed at 
the removal of recently delivered Soviet intermediate-range missiles from 
the island of Cuba. They eventually succeeded.

Washington’s principal threat was to invade Cuba and destroy the mis-
siles directly, risking nuclear escalation and a general war with the Soviet 
Union. Indeed, the Joint Chiefs of Staff infamously pressured President 
John F. Kennedy to attack without delay. For years afterward, at the encour-
agement of US policymakers, the history of the crisis was told as a war of 
nerve.17 In the words of Secretary of State Dean Rusk, Kennedy and Soviet 
premier Nikita Khrushchev were “eyeball to eyeball, and I think the other 
fellow just blinked.”18
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For twenty-five years Kennedy administration officials refused to 
acknowledge that the United States had also deployed a second tool—a 
carrot—when it secretly offered to trade the removal of US Jupiter missiles 
in Turkey for the Soviet ballistic missiles in Cuba.19 Robert Kennedy had 
secured the backroom deal with Soviet ambassador Anatoly Dobrynin at 
the height of the crisis and insisted on secrecy. Six months later, Washington 
dutifully withdrew the Jupiters.

A sticks-and-carrots lens is satisfied with these explanations. To this day, 
it is underappreciated that during the Cuban missile crisis the Kennedy 
administration employed a third tool—a coercive assurance—in the form 
of a noninvasion pledge.20 The assurance not to invade Cuba was not just 
another carrot—it was a distinct and meaningful tool of coercive bargain-
ing. Indeed, the assurance was more important than the carrot. Behind the 
curtain of Soviet decision-making during the crisis, Aleksandr Fursenko 
and Timothy Naftali discovered in Russian archives that “Khrushchev was 
preparing to ask the Presidium to support him in accepting Kennedy’s let-
ter of October 27 [without the missile trade].”21 The lens of the assurance 
dilemma affirms a minority view of the Cuban missile crisis held by schol-
ars such as Robert Jervis that “Khrushchev would have withdrawn the mis-
siles in return for the no-invasion pledge; the sweetener of the Jupiters 
arrangement was not needed.”22 Coercive assurance won the day.23

the pacific war

Consider one of the most consequential coercion failures of the twentieth 
century: the outbreak of the Pacific War in 1941. In the 1930s the Empire of 
Japan swallowed up neighbors in a bid for autarky and regional hegemony. 
Washington looked to protect its interests in Southeast Asia, including Brit-
ish garrisons, and prevent Japanese dominance of the Pacific. The key coer-
cive tool at its disposal was squeezing oil exports to Japan, which accounted 
for about 80 percent of Tokyo’s supply. Yet the US oil embargo failed to 
compel Japan. How could Washington, with its preponderance of power, 
not only fail to coerce Japan but also convince it to fight so hopeless a war?

Perhaps Tokyo was just irrational. Indeed, no theory of coercion alone 
can fully explain the causes of the Pacific War begun by a fanatical and mili-
taristic government in Japan. Yet the American coercive failure is far too 
interesting to dismiss as just a symptom of Tokyo’s unpredictability. In the 
face of coercion, Japanese leaders ended up believing that they were in a 
“damned if you do, damned if you don’t” position. First, as Dale Copeland 
observes, Washington attempted to keep Japan “uncertain” about its oil 
policy, “create confusion,” and “keep the Japanese guessing.”24 President 
Franklin Roosevelt wished to impose graduated punishments on Japan in 
the form of escalating oil sanctions, and while in the summer of 1941 he 
was “unwilling to draw the noose tight,”25 he did wish to “slip a noose 
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around Japan’s neck, and give it a jerk now and then.”26 He did not seem to 
appreciate that his target might not want to live with a noose around its 
neck, unsure of when the next jerk might come.

Second, Roosevelt undermined his coercive assurance when Tokyo 
displayed a willingness to make concessions to Washington’s coercion. 
After the oil sanctions began, when diplomatic negotiations recom-
menced between Secretary of State Cordell Hull and the Japanese dele-
gation led by Amb. Kichisaburō Nomura, Japan was more conciliatory. 
On August 28 Nomura offered significant concessions to the US negoti-
ating position—including adopting language about nonaggression 
toward its East Asian neighbors similar to that which the Americans had 
asked for in April talks. On September 3 Roosevelt responded by adding 
two more conditions—“deal killers, as Roosevelt certainly understood,” 
Copeland writes.27 The next day, after consulting Tokyo, Nomura offered 
more concessions in a memo to Hull, worded as the Americans had 
requested.28 Again, the United States refused to accept them and ended 
negotiations.

The reaction in Tokyo was predictable from the perspective of the assur-
ance dilemma. At an imperial conference on September 6, clear-eyed about 
the overwhelming might of America, Prime Minister Fumimaro Konoe 
stressed that Japan could not stomach the status quo. A  permanent oil 
embargo would mean “the gradual weakening of our national defense” 
and “inevitable” imperial decline.29 Japan resolved now to pursue what 
diplomatic paths remained while simultaneously preparing for war. By 
mid-November Washington knew it had Japan on the ropes. A November 
13 report assessed that Tokyo could not “withstand the present strain very 
much longer” and that it “must accept the inevitable or fight.”30 Roosevelt 
reopened negotiations on November 17 one final time and prepared to 
accept a prostrate Japan’s best offer. Nomura was prepared to comply. But 
then, on November 26, Roosevelt lost a chance for a deal by making an 
additional ten demands of Japan.31

Far short of acquiescing, Tokyo lashed out. In the minds of Japan’s lead-
ership, Roosevelt and Hull had reneged on near bargains in September and 
November.32 The United States would never remove its noose from Japan’s 
neck, Tokyo assessed. The coercive oil embargo was not contingent on 
Japan’s behavior. War was its choice. “In the eyes of the Tokyo decision-
makers,” Scott Sagan writes, “the decision to attack the United States was 
compared, not to an act of suicide, but rather to a desperate but necessary 
operation given to a man with a terminal disease . . . a desperate operation 
offered the only hope of saving his life.”33 Sagan further laments that the 
“belief that the Japanese must have been irrational to attack the United 
States [in 1941] continues to plague our understanding of the origins of the 
Pacific War.”34 Indeed, it plagues our understanding of all coercive interna-
tional politics. Leaders make these mistakes to this day.
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Implications for Theory and Future Scholarship

expanding the study of coercion beyond threats

This book has encouraged a shift in the study of coercion away from 
threat credibility. It is more common in scholarship on military coercion to 
focus on ever more reasons why strong states’ threats lack credibility—for 
example, the casualty-sensitivity of the public,35 why disproportional 
nuclear threats are not credible,36 and how unremarkable and inexpensive 
military operations, especially signals sent with aircraft, demonstrate little 
resolve.37 In the literature on economic coercion as well, the credibility and 
severity of sanctions was for a long time the only explanation for their suc-
cess or failure. Sanctions would be more effective against vulnerable 
democracies38 and economically dependent allies and partners39 if multilat-
eral coalitions could staunch leaks in a sanctions regime,40 if pain could be 
more targeted against leaders and elites,41 and when the United States wea-
ponized the interdependence of the global financial system.42 These 
approaches overlook coercive assurance.43 And while this book has focused 
on compellence, assurance is integral to and must be investigated in cases 
of deterrence as well.44

Coercive assurance is important enough to merit a new paradigm in 
coercion studies. To properly reckon with the assurance dilemma in the 
study of international relations, scholars can no longer explain the depen-
dent variable of coercion success and failure without controlling for the 
credibility of coercive assurance. Appreciating the assurance dilemma 
makes it less surprising that strong states are poor coercers. But we could 
go even further. The field of international relations should measure power 
differently if our measures capture only the capacity to hurt. Strategy mat-
ters to the utility of power.

Scholarship on costly signaling could do an even better job of accounting 
for the assurance dilemma. A  vast literature proposes that leaders use 
words and deeds to signal foreign policy interests and communicate 
resolve. More work must apply these strategies of commitment to pledges 
not to carry out threats and investigate how signals of resolve affect coer-
cive assurance. We ought to know when sunk cost signals, such as position-
ing an aircraft carrier off a coastline, communicate more of an intent to use 
it than to not or when burning the bridge behind you to tie your hands 
impacts on the credibility of your assurances in addition to your threats. 
This book illuminates the downsides of resolve concepts, such as saber rat-
tling, the madman theory, and two-level games.

Scholarship on how leaders suffer “audience costs” for backing down 
should also not revolve around their impact on threats. Existing debates 
focus on questions asked through a threat credibility lens: Do domestic 
audiences really punish leaders for backing down?45 Do targets perceive 
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that they do?46 Are democracies therefore better coercers?47 Or do autocra-
cies have their own audience costs?48 Instead, evidence of a democratic 
coercion deficit should prompt us to examine how regular elections, multi-
ple domestic power centers, or norms of transparent diplomacy impede the 
communication of credible coercive assurance. Perhaps even a proportion 
of the intended audience invoked by audience costs theory may prefer pun-
ishment not contingent upon a target’s actions.

The study of reputation is also chiefly concerned with threats—bluffing,49 
empty threats,50 and resolve in the eyes of allies or adversaries.51 An emer-
gent consensus in the study of coercive assurance is that a reputation for 
reneging on past bargains can hinder one’s assurances in future coercive 
diplomacy. This book has shown that targets of coercion consider their 
coercers’ reputations for reneging on coercive assurances but that other 
tools of assurance can overcome them. For instance, Iran was willing to 
strike a nonproliferation bargain with the United States after the public 
demise of Libya’s Qaddafi. Nonetheless, I have not fully investigated when 
coercers can develop positive reputations for upholding past coercive 
assurances. Nor have I  delved into the debate about whether conceding 
states acquire reputations for backing down and therefore become more 
likely targets for future predation or when these reputational incentives 
alter strategies.52

The assurance dilemma lens should also prompt a deeper appreciation 
that the concept of “credibility” is fundamentally a probabilistic risk calcu-
lation. Actors themselves can be neither credible nor incredible. Any coer-
cive interaction is liable to include myriad causes of threat or assurance 
credibility or incredibility. In choosing whether to concede, targets of coer-
cion are calculating the probability that they will be punished anyway. 
When we ask whether a threat or assurance “is credible or not,” we really 
mean “How credible is it?” and “What risk are you willing to take that they 
are lying?” It is the net effect of signaling that matters in the end and the 
relationship between threat credibility, severity, and the confidence in the 
assurance that a target requires.

Further research should also consider individual-level variation in the 
appreciation of coercive assurance as a component of successful coercion. 
The cases in this book suggest that coercers either tend not to recognize the 
assurance dilemma or else grow to understand it as their coercive strategies 
struggle to achieve results. But some leaders never seem to appreciate the 
importance of coercive assurance. Why do coercive intuitions differ, where 
do they come from, and how do they change?

Future scholarship might also further consider the principal-agent prob-
lems of coercive assurance. For instance, military coercers have lost control 
over the ability to withhold punishment through organizational failure, 
miscommunications, or delays. This can have disastrous consequences in 
the extreme, as in 1940 when the city of Rotterdam was bombed despite 
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surrendering. Surrounding the city, the local German commander threat-
ened to raze it by aerial bombardment, and he ordered preparation for such 
a raid to make his threat more credible. During multiple rounds of commu-
nication with the surrendering city, however, his order to stay the execution 
arrived late to the air base. Just as he acquired the city’s surrender, German 
bombers appeared in the sky and unloaded sixty tons of ordnance 
anyway.53

probing variation in the assurance dilemma

This book has focused on identifying the assurance dilemma and its 
rational mechanisms—insincerity and multiple demands—as well as non-
rational mechanisms—losing control. Nevertheless, each could be affected 
by broader geopolitical or domestic factors, suggesting a larger research 
agenda on variations in the acuteness of the assurance dilemma. When it is 
acute, the trade-offs between threat and assurance credibility will be more 
stark; when it is mild, they will trade off less.

Consider the following possibilities. First, asymmetrically powerful coer-
cers have more trouble convincing targets that they will not wield their 
power. Yet the polarity of the international system could impact these per-
ceptions if one pole checks another pole’s capacity for predation. The assur-
ance dilemma may be more acute under unipolarity.

Second, regime type is another clear factor as democratic politics and 
especially large swings in partisan preferences can exacerbate fears of spoil-
ers. Democracies may also be more likely to conduct multilateral coercive 
diplomacy. And in a more populist world, such coalitions may be more 
fractious, if they are formed at all. Leaders of democracies may face more 
acute assurance dilemmas.

Third, the concept of trust could matter more than I give it credit for and 
moderate the acuteness of the assurance dilemma. A trusting relationship 
between coercer and target may be a boon to coercive assurance. A loving 
parent has no inherent desire to punish their child for the sake of it.54 Yet a 
coercer in a trusting relationship with its target will also struggle to make 
credible threats, complicating their ability to bargain.

Fourth, the characteristics of particular coercive tools or certain stakes of 
a bargaining process could provide important context for the evaluation of 
assurance credibility. If threats can be automatically defanged upon com-
pliance, the assurance dilemma would be mitigated—for instance, if retreat 
could put one outside the range of harm’s way.

An ideally assuring threat is one that loses its teeth upon the target’s 
compliance. Kenneth Oye once invoked the logic of such an interaction in a 
study of “linkage” in trade negotiations—side payments uncommonly 
understood as applicable to coercive punishment.55 Oye drew a distinction 
between three types of contingent action: exchange, extortion, and 
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explanation.56 Exchangers (using carrots) and extortionists (using threats) 
“are seeking to construct a connection between issues,” wrote Oye. “Do X 
and I’ll do Y,” or “Do X or else I’ll do Y,” respectively. But explainers point 
to an “already existing connection between issues”: “If you do X, it will be 
in my interests to do Y,” or “If you do X, I’ll have no need to do Y.” While 
Oye did not put it in these terms, credible assurance is what makes expla-
nation work. Of course, whether a linker is perceived as exchanging, extort-
ing, or explaining depends on the target’s perceptions of the linker’s 
interests.57 Most of the examples in this book concern what Oye calls extor-
tion (threats to carry out punishments). Even so, highly assuring contexts 
have in some coercive interactions made threateners appear as explainers.

Some punishments once imposed by a coercer can still be avoided by the 
actions of the target. As part of a strategy in 1890 of squeezing the Hawaiian 
Islands into submitting to annexation, the McKinley Tariff imposed duties 
on the importation of Hawaiian sugar. The policy quickly caused a local 
depression. As a result, Alfred Castle explains, “many businessmen and 
planters formerly opposed to annexation to the United States now believed 
that annexation, which would give planters access to the domestic subsidy, 
was the only solution to permanent instability.”58 Concession, which would 
no longer classify Hawaii as a foreign market, would eliminate the punish-
ment automatically.

Similarly, some concessions themselves defang threats. In 2016 Turkey 
successfully extorted the European Union into providing billions of euros 
in aid to handle the Syrian refugee crisis. To do so, Turkish president Recep 
Tayyip Erdoğan threatened to send migrants into Europe.59 “We can open 
the doors to Greece and Bulgaria anytime and we can put the refugees on 
buses,” Erdoğan told Jean-Claude Juncker of the European Commission 
and Donald Tusk of the European Council.60 In this context, conceding to 
Erdoğan’s demand to house, feed, and secure Syrian refugees in facilities 
on Turkish soil would drain the threat of its potency. Compliance would in 
fact help to ensure that Ankara did not put the refugees on buses. The fre-
quency of such coercive contexts with more mild assurance dilemmas is a 
question for future research.

The cases in this book varied in terms of the acuteness of the assurance 
dilemma. All targets were bargaining over pursuit of a security asset and 
faced asymmetrically powerful coercers, who were mostly democracies. In 
all cases, coercion at some point confronted spoilers and multiple demands. 
These factors suggest that the assurance dilemma was acute. Yet South 
Africa faced economic coercion only, and while it was not an ally of the 
United States, they shared an adversary in the Soviet Union. The assurance 
dilemma may have been milder in this case. Iraq, Libya, and Iran faced 
both economic and military coercion, including from their chief adversar-
ies, whom they had little basis to trust. These cases likely contained more 
acute assurance dilemmas. Moreover, the information environment varied. 
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In the cases of South Africa and Iraq, coercers had poor intelligence about 
the state of the targets’ nuclear programs. In the cases of Libya and Iran, 
coercers collected better intelligence upon which to base policy decisions.

sanctions versus military force

This book has parsimoniously considered together both economic and 
military coercion. Scholars would do well to further consider the assurance 
dynamics of each tool. Both sanctions and force may be employed in a 
graduated fashion to compel a target to concede once the pain becomes 
unbearable. Yet, in terms of coercive assurance, imposed sanctions are “on” 
at the time of negotiation, so coercers must commit to take action and lift 
them. Force is often “off” during negotiation, so coercers must commit not 
to take action after a bargain. (Although the two get closer together once a 
state mobilizes military force, delegates authority for its use, or engages in 
limited force as a threat of more to come.) Moreover, in terms of their sever-
ity, comprehensive sanctions can be imposed during a coercive effort, while 
comprehensive force is not used unless coercion fails and the coercer opts 
to impose its will by brute force. Relieving sanctions should be more diffi-
cult to credibly communicate.61

Implications for Policy

When coercion fails, states can turn to even more violent means to resolve 
disputes. It is therefore important that scholars identify levers that policy-
makers might pull to bolster coercive assurance. By exploring the reasons 
why targets perceive inevitable pain, this book offered some productive 
policy lessons. Much existing theory on coercion assumes that targets will 
understand the incentive structures of their coercers, or at most it prescribes 
that leaders should explain their own incentives to targets—for example, 
their own interests, resolve, alliance politics, domestic constraints, and lib-
eral values. The thinking is that if they understand us, they will know we 
are serious. This book instead advises coercers to understand their targets—
their incentives, their fears, their perceptions. Indeed, the enterprise 
in  which the coercer is engaged is explicitly one of manipulating those 
incentives and fears. Coercers need some empathy—coercive empathy but 
empathy all the same.

leaders should practice sincere coercion

Before leaders make threats, they should be honest with themselves 
about their sincerity. When brute force is the more appropriate policy, it 
should not come in trappings of coercion. In the aftermath of 9/11, for 
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example, the Bush administration issued an ultimatum to the Taliban gov-
ernment of Afghanistan to hand over Osama bin Laden and other al-Qaeda 
terrorists or “share in their fate.”62 Bush later explained that “exposing their 
[Taliban] defiance to the world would firm up our justification for a mili-
tary strike.”63 The target was never going to avoid retribution. President 
Obama made a similar error in 2014 attempting to coerce the Islamic State 
of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL). Following a deadly terrorist attack in Paris, 
the president threatened, “We’re sending a message,” Obama declared. “If 
you target Americans, you will have no safe haven.”64 Yet the US military 
was already engaged in a military campaign to degrade and destroy the 
ISIL organization. Indeed, just moments earlier in his statement, the presi-
dent himself had articulated how “Special Operations Forces are hard at 
work” and “hitting ISIL harder than ever in Syria and Iraq . . . taking out 
their leaders.”65 The threat was already being carried out.

Coercive assurances, explicit and implicit, have also been publicly vio-
lated by coercers. When Russia annexed Crimea in 2014 and invaded the 
rest of Ukraine in 2022, observers decried the violation of coercive assur-
ance offered to Kyiv while compelling the removal of former Soviet nuclear 
weapons at the end of the Cold War.66 In toppling the Qaddafi regime in 
2011, the United States and Britain similarly reneged on a coercive assur-
ance made to Libya in 2003 bargaining over its weapons programs.67 And in 
2018 the Trump administration reimposed economic sanctions waived 
under the terms of the 2015 Iran nuclear deal.

All of these choices are puzzling from the perspective of rational coercion 
theory. Even the most hawkish coercers should desire a reputation for mak-
ing credible assurances. The ability to assure is power, just as the ability to 
threaten is power. A state that cannot assure is a weaker state, no matter 
how much it can threaten. When states elect to coerce, they should do so 
sincerely by being willing to let the target choose to avoid punishment. 
Insincere coercion should be avoided.

Leaders should also be careful not to become so committed to their 
threats that they do not take yes for an answer if it finally comes. Some-
times we see last-minute concessions on the brink of war, a sign of targets 
taking concession gambles. Yet we also see a failure to accept concessions at 
the last minute. Windows for bargaining can open at the precipice—as with 
Iraq in 2002 and Iran in 2003—if only the momentum of punishment does 
not carry you over the cliff.

diversify the coercion tool kit

Policymakers need to similarly look beyond threats alone to improve 
their prospects of coercive success. To policymakers steeped in the logic of 
threat credibility, it is usually too soon to deem coercion a failure. Conces-
sions are always just around the corner. More pressure is the best path 
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forward. And when coercion fails, these leaders lament: If only our threats 
had been more credible, if only we had squeezed the adversary a little 
harder, for a little longer, surely then they would have given in when we 
had them on the ropes. But this myopic lens ignores the sources of leverage 
and the prospects of success if leaders attempt to bolster the conditionality 
of their threats.

There is a limit to the utility of credible threats. As a mobilized Pentagon 
awaited final orders to begin bombing, the final ultimatums to Iraq in 2003 
and Libya in 2011 were fruitless. Targets stood fast, resigned to inevitable 
war. In 2003, days before the US invasion, with troops deployed to the 
region, Iraqi elites concluded grimly to IAEA visitors that “this war is going 
to happen, and nothing you or we can do will stop it.”68 Echoes of that 
sense of inevitability pervaded William Burns’s phone call with his old Lib-
yan negotiating partner, Musa Kusa, in 2011, in which he attempted to dis-
suade the Qaddafi regime from violent repression. Burns warned Kusa that 
“this would not end well,” to which Kusa “sighed heavily” and replied, “I 
know.”69

Targets of coercion must believe that it is their own behavior that will 
determine their fate. Yet too often policymakers’ instincts in the face of defi-
ance tell them just to threaten more. In an attempt to bolster the credibility 
and severity of their threats, coercers can place their targets in a “damned if 
you do, damned if you don’t” position. Targets are loath to live at the whim 
of another’s punishment. Roosevelt’s oil sanctions wished to “slip a noose 
around Japan’s neck” but provoked the opposite of acquiescence.70 Iran 
hawks have also called coercive economic measures a “sanctions noose.”71 
Protestors in Hong Kong braved Chinese authoritarians because they saw 
themselves “like a frog in a beaker of water that is being boiled. . . . If we 
die, well, we were going to die anyway.”72 And we should expect compara-
bly desperate reactions to omnipresent prospects of punishment, such as 
how drone warfare aims to put its targets in a “constant state of ambush.”73 
Without assurance, threats are less effective and can provoke targets to lash 
out. What would you do with a knife to your neck?

coercive prospects for north korea

The contemporary case of coercion most similar to the cases covered in 
this book is that of coercive bargaining over North Korea’s nuclear weap-
ons program. As of this writing, North Korea has conducted six nuclear 
tests, including one with a thermonuclear device in September 2017. It has 
also tested ballistic missiles with intercontinental range. Its Hwasong-14 
and Hwasong-15 missile tests demonstrated the ability to reach the conti-
nental United States. The Trump administration called its strategy to con-
front North Korea “maximum pressure”—a mixture of economic sanctions, 
diplomatic isolation, and threats of military force. It was a strategy driven 
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by the logic of the threat credibility. Matched with summit diplomacy, the 
goal was North Korean “denuclearization.” And North Korean leader Kim 
Jong-un met with South Korean president Moon Jae-in at five inter-Korean 
summits and President Trump at two US–North Korean summits (Singa-
pore in June 2018 and Hanoi in February 2019) without progress.74 While it 
did far less to act on it, the Biden administration did not change US policy 
to denuclearize North Korea.

The lens of the assurance dilemma yields pessimistic conclusions for 
coercion on the peninsula.75 Washington’s demands are entangled. Pyong-
yang wonders whether nuclear sanctions will not just be relabeled missile, 
chemical weapons, biological weapons, or human rights sanctions after any 
bargain. When nonnuclear issues have come to the fore, North Korea has 
bristled. For example, when the UN Human Rights Committee passed a 
resolution in November 2018 condemning North Korea’s gross violations 
of human rights, Pyongyang accused the United States of weaponizing the 
issue to “justify their racket for sanctions and pressure.”76 A Foreign Minis-
try statement said that it would be the “greatest miscalculation” if Wash-
ington believed it could compel nuclear concessions from Pyongyang by 
ratcheting up the “human rights racket to an unprecedented level.” Rather, 
the Foreign Ministry warned, such a strategy “will block the path to denu-
clearization on the Korean Peninsula forever.”77

Many spoilers also lurk with independent capacity to punish North 
Korea economically. Domestically, any US president faces meager odds of 
getting Congress to provide sanctions relief to the North under any foresee-
able circumstances. In September 2018 Foreign Minister Ri Yong-ho blamed 
“U.S. domestic politics” for pessimism about the implementation of the 
US–North Korean joint statement at the Singapore summit the previous 
June.78 As in the past, any sanctions relief or economic carrots that are part 
of a coercive bargain with North Korea would have to come from countries 
in the region, such as South Korea, Japan, China, or Russia.79

Another domestic reason to question the Trump administration’s signals 
of coercive control was the conspicuous division of the White House against 
itself.80 Reacting in 2017 to a contradiction between the President Trump’s 
hawkish tweets, one of which described the United States as “locked and 
loaded,” and a softer op-ed coauthored by two US cabinet officials that 
expressed “no interest in regime change or accelerated reunification of 
Korea,”81 a North Korean official described the United States as “a divided 
country.” He “could not understand how the two Cabinet members could 
so clearly contradict the President.”82

Perhaps no example was more emblematic of the confused signaling of a 
divided White House than National Security Adviser John Bolton’s invoca-
tion of the “Libya model” in May 2018 in his first television interview since 
assuming his post. North Korean state media responded with a statement 
describing how the United States had “coaxed” Libya to “disarm itself and 
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then swallowed it up by force.”83 North Korea’s vice foreign minister, Choe 
Son-hui, further emphasized the point: “In order not to follow in Libya’s 
footstep, we paid a heavy price to build up our powerful and reliable 
strength that can defend ourselves.”84 And, for an internal audience, a May 
2018 editorial in  Rodong Sinmun, the official newspaper of the Workers’ 
Party of Korea, commented on a US reputation for duplicity: “Yielding to 
imperialists and choosing to make compromises with them is essentially a 
death sentence. . . . Libya continued down the path to make concessions to 
the U.S., not knowing that it would have to strip all the way down to its 
underwear. These concessions led to misery.”85

The North is a state whose gross domestic product is a fraction of the 
annual US defense budget. Pyongyang knows and fears US power. Yet it 
defies Washington’s coercive demands over its nuclear program. US threats 
are not complemented by coercive assurance. These serious impediments 
to successful coercion suggest that the United States should abandon denu-
clearization as a realistic goal anytime soon and adopt new strategic aims, 
such as arms control and risk-reduction initiatives to keep the North Korean 
nuclear arsenal in check and posturing US and South Korean military forces 
for stable deterrence instead of compellence. But if compellence remains 
the US strategy of choice, policymakers in Washington should recognize 
that their threats of sanctions and military force are not yet perceived in 
Pyongyang as contingent upon North Korean behavior. Assurance credibil-
ity, not threat credibility, ought to be the focus of further efforts.

improving us sanctions

Foreign policy scholars and practitioners are now awaking to the absur-
dity of imposing coercive economic sanctions without being able to lift 
them.86 Yet sanctions, especially American financial sanctions, continue to 
be a primary tool of statecraft.87 The Threat and Imposition of Sanctions 
dataset records that the United States imposed 191 sanctions on 74 coun-
tries from 1946 to 1990; in the far fewer years since the end of the Cold War, 
it has imposed 252 sanctions on 101 states.88 That trend masks even larger 
growth in the number of entities sanctioned by the Treasury Department’s 
Office of Foreign Assets Control (OFAC), which has ballooned by 933 per-
cent since 2000.89 And the imposition of sanctions has far outpaced their 
reprieve. From 2009 to 2019 OFAC designated twice as many “individuals, 
entities, vessels, and aircrafts” than it delisted—twice as much punishment 
as relief.90 The Trump administration’s annual delisting rate was one quar-
ter of the Obama administration’s average delisting rate.

This book suggests a few ideas for how to signal a capability and will-
ingness to relieve economic pain in exchange for concessions. First, the 
Treasury Department could separate the mission of sanctions imposition 
and enforcement from the mission of sanctions relief. A  separate office 
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tasked with sanctions relief—ensuring sanctions are tied to specific and 
separable demands, explaining the scope of relief to private actors, and 
monitoring whether economic engagement has indeed recommenced—
would be beneficial to the coercive prospects of economic sanctions. It 
might be called the “Office of Coercive Leverage” and should be well 
staffed.

Second, the larger and more complex a sanctions regime, the harder it 
will be to unravel and thus the harder to assure the target that it will be 
unraveled.91 Treasury may be learning this lesson today by seeking to avoid 
omnibus sanctions packages and being more specific in the designation of 
sanctioned entities.92 But the logrolling mechanics of congressional agree-
ment will push in the direction of less credible coercive assurance. Congres-
sional leaders should be wary of undermining US foreign policy strategies 
as they seek to impose severe punishments on adversaries.

Third, sanctions could be imposed with time limits, so-called sunsets. 
Sanctions relief is too readily framed as a “reward” in public discourse. 
Automatic termination might avoid the politically unpalatable option of 
appearing to reward a sanctions target, typically an adversary. Sunsets 
would be the practical equivalent of the congressional pocket approval of 
sanctions waivers that the INARA legislation secured in 2015. The UNSC 
has indeed imposed sanctions with sunset provisions in the past.93

Fourth, Congress should recognize the value of keeping presidential 
waiver provisions in legislative sanctions. While in 2015 INARA removed 
Congress as a domestic spoiler to sanctions relief and established a policy 
precedent for sanctions waivers by executive order, congressional action 
to impose sanctions on Russia for 2016 election interference (part of 
CAATSA) overturned that precedent. For domestic political reasons, 
those sanctions tried to limit the White House’s ability to lift them. To 
waive sanctions pertaining to Russian cyberattacks, for instance, the pres-
ident would have had to “provide evidence that Russia had tried to 
reduce such intrusions .  .  . and Congress would have at least 30 days to 
vote on any changes he sought.”94 And waiving CAATSA sanctions 
required a two-thirds vote in Congress—a high bar. Even some European 
allies opposed these legislative sanctions, in part because they were 
harder to lift.95 After Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in 2022, the United 
States and its European allies concentrated on leveling unprecedented 
sanctions on Russia, including on its central bank and oil exports, to pun-
ish Vladmir Putin. Under what conditions these sanctions could ever be 
lifted was left for later discussion. If these coercive measures were to 
result in leverage over Putin’s behavior, some signal that they could be 
lifted in exchange for a Russian withdrawal would need to be credible. 
The assurance dilemma is pernicious in the case of Russia.96

There have already been calls to reform the institutions that implement 
US economic coercion,97 and the Treasury Department considered some of 
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them in a review of sanctions policy.98 In this regard, the field of interna-
tional political economy is ahead of the security field in its appreciation of 
the assurance dilemma.

deterring a war over taiwan

Perhaps the most catastrophic foreign policy pitfall on the horizon for the 
United States would be to blunder into a war with the People’s Republic of 
China. That there is a clear tinderbox for such a conflict—Taiwan—rightly 
gives many pause. The status of Taiwan has been intentionally ambiguous 
since 1972, when the United States recognized China diplomatically and 
gained a major partner to balance against the Soviet Union. As part of that 
bargain, the “one China policy” allowed Beijing, Taipei, and Washington to 
disagree over the standing of Taiwan and yet accept the status quo. The 
1972 Shanghai Communiqué reads: “The United States acknowledges that 
all Chinese on either side of the Taiwan Strait maintain there is but one 
China and that Taiwan is a part of China. The United States Government 
does not challenge that position.”99 And this remains the status quo.

The fear is that a rising China will finally be strong enough relative to the 
United States, at least in the Western Pacific, to change the status quo over 
Taiwan, either by coercion or brute force. As it has increased its military 
capacity, Beijing has flexed its muscle in the region, from the construction of 
artificial islands in the South China Sea to carrying out military exercises in 
the air and waters around Taiwan. Its preparations for military contingen-
cies are clear. Yet a war over this democratic island of twenty-four million 
people is by no means inevitable. China should be dissuaded from ever 
attempting to conquer it.

A war over Taiwan can be deterred. But it will take more than credible 
threats to deter it. In addition to arming the Taiwanese with advanced 
weapons and signaling its willingness to Beijing to fight for Taiwan, Wash-
ington must communicate its acceptance of the status quo. Washington 
should make it abundantly clear that it will not accept changes to the status 
quo from any party—not from Beijing or from Taipei or in its own policy. 
US leaders should not refer to Taiwan as a country, as independent, or a 
formal ally.100 US lawmakers need not visit as part of partisan outbidding to 
show resolve. Washington should prevent Beijing from ever concluding 
that it seeks a formal alliance or diplomatic relationship with Taiwan. 
Attempting otherwise could be perceived as a fait accompli to change the 
status quo across the Taiwan Strait.

Beijing and Taipei should be sending similar signals that they are willing 
to accept the status quo provided no one else changes it. China’s aggressive 
behavior in the Taiwan Strait—intercepting surveillance aircraft, flying 
beyond the median line, encircling the island with drones, or conducting 
exercises farther and farther around Taiwan101—has not effectively 
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communicated status quo ambitions and have not been stabilizing for 
deterrence. Rather it communicates the need to be deterred.

That deterrence must come in the form of both credible threats to defend 
Taiwan, or at least deny China a military victory at acceptable cost, and 
coercive assurances that complement those threats. Leaders must not 
equate assurance over Taiwan as a carrot for or appeasement of Beijing. It is 
just the opposite: a logic of conditional pain—pain that China could avoid.

It would be a mistake, however, to think that Beijing will understand 
implicitly that governments in Washington or Taipei have no designs to 
hurt China. Multiple demands of China—for instance, to cease unfair trade 
practices, cyber espionage, or human rights abuses—could become entan-
gled with red lines in the Taiwan Strait or the South China Sea. There are 
spoilers within Taiwan and the United States who seek to out-hawk each 
other on China policy. Some might even argue in favor of preemptively 
altering the status quo over Taiwan before China does so. This book advises 
caution and careful attention to how coercive assurance can be 
undermined.

Assuring signals need not come at the expense of improving the credibil-
ity of US or Taiwanese threats. As the scholars Bonnie Glaser, Jessica Chen 
Weiss, and Thomas Christensen appreciated, “it is precisely because the 
United States should bolster and diversify its military presence in the region 
and help strengthen Taiwan’s defenses that it must also provide clearer and 
more persistently conveyed assurances.”102 This is the assurance dilemma 
at work. As the United States aims to augment the credibility of its threats, 
it risks undermining its corresponding assurances and must focus as much 
on shoring them up as it does the defense of Taiwan’s beaches. A war over 
Taiwan is avoidable but not with credible threats alone.

I began this book with the puzzle of high-leverage coercion. Washington 
often fails to coerce despite power asymmetry. Confrontations with Pan-
ama, Serbia, Afghanistan, and Iraq all ended in conflict despite attempts at 
coercion by the United States. But it is not just a US problem. Many power-
ful actors are frustrated in their coercive aims. Even highly credible threats 
can fail because they are perceived as insufficiently conditional. If targets 
expect punishments to be applied anyway, defiance runs little or no addi-
tional risk, and compliance is fruitless. Yet, given the duplicity of statesmen 
and the uncertainty of the international system, it is a wonder that states 
can ever communicate credible coercive assurance. Through such a lens, 
the puzzle of this book is not why the strong have trouble coercing the 
weak but why the strong can ever coerce the weak. The United States pre-
dates at will, an argument goes, so why should any weaker state ever be so 
naive as to strike a coercive bargain?

From either perspective, the message of this book is the same. Coercive 
assurance is a necessary component of coercion. But coercers face an 
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assurance dilemma: efforts to bolster the credibility of threats can under-
mine the credibility of assurance. In any coercive interaction there are fac-
tors that pull toward credible assurance and factors that push against it. 
Targets make a choice based on this information they glean from their coer-
cers, and they wish to know that their coercers will remain in control of the 
application of punishment. Will I be punished anyway? What is the likeli-
hood? How much am I willing to risk? Smart coercers do not ignore these 
questions. They answer them.
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