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Abstract 

One of the United States' main security challenges in the post-Cold War era is rogue 

states.  Given that such states are an ongoing security concern, a review and evaluation of 

U.S. policy towards rogue states will be useful in formulating future policies.  Each chapter 

will cover the recent history of United States' policy towards rogue states.  The first chapter 

will cover U.S. policy towards Iraq.  The second will focus on the Islamic Republic of Iran 

and how the U.S. government has tried to counter it.  The third and last chapter will focus on 

the U.S.-North Korean relationship.  These chapters, in addition to providing a recent history, 

will evaluate our successes and failures in these policies. 
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Literature Review 

Rogue states have been the subject of considerable study in recent years.  To be sure, 

some areas have been covered more extensively than others.  This thesis has drawn upon a 

vast quantity of scholarship.  These include contemporary histories, scholarly articles, 

publications put out by both government and non-governmental organization (most notably 

the Council on Foreign Relations) websites.  It has also used interviews done with people 

involved in policymaking towards rogue states.  This section will review the literature to be 

utilized for this thesis.   

During the invasion and occupation of Iraq, there were numerous contemporary 

histories written about the subject.  However, like all contemporary histories, are impaired by 

the fact that few of them have access to classified materials and many of them were written 

before the conclusion of the war.  Indeed, it could be argued that we will not understand the 

full impact of the war for years to come.  One example would be Fiasco:  The American 

Military Adventure in Iraq by Thomas Ricks.  His work is hampered by the fact that it was 

written before the successes of the "surge" and the Awakening movement in Anbar 

Province.1 

Nonetheless, if utilized selectively these resources can be of use.  For example, Iraq:  

A Political History From Independence to Occupation by Adeed Dawisha offers an analysis 

of how the American vision of multi-party democracy was continuously thwarted by deeply 

entrenched Iraqi ethno-sectarianism.2  Contemporary histories can also be use if they utilized 

to analyze more recent policies towards these states.  Another example of such works is The 
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Persian Puzzle by Kenneth Pollack.  This work analyzes U.S. policy towards Iran dating 

back from the era of Shah Mohammed Reza Pahlavi to the time it was written in 2004.3  

These histories can be used to provide a larger context for primary sources such as 

interviews, and secondary sources like scholarly articles analyzing particular issues. 

Literature on Iran is less comprehensive.  While the Iranian nuclear program has 

generated immense controversy around the world, modern scholarship has paid relatively 

little attention to the role of Iranian factionalism in its foreign policy.  In addition, there is 

very little debate in English-language media about foreign policy currents in the Iranian 

government.  Beginning in the mid-2000s, scholars such as Kenneth Pollack and Ray Takeyh 

have tried to analyze Iranian nuclear policy in terms of Iranian factionalism.  Scholarship in 

this field is further hampered by the lack of firsthand accounts from within the Iranian 

regime.4  Nonetheless, contemporary news publications, scholarly articles and publications 

on government and NGO websites provided a great deal of information about the Islamic 

Republic. 

North Korea poses more of a challenge, in part because of the highly secretive nature 

of the state.  In part because of this, along with the immense cult of personality that pervades 

the country, most foreign reports tend to focus on the most sensational aspects of the state 

rather than North Korea's implications for U.S. interests.  These include bizarre stories and 

rumors about the state's ruling family and other key players in the regime.  Nonetheless, 

some effective histories have been written about North Korea.  These books include the most 

comprehensive history of North Korea, "Under the Loving Care of the Fatherly Leader  - 

North Korea and the Kim Dynasty" by Bradley K. Marin.5  In part because of this, scholarly 
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articles, publications on websites and contemporary accounts have provided the bulk of 

scholarship on the so-called "Hermit Kingdom." 

Another valuable source of information is the Background Notes published by the 

Bureau of Public Affairs of the U.S. Department of State.  The BPA, led by Assistant 

Secretary Michael Hammer, carries out the Secretary's mandate to help the American public 

better understand t U.S. foreign policy.6  These "Background Notes" provide a detailed 

account of the nation's history, along an analysis with U.S. foreign policy towards that 

country.  This will provide an effective account of U.S. policy towards that nation.  While the 

State Department Background Notes will not suffice for an in-depth analysis of Iraq, Iran and 

North Korea and how the United States has worked to contain them, they will provide 

background information essential for any larger analysis.   

Another useful source of information is interviews with individuals involved with 

formulating American policy in the Middle East.  This is a valuable primary source that 

provides insight into American policymaking.  Air University's website has compiled an 

extensive bibliography on American relations with virtually all nations, including Iran, Iraq 

and North Korea.  Their sources include interviews with and testimonies from scholars and 

policymakers.  A number of these interviews have been utilized to provide a greater 

understanding of U.S. policies towards the three states under discussion.   

In conclusion, this thesis will take advantage of primary and secondary sources in 

order to gain a complete perspective of how the United States government has attempted to 

prevent rogue states from destabilizing their respective regions.  Contemporary histories 
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provide a useful assessment of the periods they cover.  However, they cannot be utilized for a 

full analysis because, by their very nature, they are not complete histories of their subject.  

Interviews, scholarly articles and other sources have proven to be more useful in evaluating 

U.S. policy towards Iran, Iraq and North Korea. 
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Introduction 

One of the United States' main security challenges in modern geopolitics is rogue 

states.  As we consider new and innovative ways to deal with rogue states, it is worthwhile to 

evaluate American policies towards rogue states in the recent past.  Therefore, this thesis will 

review and evaluate the successes and failures of United States policy towards the rogue 

states of Iran, Iraq and North Korea.  In all three cases, the United States generally pursued 

what can be described as a policy of containment.  Such policies seek to prevent rogue states 

from threatening their neighbors, obtaining weapons of mass destruction (WMD) or 

undermining regional stability. 

The first chapter will review and evaluate American foreign policy towards Iraq.  It 

will briefly cover American foreign policy towards Iraq in the 1980s (before Iraq was 

considered a rogue state but still pursued troubling policies) and through the 2003 invasion.  

Since the occupation of Iraq is such an expansive topic (and since the invasion meant that 

Iraq was no longer considered a rogue state), it will not be covered in the first chapter.  In the 

second chapter, I will discuss U.S. policy towards the Islamic Republic of Iran.  It will begin 

with the 1979 revolution and continue through the present day.  Finally, the third chapter will 

review and evaluate U.S. policy towards North Korea.  It will begin with the first North 

Korean nuclear crisis in the 1990s, which coincided with the end of the Cold War.  Like the 

chapter on Iran, it will continue through the present day.    

The United States enjoyed its greatest success at containment of a rogue state with 

Iraq.  After the dramatic success of the First Gulf War in 1991, the U.S. government 
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effectively allowed Saddam Hussein to remain in power to prevent the feared collapse of the 

state of Iraq (and the expansion of Iranian influence that would surely follow).  However, the 

United States also established a strong regime of containment composed of economic 

sanctions, the enforcement of no-fly zones in the north and south of the country and other 

measures.  In spite of some shortcomings, this system worked remarkably well.  Indeed, the 

U.S. government's decision to invade Iraq in 2003 was of questionable necessity. 

U.S. containment of the Islamic Republic of Iran has had much more mixed results.  

Initially, the United States turned to the Ba'ath regime in Iraq to help contain Iran.  However, 

when Hussein emerged as a rogue state the United States turned to "dual containment" of 

both Tehran and Baghdad.  In the 1980s, a series of missteps by the United States triggered 

more aggressive behavior by Iran until the Khobar Towers bombings of 1996.  The regime 

has generally shown a willingness to be pragmatic when its provocations are met with 

strength rather than weakness.  However, its twenty-year pursuit of a nuclear weapon, while 

so far unsuccessful, remains a serious potential threat to American security. 

Finally, U.S. containment of North Korea has also met with mixed results.  However, 

the failures of North Korean containment are more serious.  The United States has struggled 

to contain North Korea's involvement in smuggling WMD material to other rogue states.  

Intelligence also indicates that years of negotiations and attempts at both coercion and 

enticement have failed to prevent North Korea from becoming a nuclear state.  The only 

major success that the United States has enjoyed is preventing North Korea from directly 

threatening its neighbors.  Nonetheless, North Korea has seen the U.S. government's most 

serious shortcomings in dealing with rogue states. 
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Chapter One:  Iraq 

A Brief History of the Republic of Iraq 

On July 14, 1958, a military coup replaced Iraq's deeply unpopular monarchy with a 

republic.  Coup leader General Abd al-Karim Qasim quickly marginalized his rivals, setting a 

precedent of autocratic rule by Iraq's post-monarchy leadership. While Qasim's revolutionary 

government took sweeping actions on behalf of Iraq's long-exploited poor, he did nothing to 

advance stable government or national institutions in a country long split along ethno-

sectarian lines.1  Qasim was overthrown in a 1963 coup led by army officers who belonged to 

the Ba'ath Party, which espoused a combination of Arab unity, resistance to Western 

influence and socialism.  Iraq was rocked by one coup after another until July 17, 1968, when 

Ba'ath Party chief Ahmed Hassan al-Bakr managed to consolidate one-party rule in Iraq.2   

Throughout the 1970s, Saddam Hussein gained power within the ruling Ba'ath Party 

by consolidating control over its security services.3  Iraq truly became a threat to its 

neighbors and the larger region after the emergence of 42 year-old Hussein as leader of the 

Ba'ath state in 1979.  With all policy-making power concentrated in Hussein's hands, any 

chance to discuss, moderate or challenge his decisions came to an end.4  While Iraq had a 

troubled history, the rise of Hussein marked the time that Iraq became a threat to the stability 

of the Middle East. 

Dealing with the Ba'ath Regime 

In the immediate aftermath of al-Bakr's 1968 coup, the United States government 

initially hoped it could reach some sort of settlement with the Ba'ath government.  Those 
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hopes were dashed by Baghdad's 1972 pact with the Soviet Union.  The Shah of Iran, 

frightened by the prospect of a pro-Soviet neighbor, advised the United States to make 

contact with dissident groups.  Among them was Mahkmoud Othman's Kurdistan 

Democratic Party, which took a delegation to Washington in 1972.  While Othman got a 

meeting with CIA director Richard Helms, in 1975 this initiative was terminated when the 

Shah made peace with al-Bakr's regime.5  The 1975 Algiers Accord settled a dispute between 

the two nations over the Shatt al-Arab waterway.6  The United States government quickly 

followed his lead.7  Iraq also began purchasing weapons from the Soviet Union after Qasim's 

1958 coup, although it also purchased from many European states, especially France.8   

Hussein's 1979 coup changed everything.  From his first days in power, Saddam 

Hussein had grandiose designs for Iraq's place in the Middle East.  Hussein's invasion of the 

Islamic Republic of Iran in September 1980, reflected his nearly limitless ambitions.  He 

hoped that by rapidly humbling the new Islamic Republic, he would demonstrate to Iraqi 

Shiites that they could not look to Tehran for aid.  Secondly, it would enhance Hussein's 

standing in the Middle East.  Thirdly, he intended to wring back territory lost to Iran in the 

1975 Algiers Accords.  Overall, it would serve to enhance his standing in the world and 

secure his position within Iraq.9   

At the time the war broke out, Washington still divided the world into an artificial 

dichotomy between the Communist bloc and the United States and its allies.  Because of 

Iraq's uncomfortably close relationship with the Soviet Union, President Reagan initially saw 

little reason to favor Baghdad or Tehran.10  Nonetheless, the U.S. government maintained 
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limited relations with Baghdad, unlike the revolutionary regime in Tehran.  James Akins, the 

U.S. ambassador to Saudi Arabia, recalled that he would go to Iraq regularly every January 

and made numerous friends in-country.11  From small beginnings like this, the U.S. grew 

closer to the Ba'ath regime.  In February 1982, the Reagan administration removed Iraq from 

the list of terrorist-supporting states.  While Iraq had not significantly changed its behavior, 

this decision allowed Washington to pass military intelligence to Baghdad.  Throughout the 

Reagan administration, this support expanded to include over $1.5 billion in food aid, 

licenses to purchase supplies for its weapons of mass destruction (WMD) programs and 

Washington turned a blind eye to atrocities committed by the Ba'ath regime.12 

In an ominous turn late in the war, during the winter of 1987-1988, the Iraqi army 

repeatedly utilized chemical weapons to suppress a rebellion in the Kurdish north.  The most 

notorious attack killed 5,000 civilians, mainly women and children, in the town of Halabja.  

During the next two years, the Halabja attack was the subject of hearings on Capitol Hill.  In 

an early signal of changing American attitudes towards Hussein, an investigative report by 

the Senate Foreign Relations Committee documented these atrocities.13 

Prior to the First Gulf War, Washington was less concerned about Hussein's 

ambitions than the possibility of Tehran spreading the Islamic revolution throughout the 

Gulf.  Since Hussein was preoccupied with his war against Iran, it was easy to believe at the 

time that he was not a threat to the region as a whole.  While it is easy to criticize this policy, 

at this time the Iranian government was seen as much more dangerous.  Nonetheless, these 

policies did lead Washington to overlook a potentially dangerous tyrant in the critical Middle 

East. 
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The First Persian Gulf War 

Soon after the conclusion of the Iran-Iraq War, relations between the United States 

and Iraq deteriorated.  The grandiosity of Hussein's ambitions became more apparent.  In a 

February 1990 speech, Hussein claimed the mantle of Gamal Abdel Nasser, who remained an 

eminent figure in the Arab world long after his death.  He claimed that Iraq's technological 

prowess and oil reserves made it, not Egypt, the true leader of the Arab states.14  On March 

28, 1990, the British government arrested five men for smuggling U.S.-made kryton switches 

(which are utilized for detonating nuclear weapons) into Iraq.  This highlighted Hussein's 

long-standing obsession with obtain WMD.  Just two days later, Hussein boasted on 

television that if Israel were to move against Iraq, "we will make the fire eat up half of 

Israel."15   

However, it was Hussein's invasion of Kuwait that crystallized him in the mind of 

President Bush, along with much of the American public, as a threat to peace and stability in 

the Middle East.  Why did Hussein invade Kuwait?  Most of his motives were economic.  In 

May 1990, Iraq and Kuwait were involved in a fast-escalating dispute over OPEC oil prices.  

Baghdad insisted that all OPEC members follow the cartel's decision to cut oil production by 

1.5 million barrels a day.  Such a measure would boost prices and thus revenue for financial 

strapped states such as Iraq (which had $40 billion in debt).  Wealthy states such as Kuwait 

would not benefit from such a move.16   

It is worth noting that around this time, Charles W. Freeman, the U.S. Ambassador to 

Saudi Arabia, published a series of cables known as the "Wooly Mammoth Cables."  
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Freeman argued that the post-Cold War landscape was comparable to a post-Ice Age world.  

Dangerous animals previously thought to be extinct, such as radical ethnic nationalism or 

rivalries over natural resources, would re-emerge amidst the thaw between the United States 

and the Soviet Union.  In his cables, Freeman also predicted a crisis between Iraq and 

Kuwait.17  

In Hussein's July 16, 1990 address (roughly the Iraqi equivalent of the State of the 

Union), he accused "Western imperialists" of denying Arab states the means to achieve 

technological advancement.  He was almost certainly referring to WMD.  In addition, he 

made a series of hysterical accusations against Kuwait and other uncooperative Arab states.  

This speech was followed by intelligence that Iraq was moving tanks towards the Kuwaiti 

border.  Washington responded by intensifying intelligence operations in southern Iraq.  The 

daily morning meetings between President Bush, chief of staff John Sununu and National 

Security Advisor Brent Scowcroft became dominated by reports of Iraqi troop movements.18   

Intelligence indicated that Hussein wished to target the Contested Zone between the 

two countries, which would have given him control over the Rumailah oil fields and 

enhanced his prestige and revenues.  Such a move would have also bolstered his standing in 

both the Middle East and at home, as Kuwait was widely despised.  However, Hussein 

wished to eliminate the Kuwaiti emir's $30 billion credit to Iraq and plunder billions in 

Kuwaiti gold to relieve Iraq's economic problems.19 

On August 1, 1990, three elite Republican Guard divisions crossed the Kuwaiti 

border.  They brushed aside the tiny security force along the border and drove down the four-
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lane highway that ran north-to-south in Kuwait.  By midday, 100,000 Iraqi troops had moved 

into Kuwait.  The emir of Kuwait fled within the first hour of the invasion.  Two Republican 

Guard divisions took positions on the Saudi border to discourage intervention by the 

Kingdom.20  President Bush himself was initially unsure of how to respond.  His Cabinet was 

split  between individuals who simply wished to protect Saudi Arabia and war hawks, led by 

Brent Scowcroft, who saw the invasion as a major crisis.21  There was a consensus among 

senior administration officials that if Hussein had limited his ambitions to Kuwait, it is 

unlikely that the United States would have responded.  However, Hussein's decision to seal 

the border with Saudi Arabia was interpreted as a threat to the massive oilfields of the 

Kingdom's Eastern Province.  The consequences of Hussein gaining control over these 

reserves were too horrible to consider.22   

For his part, Hussein was convinced that the United States would tolerate the 

annexation of Kuwait.  The Kuwaitis were disliked by the other Gulf states, and Hussein 

reasoned that his neighbors would not object to his annexation of a former Iraqi province 

(which in his mind, he was reclaiming). Many high-placed Iraqis knew the fallacy of 

Hussein's reasoning, but dared not to express their concerns.  They knew that the United 

States could not tolerate having Kuwait's enormous oil well attached to Iraq's already 

gigantic oil reserves.  Iraq was only second to Saudi Arabia in terms of their oil reserves, and 

uniting the two countries could create a dangerous colossus.23  With the 1979 Iranian 

revolution and Hussein's rogue behavior, American foreign policy now largely depended on 

the House of Saud.  President Bush himself was keenly aware of how important the Saudis 

were to moderating oil prices in the volatile Middle East.24   
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President Bush's attitude towards Iraq thus hardened quickly.  He quickly began to 

assemble international support against Hussein.  Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher of Great 

Britain and Soviet Foreign Minister Eduard Shevardnadze both condemned the invasion.  

The leaders of Saudi Arabia, Egypt and Yemen proved to be more hesitant.  In early August, 

President Bush began to hint at a military solution to the crisis.  Scowcroft seized the 

initiative within Bush's Cabinet, convinced that failing to act would destroy U.S. credibility 

in the Gulf, allow Iraq to dominate OPEC and put Israel in danger.  Eagleburger, an ally of 

Scowcroft, further argued that the Gulf crisis was the first test of the post-Cold War system.  

Without the constraint of the Cold War rivalry, other ambitious Third World leaders might 

try to challenge the status quo.25 

In early August, President Bush held a meeting with the National Security Council at 

Camp David.  They agreed that Hussein needed to evacuate Kuwait.  Scowcroft and Bush 

quashed an early proposal by Treasury Secretary Nicholas Brady to negotiate with Hussein, 

as it would undermine American allies in the region.  A proposal to have the Soviet Union 

talk to its traditional ally was also quashed because it might slow down a military response.26  

On August 6, the U.N. imposed trade sanctions on Iraq, including an embargo on the sale of 

Iraqi oil. 

On January 16, 1991, after Hussein ignored a U.N. Security Council resolution 

calling for Iraq's unconditional withdrawal from Kuwait, a coalition of thirty-three nations 

led by the United States launched a ferocious counter-attack.  The First Gulf War, also 

known as "Operation Desert Storm," demonstrated the superiority of the American military 

instrument.  Iraqi forces were forced to flee Kuwait and pursued as they retreated.27  They 
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had jammed themselves into their vehicles, driving twenty abreast and four miles in length.  

Such a long, packed target proved to be easy for American and British bombers.  The 

highway from Kuwait City to the Iraqi border was left with thousands of corpses of Iraqi 

soldiers.  Amid the wreckage was immense quantities of men's shirts, women's shoes, 

perfume, cushions, children's games and even stolen copies of the Koran looted from 

Kuwait.28   

The First Gulf War officially ended on February 27.  Hussein accepted U.N. terms for 

a permanent cease-fire in April 1991.29  On February 28, 1991, revolts broke out among 

angry and demoralized Iraqi soldiers.  The revolt spread quickly through Iraq's Shiite south 

and the Kurdish north.  Hussein faced the most serious internal challenge to his one-man rule 

throughout twenty-five years in power.30  One particular inaction bears analysis of President 

Bush's larger objectives.  After liberating Kuwait within 100 hours, he acted quickly to end 

the war effort.  The unexpected swiftness of the Marine advance into Kuwait ensured that the 

Republican Guard reserves within Iraq were not drawn into the battle.  Had they advanced 

into the war zone, they would have walked into a trap created by the western sweep around 

and behind Kuwait.  By stopping the ground war after 100 hours, President Bush allowed 

these elite units to escape.  Some analysts argue that this was to ensure the survival of the 

Ba'ath regime and its position as a counterweight against Tehran.31 

President Bush's motivation in this decision was his fear that Iraq could fall into 

chaos or break along ethno-sectarian lines.  This in turn could prove Tehran with an opening 

to spread its influence throughout the region.32  The United States allowed Hussein's regime 

to use helicopters within the no-fly zones, as all of Iraq's bridges had been destroyed.  When 
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there was no American response to the Iraqi military's initial moves, they moved more 

aggressively and launched a general slaughter in both the Kurdish nouth and the Shiite south.  

The helicopters permitted in the no-fly zones became a major weapon against the uprisings.33 

In all likelihood, President Bush and his administration hoped that the popular 

uprisings among the Shiites and Kurds would occur simultaneously with a military coup 

against Hussein.  This would create a new government acceptable to Iraq's disparate ethno-

sectarian groups.  When that failed to occur, President Bush made a tactical retreat.34  

Another underlying issue was Washington's fear that a new government in Iraq might form a 

common front with Iran and its ally Syria, which could pose a serious danger to Israeli 

security interests.35 

  It is not difficult to understand how Hussein survived the upheavals of 1991 when 

the United States did not support the 1991 uprisings.  Like all dictators who stay in power, he 

had complete control of the security apparatus.  Many of the highest-ranking members were 

relations of Hussein, or came from his home village of Tikrit.  Both the leaders of the 

Republican Guard and high-ranking members of the Ba'ath Party knew that if Hussein was 

overthrown, they would almost certainly be executed.36  

In the final evaluation, President Bush's decision to utilize America's military power 

to free Kuwait from Hussein's reckless aggression was a resounding success.  Not only did it 

prevent Hussein from forming an oil-powered colossus, but it paved the way for an 

international containment regime that kept Iraq from threatening the region for the next 

decade.  This will be discussed in detail in the next chapter.  However, President Bush's 
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handling of the aftermath of the war is open to criticism.  While there were legitimate reasons 

for allowing the Ba'ath regime to survive the war, encouraging a popular revolt and then 

allowing it to be crushed is a difficult series of choices to defend. 

Containing the Ba'ath State (1991-2003)  

In response to Hussein's survival, coalition forces established and enforced no-fly 

zones in southern and northern Iraq to protect Iraqi Kurds and Shiites from further attacks by 

the regime.  They also created a no-drive zone in the south to protect Kuwait against a 

possible second invasion.  Furthermore, the United Nations Security Council required the 

regime to give up all of its WMD and allow a U.N. inspections regime access to sites of 

interest.  When the Ba'ath regime failed to fully comply with U.N. inspections, the Security 

Council responded with a series of Chapter VII sanctions to impair the further development 

of WMD and pressure Hussein to comply with his international obligations.37 

The history of Hussein's rule in Iraq in between the two Gulf Wars demonstrates that 

the gulf between revolutionary rhetoric and reality can be vast.  While Hussein's propaganda 

portrayed him as a valiant knight leading Arabs into battle against the infidel, the reality of 

inter-war Iraq was very different.  Iraq was all but bankrupt.  Its economy and infrastructure 

were shattered by sanctions imposed by the U.N. following the First Gulf War.38  A mass 

exodus of people, especially educated persons, created a brain drain.  The Iraqi educational 

system all but collapsed.  Many children grew up in a state of malnutrition, which created 

serious future issues for public health.  Former ambassador James Akins noted that he had 

once believed that after Hussein, Iraq could become the "Japan of the Middle East."  But 
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after all of these crises, he doubted that any government would be able to repair the damage 

done to the Iraqi state.39 

By the time President Clinton came to office in January 1993, the U.S. government 

was well aware of the threat from Iraq.  At the same time, Israel, along with Egypt, Saudi 

Arabia and other Gulf States all wanted a harder line on Iran.  By preventing Iran from 

attacking Israel, the U.S. hoped to make the Israeli government feel secure enough to move 

forward with the peace process with the Palestinian Arabs.  President Clinton's solution to 

these problems was to continue the doctrine of "dual containment."  The Persian Gulf region 

was judged to be too important to be left to balance-of-power politics, especially with two 

dangerous governments in Baghdad and Tehran.  Since American military might was so 

overpowering, it was hoped that the U.S. could contain both Iran and Iraq without having to 

turn to an unreliable proxy.   

While President Bush had not removed Hussein, he did leave a multi-national regime 

in place to carry out containment.  A combination of sanctions, no-fly zones in the north and 

south of the country, a strong military presence on Iraq's borders and U.N. inspections into 

Hussein's WMD programs awaited the Clinton administration.  They would utilize these 

instruments of power to keep Iraq contained and make some modest attempts at his 

removal.40  Ironically, the policy of containment itself made a policy of regime change less 

likely, as it made the use of military force less credible in the absence of a dramatic change in 

policy by Hussein.41 
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Overall, these policies enjoyed mixed results, but should be considered a limited 

success.  From time to time, Hussein would defy these international boundaries.  Generally 

speaking, he accepted a safe haven for the Kurds in the north of Iraq.  In 1992-1993, he 

attempted to defy the no-fly zones, but his challenge did not amount to much.  Hussein also 

made a brief incursion into the Kurdish north in 1996 in defiance of the United States.  

However, his most serious challenge to the multi-national regime lay in his repeated attempts 

to deceive United Nations Special Commission (UNSCOM) inspections, which triggered a 

number of standoffs between Iraq and the United States during the Clinton administration.42   

If anything, President Clinton was less hawkish than leaders in the U.S. Congress and 

the American public.  During his administration, President Clinton faced criticism for not 

applying more coercion against the Ba'ath state.  On the other hand, U.S. allies tended to be 

less supportive of containment.  France, Russia and China all became increasingly critical of 

the regime and agitated for an end to the sanctions.  This lack of international cohesion 

encouraged Hussein to continue his defiance and pursue his limited military options.43 

The ongoing sanctions themselves became a serious dilemma for the United States.  

They had become deeply unpopular in the region, due in part to the suffering they caused the 

Iraqi people.  Indeed, they may have accidentally strengthened Hussein's position within Iraq, 

as desperate and hungry people are unlikely to make revolutions.  In addition, they 

strengthened Hussein's control over the military and made a coup less likely.  At the same 

time, Hussein would hail any lifting of the sanctions as a major victory for his regime.  U.S. 

leaders would be reluctant to accept any policy that would be seen as a propaganda victory 
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for Hussein.  Indeed, by 2000 Hussein already boasted, "Where is Gorbachev, where is 

Mitterand, where is Bush?  They're all gone, and I'm still here!"44 

In addition to the ongoing sanctions, in 1998 the United States Congress passed the 

Iraq Liberation Act.  This law stated, "It should be the policy of the United States to support 

efforts to remove the regime headed by Saddam Hussein from power in Iraq and to promote 

the emergence of a democratic government to replace that regime."  While the Clinton 

administration proclaimed its enthusiasm for the ILA prior to its passage, it proved to be 

unenthusiastic in its implementation of the law.  Administration officials cited the difficulty 

of removing Hussein from power as the reason for their attitude. 

This happened in part because of the weaknesses of anti-Ba'ath opposition groups 

operating outside of Iraq.  They proved unable to cooperate with each other, they undermined 

the supposedly covert nature of their mission by using Internet sites to gain publicity, they 

lacked support from any of Iraq's neighbors and the United States proved reluctant to back 

such opposition groups when they faced crises.  One early example of this was in the 

immediate aftermath of the First Persian Gulf War, when President Bush chose not to 

intervene on behalf of the 1991 popular uprisings.45 

In 1999, President Clinton infuriated ILA supporters by naming Kenneth Pollack to 

the National Security Council.  Pollack, in a Foreign Affairs article, had derided the ILA as a 

fantasy that could very well lead to a new Bay of Pigs-style fiasco.  In mid-1999, the 

administration declined to offer military support to a congress of opposition groups to be held 

in Kurdistan, which enjoyed de facto independence from Baghdad.  While this lack of 
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support for regime change may have been frustrating to some, it is worth noting that 

historically, the leaders of totalitarian systems have remained there until the day they died.46 

In the final evaluation, containment was not without its successes.  While it was easy 

to be frustrated by Hussein's ongoing survival, for nine years dual containment kept Hussein 

from posing a threat to his neighbors.  Across the region, political and economic dynamics 

largely continued without interruption from Baghdad.  The Israeli-Palestinian peace process 

continued, though it was stalled by Israeli political developments rather than pressures from 

radical elements.  Jordan, Bahrain and Qatar all saw peaceful transfers of power.  However, 

the price for this relative stability in the region was paid by the Iraqi people, suffering under 

Hussein's dictatorship and U.S.-backed sanctions.47  

The Weaknesses of Dual Containment 

Sanctions 

While dual containment may have prevented Hussein from carrying out overt 

aggression, he still developed an intricate system around U.N. sanctions.  Before the First 

Gulf War, Hussein's wealth was estimated at $10 billion.  After a decade of sanctions, it had 

shrunk to somewhere between $2 billion and $7 billion.  He sustained his own wealth 

through a network of smuggling, kickbacks and other scams that racked up sizeable profits 

year after year.  In 1997, the U.N. set up the "Oil for Food" program to control Iraqi oil sales 

and supposedly alleviate the humanitarian crisis created by sanction.   

In between 1997 and 2001, Hussein made $6.6 billion in illegal revenue from oil 

smuggling and kickbacks.  Iraq would submit a price for its oil to the U.N., always 50 cents 
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per barrel below the going price.  Baghdad then levied an illegal surcharge on top of the 

U.N.-approved price, still providing oil at a discount to its customers.  Buyers would then 

write two checks.  One, for the U.N.-approved price, went to a U.N.-supervised bank in New 

York City.  The 30 cent kickback then went to an Iraqi bank account in Jordan.  Over ten 

months in 2000 and 2001 alone, this surcharge netted Hussein approximately $175 million.  

Ironically, U.S. firms became the largest purchasers of Iraqi oil, although often through 

intermediaries that paid kickbacks to Baghdad.  The "surcharges" paid by middlemen were 

passed onto refineries and ultimately came out of the wallets of American consumers.   

Hussein made even more by smuggling oil outside of U.N. supervision.  In early 

2003, Iraq was smuggling 1 million barrel shiploads of oil through the Persian Gulf that were 

sold on the world market.  Hussein's sons, Uday and Qusay Hussein, were also involved in 

cigarette-smuggling rings worth several hundred million dollars and smuggling diesel into 

Iraq's neighbors via trucks.  While some of this money paid for the grand palaces Hussein's 

family held around the country, about $10 billion was invested in bank accounts and 

investments around the world (including the French media group Hachette), nearly all of it 

well-hidden.48   

By the time of the Second Palestinian Intifada, Iraq possessed sufficient wealth to 

launch a unilateral embargo of crude oil to protest Israeli military efforts in the Palestinian 

territories.  This, along with Hussein's support for Palestinian suicide bombers, won him 

widespread admiration in the Middle East.  Iraq's slowly returning prosperity even led 

Hussein's propagandists to proclaim that Iraq was the ultimate victor of the First Gulf War.49  

Nonetheless, it is worth noting that a dictator who once endangered Saudi Arabia and stood 
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poised to control the Middle East's vast oil reserves was now reduced to covert acts of 

aggression such as supporting Palestinian suicide bombers. 

WMD Programs 

Another weakness in the containment regime was the struggle to bring Hussein's 

WMD program under control.  Hussein's involvement with weapons of mass destruction 

(WMD), which ultimately became the trigger for the Second Persian Gulf War in 2003, 

began in 1974.  At that time, he was vice president of Iraq.  He formed the Committee for 

Strategic Development (CSD) with his brother-in-law, the Iraqi army's chief of staff and his 

deputy Adnan Hamdani as members.  The committee's secrecy was so great that even 

President al-Bakr didn't know what the CSD was doing.  They skimmed 5% of Iraq's oil 

income for acquiring WMD.  Hussein also set up a repatriation program for Arab scientists 

and engineers not only from Iraq, but the entire Middle East.  Since no action was taken to 

prevent supplier countries from providing Baghdad with necessary supplies, Hussein's 

program took off.  Indeed, Hussein's efforts to obtain WMD won him a great deal of support 

throughout the Arab world, where many hoped to see an Arab state become nuclear in order 

to challenge Israel and its sizeable nuclear arsenal.50    

Nonetheless, by 1981, Hussein's reactor at Osiraq was half-built and ravaged by 

Hussein's occasional fits of arbitrary dismissals and jailing of scientists.  In that year, Israel 

made a bombing run against the Osiraq reactor.  While the Osiraq raid is widely considered a 

success, it in fact spurred Hussein to move beyond vague aspirations and commit to a 

dedicated nuclear weapons project.  After the strike, Hussein released Iraq's top nuclear 
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scientist, Jafar Dhia Jafar, from house arrest and made him head of Iraq's nuclear program 

once more.  The attack reawakened the nationalist pride of Iraqi scientists, and for a time the 

program progressed.   

However in the mid-1980s the program was taken over by Hussein Kamel al-Majid, 

Hussein's son-in-law.  His poor and ham-fisted leadership retarded the program and his 

aggressive pursuit of black market materials triggered to aggressive counter-proliferation 

efforts.  This project went on for ten years (it is worth noting that most industrialized states 

can develop nuclear arms within five years, according to a former chief of Israeli 

intelligence).  During the First Gulf War, the United States launched an aggressive campaign 

to bomb Iraq's nuclear sites.  Most of these bombs missed their targets, but massive losses 

incurred by the war prompted Hussein to effectively terminate his nuclear program.51 

Stopping Iraq's WMD programs proved to be the most challenging aspect of "Dual 

Containment."  On the one hand, Hussein's progress on his WMD programs largely ground to 

a halt.  In spite of this success, the larger objectives of determining the extent of Iraq's WMD 

programs, destroying them and preventing the Ba'ath regime from rebuilding them had not 

been achieved.52  In the aftermath of the First Gulf War, international inspectors were 

shocked to find large and well-equipped nuclear facilities in Iraq.  However, years of 

authoritarian mismanagement left Iraq's nuclear scientists exhausted, cynical and divided.  

This poor management, as much as any American effort, kept nuclear armaments out of 

Hussein's hands.53  Indeed, one of the main purposes of the often-controversial sanctions 

regime was to put more pressure on Hussein to cooperate with WMD inspectors.     
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When the inspections regime began, Hussein thought they would be easy to deceive 

or bribe.  This soon proved false and Hussein was forced to give up substantial quantities of 

his arsenal.  WMD inspectors in Iraq had to endure an ongoing cat-and-mouse game with the 

Iraqi authorities.  In August 1995, the defection of Hussein Kamel revealed much about 

Iraq's concealed WMD programs.  In April 1997, Rolf Ekeus reported to the U.N. Security 

Council that after six years, they had little knowledge of Iraq's remaining WMD capability.  

Ekeus noted that even a small number of long-range missiles fit with VX could cause the 

deaths of millions if launched at an urban area.   

The publicity about Hussein's arsenal helped to generate intense fear among his 

neighbors.  One of the main advantages of Iraq's WMD programs, even though they were 

greatly reduced, was the fear it inspired among Iraq's neighbors and internal dissidents.  In 

1991, Kurds had fled in terror when Iraqi soldiers dropped bags of flour from helicopters.  

King Fahd of Saudi Arabia once told a Kuwaiti diplomat that his fears about Baghdad's 

WMD arsenal kept him awake at night.  To strip Hussein of the great psychological 

advantage that his small remaining arsenal gave him, they would have to account for every 

remaining missile, chemical weapon and the equipment utilized to manufacture them.54   

This leads us to a question.  Why were no WMD found in the aftermath of the 

invasion and occupation of Iraq?  There are a number of theories.  Within the British 

government, there is a belief that Hussein and his inner circle were deceived about the extent 

of their WMD arsenal.  According to this theory, lower-ranking Iraqi officers told the senior 

leadership that their arsenal was much stronger than it was so Hussein would not know that 

his critical WMD had either been destroyed or were no longer useable.55 



28 
 

The weakness of "dual containment" were considerable, but they were not 

insurmountable.  Obviously, Hussein's ability to get around U.N.-backed sanctions likely 

helped to sustain his regime and his personal wealth.  In addition, the UNSCOM inspections 

likely kept Hussein from easily and freely developing his WMD program.  However, its 

inability to fully account for Hussein's remaining stockpiles allowed Hussein to maintain a 

potent psychological edge over his neighbors and his subjects.  As with so many other 

aspects of American policy towards Iraq, this policy preserved an uneasy peace in spite of 

many shortcomings. 

Regime Change 

In 1992, the United States government grew to realize that liberating Kuwait would 

not be enough to rid Iraq of the Ba'ath regime.  It began looking for domestic opposition 

groups to support.  That year, Iraqi opposition groups met in northern Iraq and established 

the Iraqi National Congress (INC).  "Dual containment" strategy called for both sanctions 

and supporting Iraqi opposition groups.  However, neither Presidents Bush nor Clinton were 

serious about toppling the Ba'ath regime.  In all likelihood, the ultimate hope of Presidents 

Bush and Clinton was to keep steady pressure on the regime and hope for a coup.56   

Three months after the success of Operation Desert Storm, President Bush signed an 

order authorizing the CIA to mount covert operations aimed at undermining Hussein and his 

regime.  However, as Frank Anderson, the chief of the Near East Division of the agency's 

Directorate of Operations, explained, "We didn't have a single mechanism or combination of 

mechanisms with which I could create a plan to get rid of Saddam at that time.57  Thus, it is 

not surprising that these efforts came to little.   
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While containment was possible, hoping for a coup was an empty dream.  Hussein, 

who had helped organize his party's coup in 1968, all but made himself immune to a military 

coup.  The repressive measures he used were nearly Stalinist in their intensity.  In 1983, 

ninety members of one family were arrested because of one member's political activities.  

Sixteen of them were executed.  Ba'ath security services were highly effective an infiltrating 

potential opposition groups and any form of popular resistance was all but impossible.  These 

extreme measures were the only ones that could keep the hated Ba'ath regime in place.  After 

Hussein's defeat in the First Gulf War, fourteen out of eighteen provinces revolted against 

Ba'ath rule.58   

Any hope of organizing popular resistance to Hussein within Iraq was effectively 

crushed in 1996, when the government moved against INC offices in northern Iraq.  Over 

100 people from the INC troops were arrested and executed.  Iraqi troops raided INC offices, 

confiscated all the equipment, computers and documents.  In spite of this extreme repression 

and marginal support from the United States government, the INC and other opposition 

groups wrote slogans on walls and streets and distributed leaflets.59  However, this was not 

enough to seriously challenge a highly effective police state.  This demonstrates how difficult 

it is to undermine an established police state by supporting domestic opposition groups.  Any 

policy dealing with rogue states must consider this. 

In a January 26, 1998 open letter to President Clinton, the Project for the New 

American Century (PNAC) argued that the "only acceptable policy" toward Hussein needed 

to work towards his removal.  These individuals included numerous men who served in the 

George W. Bush administration (2001-2009).  Dick Cheney, Donald Rumsfeld, Paul 
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Wolfowitz, John Bolton, Richard Armitage and Zalmay Khalizad.  The open letter argued 

that a policy of regime change would be the only "one that eliminates the possibility that Iraq 

will be able to use or threaten to use weapons of mass destruction."  The letter further argued 

that simply a willingness to utilize military force as a diplomatic instrument had failed and 

that American foreign policy needed to focus on regime change.60   

 Considering how many members of PNAC found positions in the George W. Bush 

administration, it is not surprising that Hussein became a topic of discussion early in its 

history.  According to Paul O'Neill, who served as Secretary of the Treasury from 2001 to 

2003, President Bush began discussions about regime change in Iraq soon after he took 

office.  The Office of Special Plans, a subproject of the Department of Defense's Near East 

and South Asia Bureau (NESA) was formed by Deputy Secretary of Defense Wolfowitz and 

Under-Secretary of Defense for Policy Douglas Feith.  The OSP was tasked, as Rumsfeld put 

it, to "search for information on Iraq's hostile intentions or links to terrorists."  Numerous 

reports suggest that the OSP was formed to bypass the CIA, the Defense Intelligence Agency 

and the State Department, which had been skeptical about the threat posed by the Ba'ath 

state.   

 The OSP mainly relied on Iraqi exiles for intelligence, especially the Iraqi National 

Congress (INC) headed by Ahmed Chalabi.  The CIA had all but disavowed the INC because 

they were wholly ineffective as rebels against Hussein.  In addition, after 1996 the CIA 

determined that the INC had no real intelligence to provide.  Indeed, the distrust between the 

CIA and INC was so great that CIA officials would not even interview defectors brought out 

of Iraq by the INC and tried to discredit their information as late as 2002.61  Chalabi, the head 
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of the INC, had lived in exile for 25 years.  His career as a banker had left a trail of lawsuits 

and investigations, along with a conviction for fraud in Jordan (albeit in absentia).  During 

the 1990s, Chalabi had attempted to forment an insurrection against Ba'ath rule in Iraq.  They 

were so botched that his CIA handlers referred to the endeavor as the "Bay of Goats."  His 

case officers had also complained about endemic fraud in his accounts.62  Without a doubt, 

this man was a questionable source of intelligence.  It also demonstrates that aggressive 

attempts at regime change were based on dubious intelligence.   

 Attempts at regime change must be considered the greatest failure in America's pre-

war policy towards Iraq.  To be sure, neither President George H.W. Bush nor President 

Clinton were especially serious about regime change.  However, even if they had been, they 

were hamstrung by weak Iraqi opposition groups and the fact that Baghdad sat at the center 

of a highly effective and barbaric police state.  However, it is highly questionable if regime 

change was necessary.  The fact that pro-regime change officials in the Bush administration 

turned to a questionable source of intelligence demonstrates that, in spite of its weakness, 

dual containment had achieved its objectives. 

 Operation Iraqi Freedom 

 George W. Bush came to office with little experience in foreign policy himself, but 

surrounded by a distinguished foreign policy team.  At first, President Bush was not 

particularly concerned with Iraq.  The administration's main priority was setting up a missile 

defense shield to protect the United States from intercontinental ballistic missiles, which 
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were proliferating around the world.63  However, as with all things, the September 11, 2001 

terrorist attacks changed the context in which Iraq was viewed. 

The United States government presented its case for war in the context of the global 

war on terror which began with the catastrophic attacks of September 11, 2001.64  The 

principal reason for the United States-led invasion of Iraq was Saddam Hussein's possession 

of weapons of mass destruction (WMDs) and his links with international terrorists.  The 

United States government also realized that the harsh sanctions imposed by the U.N. in the 

1990s had turned into a humanitarian disaster for Iraq. On February 5, 2003, U.S. Secretary 

of State Colin Powell told the United Nations Security Council that Saddam was 

manufacturing WMDs, which given his terrorist connections, represented a grave danger to 

the U.S.  In addition, Hussein had a long history of reckless aggression.65  Some Bush 

administration officials, most notably Deputy Security of Defense Paul Wolfowitz, were 

idealistic interventionists who believed that overthrowing Hussein would promote democracy 

in the Middle East.66   

 Hussein did not necessarily think strategically, but seized opportunities as they arose.  

During the lead-up to the Iraq war, Hussein attempted to undermine an emerging 

international coalition through unconventional means.  He found an effective issue to exploit 

in the Palestinian crisis.  Hussein offered $25,000 to the family of every suicide bomber and 

family made homeless by Israeli military efforts won wide admiration in the Middle East.  In 

addition to sponsoring Palestinian terrorism, he quietly pursued reconciliation efforts with 

Saudi Arabia and Kuwait to undercut regional support for a war against him.67 
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Early planning for the war was marred by lingering friction between the Army and 

the leadership of the Department of Defense.  Some of these issues had carried over from the 

Clinton administration, but these problems worsened because of poor relations between 

Secretary Rumsfeld and senior Army leadership.  Indeed, the military leadership had an 

established tradition of "slow rolling" initiatives from civilian leadership who may well be 

gone in a few years.68 

The war that the United States government launched on March 21, 2003 (it was still 

March 20 in the United States) was a conventional war that pitted the American military 

against that of the Ba'ath regime.  The U.S. invasion force consisted of less than three Army 

divisions, a Marine division and a British division.  The entire force amounted to 145,000 

troops, half the size of the force originally requested by General Anthony Zinni.  It went to 

war against a weakened Iraqi military which was only one-third the size it had been in 1991, 

but still had 400,000 troops and 4,000 tanks.   

The 3rd Infantry Division hurried 90 miles from the Kuwaiti border to An Nasiriyah, 

where it seized control of bridges that spanned the Euphrates River.  After turning them over 

to the Marine division in Iraq, the 3rd Infantry moved against Karbala.  Meanwhile, the 

Marines crossed the Euphrates and headed north.69  While the charge from Kuwait to 

Baghdad went swiftly, it was hampered by long and vulnerable supply lines.  An additional 

obstacle emerged on March 24, when a sandstorm and rainstorm descended on Iraq, 

grounding the force's helicopters and bogging down many troops.  One soldier compared it to 

being in a storm of mud.   
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Even with these minor setbacks, the American advantage in the air proved to be 

decisive.  When three Republican Guard divisions moved southwest of Baghdad, American 

bombers destroyed them before they even got near U.S. and British forces.  This defeat 

crippled Iraqi morale.  On April 3, the 3rd Infantry  took Saddam International Airport 

outside Baghdad.  Two days later, it launched the first of two "thunder runs," massive 

charges of tanks and armored vehicles, into the Iraqi capital.70  This vividly demonstrated the 

strength of U.S. military doctrine of focusing on the enemy capital rather than enemy units.71  

This demonstrated how much the regime and the Iraqi military had deteriorated during the 

1990s.72  Even though Hussein still had the ability to destroy all domestic opposition, his 

forces proved woefully ineffective against an American assault.   

While American military strategy was extremely effective, the lack of postwar 

planning showed itself soon after American forces took Baghdad.  Crowds of vandals looted 

government buildings.  They even attacked beloved institutions of Iraqi heritage, such as the 

national museum, the state archives and Iraq's national library.  American soldiers, who had 

received no orders about how to deal with looters, simply stood to the side as looters carried 

out their task.73   

Even though the invasion of Iraq was a phenomenal success from a military 

standpoint, these incidents soon demonstrated how a lack of planning for the postwar 

occupation would undermine the U.S. occupation and undermine this smashing victory.  It 

also foreshadowed the difficulty that the United States would have in crafting an effective 

and democratic post-Hussein government.  The issues with postwar planning could easily 
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warrant separate study, however the invasion did bring about the end of Hussein's regime and 

the end of Iraq's history as a rogue state.  However, the invasion and occupation of Iraq serve 

as a reminder that the military instrument should be utilized to achieve military ends.  In 

regards to political reconciliation and reconstruction, it is of limited use.  Finally, the fact 

remains that dual containment had succeeded in restraining Hussein's regional ambitions up 

until 2003, so the Second Gulf War was of questionable necessity. 

Conclusions 

However, it should be noted that American policy towards Iraq demonstrates some 

dangers of the containment strategy.  Supporting Iraqi opposition groups proved to be futile 

in the face of an effective and barbaric police state.  It also demonstrates the dangers of 

relying too much on such groups.  The most fervent interventionists in the George W. Bush 

administration allowed themselves to be deceived by Iraqi opposition groups that had little 

valuable intelligence and were out of touch with the realities of Iraqi politics.  Hussein was 

able to find his way around sanctions and continue to keep his regime awash in cash.  

Overall, the policy of dual containment can still be considered a limited success, as while 

Hussein clung to power he was not able to threaten his neighbors or disrupt their internal 

politics.  On the other hand, the 2003 military intervention in Iraq can be considered a case of 

study of winning a smashing victory on the battlefield only to see that victory tarnished by a 

series of failures in postwar planning.  The American intervention in Iraq demonstrates the 

limits of the military instrument of power.  While it can be very effective against military 

targets, it is of limited use in matters of postwar reconstruction and fostering national 

reconciliation.     
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Chapter Two:  Iran 

The Iranian Revolution 

In the 1970s the Iranian public had many reasons to be discontent with the regime of 

Shah Mohammed Reza Pahlavi.  Iran's wealth had exploded thanks to skyrocketing oil prices 

in the 1970s, but most of it went to the shah and his courtiers.  Meanwhile, rural Iran endured 

collectivization that forced many Iranian farmers onto government-run properties.  As 

peasants fled the countryside for Iran's cities, critical housing shortages that left them living 

in sprawling shantytowns.  While Iranians lived in poverty, many of the jobs in the 

burgeoning oil sector went to foreign workers.  On top of these problems, the Iranian 

education system emphasized Islamic studies, leaving many graduates unable to find 

employment.  In short, most Iranians did not benefit from the tremendous wealth generated 

by the country's oil boom.1 

In part because Iran was the only Shiite Muslim nation, Iranians were a deeply 

religious people and saw it as a source of strength and guidance.  The 1960s and 1970s saw a 

deepening of religious fervor as peasants struggled to live in the unfamiliar and bewildering 

slums.  Embracing religion also served as a means to defy the secular regime, which stripped 

the Shiite clergy of their land and closed down religious organizations.  The Ayatollah 

Khomeini benefited from these trends.  While he lived in exile in Najaf, mosques across Iran 

played his sermons on cassette tapes.  His attacks on the shah, his court and the secret police 

grew popular.  Khomeini's acolytes within Iran created a nationwide network to spread his 

message.2 
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In January 1979, protests broke out when the regime published an editorial criticizing 

Khomeini.3  Multiple factions ranging from Marxists to clerical revolutionaries and 

organizations that espoused a combination of Marxism and Islam joined the protests.  In the 

1940s, Khomeini published a seminal work called Hukumat-i Islami, in which he rejected 

Shiite orthodox thought and called for the clergy to assume power.  It also denounced any 

other source of power as illegitimate.  In February 1979, Khomeini made his triumphant 

return to Iran.  Three million people came to greet the imam.4  In November, a combination 

of massive protests and a blundering response by the shah brought down the regime.5  Over 

the next two years, Khomeini used a combination of political maneuvering and terrorism to 

outmaneuver other revolutionary rivals and impose his vision upon Iran.6   

The Revolutionary Movement in Power 

Iranian policymakers of all stripes held the United States to be responsible for the 

despotic and wasteful rule of Shah Mohammed Reza Pahlavi.  Fearing that the U.S. 

government would try to stop the revolution, its leaders routinely made inflammatory anti-

U.S. statements.7  For the United States and the West, the loss of the shah was devastating.  

An American ally was replaced by a regime which, even though it occasionally made 

conciliatory gestures towards the Gulf states, was ideologically committed to dominating the 

Gulf region.   

It was initially unclear what the Ayatollah Khomeini intended to do in regards to the 

United States.8  The months between the start of the revolution and the 1979 hostage seizures 

saw steadily growing tensions between the United States and Iran.  These tensions climaxed 
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in October 1979, the United States gave the shah refuge.9  By that time, interim Prime 

Minister Bazargan and Khomeini's followers were locked in a fateful confrontation.  While 

Khomeini supporters had seized the wealth of the old regime and undermined Bazargan's 

government, they needed a crisis to displace Bazargan.   

On November 4, 1979, a group of Iranian students, convinced the United States was 

planning a coup (as it had in 1953), stormed the U.S. embassy and seized the 66 hostages.  

Unable to resolve this crisis, Bazargan resigned and a clerical-backed constitution won a 

popular referendum less than a month later.  The mullahs, in spite of the fact that their 

belated support for taking American hostages branded their nation as a rogue state in the 

minds of American policymakers, relished their humiliation of the "Great Satan."10 

President Carter was vilified by his political opponents for his supposed weakness in 

the face of radical Islam.  However, Carter imposed sanctions upon Iran, froze their sizeable 

assets in the U.S., constructed an international consensus against the Islamic Republic and 

refused to yield to popular support for military action.  It is worth noting that a military attack 

would have almost certainly endangered the hostages.  Other military options, such as mining 

Iranian harbors, would not have ended the crisis.11   

When President Carter used the military, a fiasco ensued.  This complicated operation 

involved flying U.S. Special Forces to a desert location, switch aircraft and fly to Tehran, 

where they would assault the compound where the prisoners were being held.  It would have 

been difficult to execute such an operation under any circumstances.  On April 25, 1980, a 

sandstorm brought down one of the helicopters, killing eight soldiers.  This fiasco likely 
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helped to prolong the crisis.  It was only after the clerics took control of the country that the 

clerics reconsidered.  The hostages were released the day Ronald Reagan became president.12 

The war between Iran and Iraq was one of the longest conflicts in the history of the 

modern Middle East.  Successful revolutionaries often seek to spread beyond their borders, 

and the Ayatollah Khomeini was no different.  Given its religious nature, it took a binary 

view of global politics, seeing themselves as the forces of piety battling a satanic order, 

embodied by secular Arab republics.  The clerical regime, acting on this ideology, quickly 

alienated its neighbors by violently denouncing secular Sunni sheikdoms in the Gulf for their 

ties to the United States and for keeping their Shiite minorities in second-class status.13 

Khomeini's message of Shiite empowerment got an enthusiastic reception in Iraq.  

Riots broke out in the Shiite holy cities of Najaf and Karbal.  Shiite militants even attempt to 

assassinate Vice President Tariq Aziz.  In addition, Khomeini's claims to regional hegemony 

unnerved Hussein, who had similar aspirations.14  The year 1982 proved to be pivotal year in 

Iran's relations with much of the world.  That year, Tehran spurned offers to mediate peace 

and proceeded with their own invasion of Iraq.  The Soviet Union feared that the Ba'ath Party 

would be replaced with an Islamist state, souring them on Tehran.15   

In 1982, Iran established itself as a rogue state not only to the United States, but in the 

eyes much of the world.  Between the 1979 revolution and 1982, Iran established many 

precedents for future behavior.  Khomeini's contempt for world opinion, his support for 

terrorism and unconventional means of propagating Iranian power all set precedents for 
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future Iranian behavior.  Furthermore, its grandiose claims to exercise greater influence in the 

Persian Gulf influenced Iranian policy for years.  

The Islamic Republic and Terrorism 

The new government in Iran quickly turned to unconventional warfare as a means to 

propagate its influence.  Tehran supports a number of terrorist groups, including Hamas, 

Hezbollah and Palestinian Islamic Jihad, as proxies.  These groups combined militant Islam 

with rabid extremism.  Thanks in large part to Iran, they have become embedded on Israel's 

borders.  Hamas in Gaza, Hezbollah in southern Lebanon and the Muslim Brotherhood in 

Egypt.  Since November 1979, Tehran and its proxies have been involved in many terrorist 

actions.16  Tehran supported Hezbollah in order to strike at American, French and Israeli 

targets within Lebanon.  It also supported radical Shiite groups on the Arabian peninsula to 

strike at their real and perceived enemies or to threaten U.S. interests in the region.17 

One terrorist group that Iran is especially involved with is Hezbollah.  The Islamist 

movement emerged among Lebanese Shiite Muslims after the Israeli occupation of Lebanon 

in 1982.  The "Party of God" was assisted by 1,500 Revolutionary Guards and took their 

ideological inspiration from the Iran's revolution.  Hezbollah cells have expanded and 

strengthened ever since.  Their current objective is "liberating" Jerusalem and the 

annihilation of Israel.  Hezbollah still receives substantial amounts of financial, training, 

weapons, explosives and organizational aid from Iran and Syria.  Its financial and military 

assistance is probably worth approximately $25-50 million.18  While Tehran insists that it 
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does not support terrorists, in a matter of semantics it dubs such groups "liberation 

movements." 

In 1982, the U.S. attempted to support the Israeli occupation of Lebanon, which 

sought to establish a Christian government friendly to Israel.19  Iran quickly retaliated.  In 

1983, U.S. embassy in Beirut was bombed by Hezbollah, killing sixty-one and wounding 120 

people.  That same year, the U.S. Marine headquarters in Beirut was bombed, killing 241 

people and wounding 80.  A September 26, 1983 intelligence intercept revealed that Tehran 

ordered the attack through its embassy in Lebanon."20 

While the United States has accused the Islamic Republic of sponsoring terrorist 

groups ever since the 1979 Revolution, this allegation has taken on extra significance since 

September 11, 2001.  Following harsh criticism by President Bush and his administration's 

senior officials, in October 2007 the United States government added Iran's Revolutionary 

Guards Corps to its list of foreign terrorist organizations.  Both the Bush and Obama 

administrations have linked sanctions against Iran to its support for militants.  In June 2010, 

the U.N. Security Council approved a fourth of sanctions against the IRGC.21 

Iran is likely one of the most aggressive proponents of terrorism in the Middle East.  

It does so in part to increase its influence and attempt to spread its revolutionary   While the 

United States government has long imposed sanctions against the Islamic Republic because 

of this, it was only after September 11, 2001 that this issue became urgent.  Unfortunately, 

sanctions have not fundamentally changed Iran's behavior.  Given Iran's aggressive pursuit of 
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nuclear weapons (which will be discussed later), its long-standing support for terrorism is a 

serious concern.       

Iran-Contra 

The withdrawal of U.S. forces from Lebanon after the Beirut attacks was an 

important lesson for the Islamic Republic and the rest of the region.  Iran and its allies came 

to believe that asymmetric warfare could negate America's conventional advantages.  In 

Lebanon's tit-for-tat politics, the abduction of ordinary citizens was the norm.  Soon after the 

American withdrawal, American clergymen, journalists and even intelligence officials were 

abducted by militants tied to Tehran.22  Iran would also target governments in the Persian 

Gulf.  Even if terrorism did not lead to a U.S. withdrawal from the Gulf sheikdoms, they 

could increase the domestic price these governments had to pay for their support of U.S. 

policies.23   

The hostage takings in Lebanon and the growing pressure on Iran from its long war 

with Iraq led to the so-called Iran-contra scandal.  Tehran's inability to secure victory over 

Hussein and the economic burdens of the war created a popular backlash.  As the war 

dragged on, the Iranian army (still using equipment procured from the U.S. under the shah) 

was in desperate need of spare parts.  Operation Staunch, implemented by President Reagan, 

closed off many avenues for Iran obtain armaments from either Europe or the United 

States.24  

Operation Staunch was one of the most effective instruments of power that the 

Reagan administration used against Iran, yet its later actions undermined it.  The Iran-Iraq 
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war created a massive potential market for arms merchants.  At least thirty-nine countries 

shipped arms either to Iran or Iraq since the war started, often to both powers.  Beginning in 

1983, Special Ambassador Richard Fairbanks and his staff made a tour of U.S. allies abroad, 

speaking with diplomats, intelligence officers and arms industry officials, persuading them to 

stop arms sales to Tehran.  Sometimes, common geopolitical interests carried the day, but 

other times they won support by threatening to terminate U.S. licensing agreements.  

Fairbanks himself remarked, "It might not have been a 100% success, but we definitely 

managed to stop most major weapons systems from reaching Iran from U.S. allies."  By the 

time Fairbanks retired from public life, Iran's foreign arms supplies came almost exclusively 

from the Eastern bloc.25 

However, even during the war Israel was certain it could rebuild its alliance with Iran.  

The so-called periphery doctrine called for improving relations with non-Arab Middle 

Eastern states to relieve Israel's isolation and pressure Arab government.  Even the rise of a 

virulently anti-Semitic revolution in Iran did not change Israeli belief in this doctrine.  

Certain that the revolutionary government would give way to traditional Persian nationalism, 

Israel saw the situation as a chance to forge ties with moderates in Tehran.26 

In the summer of 1985, Michael A. Ledeen, a consultant to the National Security 

Council, was introduced to Iranian businessman Manucher Ghorbanifar.  The latter claimed 

to have contacts in the highest levels of Khomeini's regime and proposed swapping American 

hostages in Lebanon for American-made weapons.  The issue was all the more urgent 

because the CIA's station chief in Lebanon, William Buckley, was reported to have broken 
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down under torture (in fact, he died in captivity).  In addition, Ledeen was unaware that 

Ghorbanifar had been rejected by the CIA as a "dangerous fabricator." 

However, Mr. Ledeen was impressed and his meeting marked the start the Iran-contra 

scandal.  While President Reagan claimed that the ensuing arms deals with Iran were part of 

a strategy to reopen ties with Tehran, Mr. Ledeen argued that the president was focused on 

saving the hostages.  At a White House meeting in December 1985, President Reagan 

insisted on pursuing an arms-for-hostages deal despite the opposition of Secretary of State 

George Shultz.  President Reagan reportedly said, "I don't care if I have to go to 

Leavenworth; I want the hostages out."  In time, the program was seized from Ledeen by 

Oliver North, who had earlier suggested diverting funds to contras resisting the Sandinista 

regime in Nicaragua.27 

Tehran's repeated failure to free all the American hostages, despite their promises and 

the delivery of so many weapons, should have stopped the affair at several points.  However, 

the scandal created a peculiar inter-dependence.  President Reagan, like President Carter 

before him, was bound and determined to save all the hostages held by the Iranians.  Mr. 

North wanted more arms sales to fund the anti-Sandinista guerrillas.  Israel hoped to preserve 

a link to Tehran, Tehran wanted more armaments and Mr. Ghorbanifar, who acted as 

middleman, wanted more money.  All these issues kept the scandal going on longer than it 

should have.  In the end, a combination of greed and blundering stupidity ended this chapter 

in American diplomacy.  North, hoping for greater profit, bypassed Ghorbanifar and his 

contact Moshen Kengarlou (an intelligence chief in Tehran) with a new channel to Iran.  
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However, Kengarlou retaliated against the United States by seizing three more hostages in 

Beirut in autumn 1987.28   

As is always the case when dealing with Iran, policymakers must always bear in mind 

that Tehran is divided between revolutionary factions competing for power and influence.  In 

the mid-1980s, President Ali Khamenei hoped to project an image of pragmatism in Iran's 

foreign policy.  To that end, he tried to rein in extra-government bodies such as the Bureau of 

Assistance to the Islamic Liberation Movements in the World, led by Seyyed Mehdi 

Hashemi.  To retaliate, Hashemi and his cohorts leaked information about secret contacts 

between the Reagan administration and then-parliamentary speaker Hashemi Rafsanjani.  

The information Hashemi leaked proved to be the start of the notorious Iran-contra scandal.29   

The Iran-contra affair must count as one of the greatest blunders by the United States 

government in dealing with Iran.  The seven American hostages in Lebanon were not freed 

until December 1991.  The retreat from Lebanon and Iran-contra appeared to confirm to 

Tehran that the United states would retreat under pressure.  This set a pattern for aggressive 

Iranian behavior up through the Khobar Towers bombings of 1996.  By selling several 

thousand missiles and parts for several thousand more to Iran, the U.S. badly undermined its 

own arms embargo against Iran.  The affair also made the Gulf states wary of looking to the 

U.S. to protect them from Iran, which later undermined their support for the First Gulf War.30  

After the embarrassing debacle of Iran-contra, American policy towards Iran became 

defensive and reactive.  In some ways, that trend has continued to the present day.  The 

United States did initiate policies toward Tehran, but they tended to be driven by the tone and 

actions set by Iran.31 
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End of the Iran-Iraq War 

While the Iranians had held off Iraq's better-equipped, technologically advanced and 

Western-supported military for eight years, by 1988, public support for the Iran-Iraq war had 

crumbled within the Islamic Republic.  Pasdaran units even held public demonstrations 

calling for "forgiving" Saddam Hussein.  Draft dodging grew while volunteers for the 

military declined.  In February of that year, Iraq revised its SCUD missiles (with European 

assistance) so it could strike Tehran itself.  In April, Iraq reformed its army and secured the 

al-Faw peninsula with its first successful offensive since 1980.  Iran's war effort appeared to 

be on the verge of collapse. 

In addition, the United States carried out an offensive against Iran's navy, one of the 

few that the United States directly utilized the military instrument of power against the 

Islamic Republic.  In April 1988, Iran had laid a new minefield in the Gulf in anticipation of 

an American convoy passing through the area.  When the convoy sailed through, the frigate 

Samuel B. Roberts struck a mine and wounded ten sailors.  On April 18, the U.S. Navy 

responded with Operation Praying Mantis.  American ships destroyed three offshore oil 

platforms that the Pasdaran had utilized to attack unfriendly shipping in the Gulf.  A 

combination of Iranian light attack craft, F-4 Phantoms and even large warships challenged 

U.S. forces.  When the Iranian missile boat Joshan fired a Harpoon missile an American 

cruiser and was promptly sunk.  An Iranian frigate, the Sahand, fired on planes from the 

U.S.S. Enterprise and suffered the same fate.  Another Iranian frigate, the Sabalan, was 

crippled by 500-pound laser-guided bomb.   
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Operation Praying Mantis convinced Iran's admirals that they could not take on the 

U.S. Navy.  However, in July (after another crushing defeat at the hands of Iraqi forces at the 

Battle of the Hawizeh Marshes), Iranian fast attack craft attempted to engage Gulf shipping 

not far from a U.S. Navy surface action group.  The American ships moved to engage the fast 

attack craft and engaged the Iranian navy.  During the battle, the U.S. warship Vincennes 

mistook Iran Air Flight 655 for an Iranian F-14 and shot it down, killing all 290 passengers.  

While the shooting was a tragic accident, Tehran was fully convinced it was deliberate.  The 

international community was largely silent about the tragedy, which drove home to Iran's 

leaders how utterly they had isolated themselves.  Shortly afterwards, Majles Speaker 

Hashemi Rafsanjani and a council of Army commanders decided that Iran had to end the 

war.  Not long afterwards, the Ayatollah Khomeini himself was persuaded to end the war.32  

It is ironic that one of the Reagan administration's most effective actions against the regime 

stemmed from an accident.      

In conclusion, while President Reagan took strong steps to contain the Iranian 

revolutionary state, his results were mixed.  During the 1980s, the United States lacked a set 

of clearly defined goals in its dealings with Iran and a strategy that would achieve those 

goals.  To American policymakers, Iran appeared so bizarre and ferociously anti-American 

that extensive involvement with it would only bring the country to grief (the failed Lebanese 

intervention and Iran-contra appeared to bear out that attitude).  While the Reagan 

administration did everything it could to avoid a confrontation with Iran before the conflict in 

the Persian Gulf, it would fall to later administrations to develop a clear "Iran policy."33 

The Khobar Towers Bombing 
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After the death of Khomeini, Iran held presidential elections in 1989.  Its winner was 

Hashemi Rafsanjani, one of the architects of making peace with Iraq just a year earlier.  His 

initial moves showed promise.  He appointed a cabinet which marginalized (though not 

excluded) radicals and favored technocratic competence over revolutionary fervor.  

Rafsanjani sought better relations with the United States, largely in recognition of the United 

States' dominant position in the world.  In some of his early moves, he helped to free the 

remaining American hostages in Lebanon by 1990-1991.  However, anti-Americanism 

remained a powerful force in Iranian politics.  He soon faced ferocious denunciations by 

Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khameini and other leading radicals.34 

Rafsanjani's overtures to the United States were badly undermined by ongoing 

terrorist attacks carried out by groups aligned to the Islamic Republic.  Many of them were 

carried out by hard-line elements within the theocracy who wanted no part of a reconciliation 

with the "Great Satan."  These attacks also had the effect of undermining President 

Rafsanjani's attempts to normalize Iran's relations with both the Gulf states and the United 

States.  It should be noted that Rafsanjani's failure was likely not duplicity, but in failing to 

impose discipline upon the multi-level theocracy he presided over.35 

This problem, peculiar to Iran, is demonstrated by an incident during the First Gulf 

War. Ayatollah Khomeini's "Political and Divine Testament" advised the Revolutionary 

Guards to not get involved in politics or join any particular parties.  This would allow them to 

"preserve and maintain your military prowess and be immune to internal division and 

dispute."  However, in 1991, as the United States deployed tens of thousands of troops to 

Saudi Arabia for Operation Desert Storm, mutinous units of the Revolutionary Guards, acting 
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allegedly with the blessings of Ahmad Khomeini, tried to launch missile attacks against 

coalition forces in Saudi Arabia in order to provoke a war between Iran and the United 

States.  Regular army units and Guards units under IRGC chief Mohsen Rezai, then a 

Rafsanjani supporter, hurried to the Khorramshahr missile battery to prevent the launches.36  

In doing so, they almost certainly prevented war between the United States and the Islamic 

Republic.   

President Clinton's policy of dual containment (discussed in "Iraq:  Revolutionary 

Rogue State"), articulated by Martin Indyk, all but formalized Iran's status as a pariah state as 

it paired the Islamic Republic with Hussein's Iraq.37  However, containment was impaired by 

the lack of a clear anti-Iranian consensus within the Gulf.  Saudi Arabia, Kuwait and Bahrain 

all have restive Shiite minorities and thus tend to be supportive of containment.  On the other 

hand, Qatar and the United Arab Emirates do not and built extensive economic relations and 

even normalized diplomatic ties with Iran.38  At this time, Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin and 

Foreign Minister Shimon Peres successfully improved Israeli ties with conservative Gulf 

states such as Oman and Qatar.39 

One of these attacks, the Khobar Towers (a housing unit for American service 

members in Saudi Arabia) bombing in 1996, nearly triggered a war between the U.S. and 

Iran.  At the time, the U.S. government lacked enough evidence to link Tehran to the 

bombings and justify military action.  However, there was a consensus among analysts that 

Tehran was the likeliest culprit.  By this time, President Clinton was fed up with Iran.  He 

asked that options be presented to him for a military response.  While Saudi Arabia captured 

the agents behind the attacks, they proved reluctant to share intelligence with the U.S.  A 
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fierce debate broke out in both Riyadh and Washington over how to proceed.  As weeks 

passed, it became clear that Riyadh would not share information linking Iran to the attacks, 

which would almost certainly trigger a war.   

Ultimately, war was prevented by this decision (in part because it was clear the 

Saudis would not support a war effort).  President Clinton eventually responded by signing 

the Iran-Libya Sanctions Act, which imposed sanctions on any foreign corporation that 

invested in Iran's oil industry.  While the law infuriated many European states, as it affected 

their trade with Iran, the ILSA had an impact.  For a year, no developer would touch an 

Iranian oil field, though they were potentially lucrative.40  While a strong case could have 

been made for retaliation against Iran in 1996, without solid intelligence linking Iran to the 

and a lack of international support for military action, a war effort would have been badly 

compromised.41  Ultimately, these attacks undermined Rafsanjani's aspirations.  On the one 

hand, his moves to reconcile with the Gulf sheikdoms and remove American influence from 

the Gulf contradicted one another.  During the era of "dual containment," the United States' 

main objective was to maintain order in the Gulf.  Since Gulf states were more confident in 

American power than Iranian ambitions, this goal proved to be within reach.42 

However, the attack had one other effect.  While successes in previous terrorist 

attacks made Iran bolder, in 1997 they changed their policy because of their fear of an 

American attack (which might have happened if Saudi Arabia been more forthcoming).  

American success in the First Gulf War, the tanker war and the containment of Iraq had made 

Tehran wary of American military might.  In addition, the unexpected election of 

Mohammed Khatami as president of Iran signaled that Iran was prepared to pursue a 
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moderate foreign policy.  However, had Khatami not been elected, containment may have 

been seriously damaged.43 

The Khobar Towers incident demonstrates both the benefits and drawbacks of 

American policy.  ILSA did hurt Iran economically and, more importantly, the threat of 

American military action prompted a real change in Iran's behavior.  This demonstrates that 

Iran is willing to moderate its behavior when it feels that the stability of the regime itself is 

threatened and demonstrates that containment of Iran is possible.  However, bringing about 

fundamental change, let alone overthrowing the regime, eludes U.S. policymakers.     

The Nuclear Issue 

After Mohammed Khatami assumed the presidency of Iran in 1997, it looked as if 

there might be hope for normalized relations with Iran.  While he managed to convince the 

Clinton administration of his sincerity, Khatami's efforts at democratic reform enraged Iran's 

hard-line conservatives.  This triggered a backlash that overwhelmed the reformist president.  

By the start of his second term in 2001 and George W. Bush's assumption of the American 

presidency, any hope for better relations had died.  While Khatami won re-election, any of 

his efforts at reconciliation were thwarted by hard-liners, much like his predecessor.44 

Iran's nuclear program was a top priority for the regime before Khatami.  However, 

Iran's nuclear program had stalled due to poor leadership.  Reza Amrollahi and a team chosen 

for ideological fervor rather than technical expertise failed to achieve any major 

breakthroughs in spite of lavish funding.  This is likely in part because the U.S. got greater 

support from its allies for sanctions aimed at slowing Iran's nuclear program.  Ironically, with 
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reformers leading Iran's government, the Russians and the Chinese proved more willing to 

support Iran's nuclear program in spite of relentless pressure from Vice President Gore and 

other senior officials to continue with sanctions.  With a reformer in office, Iran seemed like 

a reduced threat.45 

After Khatami took over, he replaced ideologues with Qolam-Reza Aqazadeh-Khoi, 

who brought other technocrats into the program.  During the 1990s, Iran faced oil prices, a 

greater debt burden and more effective U.S. sanctions.  In spite of these issues, Iran's nuclear 

program benefited from an influx of materials from the A.Q. Khan network in Pakistan in the 

early to mid-1990s.  By the new century, Iran's program had made steady progress.46  It is a 

historic irony that Iran's nuclear program was sped up by a reformist president and indicates 

that support for Iran's nuclear program spans the ideological divide in the Islamic Republic.   

Iran acquired the means to produce centrifuges on an industrial scale.  During this 

time, it also began work on a number of machines that could potentially produce quantities of 

enriched uranium large enough to supply a nuclear weapons program.  In mid-2002, Iran's 

enrichment facility in Natanz and its heavy water facility in Arak became public knowledge, 

and the revelations about A.Q. Khan's proliferation network came in August 2003.  As the 

Iranian nuclear issue gained prominence, President Bush, in the words of Gary L. Ackerman, 

"sub-contracted" this task to the EU-3, Germany, Great Britain and France.  The Europeans 

offered one bargain in 2003 and 2004.  President Bush, strongly focused on prosecuting the 

war in Iraq, treated Tehran as a secondary priority.  Without pressure from the U.S., both 

bargains collapsed.  In 2005, the IAEA Board of Governors reported that Iran was in non-

compliance with the Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT).  The Bush administration responded by 
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having another "sub-contractor," Russia, deal with Tehran.  This effort, like the EU-3's work, 

came to nothing. 

In the middle of 2006, the Bush administration became more involved in European-

Russian efforts to deal with Tehran.  Since that time, the U.N. Security Council passed three 

resolutions calling on Iran to comply with its NPT obligations and imposed sanctions upon 

the regime, which had some effect upon Iran's ruling class.47  America's European allies 

worried about the cost that sanctions against Iran would have against their own economies.  

Even worse, President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad took reporters on a tour of Natanz, boasting 

of plans to install 50,000 centrifuges.  Because so much of the prewar intelligence regarding 

Hussein's WMD programs leading to the 2003 invasion of Iraq proved to be false, President 

Bush had little credibility in discussing Tehran's nuclear ambitions, both at home and 

abroad.48  

The Second Gulf War 

One of the most damning acts of Iranian state terror occurred in connection with the 

September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks.  The 9/11 Commission linked Tehran to, at a minimum, 

facilitating the terrorists by not stamping their passports when they passed through their 

borders.  There is further evidence that Iran assisted the escape of some al Qaeda leaders 

from Afghanistan during the U.S.-led war efforts and even allowed the terrorist group to 

operate within its borders.49  In his January 2002 State of the Union Address, President Bush 

offered one of the harshest condemnations of the regime by describing it as part of an "axis 

of evil" that included Iraq and North Korea.  He rebuked Tehran for sponsoring terrorism and 
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suppressing its own citizens.  In a more direct threat, he declared that the United States, 

"would not permit the world's most dangerous regimes to threaten us with the world's most 

dangerous weapons."  While this speech's likely purpose was to prepare the American public 

for the invasion of Iraq, it is not surprising that Iran felt threatened by this rhetoric, along 

with later denunciations of the regime by senior administration officials.   

Bush administration rhetoric largely ignored Iranian reformers and Iran's complex 

internal political structure.  Both reformers and hard-liners in the Iranian government 

denounced Bush's speech.  President Mohammed Khatami himself described the speech as 

"bellicose, insulting and anti-Iranian."  While the speech has been described as a watershed 

moment in U.S.-Iranian relations, the looming war in Iraq prompted both sides to return to 

diplomacy as.  Reformers eager for rapprochement with the United States and conservatives 

fearful of being targeted by the U.S. both embraced diplomatic engagement with 

Washington.  During the 2003 invasion of Iraq, Iran proved to be circumspect and 

supportive.  Tehran promised to assist pilots who had been shot down and provide 

humanitarian assistance.50 

The speed and success of the U.S. attack, especially after Iran's eight-year war against 

Iraq, shocked the Islamic Republic.  Many Iranian officials grew convinced that their regime 

was next.  By spring 2003, Tehran hoped that by cooperating in the stabilization of Iraq, they 

would avoid a U.S. invasion.51  Once the United States had established its occupation in Iraq, 

the Islamic Republic soon posed a different kind of threat to American policies.  While 

Iranian influence in Iraq was a major hindrance to U.S. stabilization efforts, it never 
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completely derailed them.  It played a major role in influencing and assisting major Shiite 

factions in its neighbor, many of which had ideological, political and religious ties to Tehran.   

With a longtime enemy in Hussein's Ba'ath regime removed, Iran's grand strategy in 

Iraq was to perpetuate Shiite domination of the country by Shiite militias that favored 

Tehran.  During the first three years of occupation (2003-2005), Tehran focused on 

encouraging pro-Iranian Shiite factions to participate in elections sponsored by the U.S. 

occupation.  Since Iran's population was 60% Shiite, such a move would ensure Shiite 

dominance of the Iraqi government.  To this extent, Iranian goals in Iraq did not clash with 

America's.  However, Tehran also helped to assemble a Shiite Islamist bloc after the 2005 

elections.52 

In June 2007, former U.S. Director of National Intelligence Michael McConnell told 

CFR.org that there was overwhelming evidence that Iran also supported terrorist groups in 

Iraq and strong evidence that it did the same in Afghanistan.  In October 2008, a top Iranian 

military commander acknowledged that the Islamic Republic supplied weapons to what he 

described as "liberation armies" in the Middle East.  Further reports by the Department of 

Defense indicate the Iran was involved in providing paramilitary groups with training, 

weapons and equipment.  Admiral Mike Mullen has noted that as recently as 2010, Tehran 

was supplying weapons to Islamist fighters in southern Afghanistan.53   

Once again, we see that Tehran is prepared to be cooperative whenever it believes 

that its regime is endangered.  When it feared that the United States might target Tehran as it 

had Baghdad, it cooperated with the U.S. in stabilizing Iraq.  However, when it sensed an 
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opportunity to attack the U.S. through Shiite paramilitaries, it took the chance.  In addition, it 

demonstrated that it was willing to use other means to expand its influence by supporting 

Shiite political parties within Iraq.   

The Containment Regime in the 2000s 

Sanctions 

President Bush's international efforts to deal with Tehran were undercut by American 

allies.  By 2008, President Putin of Russia created a safety valve for Tehran.  China remained 

more concerned about limiting the power of the Security Council than containing Iran, which 

provided China with most of its energy.  Major states in the European Union, most notably 

Italy, Spain and Germany were more concerned about economic issues than stopping the 

Iranian nuclear program.54 

Ever since the 1979 revolution, the United States has led efforts to impose sanctions 

upon Iran.55  There is not much data or information produced regularly on the Iranian 

economy, so the overall impact of the sanctions are difficult to gauge.  Needless to say, there 

are serious doubts about the little data that Tehran has produced.  Recent reports published by 

the IMF on Iran's economy in August 2010 indicate that the Iranian economy is enduring.  

Nonetheless, the sanctions regime has places serious pressure on Iran by inflaming pre-

existing problems within the country.  The country's main economic challenges of 

unemployment (especially among Iranian youth), inflation and hardship arising from the 

abolition of government subsidies on about sixteen essential commodities such as bread, 

sugar and energy.   In recent years, sanctions have been extended to include the Central Bank 
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of Iran.  With this, the range and scope of the sanctions becomes much more far-reaching.  

However, it should be noted that historically, the elites in countries have proven adept at 

shielding themselves from the effects of sanctions even as the population suffers.56   

How much effect have these sanctions had against Iran?  Unfortunately, they have not 

forced Iran to give up its nuclear program but they have seriously impaired their economic 

growth.  The sanctions regime places heavy burdens on foreign firms, as they fear being 

fined for violating the complex regulations on the purchase of Iranian oil.  Iranian oil 

customers, most notably China and India, have maneuvered around the sanctions against the 

Islamic Republic.  In recent years, the efforts of the United States and its allies have made 

this increasingly difficult.  Indian importers traditionally paid Iran through Turkish banks.  

However, the tighter sanctions become the less likely it is that Turkey will cooperate.  In fact, 

the tougher sanctions on Iran in November 2011 led to the storming of the British embassy 

earlier that month.   

Iran's radical behavior has made Europe more aware of the threat they pose in recent 

years.  Kenneth Katzman, a specialist in Middle Eastern affairs at the U.S. Congressional 

Research Service, has even remarked, "I think we are starting to look at a very broad boycott 

of Iranian oil."  Iran has been severely marginalized from the global oil market by four U.N. 

Security Council measures, EU curbs and bilateral measures imposed by various countries.  

However, the United States and its allies cannot stop oil prices from rising nor enforce a 

complete embargo of Iranian oil, two weaknesses in the sanctions regime.  In spite of the 

sanctions, Iran's oil revenue has actually increased from $73 billion to $96 billion in the last 

two years.  Thus, the objective of the sanctions regime is to make it so difficult for buyers to 
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secure Iranian oil that Iran is compelled to sell its oil below market rate just to retain their 

customers.  More and more businesses that once dealt with Iran for pragmatic business 

reasons must deal with regulations issued by their own governments.57 

Tehran's Nuclear Program 

Iran's nuclear program dates back to the Shah's era, at one point calling for the 

construction of 20 nuclear reactors.  Only two were started in Bushehr, on the coast of the 

Persian Gulf.  Research and development efforts were also made towards fissile material 

production.  Both of these programs were terminated after the 1979 revolution and the 

unfinished reactors at Bushehr were bombed by the Iraqis during the Iran-Iraq war.58  

The shah ratified the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) in 1970 and since 

February 1992 has allowed the IAEA to inspect its nuclear facilities.  However, since 2003 

IAEA inspections had revealed a number of violations of the NPT.59  During the final years 

of the Iran-Iraq war, the Soviet Union made it clear that it would not continue to support 

Tehran's war effort.  It even went as far as reflagging Kuwaiti tankers and refused to support 

Iran when the United States carried out strikes against its navy.  The Ayatollah Ali Khamenei 

even commented that both the West and the Soviet Union supported Iraq during the 1980-

1988 war.  Fear of diplomatic and military isolation appears to have been the main reason for 

Iranian leaders' decision to resume the nation's nuclear program.  Iranian Foreign Minister 

Ali Akbar Velayati later commented that the program had to be clandestine, otherwise other 

nations would likely assume that Iran was pursuing a weapons program.60   
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On June 24, 2005, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, the mayor of Tehran, won a surprise 

victory in the election to succeed Khatami.  As a president, Ahmadinejad represented a break 

with tradition.  He came from a humble provincial family politicized in the 1970s.  In 

addition, he was the first to emerge from the Revolutionary Guard.  Ahmadinejad showed 

great favoritism to his fellow Guardsmen.  He strongly supported RG members securing 

positions in the government and awarded them nine of the twenty-one ministry portfolios.  

Instead of the usual secondary positions, he gave them key ministries.61   

Iran's current nuclear program is headed by President Mahmoud Ahmedinejad, the 

commander of the Iranian Revolutionary Guards Corps, the head of the Defense Industries 

Organization and the leader of Iran's Atomic Energy Organization (IAEO).  These political 

leaders continue the pursuit of WMD and support chemical, biological and nuclear programs 

against immense pressure from the United States and its allies.  Since the end of the Iran-Iraq 

war, Tehran has made legitimate efforts to develop its nuclear-power generation industry, it 

is almost certainly operating a parallel clandestine nuclear weapons program.62   

While Iran appears to be complying with the NPT, it is generally believed that it is 

constructing its nuclear program in such a way that that knowledge gained in the civilian 

sphere could be utilized to create nuclear weapons.  Dual-use technologies have been sold to 

Iran by at least nine companies during the early 1990s.  By now, it is clear that Tehran's 

nuclear program is focused on uranium enrichment.  While Iran claims that completing a 

nuclear fuel cycle would support a civilian energy program, this same fuel cycle could be 

utilized in a nuclear weapons development program should such a decision be made.  In 
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addition, Iran has spread their nuclear activities around a number of sites to reduce the risk of 

detection or attack.   

There are significant security risks tied to Iran becoming a nuclear state.  It would put 

pressure on other countries in the Gulf region to become nuclear states.  Many Arab countries 

already resent Israeli's nuclear arsenal.  If caught between a nuclear Iran and Israel, countries 

such as Saudi Arabia and Egypt would face pressure to pursue nuclear programs.  This could 

trigger a nuclear arms race in the region.  Considering the quantity and intensity of conflicts 

and security issues in the region, such a trend could be intensely destabilizing.63 

Earlier in the Bush administration, the CIA introduced faulty components and designs 

into Iran's system, but sabotage had relatively little impact.  Hawks in the Bush 

administration, most notably Vice President Dick Cheney, advised President Bush to 

consider a military strike against Iran's nuclear facilities before they could produce weapons-

grade fuel.  On several occasions, the administration reviewed military options and 

concluded that they would only further inflame the war-torn region and provided little 

certainty for success.64  

In dealing with the Islamic Republic, the intelligence fiascos leading up to Operation 

Iraqi Freedom were never far from mind.  Today, analysts with the CIA working to 

understand Tehran's nuclear program are aware that the agency's credibility is once more on 

the line, and once more amid the prospect of military intervention.  Since the intelligence 

failures leading up to the Iraq War, new safeguards have forced analysts to exercise greater 

skepticism in evaluating intelligence and be more cautious in reaching their conclusions.  
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These policies include a requirement that analytical work be subjected to "red teaming," in 

which a group of analysts examine the conclusions of their colleagues for weaknesses, that 

analysts be told much more about intelligence sources and they must provide rigorous 

sourcing for each major assertion. 

Former intelligence officials argue that this shows great vigilance when dealing with 

often fragmented and incomplete information, but some fear that it has also made them 

skittish about any findings that might lead the United States into another armed conflict.  For 

example, former CIA Middle East analyst Paul Pillar has noted, "Because intelligence 

officials are human beings, one cannot rule out the possibility of the tendency to 

overcompensate for past errors." As is always the case in intelligence gathering, there are 

significant gaps in what U.S. analysts and policymakers know.  The most notable example is 

that they may not be able to quickly detect internal changes in Iranian policy.65 

Within the United States, a ferocious debate has emerged over how to respond to the 

threat posed by Iran's nuclear activities.  There is a consensus among experts that the ultimate 

goal of this program is to make Iran a nuclear state, or at least give it the capability to.  Hard-

liners push for a military attack to damage or destroy the nuclear program.  The other side 

hopes that strict sanctions against the Islamic Republic will undermine hard-liners in Tehran 

and open Iran to negotiations.  However, both sides share the assumption that with outside 

intervention, Iran will imminently achieve its nuclear goals.   

However, it is worth considering that Iran has worked for 25 years just to create 

weapons grade uranium.  The slow pace of Iran's nuclear program suggests that Iran still 
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requires a great deal of time in order to build a bomb and its success is still not guaranteed.  

Since the 1970s, there has been a slowdown in the pace of technical progress on nuclear 

weapons projects in dangerous states.  While U.S.-led counter-proliferation efforts deserve 

credit, it is also result of deep dysfunction in states that seek nuclear armaments.   

Weak institutions in these states, including Iran, allow political leaders to undermine 

the performance of scientists in these programs.  Seven countries launched serious nuclear 

weapons programs before 1970, and all succeeded quickly.  Of the ten countries which have 

sought nuclear arms after 1970, only three succeeded.  Among the other seven, only Iraq 

made significant progress before scrapping the program.  On the other hand, military attacks 

by foreign powers tend to unite political and scientific leaders behind their nuclear program.  

Therefore, we must consider that taking military action carries significant risks.66 

It is also worth noting that a majority of U.S. and Israeli estimates about Iran's nuclear 

program in the 1990s projected a nuclear Iran by 2000.  Ever since the mid-1990s, official 

proliferation estimates have extrapolated from minimal data that does not take ineffective, 

authoritarian management into account.  In Iran's case, the regime prizes loyalty and fidelity 

to state ideology over skills, which has slowed Tehran's nuclear program.67 

President Obama and Tehran 

When President Obama took office in 2009, he attempt to promote reconciliation with 

the Islamic Republic.  His initial overtures went nowhere, as the Iranians proved unwilling to 

respond to his moves.  For its own part, Tehran's recent diplomacy has proven spectacularly 

inept.  Iran has few friends within its own region beyond tiny, Christian Armenia.  It is set 
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apart from many of its neighbors by the fact that it is not Arab, Turkish or Sunni Muslims.  

Tehran's support for President Bashir al-Assad of Syria amid the recent popular uprising has 

earned the regime much contempt in the region.  All the while, tightening sanctions squeeze 

the Iranian economy.  The regime has also engaged in inflammatory actions likely designed 

to provoke a response from Washington.  In recent months, it has threatened to blockade the 

Strait of Hormuz and staged an officially sanctioned mob attack on the British Embassy in 

Iran.  However, this bravado is a sign of Iranian weakness rather than strength.68 

The latest round of talks with Tehran has produced little.  In 2012 alone, there have 

been three rounds of negotiations.  The first occurred in Istanbul this April, the second in 

Baghdad in May and another round set in Moscow scheduled for mid-June.  The results from 

each round of talks has been an agreement to hold another round of talks.  However, in past 

talks, the Iranians had simply terminated conferences when they were dissatisfied.  As 

Richard A. Falkenrath noted in a June 1, 2012 interview, this in and of itself is a limited 

success.  Even though they have not yielded tangible results, the ongoing negotiations have 

reduced international tensions, controlled the price of oil and made military engagement with 

Iran less likely.69   

One notable innovation of the Obama administration is the use of the information 

instrument of power against Iran, especially cyber-warfare.  This new policy had its roots in 

the Bush administration.  In 2006, General James E. Cartwright established a small cyber-

operation in the U.S. Strategic Command and joined intelligence officials in proposing a 

sophisticated cyber-weapon to attack the Iranian nuclear program.  The program overcame 

numerous challenges, including the fact that the Natanz facility is cut off from the Internet by 
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what some have described as "electronic moat."  By the end of the Bush administration, a 

"worm" was produced in collaboration with Israel's Unit 8200, a component of the Israeli 

military whose technological prowess rivals that of the National Security Agency.  The first 

attacks against Natanz occurred in 2008.  The computer worm was spread through thumb 

drives smuggled in by American agents within Natanz and caused the facility's centrifuges to 

spin out of control.70 

President Obama decided to expand the attacks, now code-named Olympic Games, 

even after a programming error allowed part of the program to become public. At a meeting 

days after the worm's "escape," President Obama, Vice President Biden and CIA Director 

Leon E. Panetta feared that America's most ambitious attempt to slow Tehran's nuclear 

program had been fatally compromised.  When it became clear that the Iranians still knew 

little about the code, President Obama decided to proceed with cyber-warfare.  The so-called 

Stuxnet worm, in an attack a few weeks later, temporarily shut down one-fifth of Iran's active 

centrifuges.  While these attacks have proven effective, it remains unclear just how much the 

Iranians have been set back.  Iran's enrichment levels have recovered, giving the country 

enough fuel for five nuclear weapons.     

As Mr. Obama himself has reportedly said in private meetings, by launching the so-

called Stuxnet attacks, he has brought the United States into a new territory.  Much as his 

predecessors first utilized atomic weapons in the 1940s, intercontinental missiles in the 1950s 

and drones in the 2000s, he is moving the United States into unknown territory.  While 

Stuxnet has proved useful, it could enable other nations to justify establishing their own 

cyber-warfare units and justify their own actions.  In addition, an error in the Stuxnet code 
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allowed it to spread to a Natanz engineer's computer.  When he connected the computer to 

the Internet, the worm failed to recognize that its environment had changed and it began 

replicating itself all over the world and exposed the code to uncounted users.  However, the 

risks of using Stuxnet outweighed the risks of an Israeli strike against Iran, which could 

trigger a wider war in the region.71 

Conclusions 

Given that diplomacy has yet to yield results in regards to Iran's nuclear program, 

should we consider a pre-emptive military strike?  Iran has multiple and redundant facilities.  

The intelligence and military requirements for a pre-emptive action are considerable.  So, a 

pre-emptive strike would carry a significant risk of failure.  Beyond the difficulties of 

carrying out this strike, the consequences of such an attack could be grievous.  Such a strike 

might trigger an anti-U.S. backlash that could undermine prospects for short-term change.  It 

would also delay any possible thaw between the U.S. and Iran (Litwack 256-258).  While the 

military instrument is always an option and may be utilized if the threat becomes serious 

enough, policymakers should keep these risks in mind.  This issue will be further discussed 

further later in the essay. 
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 Chapter Three:  North Korea 

Introduction 

Arguably, the Democratic People's Republic of Korea (DPRK) has been one of the 

modern world's longest-lived rogue states.  It has posed a security issue to Northeast Asia 

since its formation in 1948 and continues to hound policymakers to this day.  For the 

purposes of this thesis, I have chosen to focus on the last twenty years, when the post-Cold 

War order made rogue states a greater subject of attention than in previous years.   

North Korea was formed in 1948, in the aftermath of the chaos following the Second 

World War.  Much like Iraq during its history under Saddam Hussein, its history has been 

dominated by its "Great Leader," Kim Il-Sung, who shaped North Korea's policies for nearly 

half a century.  After 1953, Kim Il-Sung introduced the governing philosophy of Juche, or 

self-reliance.  Even though Kim died in 1994, the post of president has been assigned 

"eternally" to him.1  North Korea's highly centralized government is under the control of the 

Korean Workers' Party, to which all government officials belong.  Little is known about the 

actual lines of power and authority in the DPRK despite the formal structure outlines in its 

constitution.  After his father's death, Kim Il-Sung's son, Kim Jong-Il inherited supreme 

power and established a de facto dynastic system.2 

North Korea stands apart from much of East Asia.  In a region that has enjoyed strong 

economic growth in recent years, the DPRK remains poor and isolated.  The Pyongyang elite 

themselves.  The Kim dynastic regime combines extreme militarism with a strong focus on 

ethnic purity and the centrality of the state and military power.  The North Korean state itself 
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is an utter failure.  With the loss of cheap oil from its former patron, the Soviet Union, the 

economy collapsed.  In spite of the deaths of one million people from famine in the mid-

1990s (out of a population of twenty-two million), the regime has proven resilient.3  As we 

shall see later in the chapter, hopes that the regime would collapse have come to nothing.   

The principal issue that qualifies North Korea as a rogue state rather than another 

failed state like Somalia or Haiti is its nuclear program.4  In 1984, North Korea began 

construction on two powerful reactors, one at fifty megawatts and the other at two hundred.  

When operational, it is estimated that these reactors could produce approximately thirty 

bombs a year.  Along with these reactors, the regime has created a reprocessing plant which 

extracted weapons grade plutonium from nuclear fuel rods from these reactors.  North 

Korea's reactors are notably not being utilized as power plants.  Satellite imagery has shown 

that there are no electric power lines coming from these facilities.  Approximately three 

thousand scientists are working on the country's nuclear research and development.  

However, it is difficult to estimate their progress.  These facilities violate the Non-

Proliferation Treaty (NPT) which the nation signed in 1985 but backed out of April 2003, 

along with the Agreed Framework of 1994.5   

While North Korea's conventional strength is numerically impressive, it also has 

serious weaknesses.  It has one of the largest armies in the world, with an estimated active 

duty military force as large as 1.2 million personnel, while the ROK has 680,000 service 

members.  Military spending consumes as much as one-fourth of the DPRK's Gross National 

Product, along with 20% of North Korean men between the ages of 17 to 45.  North Korea's 

navy is primarily a coastal navy, with antiquated surface and submarine fleets.  Its air force 
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has twice the number of aircraft as the ROK but with the exception of a few advanced 

fighters, its air force is largely obsolete.  However, the DPRK has one of the world's largest 

special operations forces, designed for insertion behind enemy lines in the event of war.6  

As this introduction has demonstrated, North Korea is radically different from other 

states.  Its highly insular nature, lack of normal relations with much of the world and (as we 

shall see later) willingness to engage in weapons proliferation makes it an especially 

dangerous state.  As we shall see, one of the most important obstacles to normalized relations 

between the United States and the DPRK is the sheer intransigence of the Kim dynasty.  All 

these factors make North Korea a subject of particular concern. 

Diplomatic Efforts Before the 1990s 

The first attempt at reconciliation between the two Koreas occurred in August 1971, 

through their respective Red Cross societies to reunite Korean families separated by the 

Korean War.  Further attempts to promote peaceful reunification broke down in 1973 when 

ROK President Park Chung-Hee announced that his country would seek separate entry into 

the United Nations.  There was no further contact until September 1984, when the ROK 

accepted the DPRK's offer of relief to victims of severe flooding in the former.  Red Cross 

talks about the plight of separated families resumed, only to end when Kim Il-Sung 

suspended all talks in January 1986, on the pretext of joint U.S.-ROK military exercises.  

Any hope of resumption ended with the 1987 bombing of Korean Airlines flight 858 by 

North Korean agents.7  This served as an earlier indication of a pattern in North Korea's 
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behavior.  Some initial overtures for a more peaceful coexistence would often be overturned 

by abrupt and provocative behaviors. 

While it has become popular to link the engagement of North Korea with the Clinton 

administration, its historical roots can be traced to President Reagan's so-called "modest 

initiative."  This policy, introduced in 1988, allowed unofficial non-governmental visits by 

North Koreans to the United States and eased the strict financial regulations which sought to 

prevent travel to North Korea by American citizens.  It also allowed for a limited export in 

humanitarian goods to Pyongyang and granted permission to U.S. diplomats to engage their 

North Korean counterparts in neutral settings.8 

In July 1988, ROK President Roh Tae-woo called for new efforts to promote North-

South exchanges, family re-unification and trade.  This new policy appeared to bear fruit in 

initial, bilateral meetings in September 1989.  One year later, the first of eight prime 

minister-level meetings between ROK and DPRK officials occurred in Seoul.  The Seoul 

talks resulted in a "Basic Declaration" calling for reconciliation, exchanges and cooperation 

and a "Joint Declaration" aimed at the denuclearization of the Korean peninsula.  The Joint 

Declaration forbade both sides from testing, manufacturing, producing, receiving, deploying 

or utilizing nuclear weapons.9 

Ironically, America's success in the First Gulf War prompted North Korean leaders to 

take a greater interest in their nuclear program, triggering the first of many crisis on the 

Korean peninsula.  Seoul-based analyst Kim Chang-Soon remarked, "I don't think any North 

Korean leaders believe they can win a war with their present weapons systems.  They are 
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developing nuclear weapons not to win a war but to deter and to avoid losing a war."  It is 

also possible that Kim Il-Sung hoped that in the future, a domestic crisis could allow for an 

eventually takeover by Pyongyang.10 

On September 27, 1991, President George H.W. Bush announced the unilateral 

withdrawal of all naval and land-based tactical nuclear weapons deployed abroad.  Eight day 

later, Soviet premier Mikhail Gorbachev reciprocated.  As part of this decision, one hundred 

nuclear weapons were removed from the Republic of Korea.  On November 8 of that year, 

President Roh Tae Woo of South Korea announced the Declaration of the Denuclearization 

of the Korean Peninsula.  Under the terms of this declaration, South Korea promised not to 

produce, possess, store, deploy or utilize nuclear weapons.  If fully implemented, the 

Declaration would have met all of North Korea's conditions for allowing IAEA inspection of 

its facilities. 

On December 31, 1991, the two Koreas signed the South-North Declaration on the 

Denuclearization of the Korea Peninsula.  Both nations agreed not to "test, manufacture, 

produce, receive, possess, store, deploy or use nuclear weapons" nor maintain the facilities 

necessary to carry out reprocessing and uranium enrichment.  They also agreed to mutual 

inspection to verify that they had met with their obligations.  About one month later (and six 

years after signing the Non-Proliferation Treaty) North Korea concluded a comprehensive 

safeguards agreement with the IAEA.11 

In May 1992, North Korea submitted its nuclear material declarations to the IAEA, 

declaring seven sites that were open to inspection.  By September 1992, IAEA inspectors had 
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discovered discrepancies in the DPRK's initial report about its nuclear program.  Matters 

grew worse when the IAEA demanded special inspections of two sites believed to be nuclear 

waste depositories.  The request was based on suspicions that North Korea was not living up 

to its obligations under the NPT.  North Korea refused the request and announced its plans to 

withdraw from the NPT in three months.12  It is worth noting that by this time, Kim Il-Sung 

had been eclipsed by his son and hand-picked successor, Kim Jong-Il.13    

Even in these early dealings with the North Korean government, one can see a 

number of trends.  Firstly, we have seen early examples of its willingness to use highly 

provocative actions in order to secure what it believes to be in its best interests.  This is 

especially true for its nuclear program, which the Kim dynasty considers to be its most 

effective means of countering the United States' overwhelming advantage in conventional 

warfare.  Later studies will show that North Korea's domestic politics often play a significant 

role in its foreign policy decisions. 

Kim Jong-Il in the 1990s 

While Kim Jong-Il had a reputation as a mercurial fantasist, his reputation as an 

eccentric playboy concealed the mind of an effective manipulator.  After graduating from 

Kim Il-Sung University in 1964, he became the chief of North Korea's special forces for 

most of the 1970s and 1980s.  In that position, he has been linked by numerous international 

defectors to international terrorism, including the 1986 bombing of a Korean Airlines jet 

which caused the deaths of 115 people.  In 1991, he became the leader of the North Korean 

armed forces, in spite of a lack of military experience.  This move was most likely to counter 
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any resistance to his eventual succession.  Three years after the 1994 death of Kim Il-Sung, 

he became the leader of the ruling Korean Workers' Party.14 

When Kim Jong-Il first came to power, the Soviet Union had recently collapsed and 

the DPRK was being ravaged by famine.  At first, it was widely assumed that North Korea 

would either reform, as China had, or it would collapse as its Soviet patron had.  There were 

hopes that if Kim Jong-Il hung onto power, he would have to give up his weapons and 

normalize relations with the United States.  Thus, it was hoped that if he was offered 

financial guarantees and rewards, he might make such moves.15  The new North Korean 

leader's diplomatic moves during the 1990s, by the standards of the DPRK, appeared vast 

and far-reaching.  He passed a moratorium on long-range missile tests, made two visits to the 

People's Republic of China, held the first-ever North-South summit, had a special envoy visit 

Washington and hosted a visit by Secretary of State Madeline Albright to Pyongyang.16 

As the 1990s progressed, concerns about the DPRK's attempt to develop a nuclear 

program became a major issue not only between the two Koreas, but between North Korea 

and the United States.  While four joint commissions aimed at carrying out the Basic 

Declaration were formed, but in fall 1992 the process ground to a halt because of rising 

tensions over the North Korean nuclear program, developed in defiance of the Joint 

Declaration.  In 1993, North Korean behavior triggered the first major crisis between it and 

the U.S.  Progress on implementing an inspections regime to enforce the Joint Declaration 

ground to a halt because of North Korean intransigence.   
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In light of this, the U.S. and the ROK resumed their "Team Spirit" military exercises 

for 1993.  In January 1993, Kim Il-Sung exacerbated the already tense situation by refusing 

the International Atomic Energy Agency access to two suspected nuclear waste sites.17  On 

March 13, 1993, Pyongyang stunned the world by announced its withdrawal from the 

Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT).  It justified this move with complaints about 

proposed IAEA inspections of two secret sites in North Korea.  Kim Jong-Il, in what was 

likely his first major decision, saw nuclear weapons as a means to counter America's 

overwhelming conventional military advantage and deter a potential military coup.18  In this 

crisis, we see the first real example of the DPRK using its nuclear program to provoke the 

United States and its allies. 

During the next two years, the United States government held direct talks with the 

DPRK that created a series of agreements on nuclear matters, including the 1994 Agreed 

Framework.19  These negotiations were held back by mutual suspicions and fears.  By mid-

1994, the United States and North Korea appeared to be moving towards war.  Ultimately, 

former President Jimmy Carter (acting as a freelancer) managed to help arrange a temporary 

compromise.  He said that Kim had conveyed two requests to Washington through him on 

June 18, 1994.  Firstly, Kim wanted Washington to help Pyongyang modernize its nuclear 

technology which would not produce plutonium as a byproduct.  Secondly, he wanted 

official assurances that neither the United States nor its allies would attack North Korea.  

While Carter's actions initially ruffled feathers in Washington, they became the framework 

for a larger agreement.20       
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The 1994 Agreed Framework between the United States and North Korea outlined a 

U.S. commitment to provide North Korea with a package of benefits in exchange for shutting 

down its nuclear program.  In exchange for the shutdown of North Korea's plutonium 

facilities (to be monitored by the IAEA), the U.S. government would deliver a half million 

tons of heavy oil and construct two light water nuclear reactors.  A separate protocol signed 

in 1995 by the United States, the Republic of Korea and Japan established the Korean 

Peninsula Development Organization to implement the Agreed Framework.  The European 

Union later joined.21   

However, soon after the creation of the Agreed Framework, the Republicans won 

control of the U.S. Congress.  President Clinton had great difficulty in convincing 

congressional Republican leaders to support the arrangement.  He also faced a challenge in 

Seoul, where President Kim Young Sam hoped for the collapse of North Korea.  Both 

Republican leaders and Kim Young Sam saw increased pressure on the North as the means to 

bring about its collapse.  As a result, the reactor project and shipments of heavy fuel oil were 

delayed and undermined the Clinton administration's attempts at a thaw with Pyongyang.22 

Nonetheless, relations with North Korea did see progress.  For most of the Clinton 

administration, Washington pursued a policy of engagement backed up by sanction.  In April 

1996, the United States and North Korea met in Berlin for the first round of bilateral missile 

talks.  When the United States failed to secure a treaty with Pyongyang aimed at controlling 

the sales of ballistic missile systems, components and technology, it imposed sanctions less 

than a month later.  The sanctions sought to prevent North Korea from transferring missile-

related technology.   
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In keeping with this policy of deterrence, the Clinton administration responded to 

North Korea's preparations for a test of the medium-range Nodong missile by sending a 

reconnaissance ship and aircraft to Japan.  Following several meeting in New York between 

U.S. and DPRK diplomats, by November 8 the missile test had been cancelled.  In June 

1997, the second round of U.S.-North Korea missile talks occurred in New York.  U.S. 

negotiators pressed North Korea not to deploy the Nodong missile and end sales of SCUD 

missiles.  However, these talks reached no agreement.  In August 6, 1997, the U.S. imposed 

new sanctions on two North Korean entities for missile-proliferation activities.23 

An analysis of the years following the Agreed Framework reveals some hope in 

future dealings  with the North Korean regime.  Kim Jong-Il showed that when he was 

confronted with overwhelming pressure in the 1990s, he was willing to makes compromises.  

Unfortunately, in the next decade he would prove to be far more intransigent.  While the 

Agreed Framework brought temporarily stability to the Korean peninsula, it failed as a long-

term plan to denuclearize the Korean peninsula due to issues which will be discussed later.  

The Sunshine Policy 

When Kim Dae Jung became president of the ROK in 1998, it galvanized President 

Clinton.  He set about persuading a reluctant Congress to allow him to open diplomatic ties 

and negotiate a treaty ending the state of war which had existed since the armistice.  Clinton 

enlisted retired Defense Secretary William Perry to carry out a broad review of the options 

on North Korea.  In his 1999 report, Perry concluded that there was no evidence that the 



90 
 

regime was about to collapse.24  North Korea would have to be dealt with as a standing 

nation, not a country on the brink of collapse. 

The trend of warming relations reached its peak on June 19, 2000.  On that day, the 

United States government eased sanctions against North Korea.  Imports from North Korea 

were allowed, albeit subject to an approval process.  Direct personal and commercial 

financial transactions were allowed between U.S. and North Korea citizens.  Restrictions on 

investment eased.  Commercial U.S. ships and aircraft carrying U.S. good were allowed to 

call at North Korean ports, provided they had proper clearance.  Nonetheless, sanctions 

continued to remain in force and enforced by the U.S. Treasury Department.25 

President Clinton hoped for a breakthrough in U.S.-DPRK relations before he left 

office.  On October 9, 2000, North Korean Vice Marshal Cho Myong-Rok arrived in 

Washington (nearly five months after being invited).  Talks were organized for a summit in 

Pyongyang that would remove North Korea from the list of terrorist-sponsoring states.  

While President Clinton was willing to make the trip, he was torn between that and staying in 

Washington for the Israeli-Palestinian peace deal.  Kim himself would not go to Washington 

because of the importance of "face" in Asian diplomacy.  If a foreign leader did not come to 

Pyongyang as a supplicant and supposedly acknowledge his authority, then Kim could not go 

to an enemy country. 

Kim himself may have miscalculated and lost hundreds of millions of dollars in aid 

for ending his missile program in the hopes of holding out for something better.  While Colin 

Powell, Albright's successor in the incoming Bush administration, led Albright to believe that 
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President Bush would continue engagement, the new president instead began a year-long 

policy review.  In addition, the Bush administration was deeply divided amongst itself over 

the 1994 Agreed Framework.  Before the policy review was completed, the September 11 

terrorist attacks wholly redefined the priorities of U.S. foreign policy.26   

As early as 1998, U.S. intelligence gathered evidence that the North Korea were 

secretly developing a highly enriched uranium program.  After President Bush came to office 

in 2001 and began his year-long policy review, he announced a reformulated policy in June 

2001.  It outlined a further lifting of U.S. sanctions, increased assistance to North Korea and 

other "political steps" if the North were to pursue three policies.  First, it was to take serious 

steps to reduce the conventional weapons threat to the Republic of Korea.  Second, it would 

launch "improved implementation" of the 1994 Agreed Framework.  Finally, it would allow 

verifiable "constraints" on North Korea's missile exports.   

However, formal negotiations between Washington and Pyongyang did not occur in 

2001.  Following the September 11 attack, President Bush linked North Korea to terrorism by 

including it in the "axis of evil" along with Iraq and Iran in his January 2002 State of the 

Union Address.  As the confrontation became public, the Agreed Framework's decline 

accelerated.27  On October 16, 2002, the United States announced that North Korea admitted 

to operating a clandestine nuclear program to enrich nuclear weapons.  James Kelly, assistant 

secretary of state for East Asian and Pacific Affairs, confronted representatives from 

Pyongyang during an October 3-5 visit.   
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North Korea had previously denied the program's existence, but admitted to the 

program after Kelly informed them that the U.S. was aware of the program.  Richard 

Boucher, a State Department spokesman, states that, "North Korea's secret nuclear weapons 

program is a serious violation of North Korea's commitments under the Agreed Framework 

as well as under the nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty, its IAEA safeguards agreement and the 

Joint North-South Declaration on the Denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula."28 

At U.S. urging, KEDO's executive board terminated heavy fuel oil shipments to 

North Korea in November 2002.  This prompted a series of angry responses from the North 

Koreans.  These included shrill denunciations of the U.S. failure to live up to its promises in 

the Agreed Framework, forcing IAEA monitors out of the Yongbyon plant, expelling IAEA 

inspectors from the country and withdrawing from the Non-Proliferation Treaty.  For its 

response, the Bush administration decided to correct what it regarded as a serious flaw with 

the Agreed Framework.  Instead of direct, bilateral relations with Pyongyang, they would 

rely on a multilateral process to pressure North Korea into compliance.29 

While an uneven transition between the Clinton and Bush administrations likely 

undermined the Agreed Framework, one must not lose sight of the fact that as early as 1998, 

Kim Jong-Il showed signs of becoming much more belligerent.  His refusal to come to 

Washington (due in part to the nature of North Korean politics) helped to ensure that a 

conference on normalized relations would not occur.  While there were some successes 

during the Clinton administration, the Agreed Framework ultimately failed become a long-

term basis towards normalized relations.  By moving slowly on the North Korean issue and 
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then introduced significant policy changes, the Bush administration likely made its task more 

difficult.   

The Six Party Talks 

With Chinese aid, the administration prepared a multilateral forum to address the 

nuclear issue.  In April 2003, a round of three party talks was held in Beijing with the United 

States, North Korea and China.  While North Korea initially refused a second round of talks, 

the Chinese pressured the rogue state into joining the first Six Party Talks in Beijing.  China 

had historically proved reluctant to engage in multilateral efforts in regards to North Korea.  

However, the Chinese leadership was persuaded to join the effort to denuclearize the Korean 

peninsula, likely because of their concerns about an arms race in the region or the eventual 

collapse of the regime. According to reports, the Chinese shut down an oil pipeline to North 

Korea to demonstrate its resolve.  Beijing also gave Pyongyang substantial amounts of 

money, oil and food in exchange for joining the Six Party Talks.30 

While South Korea and the U.S. are both hostile to the regime, China is closer to the 

DPRK than any other nation.  In addition, North Korea and the U.S. have different 

approaches to the negotiations while the other parties tend to be more flexible on procedural 

matters.  North Korea has taken advantage of this situation to pursue its nuclear program in 

lieu of an absolute guarantee for its security, which would amount to the termination of the 

U.S.-ROK Mutual Defense Treaty.31  As shown earlier in the paper, elements within both the 

South Korean and U.S. government hope for much more far-reaching change, namely in the 

form of regime change.  Thus, the six parties in the talks had divisions among themselves.     
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After Libya terminated its WMD program and made its sources available to the 

United States and its allies in late 2003, much information about the North Korean nuclear 

program became available.  Uranium hexafluoride, which is utilized to create nuclear 

weapons, were sold by North Korea to Libya.  While further North Korean customers were 

not immediately available, it is known that other aspirant bomb producers such as Syria, Iran 

and Egypt lay en route between the Hermit Kingdom and Libya.  Since North Korea 

obviously had surplus uranium to sell on the black market, that suggests its arsenal is even 

larger than previously feared.32  This knowledge added urgency to the Six Party Talks.  

However, three rounds of Six Party Talks in August 2003, February 2004 and June 2004 

failed to achieve significant breakthroughs.  Analysts found a number of factors to blame for 

the slow progress.  Intransigence by Pyongyang and inflexibility in Washington were 

paramount among them.33   

In October 2006, North Korea announced that it had successfully tested a nuclear 

weapon, which set off a firestorm of alarm throughout East Asia.34  In response, the U.N. 

Security Council adopted Resolution 1718.  This measure demanded that Pyongyang to cease 

any further nuclear tests and return to the Six Party Talks.  It also imposed additional 

sanctions on commerce with Pyongyang.  In December of that year, the Six Party Talks held 

their fifth round in Beijing.  The United States government presented a multistage plan for 

the denuclearization of the Korean peninsula, but the talks made no further progress.  

Ongoing disagreements over North Korean funds frozen by the United States in Banco Delta 

Asia helped to scuttle further progress.35 
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Finally, in February 2007 Pyongyang agreed to shut down its main nuclear reactor in 

return for aid and diplomatic concessions.  However, further negotiations stalled when the 

rogue state accused its negotiating partners, the United States, South Korea, China, Japan and 

Russia of failing to meet their obligations.36  However, as with so many arrangements with 

North Korea, it broke down in the face of Kim Jong-Il's intransigence.  On March 27, 2008, 

Seoul called on Pyongyang to fulfill an earlier pledge to reveal its nuclear program.  North 

Korea had earlier missed the December 31, 2007 deadline to furnish a list of it nuclear 

activities in exchange for fuel oil under the February 2007 deal. 

The DPRK's tardiness had already stalled the Six Party Talks.  The following day, the 

regime test-fired three sea-based anti-ship missiles and threatened to "reduce it (South Korea) 

to ashes."  Christopher Hill, then-U.S. Assistant Secretary of State for East Asian and Pacific 

Affairs, arrived in Seoul on April 1 to discuss the situation.  Soon after, he reiterated U.S. and 

R.O.K. demands for a full accounting of the DPRK's nuclear activities, though he admitted 

that time constraints brought about by the renewed Six Party Talks were an issue.   

Bruce Klinger, a senior research fellow at the Heritage Foundation, described the 

DPRK's brinkmanship tactics as the "temper tantrum of a spoiled child" against a new 

"principled engagement policy that requires reciprocity, conditionality and transparency."37  

On April 8, Hill and North Korean Vice-Foreign Minister Kim Gye Gwan met in Singapore.  

They reportedly reached a compromise which required North Korea's accounting of its 

plutonium-based nuclear weapons and acknowledgement of proliferation activities.38         
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North Korea's move was of particular concern because by this time, the regime had 

developed several missiles that could reach a target as far away as 1,550 miles.  The Nodong-

1 missile is a short range missile  that can travel about 720 miles, while the BM-25 can reach 

twice as far.  It remains unknown if these missiles can carry WMD payloads.  Development 

has begun on a longer ranged missile, the Taepodong-2, which could theoretically strike a 

target three thousand miles away.  This is three times the range of its predecessor, the 

Taepodong-1.  Should the Taepodong-2 be fully completed, then North Korean missiles 

could threaten not only countries in Northeast Asia, but even parts of the United States.39 

The 2008 crisis also meant the end of South Korea's "sunshine policy."  It coincided 

with the inauguration of Lee Myung-bak as South Korea's president.  President Lee quickly 

threatened to cut off aid to Pyongyang if it did not begin cooperating with the Six Party 

Talks.  In contrast to his predecessors, President Lee brought greater forcefulness and 

fortitude to South Korean policy.  In the past, North Korea's saber rattling won it concessions 

that maintained the semblance of progress.40  This policy paid dividends on May 8, 2008, 

when North Korea provided a U.S. delegation in Pyongyang with 18,000 pages of 

documentation about its two main facilities at Yongbyon.41 

Throughout the spring of 2008, the crisis came under control.  On June 24, Hill 

announced that North Korea would soon declare a "package of items" listing all nuclear 

materials and programs (though it would not include an accounting of weapons).  Two days 

later, Pyongyang delivered this declaration to China, the Six Party Talks chair.  It reportedly 

declared that North Korea separated a total of 30 kilograms of plutonium and used two in its 

2006 nuclear test.  In return, President George W. Bush rescinded the application of the 
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Trading with the Enemy Act toward Pyongyang.  He also signed the Supplemental 

Appropriations Act of 2008, which allowed the president to waive sanctions on North Korea 

imposed after its 2006 nuclear test.42   

While the logic underpinning the new policy of Six Party Talks was logical and, if 

successful, could have been the foundation for a permanent settlement, it failed to make 

progress due to a combination of factors.  These included differences between the U.S. and 

other nations, North Korean intransigence and the regime's progress towards a nuclear 

weapon.  While President Bush successfully prevented the ongoing issue of North Korea's 

nuclear program from developing into a major crisis, he did not bring about his main 

objective of securing the denuclearization of the Korean peninsula. 

Recent Developments 

There is no available strategy which presupposes that the United States could be 

attacked by North Korea's nuclear arsenal.  The rogue state is 10,000 miles from the 

American heartland.  However, many other targets are vulnerable.  Since North Korea's 

neighbors are in closer range to the hermit regime, they reasonably have more to fear.43  

However, many nations outside of Northeast Asia have reason to be concerned about 

Pyongyang's activities.  There have been reports that North Korea has sold ballistic-missile 

technology to other rogue states, namely Syria and Iran.  It has also sold such technology to 

Libya, although that nation was removed from the U.S. State Department's list of sponsors of 

terrorism in 2006.  North Korean missile technology has also been transferred to Pakistan 

and Yemen.   
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The alleged missile sales represent a serious concern for the United States in light of 

the "global war on terrorism."  North Korea's activities expand the range of receiving nations 

that could potentially deploy their own chemical, biological or nuclear weapons.  These sales 

generate badly-needed income for North Korea, allowing it to advance its own military 

research and development.  Indeed, in September 2007, Israel destroyed a nuclear facility in 

Syria with an air strike.  Some analysts believe that it contained nuclear material supplied to 

Damascus from Pyongyang.44 

North Korea's long-range ballistic missile test on April 5, 2009 and a nuclear device 

on May 25, 2009 transformed the challenge that the DPRK poses to the international system.  

Traditionally, U.S. policy towards the rogue state depended upon the hope that incentives 

would persuade Pyongyang to abandon their nuclear program.  With these tests, the six-party 

talks lost their key rationale.  They were based on the assumption that North Korea might 

give up its nuclear option.  North Korea's missile and nuclear choices made two dangers 

worse.  Firstly, the transfer of nuclear technology, fissile materials and possibly nuclear 

weapons to other countries or parties that are hostile to the United States.  Secondly, North 

Korea becoming a nuclear state destabilizes the security situation in Northeast Asia.  Both of 

these are serious issues.  

China is an important player in this crisis, but its role in the North Korea issue is 

complicated.  Its trade and investment in the DPRK have expanded substantially during the 

2000s.  However, China has proven reluctant to apply much pressure to North Korea because 

it fears that the collapse of the DPRK regime would trigger a vast influx of refugees into 

Northeast China.  Beijing values domestic stability over any foreign issue.  It probably 
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believes that it is impossible to calculate precisely how much pressure would bring about a 

change in policy by the DPRK but prevent instability.   North Korea's current policies stem 

from several issues.  First, it has historically taken a brinksmanship approach to negotiations 

with its rivals in Northeast Asia.  Secondly, it carried out tests in order to make its so-called 

"deterrent" credible in the eyes of its rival.  Thirdly, the succession of Kim Jong-un to the 

presidency has almost certainly increased the clout of the North Korean military. 

Before 2009, China took an even-handed approach to the denuclearization of the 

Korean peninsula, believing that Washington and Pyongyang bore equal responsibility for 

the slow pace of the talks.  After the 2009 talks, by all reports the Chinese government was 

enraged with Pyongyang for ruining the Six Party Talks, which after all was a Chinese 

creation.  It has given the United States, Japan and the Republic of Korea to bolster their 

defensive postures in the region, which undermines Chinese security. 

Unlike before, China agrees that the premise of the Six-Party Talks has all but 

disappeared.  Thus, Russia and China supported a new round of sanctions passed by the U.N. 

Security Council on June 12, 2009.  While these sanctions are not ideal, they are more 

detailed and far-reaching than previous rounds.  Nonetheless, it would be folly to assume that 

China would support any action that would cause the disintegration of the DPRK and 

threaten its internal stability.  It is worth bearing in mind that the potential effect of a North 

Korea collapse would endanger not only China, but South Korea, Japan and even the United 

States.45 
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After a year of intransigence on the nuclear issue, North Korea began signaling that it 

was prepared to return to talks about nuclear disarmament.  Instead, in early 2010, North 

Korea made one of its most reckless and bold moves in recent years.46  Inter-Korean relations 

further deteriorated after the DPRK sunk the Republic of Korea warship Cheonan of March 

26, 2010.  Forty-six Republic of Korea sailors lost their lives in the attack.  Although the 

DPRK has consistently denied responsibility for the attack, an objective investigation 

uncovered overwhelming evidence that the Cheonan was sunk by a torpedo fired from a 

North Korean submarine.   

On July 9, 2010, the U.N. Security Council adopted a Presidential Statement that 

condemned the attack.47  Washington responded later that month by imposing new sanctions 

against Pyongyang and carrying out a joint four-day military exercise in the Sea of Japan as a 

show of force to the North Korean regime.  Special Representative for U.S. policy Stephen 

Bosworth himself declared that only "specific and concrete actions" by Pyongyang would 

make it possible for negotiations to restart.48 

On November 23, 2010, the DPRK launched another unprovoked attack against 

South Korea in a flagrant violation of the long-standing armistice.  North Korean warships 

shelled Yeonpyong Island, killing two South Korean soldiers and two civilians.49  It is worth 

noting that the likely motive for the boldest attack on the Republic of Korea since the Korean 

War was the then-upcoming succession.  Indeed, this act may well have provided Kim Jong-

un, the heir apparent of the DPRK, with a victory that would bolster his support within the 

North Korean military.50  In response, China called for an emergency session of the Six Party 

Talks, but the United States, Japan and South Korea all rejected the call.  The three states 
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insisted that relations must improve before talks could resume.  While North Korea signaled 

in March 2011 that it would be willing to return to talks, the offer was rejected by South 

Korea.  President Obama himself issued an executive order reaffirming a ban on the import 

of goods, services and technologies from North Korea.51  

North Korean decisions during the first years of the Obama administration seem to 

have largely been driven by Kim Jong-Il's desire to ensure that the Kim dynasty would 

continue for another generation.  This led to some of North Korea's most provocative actions 

since the Korean War.  They were so inflammatory that they helped to galvanize the South 

Korean government against nearly any further diplomacy with the North.  President Obama 

largely continued President Bush's policies of applying sanctions and other forms of pressure 

short of military action.  Such policies in the past had prevented the crisis from escalating, 

but failed to resolve the fundamental issue of North Korea's nuclear program. 

The Kim Jong-un Era 

After the death of Kim Jong-Il and the succession of his son King Jong-Un, the policy 

of sending mixed signals continued.  He agreed to suspend further long-range missile tests to 

receive U.S. food aid in February 2012, only to announce a "rocket-launched satellite" in 

April to mark Kim Il-Sung's birthday.52  This decision was even more abrupt considering that 

on February 29, 2012, the U.S. and North Korea had announced an agreement in which 

North Korea would suspend its operations at the Yongbyon uranium enrichment plant, invite 

IAEA inspectors to monitor the suspension and implement moratoriums on nuclear and long-

range missile tests (Timeline).53 
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The most recent developments in the region have served to further isolate the regime.  

The 11th IISS Asia Security Summit in Singapore, also known as the "Shangri-La" dialogue, 

has drawn North Korea's opponents, the United States, Japan and South Korea, closer 

together and drawn Myanmar closer to the United States.  Kim Jong-un can expect to see his 

regime's remaining political leverage in Northeast Asia further reduced.  This trend will 

accelerated by the fact that China, his most important ally, is increasingly focused on 

domestic problems.  The Kim dynasty's relationship with Myanmar has never been 

exceptionally good although both are pariah states.  Barely a decade after the two states 

established formal relations in 1974, this so-called "unholy alliance" was broken when 

DPRK agents tried to assassinate South Korean President Chun Doo-hawn in Rangoon.  

Relations were only re-established in 2007 over nuclear research and an alleged illicit arms 

trade.54 

Another issue that policymakers must consider is the possibility of a North Korean 

collapse.  Conditions in 2012 are not as favorable for the perpetuation of the world's only 

communist dynasty as they were in 1994.  According to aid agency estimates, a famine from 

1995 to 1997 killed somewhere between two and three million Koreans.  This sowed deep 

distrust of the government among the populace.  In spite of aggressive government 

censorship, North Koreans have learned more about the outside world thanks to the 

increasing use of cell phones and the availability of DVDs.55 

The potential for instability within the DPRK poses a serious security threat to the 

rest of world.  Their significant progress in their nuclear program (including their tests of 

nuclear explosives in 2006 and 2009) mean that the regime almost certainly possess a small 
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number of nuclear bombs.  While none of them can be transported by missiles as of this time, 

if the regime collapses then its nuclear arsenal might fall into the wrong hands.  For South 

Korea and China, there is the additional risk of North Korean refugees pouring across their 

borders.  While President Obama has made little more progress than previous 

administrations, it is worth bearing in mind that no president going back to George H.W. 

Bush has been able to secure a long-term basis for stability on the Korean peninsula.   

Conclusions 

The United States government's attempts to contain North Korea have had some 

serious shortcomings.  Obviously, the United States government has yet to create a regime 

which prevents the DPRK from serving as an arms merchants to other dangerous nations.  

Given the dangers posed by nuclear and WMD proliferation, this issue must be addressed.  In 

addition, nearly fifteen years of coercion failed to prevent North Korea from detonating two 

nuclear devices.  However, the United States' efforts have helped to prevent North Korea 

from posing a direct threat to the region through overt military action.  Nonetheless, 

containment of North Korea deserves to be seen as an area where United States policy has 

yet to yield positive change. 
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Conclusions 

The United States has a mixed record in dealing with rogue states.  For the most part, 

the United States has tended to avoid a policy of aggressive confrontation or regime change 

against such states (Iraq in 2003 being a notable departure from such policy).  In the cases of 

Iran, Iraq and North Korea, the United States has sought to contain rather than overthrow 

rogue regimes.  Containment refers to preventing the proliferation of advanced weapons 

technology (especially WMD), policies that might destabilize the region and, of course, overt 

aggression against their neighbors and the interests of the United States. 

Overall, the United States government's greatest success is Iraq.  There were some 

problems linked to dual containment.  The most notables ones being Hussein's ability to work 

around U.N.-backed sanctions and the inability of weapons inspectors to verify the 

elimination of Hussein's WMD program.  The latter issue gave Hussein a psychological 

advantage over his rivals in the region.  Nonetheless, he was unable to interfere with the 

domestic politics of his neighbors and was unable to directly threaten any of his neighbors 

after 1991.  After the U.S.-led invasion, it became clear that Hussein's WMD program had 

made no progress and may very well have been abandoned.  All of these factors indicate that 

the U.S.-led invasion of Iraq in 2003 was likely unnecessary. 

The United States' policy towards Iran has not been as successful.  The United States 

has generally used a policy of soft power towards Iran, consisting of diplomatic isolation, 

sanctions and other forms of pressure.  This policy has yielded some results.  To be sure, Iran 

has been unsuccessful in exporting its revolution abroad.  Its simultaneous efforts at outreach 
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and supporting terrorism, combined with an ethnic and religious makeup that sets it apart 

from the rest of the Middle East, has left it with few allies.  However, the policy has yet to 

force Tehran to give up its nuclear program.  This issue should be the United States' most 

important concern.  While Iran has shown that it will back down from radical behavior when 

it is threatened with retaliation, if they become a nuclear power then it could radically change 

politics in the region. 

Unfortunately, United States' policy towards the Democratic People's Republic of 

Korea has had some serious problems.  North Korea proliferates nuclear and missile 

technology around the world.  The United States has not been able to stop these proliferation 

networks, which have the potential to deliver dangerous weapons to questionable 

governments.  In addition, years of diplomacy and coercion ultimately failed to prevent the 

DPRK from becoming a nuclear power.  Both the bilateral negotiations of the Clinton years 

and the Six Party Talks of the Bush administration failed to create a lasting basis for peace.  

If the United States government has had any success, it lies in preventing some larger crisis 

or conflict from breaking out on the Korean peninsula.  It is imperative for the United States 

to develop a more effective policy, as it is unlikely that the North Korean state will implode 

on its own as previously hoped. 

Overall, containment has succeeded to a limited extent.  It has prevented rogue states 

from carrying out overt aggression which might destabilize the region and endanger the 

interests of the United States and its allies.  In the case of Iraq, the United States largely 

succeeded in preventing it from pursuing an effective WMD program.  However, a 

combination of differences with our allies, the weaknesses of sanctions and the intransigent 
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behavior of many rogue regimes mean that containment usually does not fundamentally 

change their behavior.     
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