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Has the U.S. government been making nuclear threats against Iran?  Has it said that it would destroy the Iranian nuclear facilities, with nuclear weapons if necessary, if the Iranian nuclear program could not be stopped in any other way?  Many observers seem to think that the Bush administration has been threatening Iran with a nuclear attack if that country persists in its attempt to build nuclear weapons of its own.  Prof. Michael Intriligator, for example, in some comments he made at the end of a talk given by Thomas Schelling in March 2006, claimed that the Bush administration was threatening to attack the Iranian facilities—and indeed was threatening to use nuclear weapons in that attack.  Schelling himself, in his response, did not dispute those claims.  He seemed, in fact, to think that the problem was that the Bush administration was unable to keep its mouth shut.  If it was going to attack Iran in that way, he thought, it should just decide to do that in private.  There was no point in saying these things in public;  making these kinds of threats simply weakened the nuclear taboo.  The administration, he thought, should stop making threats of that sort: “I wish they’d shut up.”


Are these claims valid?  Has the Bush administration in fact been threatening Iran in this way?  To show that this in fact is administration policy, Intriligator cites an important document, the 2006 version of “The National Security Strategy of the United States of America,” which had just been issued at the time he made his comment.  According to Intriligator, the administration in that document took the position that “we don’t regard nuclear weapons as anything special, just like any other weapon, we’re gonna use preemption against potential enemies, the current national security strategy document cites specifically Iran, … we wanna strike at the Iranian nuclear capabilities, and nuclear weapons—tactical nuclear weapons in particular—are gonna be an attractive way to do that.”
  But does the document itself actually say that the U.S. government does not “regard nuclear weapons as anything special?”  There is no passage in the document that says anything of the sort.   It does say that the United States that the United States might, as a general principle, act preemptively to deal with “emerging threats.”
  But the document also makes it clear that preemption is not the only, or even the preferred, course of action, and indeed that the government would prefer to achieve its goals through non-military means.
  As for the Iranian question, the document certainly makes it clear that the administration wants to try to prevent Iran from acquiring a nuclear capability, but the emphasis is on diplomatic pressure and not military action.
  It does say that the “diplomatic effort must succeed if confrontation is to be avoided,” thus vaguely suggesting that the United States would confront Iran in some military way if the diplomatic effort failed.
  But this is the closest it comes to threat-making. It does not say that the United States wants to “strike at the Iranian nuclear capabilities,” or anything like that, and it certainly does not say that tactical nuclear weapons are going to be “an attractive way to do that.”  This issue does not come up in the document at all.
Putting this document aside, what can be said about the more general claim about the administration threatening to attack the Iranian nuclear facilities, with nuclear weapons if necessary?  The Bush administration has certainly suggested that force might be used if the Iranian program could not be stopped in any other way.  That was implied by the president’s statement in April 2004 that “the development of a nuclear weapon in Iran is intolerable,” and by Vice President Cheney’s statement, just before the Schelling talk, that “we will not allow Iran to have a nuclear weapon.”
  The administration has frequently said (as Cheney, for example, said in that speech) that it was “keeping all options on the table in addressing the irresponsible conduct of the [Iranian] regime.”
  But the emphasis throughout the period prior to the Schelling talk was on diplomacy.  The basic line was laid out, for example, in a speech given by a State Department official in February 2006: “The President has repeatedly emphasized that all options are on the table to deal with the threat from Iran, but that our strong preference is to do so through effective diplomacy.”
  Other high officials took the same line.  To cite just one case, note the following extract from Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice’s February 12, 2006, interview with George Stephanopoulos on ABC's This Week:
MR. STEPHANOPOULOS: The London Daily Telegraph reported this morning that strategists at the Pentagon are drawing up plans for devastating bombing raids on Iran and they quote a Pentagon advisor saying, "This is more than just a standard military contingency assessment. This has taken on much greater urgency in recent months." 

Have we moved closer to a military strike in recent months? 

SECRETARY RICE: The United States remains dedicated to a diplomatic approach to this. We believe that a diplomatic approach that is as robust as the one that we now anticipate, with Russia and China and others united about this, will give us a way to resolve this problem. The President never takes any of his options off the table. People shouldn't want the President of the United States to take options off the table. But there is a diplomatic solution to this. Now that we are in the Security Council, there are many steps that the Security Council can take, authority that the Security Council has, to help enforce IAEA requirements on Iran. 

This, in fact, had been the official line for some time.  The emphasis was not on the possibility of military action—a point the press had been noting for some time.
 But perhaps the more important point to note in this context is that even though the possibility that force might be used was by no means ruled out, no one was talking about using nuclear weapons in an attack on the Iraqi facilities.  There was no hint that such weapons would be used, and no rumors that they would be used were even reported—at least not in the sources that turned up in the search done for this paper.

It is amazing that people—indeed, professors at major American universities—could make important claims, in a public forum, that have so little basis in fact.  One might have expected more from someone like Thomas Schelling.  It seems that people can say whatever they like, especially when attacking the current administration, and no one ever holds them to account.  But in political discourse, the truth matters, and we as a nation can probably do better in this regard than we have done so far.
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QUESTION: In Munich today, Rumsfeld said that we were pursuing diplomacy and McCain then followed and said we should not take any kind of military response off the table. 





UNDER SECRETARY BURNS: I would just say that the President and Secretary of State have said many, many times they have -- you know, they have always said many, many times that we are pursuing a diplomatic course, but that we don't -- the President of the United States doesn't take any option off the table. The President has said that and the Secretary has said that nearly every time they talk about this. And that hasn't -- our policy remains the same. It's very clear that we're -- as Secretary Rice has been saying the last couple of weeks, we're very clear we're on a diplomatic course and the diplomacy doesn't end today, it just goes to a new place and a new phase. 
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