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Preface: A Memo Through the War

This memo was first drafted as Iran and the United States reopened nuclear negotiations in 
Muscat in April 2025. At the time, diplomacy seemed to offer a narrow but genuine path to de-
escalation. Since then, the regional landscape has been transformed by a sharp escalation in 
Israel-Iran hostilities, bringing the threat of full-scale war—and of nuclear proliferation—closer 
than at any point since the JCPOA was signed.

Rather than revise this text as if it were written after the fact, we have chosen to preserve the 
structure and tone of the original memo, while weaving in critical updates where they matter 
most. This version thus stands as both an analysis of Iranian strategy during the Muscat talks 
and a reflection on the challenges of diplomacy in a rapidly collapsing security environment.

A  decade  after  negotiating  its  way  out  of  UN  Security  Council  Chapter  VII  measures 
through the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA), Iran once again finds itself at a 
familiar crossroads—facing escalating Western pressure amid a deepening collapse of trust 
in  multilateral  frameworks.  In  April  2025,  U.S.-Iran  nuclear  negotiations  resumed  in 
Muscat, signaling a potential opening. Tehran’s strategy appeared calibrated: advance the 
nuclear  program  just  far  enough  to  gain  leverage  while  mitigating  existential  threats, 
extending diplomatic feelers to avoid isolation or confrontation.

But what was already a delicate balancing act—between resistance and engagement—has 
become  even  more  precarious  in  the  wake  of  the  June  2025  military  escalation.  The 
window for  diplomacy has  narrowed,  if  not  slammed shut.   This  memo revisits  Iran’s  
strategic calculus at the time of the Muscat talks and considers how the rapidly evolving 
regional and global landscape, including renewed threats of force, is reshaping Tehran’s 
nuclear options—and Washington’s.

Strategic Developments Since 2018
The strategic  developments  in  Iran’s  nuclear  program since  2018 have  been primarily 
shaped by the U.S. unilateral withdrawal from the JCPOA and the subsequent imposition 
of  severe economic sanctions under both the Trump (through the ‘maximum pressure’ 
campaign)1 and Biden administrations.2

1 “Maximum Pressure Campaign on the Regime in Iran,” The U.S. Department of State, April 4, 2019,  
https://2017-2021.state.gov/maximum-pressure-campaign-on-the-regime-in-iran/.

2 “How the Biden administration botched America’s  sanctions against Iran,” Economist,  Oct 17,  2024, 
https://www.economist.com/leaders/2024/10/17/how-the-biden-administration-botched-americas-
sanctions-against-iran.
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In response to these sanctions and international pressures, Iran has taken gradual steps to 
reduce its  commitments under the JCPOA while advancing its  technical  capabilities  in 
uranium enrichment. This dual-track approach has been a hallmark of Tehran’s posture in 
the face of Western pressure.

After the Trump administration withdrew from the JCPOA, European powers (particularly 
the  E3:  France,  Germany,  and  the  United  Kingdom)  attempted  to  salvage  economic 
engagement with Iran through the INSTEX mechanism. But this effort proved insufficient, 
and Iran’s mistrust of Western guarantees deepened.3

Indirect negotiations between Iran and the United States resumed in Vienna during the 
early Biden years (2021-2022) but ultimately failed to restore the JCPOA due to persistent 
disagreements—chiefly  the  U.S.  refusal  to  offer  binding  guarantees  against  future 
withdrawal and demands for broader constraints beyond the nuclear file, including Iran’s 
missile program and regional activities.4

Iran’s  nuclear  trajectory  was  also  shaped  by  Israeli  covert  operations,  including 
cyberattacks  and  the  assassination  of  Iranian  nuclear  scientists  (such  as  Mohsen 
Fakhrizadeh  in  2020).  In  response  to  these  actions,  Iran  accelerated  its  uranium 
enrichment efforts at fortified underground facilities such as Fordow.5

The  2020  “Strategic  Action  Plan  to  Counter  Sanctions”  law,  passed  by  the  Iranian 
Parliament, mandated further reduce reductions in JCPOA compliance absent sanctions 
relief.6 With the election of Ebrahim Raisi in 2021, Iran adopted a harder line–, demanding 
full  sanctions  removal  and  verifiable  guarantees  as  prerequisite  to  any  return  to  the 
agreement.7

Iran’s post-2018 strategy has combined nuclear leverage escalation (to build negotiation 
pressure) with a strategic pivot toward non-Western partners such as China and Russia , 
reflected in its 2021 25-year China partnership and the 2025-2045 20-year cooperation 
agreement with Russia.

In  terms of  leveraging  its  nuclear  program and according  to  the  latest  report from the 
International  Atomic  Energy  Agency  (IAEA),  Iran  held  274.8  kilograms  of  uranium 

3 Esfandyar  Batmanghelidj,  “Iran  Trade  Mechanism  INSTEX  is  Shutting  Down,”  Bourse  &  Bazaar 
Foundation,  February  2,  2023,  https://www.bourseandbazaar.org/articles/2023/2/2/instex-shuts-
down-in-a-loss-for-european-economic-sovereignty.

4 “US,  Iran  head  to  Vienna  for  indirect  talks  on  nuclear  deal,”  FRANCE  24,  April  2,  2021, 
https://www.france24.com/en/middle-east/20210402-us-agrees-to-begin-indirect-talks-on-iran-s-
nuclear-programme.

5 Farnaz Fassihi and David E. Sanger, “Iran Moves to Increase Uranium Enrichment and Bar Nuclear  
Inspectors,”  The  New  York  Times,  December  2,  2020, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/12/02/world/middleeast/iran-nuclear-enrichment-inspectors.html.

6 “Iranian MPs Discuss Bill on Strategic Action for Lifting of Sanctions,” Tasnim News Agency, November 
29,  2020,  https://www.tasnimnews.com/en/news/2020/11/29/2399636/iranian-mps-discuss-bill-on-
strategic-action-for-lifting-of-sanctions.

7 Saheb Sadeghi, “Iran’s key demands for the revival of the JCPOA,” Middle East Institute, October 14,  
2021, https://www.mei.edu/publications/irans-key-demands-revival-jcpoa.
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enriched up to 60 percent by February 2025, marking an increase of 92.5 kilograms since 
the IAEA’s previous report in November.8 This amount, alongside its fleet of thousands of 
advanced centrifuges  at  Natanz and Fordow,  and its  full  control  over  the  nuclear  fuel  
cycle,9 positions Tehran to produce enough fissile material for a nuclear bomb in as little as 
one week.

Following the 12-day war and the Israeli and U.S. strikes on Iranian nuclear facilities in 
mid-June,  the  IAEA has  been  pressing  for  renewed access  to  assess  the  status  of  the 
program and verify the integrity of the declared stockpile. In response, on June 25, Iran’s 
parliament (Majlis) approved a bill suspending cooperation with the IAEA. Under this new 
law, any further engagement with the agency now requires approval from Iran’s Supreme 
National Security Council.10 After President Masoud Pezeshkian officially communicated 
the legislation, IAEA inspectors immediately departed Iranian territory.11

Tehran justified this decision by pointing to the latest report, authored by Director General 
Rafael  Grossi,  which had prompted a  resolution against  Iran at  the  agency’s  Board of 
Governors. Iran argued that the resolution paved the way for Israel’s attack on its nuclear 
infrastructure.12

Notably, the IAEA has not issued any resolution condemning Israel or the U.S. for their 
strikes  on  Iran’s  nuclear  facilities,  an  omission  Tehran  sees  as  emboldening  its 
adversaries.13 Iranian authorities also believe that renewed inspections of its nuclear sites 
after the U.S. and Israeli attacks would serve only to gather intelligence on the extent of the 
damage, with that information likely to be shared with Israel and the U.S.14

Iran’s Current Diplomatic Positioning
Following his return to office in January 2025, President Donald Trump publicly expressed 
interest in striking a new deal with Iran—framing diplomacy as a possible legacy-defining 
achievement. Yet, he also made clear that military action remained “on the table” should 

8 Stephanie Liechtenstein, “Iran accelerates production of near weapons-grade uranium, IAEA says, as  
tensions with US ratchet up,” The Associated Press, February 26, 2025, https://apnews.com/article/iran-
nuclear-iaea-weapons-grade-uranium-trump-0b11a99a7364f9a43e1c83b220114d45.

9 Oren Setter,  Itamar  Lifshitz,  “What  should  a  new deal  with  Iran  look  like?”  Bulletin  of  the  Atomic 
Scientists,  February 7,  2025,  https://thebulletin.org/2025/02/what-should-a-new-deal-with-iran-look-
like/.

10 “Iran’s  parliament  approves  bill  on  suspending  cooperation  with  IAEA,”  Reuters,  June  25,  2025, 
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/iran-parliament-approves-bill-suspend-cooperation-with-
un-nuclear-watchdog-2025-06-25/.

11 “IAEA  inspectors  leave  Iran  after  Tehran  cut  cooperation,”  Mehr  News  Agency,  Jul  4,  2025, 
en.mehrnews.com/news/233968/.

12 “Bagheri:  The  Iranian  people  are  outraged  by  the  IAEA’s  positions,”  ISNA,  July  2,  2025,  
https://isna.ir/xdTHfr.

13 “IAEA BoG fails  to issue res.  condemning Israel  attack on Iran,”  Mehr News Agency,  Jun 16,  2025, 
en.mehrnews.com/news/233226/.

14 “Takht-Ravanchi: The parliament’s resolution does not mean we intend to cease cooperation with the 
IAEA,” Entekhab, July 4, 2025, https://www.entekhab.ir/003fEv.
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negotiations fail. This dual signaling has defined the U.S. posture throughout the renewed 
diplomatic track launched in April in Muscat, Oman.15

The credibility  of  military threats  increased dramatically  after  Israel’s  strikes on Iran’s 
strategic air defenses on 26 October 2024, and again with the unprecedented escalation in 
June 2025 that saw direct attacks on Iranian territory. These escalatory spirals reflect the 
growing inadequacy of traditional deterrence models in a context of unchecked opacity and 
deep strategic asymmetries.16

Meanwhile, Iran’s regional position has grown more precarious. With Hezbollah weakened 
in Lebanon, the Assad regime faltering in Syria, and Hamas’s infrastructure devastated in 
Gaza, the pillars of Tehran’s regional influence are under severe strain. Iran’s longstanding 
strategy of projecting power through allied non-state actors is encountering diminishing 
returns amid regional exhaustion with proxy conflict and an Israeli push to reshape the 
deterrence equation by force.

Against this backdrop, Iran’s motivations for engaging diplomatically are manifold.  These 
include the deteriorating economic situation, the urgent need for sanctions relief, growing 
regional isolation, the erosion of its strategic depth, and the credible threat of snapback 
sanctions or direct military confrontation. Moreover, the “Look to the East” foreign policy 
has  yielded  underwhelming  economic  returns  and  failed  to  provide  a  reliable  way  to 
circumvent sanctions.17

From  the  U.S.  perspective,  Iran’s  expanding  enrichment  capabilities  and  shrinking 
breakout  time have heightened the  sense  of  urgency.  While  hawkish voices  within the 
Trump administration continue to press for  military action,  the prevailing view is  that 
diplomacy  remains  the  only  viable  path  to  contain  Iran’s  nuclear  program  without 
dragging the U.S. into another Middle East war. More broadly, there is concern that the 
absence of an agreement could prompt a shift in Iran’s nuclear doctrine, trigger a regional 
arms race,  and divert  attention from the United States’  strategic priority of  countering 
China.

Yet  sharp  divisions  remain  within  the  Trump  administration.  On  one  side  are  Steve 
Witkoff, Trump’s Special Representative for the Middle East, and Vice President JD Vance, 
who favor a pragmatic deal that preserves face for both sides. Trump himself has shown 
flexibility in backchannel conversations.18

15 See Almuntaser Albalawi, ‘From Asymmetry to Autonomy: Rethinking Arms Control in the Middle East’,  
PRISME Initiative, 2025.

16 Hassan Elbahtimy,  ‘Whose  Nuclear  Disorder?  The  Middle  East  in  Global  Nuclear  Politics’,  PRISME 
Initiative, 2025.

17 Maxim A. Suchkov, Polina I. Vasilenko, The Pendulum of Russian-Iranian Relations: From Common 
Goals  to  Divergent  Interests,”  Italian  Institute  for  International  Political  Studies,  November,  2019, 
https://www.ispionline.it/sites/default/files/pubblicazioni/ispi_iran_looking_web.pdf#page=63.

18 “Divisions  in  Trump’s  Team:  Sending  Mixed  Messages  to  Iran,”  Deutsche  Welle,  March  26,  2025,  
https://p.dw.com/p/4sIac.
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On the other side, hardliners like Secretary of State Marco Rubio and former National 
Security  Advisor  Mike  Waltz  insist  on  maximalist  demands—including  a  full 
dismantlement  of  Iran’s  nuclear  infrastructure,  ballistic  missile  curbs,  and  intrusive 
verification.  According  to  this  view,  Iran’s  nuclear  disarmament  must  encompass  all 
aspects  of  its  program  -  including  missiles,  weaponization,  and  uranium  enrichment. 
Initially invoking the “Libya model” of total disarmament,19 Rubio has since recalibrated, 
seeking to align himself with Trump’s stance, and now advocates the “UAE model” of zero 
domestic enrichment, where Iran would import all  enriched uranium for civilian use.20 
While this shift marks a softening, it still clashes fundamentally with Iran’s insistence on 
sovereign fuel cycle capabilities.

Despite these tensions, the nuclear negotiations that started in Muscat on April 12, 2025 
produced modest  but  tangible  progress,  with  both  sides  assessing  the  talks  positively. 
Negotiations  moved  from  exploratory  dialogue  to  technical  discussions  on  enrichment 
caps, stockpile limits, and verification protocols.

After  several  rounds  of  talks,  Iran  and  the  U.S.  were  pursuing  a  political  framework 
agreement that could serve as a platform for formal negotiations. The most contentious 
issue remains enrichment, with Tehran insisting on maintaining indigenous capabilities—a 
red line Washington continues to oppose.

Nonetheless, the structure of the Muscat process mirrors the backchannel path that led to 
the JCPOA a decade ago,21 offering a promising track to revisit  and potentially deepen 
negotiations—provided  all  parties  remain  interested  in  doing  so  following  the  June 
escalation.

The Regional Chessboard: Gulf Arab Recalibration
Although historically opposed to the 2015 Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA), 
the Arab states of the Persian Gulf have emerged as cautious supporters of the renewed 
Iran–U.S. negotiations launched on April 12, 2025, in Muscat, Oman. A decade ago, Saudi 
Arabia dismissed the JCPOA as “weak,” and praised President Trump’s 2018 decision to 
withdraw from the agreement. Today, under Trump’s second term and amid escalating 
regional conflict, Riyadh’s tone has markedly shifted.

Following the first round of Muscat talks, the Saudi Ministry of Foreign Affairs issued a 
statement  praising  the  Sultanate  of  Oman  for  hosting  the  negotiations  and  reiterated 
support for dialogue as a path toward resolving all regional and international conflicts. 

19 “Waltz: Iran Must Abandon All Nuclear Dimensions; All Options Are on the Table,” Radio Farda, March 
17,  2025,  https://www.radiofarda.com/a/all-options-on-the-table-to-ensure-iran-does-not-have-a-
nuclear-weapon-mike-waltz/33350119.html.

20 “Iran  must  ‘walk  away’  from  all  uranium  enrichment,  Rubio  says,”  Reuters,  May  3,  2025, 
https://www.reuters.com/world/iran-must-walk-away-all-uranium-enrichment-rubio-says-2025-05-
02/.

21 Laurence Norman, Alexander Ward and Benoit Faucon, “U.S., “Iran Aim for Framework to Guide Talks 
Toward Nuclear Deal,”  The Wall  Street  Journal,  May 23,  2025,  https://www.wsj.com/world/middle-
east/u-s-iran-meet-in-rome-with-nuclear-talks-under-strain-c47548f8.
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This  statement  was  soon  echoed  by  the  UAE,  Kuwait,  Qatar,  and  Iraq—all  of  which 
expressed varying degrees of endorsement for the diplomatic process. 22

This shift reflects a deeper political transformation embraced by the Arab states of the 
Persian  Gulf  since  2021.  Their  approach  now emphasizes  diplomatic  autonomy and  a 
reduction of tensions with Iran. Simultaneously,  their strategy has increasingly favored 
hedging, diversifying and pluralizing their foreign policy.23

Although not formal participants in the Muscat negotiations, the Gulf Cooperation Council 
(GCC) countries are increasingly present in adjacent roles: Oman as facilitator and host,24 
the United Arab Emirates as go-between (delivering President Donald Trump’s letter to 
Iran’s leadership),25 and Saudi Arabia and Qatar as would-be mediators.26

Tehran, in turn, has sought to avoid the alienation that characterized the JCPOA process.  
It  has shared updates with GCC capitals  and expressed support  for  Saudi  and Emirati 
participation and ownership in a proposed nuclear fuel consortium—a concept floated by 
U.S. negotiators as part of confidence-building measures.27

This consortium idea marks a potential  turning point.  While still  speculative,  it  would 
embed  regional  actors  in  the  civilian  nuclear  supply  chain—an  idea  Iran  has  publicly 
endorsed, even as it demands to retain enrichment capabilities. For Saudi Arabia and the 
UAE, participation offers a way to anchor Iran’s program within cooperative frameworks 
rather than opposing it outright.

The  prospect  of  trilateral  cooperation  among  Iran,  Saudi  Arabia,  and  the  UAE—each 
possessing  nuclear  infrastructure—could  reshape  the  contours  of  regional  nuclear 
diplomacy. Beyond fuel supply,  the initiative could evolve into a platform for technical 
collaboration on nuclear safety, environmental resilience, and nonproliferation protocols. 
With  rising  water  temperatures  in  the  Persian  Gulf  and  associated  cooling  challenges 
affecting  nuclear  power  plants,  shared  risk  management  is  not  only  feasible  but 
necessary.28

22 “Arabs’  overnight  reaction  to  Iran-US  talks,”  Tabnak  News  Agency,  April  13,  2025, 
https://www.tabnak.ir/005Rtz.

23 “Muscat talks and the welcome of the Arab countries of the region,” IRNA News Agency, April 14, 2025, 
https://irna.ir/xjTjQF.

24 Parisa Hafezi, “Iran, US hold ‘positive’ talks in Oman, agree to resume next week,” Reuters, April 13,  
2025,  https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/iran-us-start-talks-oman-under-shadow-regional-
conflict-2025-04-12/.

25 Mohammed Sio, “Emirati diplomat delivers Trump’s letter to Iran,” Anadolu Ajansı, March 12, 2025, 
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/middle-east/emirati-diplomat-delivers-trump-s-letter-to-iran/3507829.

26 Abbas Al Lawati, “Saudi Arabia seeks to mediate between Trump and Iran on new nuclear deal,” CNN,  
February  16,  2025,  https://edition.cnn.com/2025/02/16/middleeast/saudi-arabia-trump-iran-nuclear-
deal-intl/index.html.

27 “Araghchi: If the U.S. seeks to deprive Iran of its right to peaceful nuclear energy, we will not agree,” 
ISNA News Agency, May 22, 2025, isna.ir/xdTstd.

28 See Mehran Haghirian, ‘Nuclear Diplomacy in the Gulf: Exploring Pathways for Regional Nuclear Energy 
Cooperation between Iran, Saudi Arabia, and the UAE, PRISME Initiative, 2025.
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A  regional  nuclear  safety  framework,  inspired  by  models  such  as  the  JCPOA  and  the 
Euratom  Treaty,  could  also  facilitate  the  integration  of  Iran’s  and  the  GCC’s  nuclear 
programs into broader technical cooperation initiatives. As such, it could help depoliticize 
nuclear governance and offer a constructive alternative to militarized posturing. Although 
such a vision remains distant given Israeli opacity and mutual distrust, its strategic logic is  
increasingly hard to ignore.

Key Lessons for Future Agreement
A central challenge in Iran-U.S. negotiations is defining the scope of any future agreement. 
President Trump’s February 4, 2025 memorandum reaffirmed his administration’s desire 
to  prevent  Iran from acquiring nuclear  weapons—a goal  Tehran has  indicated it  is  still 
willing to negotiate under certain conditions.29 However, the memorandum also widened the 
aperture of  U.S.  concerns to include Iran’s  regional  activities,  missile  program, human 
rights record, and alleged support for terrorism.30

This expansive framing reflects a common critique of the 2015 JCPOA: that it addressed 
only Iran’s nuclear program, while ignoring broader threats. Yet as previous diplomatic 
failures and recent crises show, bundling too many issues into a single negotiation risks 
derailing progress altogether. Reaching consensus on Iran’s other threats would involve 
distinct  actors,  timelines,  and  verification  challenges—a  process  that  could  delay  even 
minimal de-escalation for years.

Accordingly,  the  comprehensive  negotiations  envisioned  in  Trump’s  presidential 
memorandum would benefit from a sequenced, step-by-step approach. Nuclear constraints 
should  be  addressed  first,  laying  the  groundwork  for  more  ambitious  diplomacy  on 
regional security and missile control. Iran’s regional policies, for example, could then be 
tackled through tools like regional coalitions or strengthened conventional forces.31 Such 
compartmentalization would help ensure technical and political feasibility.32

Among the various issues in a  comprehensive agreement—including missile programs and 
Iran’s  regional  policies—the  nuclear  file  remains  the  most  important  and  urgent.33 

29 “Iran  says  Trump’s  concern  about  nuclear  weapons  can  be  resolved,”  Reuters,  February  5,  2025, 
https://www.reuters.com/world/iran-says-trumps-concern-about-nuclear-weapons-can-be-resolved-
2025-02-05/.

30 “Fact  Sheet:  President  Donald  J.  Trump  Restores  Maximum  Pressure  on  Iran,”  The  White  House,  
February  4,  2025,  https://www.whitehouse.gov/fact-sheets/2025/02/fact-sheet-president-donald-j-
trump-restores-maximum-pressure-on-iran/.

31 Oren Setter and Itamar Lifshitz, “What should a new deal with Iran look like?” Bulletin of the Atomic 
Scientists,  February 7,  2025,  https://thebulletin.org/2025/02/what-should-a-new-deal-with-iran-look-
like/.

32 See Tytti Erästö, ‘Following Israeli attacks, Iran and other Gulf states could prevent endless war through 
regional non-proliferation cooperation’, PRISME Initiative, 2025. Erästö underscores the need to revive 
narrow,  verifiable,  and enforceable  arms control  commitments  before  trying to  reshape the  broader 
regional order.

33 Oren Setter and Itamar Lifshitz, “What should a new deal with Iran look like?”
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Addressing  it  first  would  help  prevent  outcomes  such  as  snapback  sanctions,  further 
strikes, or a broader regional arms race.

This was made especially clear during the Geneva track between Iran and the E3, which 
unfolded amidst the war and just prior to the U.S. attack on Iran’s nuclear facilities. Even 
then,  Iran  refused  to  engage  in  discussions  about  its  missile  program—though  it  had 
deemed regional issues negotiable alongside the nuclear matter.34 On the other hand, the 
experience of the joint U.S.-Israeli military strike during the June war demonstrated that 
Iran’s  nuclear  program  cannot  be  eliminated  through  military  means.  A  continued 
militarized approach could seriously  undermine the non-proliferation regime,  as  Iran’s 
suspension of cooperation with the IAEA might de facto lead to a complete cessation of 
collaboration (even without formal announcement). Thus, diplomacy and a focus on the 
nuclear  issue  must  remain  the  priority  in  any  negotiations  with  Iran.  A  balanced 
compromise must be struck between America’s maximalist demand of “zero enrichment” 
and  Iran’s  insistence  on  low-level  enrichment  for  peaceful  atomic  energy  use  under 
enhanced IAEA safeguards.

Moreover, any new agreement will only stand a chance of success if it fairly and equitably 
serves the interests of both sides—a condition that would significantly increase its chances 
of being accepted in Tehran.35 To be sustainable, such an agreement must also incorporate 
stronger  guarantees.  The  JCPOA’s  collapse—following  the  U.S.  withdrawal  and  Iran’s 
subsequent  rollback  of  commitments—highlighted  the  fragility  of  deals  lacking 
enforcement and political safeguards. A new framework must therefore include credible 
protections against future withdrawal.

At the same time, despite its violations, Iran insists it did not formally breach the JCPOA 
and argues that if the E3 refrains from triggering the snapback mechanism, key restrictions 
(sunset clauses) will expire by October 2025. This reinforces the need for a  longer-term, 
renewable structure with clear timelines and terms.

Finally,  for the deal to be politically viable in Tehran, it  must bring tangible economic 
benefits—chiefly  through  the  lifting  of  major  sanctions.  Emphasizing  shared  interests, 
rather than focusing solely on resolving disputes, could further support momentum toward 
a sustainable accord.

The choice ahead is stark: either continue the pattern of overloaded, collapsible deals, or 
commit  to  a  phased  strategy  that  restores  nuclear  limits  now,  while  leaving  room for 
parallel or future negotiations on missiles and regional dynamics. The latter path, while 
less ambitious on paper, is far more likely to produce durable results.

34 “Araghchi: We will not negotiate with anyone regarding our missile capabilities,” Tasnim News Agency,  
June 20, 2025, https://tn.ai/3338693.

35 Seyed Hossein Mousavian, “Trump says he wants a deal with Iran. This is how he can do it,” Middle East 
Eye,  March 24,  2025,  https://www.middleeasteye.net/opinion/trump-iran-says-he-wants-deal-will-he-
do-what-it-takes.
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Conclusion
Iran’s  evolving  nuclear  strategy  is  shaped  by  hard-learned  lessons  from  the  JCPOA’s 
collapse—chief  among  them:  technical  compliance  offers  no  shield  when  great  power 
politics intervene. The Muscat talks are more than a return to bargaining over enrichment 
levels; they are a litmus test for whether asymmetric multilateralism—in which regional 
actors like China and Gulf states act as counterweights to U.S. dominance—can offer a path 
toward sustainable de-escalation.

Three potential trajectories emerge

1.  Limited Deal:  A narrowly scoped agreement that caps uranium enrichment and lifts 
select sanctions, deferring more contentious issues —missiles, regional activities—to later 
phases.

2. Snapback Crisis: The E3 triggers reimposed UN sanctions, leading Tehran to withdraw 
from the NPT, escalating tensions and undermining remaining nonproliferation norms.

3. Military Escalation: Further Israeli strikes on Iranian facilities trigger retaliation and 
regional conflict, accelerating rather than deterring proliferation.

Amid this  high-stakes  calculus,  the  most  pragmatic  path  forward is  one  of  segmented 
reciprocity:  a  first-phase  nuclear  accord  that  delivers  real  economic  relief,  followed in 
parallel  by  discussions  on  regional  security  architecture  and  missile  controls.  As 
highlighted  in  the  broader  SALAM  memo  series,  decentering  the  West’s  securitized 
framing and enabling inclusive diplomacy is essential for long-term stability.

The  Gulf  Arab  states’  evolving  approach—favoring  regional  de-escalation  and  resisting 
Israeli maximalism—signals a recognition that treating Iran as a permanent pariah invites 
perpetual instability. Recasting Iran not as a problem to be managed but as a stakeholder  
to be engaged may be the only way to avoid a devastating regional spiral. The window for 
such engagement is narrowing—but it is not yet closed.
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PRISME Initiative
PRISME aims to redefine the conception of “security” in the Middle East and North Africa, 
as the starting point for strategic relations between MENA countries and their European 
and North American partners. It does so in pursuit of effective, collaborative approaches to 
ensuring a more peaceful and stable future. To this end, PRISME sponsors dialogue and 
debate between foreign policy professionals across diverse backgrounds and perspectives. 
These include individuals in governments, thinktanks and academic institutions located in 
the MENA region, Europe and North America, with a specific focus on engaging young and 
emerging thinkers and practitioners. Its goal is to re-define security in the Middle East,  
broadening the definitions of what it looks like, for whom, how it can be achieved, and how 
outside actors can contribute to it.

SALAM Project
SALAM (Sustaining Alternative Links beyond Arms and the Military) proposes to rethink 
the centrality of the arms trade in international relations with and among Middle East & 
North Africa (MENA) countries.

It fosters and amplifies ideas from a network of scholars and practitioners working in and 
with the Middle East. Issues they will address include the arms trade’s advertised role in 
cementing bilateral and multilateral ties between North America, Europe and the MENA 
region;  the  opportunity  costs  of  over-  or  sole  reliance  on  weaponry  as  security;  and 
alternative modes of engagement that might redefine a shared strategic agenda.
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