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Abstract

Introduction

The first efforts to institutionalize the concept of nuclear
nonproliferation can be traced back to 1943. However, in line with
U.S. strategic objectives—particularly the Atoms for Peace initiative
introduced at the United Nations on December 8, 1953—the global
agenda for the governance and oversight of nuclear policy acquired a
distinct institutional and political identity. The nuclear program under
Mohammad Reza Shah during the 1960s and 1970s envisioned the
development of a comprehensive civilian nuclear energy sector aimed
at diversifying Iran’s electricity generation and reducing its
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dependence on oil exports. A critical issue, however, concerns
allegations that the program was also oriented toward nuclear fuel
reprocessing (including uranium enrichment) and, ultimately, the
potential development of nuclear weapons.

The present research aimed to examine the impact of the Shah’s
nuclear program on Iran—U.S. relations. It sought to address the
following questions: How did the Shah’s nuclear program influence
the strategic relationship between the U.S. and Iran during the 1970s?
The study is based on the hypothesis that the Shah’s nuclear
program—particularly during the 1970s—encountered increasing
opposition from the U.S., whose policy was increasingly shaped by
nuclear nonproliferation objectives and related sanctions

Literature Review

The scholarly literature has examined the topic from a historical
perspective. For example, in Iran’s Developing Military Capabilities,
Cordesman (2005) presented the evolution of Iran’s nuclear program
in a chronological framework. In the article “Why Iran Wants the
Bomb and What It Means for US Policy,” Sherrill (2012) discussed
the nuclear policies of the second Pahlavi regime only as a peripheral
issue within the broader context of post-1979 tensions between the
U.S. and Iran. Concerning Mohammad Reza Shah’s nuclear program,
the existing literature can be broadly divided into two competing
perspectives. The first argues that the Shah’s nuclear program was
fundamentally developmental and peaceful, intended to establish a
comprehensive civilian nuclear energy sector that would benefit both
Iran and its international partners. A prominent example is the
contribution by McGlinchey and Choksy (2025) titled “Iran’s Nuclear
Ambitions Under the Shah and Ayatollahs: Strikingly Analogous but
More Dangerous.” The second (e.g., Milani’s The Shah published in
2011) contends that, from its inception, the civilian nuclear program
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served as a cover for the long-term objective of acquiring a nuclear
weapons capability.

Materials and Methods

This study employed a historical-documentary research method
combined with a process-tracing approach. Historical-documentary
research is a qualitative method that reconstructs and analyzes the
evolution of a phenomenon over a specific period using archival
documents, official reports, legislation, policy statements, statistical
data, speeches, and other reliable sources. Rather than generating data
through direct observation or fieldwork, this method relies on the
systematic collection and critical analysis of existing documentary
evidence. The historical-documentary method offers several
advantages. It enables researchers to examine developments over
extended periods, access reliable and official sources, compare the
policies and behavior of different actors, and analyze the evolution of
foreign policy and international relations within their historical
context. To identify causal mechanisms, this study adopted a process-
tracing approach. Process tracing is one of the principal qualitative
methods for explaining causal relationships. Rather than merely
demonstrating an association between two variables, it seeks to
uncover the sequence of events and intervening mechanisms through
which one variable influences another

Results and Discussion

It is viewed that Mohammad Reza Shah’s nuclear strategy—framed
as meeting domestic energy needs through nuclear fission while
preserving Iran’s petrochemical resources for export to energy-hungry
foreign markets—was a purely developmental and peaceful program
that benefited all parties involved. Until the mid-1970s, U.S. officials
did not regard Iran’s nuclear program as a backdoor to the acquisition
of nuclear weapons. On the contrary, they actively encouraged Iran’s



Spring 2025 | No. 5 | Vol. 2 | Research on Global Relations | 4

pursuit of nuclear power plants and advanced nuclear technology
because of the country’s strategic importance within the framework of
U.S. Cold War foreign policy. However, some analysts, drawing on
declassified documents from the U.S. National Security Council and
the Pentagon, argue that Iran sought to acquire a nuclear weapons
capability from the outset, using a civilian nuclear program as a cover.
During the period 1974-1979 (1353-1357 S.H.), several indications
of a shift toward military nuclear objectives became apparent. In this
context, a number of factors have been identified as catalysts for this
development. First, the sharp rise in oil prices, particularly after the
1973 Arab—Israeli War, provided the Iranian government with the
financial resources needed to sustain and expand its nuclear program.
Second, India’s nuclear test in 1974 further reinforced the perceived
strategic value of acquiring a nuclear capability. The third factor was
the relationship between self-help and fear, as some scholars argue
that the Shah’s ambition to expand Iran’s influence and credibility
beyond the Persian Gulf and the Indian Ocean, combined with the
U.S.-centered Cold War dynamics of the 1970s, encouraged him to
assume a strategic counterweight to Soviet influence through close
cooperation with the U.S. Accordingly, Mohammad Reza Pahlavi’s
motivation to pursue military nuclear capabilities can be understood
as stemming from a mixture of self-help and fear. Additional
motivations included Iran’s long-term development ambitions, which
were viewed as an undeniable national necessity, as well as concerns
over the aggressive policies and regional ambitions of the Iraqi
Ba'athist regime.

In light of the above discussion, several official positions and policy
actions adopted by the Iranian government, both publicly declared and
privately pursued, deserve attention. According to some evidence, the
Shah’s covert efforts to acquire a nuclear weapons capability were
known to certain senior officials within his government. Over time,
signs of growing tension emerged as the U.S. increasingly sought to
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impose technological and military restrictions on Iran and opposed its
pursuit of a military nuclear capability. In this context, beyond the
concerns expressed by Kissinger and Ford, the assessments of several
U.S. nuclear experts are particularly noteworthy. They argued that
Iran’s nuclear program included research related to the development
of low-yield nuclear weapons, centered at the Amirabad Nuclear
Research Center, particularly through a laser enrichment program that
began in 1975.

The impact of these broader strategic developments is reflected in
classified U.S. government documents from 1974 to 1977, which
reveal Washington’s opposition to Iran’s efforts to acquire nuclear
fuel reprocessing capabilities. Reports from the 1970s indicated that
Iran had sought laser enrichment technology from the U.S. and had
conducted experiments related to nuclear reprocessing. Intelligence
assessments also suggested that the Shah had established a secret
group working on the development of nuclear weapons. The evidence
ultimately suggests that although the Shah’s nuclear program initially
benefited from broad support provided by the U.S. and its European
allies, his insistence on pursuing covert nuclear fuel enrichment
strained the strategic relationship between Iran and the U.S. This shift
culminated in the U.S. imposing what can be described as a form of
nonproliferation sanctions on Tehran, reflecting Washington’s
commitment to the global nonproliferation regime.

Conclusion

By combining historical-documentary analysis with process tracing,
this research reconstructed the evolution of the Shah’s nuclear
program and examined how changes in that program influenced the
strategic relationship between the U.S. and Iran. According to the
findings, although Mohammad Reza Shah’s nuclear program was
publicly presented as a peaceful initiative, the available evidence
suggests that its objectives became increasingly ambiguous during the
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mid-1970s. While the U.S. initially supported Iran’s nuclear ambitions
and did not view the program as a pathway to nuclear weapons,
changing regional and international conditions triggered Iran’s
interest in acquiring a military nuclear capability. At the same time,
evidence of covert activities heightened U.S. concerns. As a result,
Washington gradually shifted from supporting Iran’s nuclear
development to opposing its pursuit of sensitive nuclear technologies,
ultimately imposing nonproliferation sanctions in line with the U.S.
commitment to preventing nuclear proliferation.

Keywords: The Shah’s nuclear program, Nonproliferation sanctions,
America
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