
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rnpr20

The Nonproliferation Review

ISSN: 1073-6700 (Print) 1746-1766 (Online) Journal homepage: http://www.tandfonline.com/loi/rnpr20

Access and omissions

Henry Rome

To cite this article: Henry Rome (2017) Access and omissions, The Nonproliferation Review,
24:3-4, 385-389, DOI: 10.1080/10736700.2017.1437987

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/10736700.2017.1437987

Published online: 23 Feb 2017.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 1

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

http://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rnpr20
http://www.tandfonline.com/loi/rnpr20
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/10736700.2017.1437987
https://doi.org/10.1080/10736700.2017.1437987
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rnpr20&show=instructions
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rnpr20&show=instructions
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/10736700.2017.1437987
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/10736700.2017.1437987
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/10736700.2017.1437987&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2017-02-23
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/10736700.2017.1437987&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2017-02-23


BOOK REVIEW

Access and omissions

Losing an Enemy: Obama, Iran, and the Triumph of Diplomacy, Trita Parsi, (New
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2017), 472 pages, $32.50.

KEYWORDS Iran; Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action; diplomacy; Israel; United States

Losing an Enemy is the first book-length review of the negotiations that yielded the 2015
nuclear agreement with Iran: the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA). It is also a
broader study of the history of relations between the United States, Israel, and Iran.

Based on more than seventy interviews with officials and analysts from the United States,
Iran, Israel, and Europe, Parsi delivers a comprehensive, partisan account. These interviews
supplement the scores of others he conducted for two previous books on the subject. Com-
pared with other journalists and authors writing in English, Parsi’s access to Iranian decision
makers is perhaps unparalleled.

If access is the book’s strength, the uncritical presentation of the Iranian argument is its
greatest weakness. Parsi accepts at face value the Iranian government’s official narrative on
many issues, particularly sanctions. This approach creates a misleading, and occasionally inac-
curate, portrayal of key events during the time period.

Iran and the “anti-Zionist struggle”

Losing an Enemy opens with a brief history of the triangle of relations between the United
States, Israel, and Iran since 1979. Parsi has written extensively on the dynamics of this
relationship elsewhere, and many of his points serve as useful reminders of the oft-overlooked
elements of this history. For instance, Parsi helpfully outlines how Iran quietly aided the
United States during the 1991 Gulf War. But the book’s rendering of other events may
leave the reader puzzled. While there is insufficient space here to assess all of Parsi’s claims,
I will highlight one to indicate some of the limitations of his evidence.

As a result of the defeat of Saddam Hussein, President George H.W. Bush announced in
March 1991 his intention to pursue “an end to Arab–Israeli conflict.”1 In October–November
1991, the United States and the Soviet Union convened a Middle East peace conference in
Madrid, where Israel and all of its Arab neighbors negotiated face to face for the first time.
Although representatives from many non-Arab states joined the conference, Iran was not
invited. This “snub,” in Parsi’s argument, played the decisive role in driving Iran to ally
with Palestinian extremist groups to undermine any reconciliation between the Arab world
and Israel (p. 20).2 Iran responded to the “snub” by hosting Palestinian extremist groups at

1 George H.W. Bush, “Address Before a Joint Session of the Congress on the Cessation of the Persian Gulf Conflict,” Amer-
ican Presidency Project, March 6, 1991, <www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=19364>.

2 Parsi makes the same argument in his prior works, namely Trita Parsi, Treacherous Alliance (New Haven, CT: Yale Uni-
versity Press, 2007), pp. 151–56, 175–77; Trita Parsi, Israeli–Iranian Relations, 1970–2001: Ideological Calculus or Strategic
Rivalry? (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2006), pp. 272–76, 390–94; Trita Parsi, A Single Roll of the Dice
(New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2012), pp. 23–25.
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a large counter-conference. “This was a watershed moment, in that for the first time Iran
started to seriously reach out to rejectionist Palestinian groups, in spite of the Shia–Sunni
divide,” Parsi writes (p. 21, emphasis added). The non-invitation to Madrid “was a critical
inflection point,” he adds, that set the stage “for the next two decades” of conflict between
the United States and Iran.3 Parsi uses this event to demonstrate that Iranian foreign policy
was both rational and reactive. It was rational, as its alliance with Palestinian groups was
driven by geopolitical interests. And it was reactive because Iran took this step only after it
was excluded from the regional conference. The implication, in the view of Parsi’s Iranian
sources, is that, if Iran had been invited to Madrid, it would not have supported Palestinian
terrorist groups.

Yet Parsi makes a key omission: Iran had hosted a nearly identical conference a year prior,
in December 1990, which state media heralded as a “decisive step in the anti-Zionist struggle,
and the Islamic Republic of Iran is now the focal point of this struggle.”4 For this conference,
Iran invited a diverse array of Palestinian groups battling Israel: Hamas, Fatah, Palestinian
Islamic Jihad, and the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine–General Command.5

Both Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei and President Hashemi Rafsanjani addressed
the gathering, underscoring its endorsement by the leadership. In his speech, Khamenei
specifically chastised those who negotiated with Israel: “Anyone who chants the slogan of hos-
tility with Israel but discusses the problem with Israel’s allies, or relies on them, must be lying.
… Compromise on this issue is treason.”6 By the time the United States and the Soviet Union
considered hosting a peace conference in Madrid, Iran had clearly shown its cards.

This evidence undermines a key component of Parsi’s narrative—that Iran’s alliance with
Palestinian groups was a reflexive response to a snub. In contrast, there is a rich academic lit-
erature on why Iran backed the Palestinian cause, which tends to date this support to the 1979
revolution. As David Menashri, one of Israel’s foremost scholars on Iran, argues: “[Iran]
viewed it as its duty to hoist the anti-Israeli flag higher, to denounce the Arab leaders who
negotiated with Israel for peace, and to provide support for those actively confronting it.
Since the revolution, Tehran has become an active player in the conflict and the most
hostile anti-Israeli state.”7 Parsi’s emphasis on the role of Madrid is an example of the risks
of over-reliance on the Iranian narrative.

Sanctions and the Oman channel

The strongest element of Losing an Enemy is the careful reconstruction of the secret talks in
Oman between US and Iranian officials in late 2011 and 2012. These talks formed the basis
for what would become the JCPOA. Parsi shows how the success of the so-called “Oman
channel” relied in no small part on the Sultan of Oman himself, who vouched for the sincerity
of the Americans with Khamenei. Ali Akbar Salehi, a vice president who today leads the
Atomic Energy Organization of Iran and has held a variety of senior posts, played an integral
role in convincing Khamenei to approve the channel, Parsi writes.

Although Parsi’s account of the Oman talks is compelling, his description of the Iranian
motivation in agreeing to these talks, and their ultimate success, is unconvincing (p. 143).
In contrast to conventional wisdom, Parsi contends that US and international sanctions

3 Ibid.
4 Tehran Domestic Service (Persian), “Velayati Receives Palestinian Leaders, Sha’ban,” FBIS-NES-90-235, December 5, 1990.
5 Tehran Television Service (Persian), “Velayati Meets PFLP Secretary General,” FBIS-NES-90-232, December 2, 1990; Tehran
Domestic Service (Persian), “Fadlallah, Others Meet with Velayati,” FBIS-NES-90-234, December 5, 1990.

6 Ali Khamenei, “Khamene’i Addresses Palestinian Issue,” FBIS-NES-90-234, December 4, 1990.
7 David Menashri, Post-revolutionary Politics in Iran (New York: Routledge, 2001), p. 263.
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were a “failure” that “simply could not succeed in changing Iran’s nuclear calculus” (pp. 178,
185). This conclusion is largely based on the arguments of Iranian officials and analysts. In this
narrative, it was not sanctions but America’s acceptance of uranium enrichment in Iran—what
Parsi calls the “enrichment card”—that paved the way to the JCPOA. Yet, on balance, Parsi
does not provide the evidence needed to substantiate the claim that the “enrichment card” suc-
ceeded where sanctions “failed.” Instead, Parsi’s detailed reconstruction of the secret talks in
Oman illustrates an important correlation between the exertion of severe economic pressure
on Iran and its flexibility in nuclear negotiations.

Parsi identifies three milestones in the Oman talks in late 2011 and 2012. First, in December
2011, Senator John Kerry, who was later appointed secretary of state, visited Oman and
expressed America’s interest in direct talks with Iran. He also may have “told the Iranians
that enrichment was in fact on the table,” a key concession the Barack Obama administration
was planning to offer further into negotiations (p. 165). Second, between that visit and around
March 2012, the Iranians debated this proposition, and Khamenei eventually approved the
talks. Third, the inaugural bilateral talks finally took place on July 7, 2012. In Parsi’s words,
“agreeing to a bilateral negotiation with the United States was Iran’s main concession.” Why
did Iran make this concession? Parsi argues that, even though “Iran appeared willing to risk
war,” the leadership sought to test Washington’s commitment to negotiations before escalating
to that point (p. 190, emphasis added).

There is another viable explanation for this series of events. The same month that Kerry
visited Oman, the US Congress passed, and President Obama signed, banking sanctions
that targeted Iran’s oil exports.8 Section 1245 of the National Defense Authorization Act of
2012 incentivized countries to significantly reduce purchases of Iran’s chief export.9 Recogniz-
ing the severity of the legislation, First Vice President Mohammad Reza Rahimi threatened, “If
they impose sanctions on Iran’s oil exports, then even one drop of oil cannot flow from the
Strait of Hormuz.”10 At the time of the second milestone, March 2012, the financial messaging
service SWIFT expelled Iranian banks, severing their connection to worldwide banking net-
works. Finally, on July 1, six days before the bilateral negotiations began, the European
Union imposed an oil embargo on Iran. These combined efforts resulted in a collapse in
Iranian oil exports, dealing a harsh blow to the Iranian economy.11 As former Treasury
Department official Juan Zarate recounts in his own book:

By July 2012, the combination of financial and commercial pressure on Iran was unprece-
dented. Its banks were isolated and largely unplugged from the global banking system; its
oil exports to Europe were shut off; and the United States was putting enormous pressure
on countries to end their commercial relationships with Iran.12

Did sanctions force Iran’s hand? The correlation of events is not dispositive evidence. But the
timeline raises reasonable questions in the mind of the reader. For example, why does Parsi
argue that “sanctions not only failed to cause Iran to become more flexible, but also made it
difficult for the diplomatic track to be fruitful,” when Iran made its “main concession”

8 Suzanne Maloney, Iran’s Political Economy since the Revolution (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2015),
pp. 467–68.

9 Richard Nephew, The Art of Sanctions (New York: Columbia University Press, 2018), p. 109.
10 David E. Sanger and Annie Lowrey, “Iran Threatens to Block Oil Shipments, as U.S. Prepares Sanctions,” New York Times,

December 27, 2011, <www.nytimes.com/2011/12/28/world/middleeast/iran-threatens-to-block-oil-route-if-embargo-is-
imposed.html>.

11 On international sanctions policy against Iran in 2011 and 2012, see Kenneth Katzman, Iran Sanctions (Washington, DC:
Congressional Research Service, 2017); Jay Solomon, The Iran Wars (New York: Random House, 2016), pp. 198–205; Gary
Samore, ed., Sanctions against Iran: A Guide to Targets, Terms, and Timetables (Cambridge, MA: Belfer Center for Science
and International Affairs, 2015).

12 Juan C. Zarate, Treasury’s War (New York: PublicAffairs, 2013), p. 340.
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under increasingly severe sanctions pressure? (pp. 143, 190). Parsi may respond that US accep-
tance of uranium enrichment on Iranian soil was a much more important factor. This may be
true. But Parsi does not offer a persuasive case that the “enrichment card” carried the day by
itself and in spite of sanctions.

Inside the deal

In a book that intricately details the nuclear negotiations, readers might have benefited from an
analysis of the agreement that the negotiations yielded. Yet the book contains less than a para-
graph explaining the JCPOA’s terms, and skips over a discussion of the difficult and imperfect
compromises reflected in the final product.13

This omission leaves the reader ill-equipped to navigate today’s debates over issues such as
the JCPOA’s sunset clauses, which set durations on key restrictions on the Iranian enrichment
program, such as the quantity of low-enriched uranium Iran is allowed to stockpile and the
types of centrifuges it can deploy. These restrictions on Iran’s program phase out between
the eighth and fifteenth year after the agreement’s entry into force. By 2031, all limitations
on Iran’s ability to produce highly enriched uranium will have expired.

Parsi dismisses the debate over the agreement’s limitations. He argues that critics “ignored
the fact [that] the most important restrictions and inspections instruments are permanent,
according to the Additional Protocol to the Non-Proliferation Treaty” (p. 347). Parsi is
correct that several Iranian commitments under the JCPOA are indefinite, such as a prohibi-
tion on weaponization activity and Iran’s promise never to develop nuclear weapons.14 Modi-
fications to the Arak reactor will be very difficult, if not impossible, to reverse once the reactor
begins operating.15 Iran’s permanent adherence to an Additional Protocol—an addendum to
the safeguards agreement between Iran and the International Atomic Energy Agency—would
certainly allow the international community to continue to robustly monitor Iran’s program.
But few analysts would argue that Iran’s long-term commitments on its nuclear policy are
more important than verifiable limits on Iran’s ability to produce weapon-usable quantities
of uranium. This is not to say that the sunset clauses mean that the JCPOA was ill-drafted
or ill-conceived—only that the its limitations must be fairly considered if the deal is to be
effectively analyzed.

That Parsi considers the “most important restrictions” to be “permanent” underscores the
book’s celebratory conclusion. He notes that the JCPOA “resolved the nuclear crisis,” opening
the door for the United States and Iran to cooperate in other fields and creating a new model
for addressing complex disputes (p. x). The negotiations, he writes, show that “intractable
global conflicts [can] be resolved through diplomacy” (p. 361).

Parsi’s admiration of the grueling process of diplomacy is well warranted. Losing an Enemy
succeeds in conveying the extraordinary challenges of negotiating an agreement between
countries as estranged as the United States and Iran. This message is a warning to those in
Washington who believe that altering the agreement, or negotiating a successor agreement,
will be straightforward. But Parsi’s triumphalism conveys a sense of permanence that is mis-
leading. Nowhere is this clearer than in book’s treatment of the JCPOA’s sunset clauses. The
eventual expiration of the deal’s key elements would have presented severe challenges regard-
less of who succeeded Obama, something that the Obama administration recognized. Obama’s
Secretary of Energy Ernest Moniz testified that a future US administration would be unlikely to

13 Parsi includes some additional detail in a footnote on pp. 428–29.
14 On weaponization restrictions, see JCPOA, July 14, 2015, Annex 1, Section T. On Iran’s commitment never to “seek,

develop, or acquire” nuclear weapons, see JCPOA, July 14, 2015, Preamble, para. iii.
15 JCPOA, July 14, 2015, Annex 1, Section B.
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accept Iranian production of highly enriched uranium, even once prohibitions on doing so
were lifted.16 Secretary of Defense Ashton Carter even stated that the JCPOA enhanced the
US ability to bomb Iranian nuclear sites in the future, should it become necessary.17

The JCPOA is not the “final chapter of a thirty-five-year battle over the geopolitical order,”
but a hiatus (p. 9). How the United States and Iran use this hiatus will do more to decide
whether each is “losing an enemy” than securing the agreement itself.

Henry Rome
rome.henry@gmail.com @hrome2

© 2018 Henry Rome
https://doi.org/10.1080/10736700.2017.1437987

16 Moniz testified before the Senate Foreign Relations Committee in July 2015 that, if Iran was “enriching to 90 percent,
every alarm bell in the world would go off,” even if this took place at a time when Iran was permitted to do so (starting in
2031). Moniz added that Iran would face “cohesive international pressure, perhaps sanctions, and perhaps military
response.” Ernest Moniz, Senate Committee on Foreign Relations, “Iran Nuclear Agreement Review,” 114th Cong., 1st
sess., July 23, 2015, p. 61. Wendy Sherman, Undersecretary of state for political affairs, also testified to that effect.
Wendy Sherman, Senate Committee on Banking, Housing, and Urban Affairs, “Implications of Sanctions Relief under
the Iran Agreement,” 114th Cong., 1st sess., August 5, 2015, pp. 33–34.

17 Ash Carter, “Iran Deal Features Defense Backstop,” USA Today, September 4, 2015, <www.usatoday.com/story/opinion/
2015/09/03/ash-carter-iran-deal-strengthens-us-military-strategy/71610152/>.
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