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s the various threats posed by Iran's nuclear efforts become increasingly clear to the international

community, most published assessments of the regime's strategy continue to overlook the role of religion.

Because Iran is a theocracy, any attempt to fashion an effective policy toward its nuclear program must account for

the religious values, beliefs, and doctrines that shape the country's decisionmaking.

In this Washington Institute report, Michael Eisenstadt and Mehdi Khalaji scrutinize popular assumptions regarding

Ayatollah Khamenei's longstanding fatwa banning nuclear weapons. Examining the process by which fatwas are

issued and modified, they discuss the often contrary forces that could pull Tehran in unexpected directions as the

nuclear program advances: the pragmatic doctrine of regime expediency, which often trumps religion, and the less-

flexible doctrines of resistance and Shiite messianism that have been embraced by certain hardline factions.

THE AUTHORS
ichael Eisenstadt is director of the Military and Security Studies Program at The Washington Institute. A

specialist in Persian Gulf and Arab-Israeli security affairs, he has published widely on irregular and

conventional warfare and nuclear weapons proliferation in the Middle East. His recent publications include The

Strategic Culture of the Islamic Republic of Iran: Operational and Policy Implications (/templateC06.php?

CID=1679) (Marine Corps University, 2011), Iran's Influence in Iraq: Countering Tehran's Whole-of-Government

Approach (/templateC04.php?CID=342) (Washington Institute, 2011; with Michael Knights and Ahmed Ali), and

The Missing Lever: Information Activities against Iran  (/templateC04.php?CID=321) (Washington Institute, 2010).

Mehdi Khalaji is a senior fellow at The Washington Institute, focusing on the politics of Iran and Shiite groups in the

Middle East. Prior to joining the Institute, he worked as a political analyst on Iranian affairs for BBC Persian and as a

ABOUT THE AUTHORS

Michael Eisenstadt (/experts/michael-eisenstadt)
Michael Eisenstadt is the Kahn Senior Fellow and director of The Washington Institute's Military and Security Studies Program.

Mehdi Khalaji (/experts/mehdi-khalaji)
Mehdi Khalaji, a Qom-trained Shiite theologian, was the Libitzky Family Fellow at The Washington Institute.

https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/experts/michael-eisenstadt
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/experts/mehdi-khalaji
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/experts/michael-eisenstadt
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/experts/mehdi-khalaji
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/templateC06.php?CID=1679
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/templateC04.php?CID=342
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/templateC04.php?CID=321


broadcaster for the Prague-based Radio Farda. A scholar of Islam, he trained in Shiite theology and jurisprudence at

the seminaries of Qom for fourteen years and later studied at L'Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes in Paris. Author of

The New Order of the Clerical Establishment in Iran (2010, in Farsi), he is currently working on a political biography

of Ayatollah Khamenei.

46 pages

RECOMMENDED

BRIEF ANALYSIS

Ongoing Debates over Water and Electricity Privatization in Morocco

May 1, 2024
◆

Soufiane Elgoumri

(/policy-analysis/ongoing-debates-over-water-and-electricity-privatization-morocco)

ARTICLES & TESTIMONY

Why Israel Should Declare a Unilateral Cease-Fire in Gaza

May 1, 2024
◆

Dennis Ross,
David Makovsky

(/policy-analysis/why-israel-should-declare-unilateral-cease-fire-gaza)

BRIEF ANALYSIS

Understanding the IRGC's Past, Present, and Future Use of Syrian Tribal Militias

https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/ongoing-debates-over-water-and-electricity-privatization-morocco
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/why-israel-should-declare-unilateral-cease-fire-gaza
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/understanding-irgcs-past-present-and-future-use-syrian-tribal-militias


Apr 30, 2024
◆

Abdullah Hayek

(/policy-analysis/understanding-irgcs-past-present-and-future-use-syrian-tribal-militias)

TOPICS

Arab & Islamic Politics (/policy-analysis/arab-islamic-
politics)  

Democracy & Reform (/policy-analysis/democracy-
reform)

Military & Security (/policy-analysis/military-
security)  

Proliferation (/policy-
analysis/proliferation)

REGIONS & COUNTRIES

Iran (/policy-
analysis/iran)

https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/arab-islamic-politics
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/democracy-reform
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/military-security
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/proliferation
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/iran

	Nuclear Fatwa: Religion and Politics in Iran's Proliferation Strategy
	THE AUTHORS
	46 pages

	RECOMMENDED
	TOPICS
	REGIONS & COUNTRIES



