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One of the most important func-
tions of international law is its 
narrative-building function. A 
narrative can be sustainable 
and disseminable on the glob-
al stage if it enjoys a degree of 
legitimacy. A narrative is not 
necessarily the same as reali-
ty; Sometimes it is inspired by 
reality, but if it is based on the 
foundations of international law 
or accepted principles, it can 
become stronger, more pene-
trating, and more enduring.
A common perception exists 
that powerful countries because 
they possess material and mili-
tary force, have no need to re-
sort to international law. But in 

reality, major powers also use 
this very tool for legitimation. 
Even if they act contrary to law 
in practice, at the narrative lev-
el, they strive to pass off their 
actions as “legal,” “legitimate,” 
or “in accordance with interna-
tional principles”.
Another function of internation-
al law is its role in de-legitimation 
and legitimation; Meaning we can 
use international law to pass off 
our own actions as conditional 
and legitimate, while simultane-
ously pointing to the actions of 
the opposing side as illegitimate. 
This is one of the important ca-
pacities of international law that 
can be put to use in the realms of 
politics and diplomacy.
Furthermore, the role of me-
dia and propaganda is highly 
effective in strengthening or 

weakening this legal capacity 
because the intellectual and 
media effort behind every nar-
rative causes that narrative to 
gain traction internationally. In 
fact, up to now, and especially 
considering recent develop-
ments, it can be said that the 
performances and effective 
components in this domain 
have changed; Meaning the pre-
war and post-war situations 
have truly become different.
Even a power like the United 
States, when it intended to at-
tack Iraq, tried to pass off that 
action as legal and legitimate. 
While no UN Security Council 
resolution was issued for at-
tacking Iraq and countries like 
France opposed it, America 
and Britain, by drawing on le-
gal tools, sought to construct a 

legitimizing legal narrative for 
their action. At that time, they 
enlisted a prominent lawyer 
named Christopher Greenwood. 
He drafted a highly creative le-
gal memo, arguing that there 
was no need for a new Securi-
ty Council resolution; Rather, 
based on the same resolutions 
adopted during the first Per-
sian Gulf War, the US and its co-
alition could again take military 
action against Iraq. This argu-
ment later became an official 
and media narrative to justify 
the US military action, osten-
sibly within the framework of 
international law.
In the realm of de-legitima-
tion, we have also come up 
against such narrative-build-
ing. In Iran’s nuclear case, an 
extensive effort was made to 

point to Iran’s actions as a vio-
lation of the NPT, while many of 
those same countries accusing 
Iran are themselves violators 
of the NPT. One of the funda-
mental principles of the NPT 
is the gradual disarmament 
of nuclear-armed states and 
negotiations for the reduction 
of arsenals. But not only have 
such negotiations not panned 
out, but these countries have 
also produced new generations 
of nuclear weapons.
Unfortunately, on the interna-
tional stage, we have failed to 
sufficiently point out the fact 
that the same countries that 
today call us violators of the 
JCPOA and Resolution 2231 are 
themselves not only violators 
of these documents, but also 
violators of the fundamental 

principles of the NPT.
It is very interesting that a few 
islands from Micronesia and 
several other small islands took 
this issue to the Hague court a 
few years ago and filed a com-
plaint against several countries, 
countries against which it was 
permissible to file a complaint. 
They filed a very interesting 
complaint and put forward very 
interesting arguments as to why 
these countries themselves are 
NPT violators. We should have 
played up this issue much more. 
Even if the government couldn’t 
do it, we could have carried it 
out; Meaning civil society, the 
media, intellectuals, and aca-
demics could have taken this on.

The full article first appeared in 
Persian on IRNA.

Last weekend, Britain, France, 
and Germany — a group 
known as the E3 — triggered 
the “snapback” of UN sanctions 
on Iran. Presented as a defense 
of the nonproliferation order, 
the move in fact undermines it. 
It will do little to shift Tehran’s 
calculus while hastening the 
breakdown of the very non-
proliferation regime and rules-
based system that the United 
States and its allies built in the 
aftermath of World War II.
Snapback’s immediate effect is to 
shrink the possibility of success-
ful diplomacy and fuel escalation.
The consequences are already 
visible. The snapback tool itself 
was written into the 2015 Joint 
Comprehensive Plan of Action 
(JCPOA) as a compromise to reas-
sure skeptics in Congress and 
beyond. Enshrined in UN Secu-
rity Council Resolution 2231, 
it allowed any participant to 
restore pre-2015 UN sanctions 
on Iran without the possibility 
of veto. In other words, it in-
verted the Council’s usual logic: 
Instead of requiring unanimity 
to punish, snapback ensured 
punishment unless unanimity 
formed to block it.
With the snapback of UN sanc-
tions now in place, the path to 
diplomacy has narrowed. Be-
cause of what it sees as the suc-
cess of Israeli and US attacks on 
Iran’s nuclear facilities, Israel’s 
far-right cabinet feels embold-
ened. The prospect of another 
war with Iran looms larger. In 
Tehran, calls to sever cooper-
ation with the International 
Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) — 
or even to withdraw from the 
Nuclear Non-Proliferation Trea-
ty (NPT) — are gaining ground. 
Economically, the impact of the 
snapback has so far been more 
psychological than material: 
The value of the rial slid on the 
news, with the dollar surging 
past 1.1 million rials — roughly 
an exchange rate 20,000 higher 
than the previous day.
And behind the headlines, snap-
back adds little real bite to ef-
forts aimed at bringing the Ira-
nian program once again under 
international inspection. The 
true squeeze on Iran has long 
come not from UN measures 
but from sweeping US second-

ary sanctions. Reimposed after 
Washington’s unilateral with-
drawal from the nuclear deal in 
2018, they have walled Iran off 
from the global financial system 
and remain the main source of 
pressure today.
The E3 justify their move by 
pointing to Iran’s breaches of 
the JCPOA. But this omits an es-
sential fact: Washington broke 
the deal first, when President 
Donald Trump abandoned it in 
2018. Despite promising other-
wise, Europe ultimately followed 
Washington’s lead, de facto com-
plying with the US sanctions re-
instated in 2018. For more than 
a year after Trump’s exit, Iran 
fully complied with the terms 
of the JCPOA. Only after waiting 
in vain for economic relief did 
Tehran begin to reduce its com-
mitments, explicitly citing the 
deal’s own dispute mechanism 
for doing so.
Blaming Iran for the JCPOA’s 
collapse is pure revisionism. 
The responsibility lies with 
Washington and Europe’s fail-
ure to uphold its commitments.
What sanctions? The mea-
sures to which Europeans have 
agreed to “snap back” were im-
posed from 2006 to 2010; They 
entailed asset freezes, arms 
restrictions, and prohibitions 
on nuclear and missile-related 
trade. These were always nar-
row, aimed at proliferation — 
not designed to sever Iran from 
global markets. The real eco-
nomic devastation only came 
later, with US and EU oil and 
banking sanctions in 2011 and 
2012, and even more so after 
Trump reimposed “maximum 
pressure” in 2018. By compar-
ison, snapback today adds little 

to the sweeping US sanctions 
already in force.
The E3’s timing is especially 
reckless.
In June, Israel and the United 
States bombed several safe-
guarded Iranian nuclear facili-
ties — an unprecedented act in 
the history of the NPT. Legal ex-
perts widely view attacking an 
NPT member’s declared nucle-
ar sites under IAEA inspection 
as a violation of international 
law. Unsurprisingly, this has se-
verely complicated Iran’s coop-
eration with inspectors. Rubble 
cannot be inspected, especially 
if, as President Trump claimed, 
the sites were “obliterated”.
Yet even in this fraught context, 
Iran and the IAEA reached a 
new framework for coopera-
tion, with IAEA Director Gener-
al Rafael Grossi calling it “a step 
in the right direction”. As part of 
this IAEA-Iran agreement, Teh-
ran has reportedly proposed 
a step-by-step plan to restore 

trust and transparency. Central 
to the proposal was the dilution 
of its stockpile of 60-percent 
enriched uranium down to 20 
percent — a significant non-
proliferation step that would 
bring enrichment levels closer 
to civilian use and ensure the 
material is no longer weapon 
usable.
In parallel, the snapback dead-
line was to have been extend-
ed, with a pathway toward its 
eventual termination, as the 
JCPOA originally envisioned. 
Even French President Em-
manuel Macron called the plan 
“reasonable,” while noting that 
the E3 still intended to pursue 
snapback.
Snapback slammed the door on 
that opening.
Tehran is now set to count-
er-escalate. The Iranian par-
liament advanced a plan for 
Iran to withdraw from the NPT 
outright. “The activation of the 
snapback mechanism by Eu-

ropean countries caused this 
plan to be pursued with greater 
seriousness,” senior lawmaker 
Hossein Ali Haji Deligani said. 
At the same time, Tehran an-
nounced it will suspend the 
newly signed, Egypt-mediated 
agreement with the IAEA on im-
plementing its safeguards obli-
gations, effectively ending coop-
eration with inspectors. While 
Pezeshkian insists Iran will not 
formally leave the NPT, the sus-
pension of oversight amounts 
to the same in practice.
In this context, snapback does 
not constrain Iran’s nuclear 
program; It accelerates the 
collapse of international mon-
itoring. The irony is striking: 
Instead of building on the re-
cent Iran-IAEA framework 
that could have restored some 
transparency, snapback under-
cuts it. After the June strikes, 
inspectors already lost access, 
and the fragile Cairo-brokered 
plan to reestablish cooperation 
has now unraveled. The result 
is a landscape of dangerous un-
knowns: How many advanced 
centrifuges survive, how much 
enriched uranium remains or 
has been moved, and what fa-
cilities are still intact.
Airstrikes cannot resolve this 
uncertainty, as true verifica-
tion would require an Iraq-
style invasion and occupation. 
By closing off diplomacy and 
edging the region toward war, 
snapback ensures Iran’s nu-
clear program will only grow 
more secretive, hardened, and 
dispersed.
Moreover, the stakes extend 
beyond Iran. Russia and China 
have rejected the E3’s snapback 
move outright. In a joint letter 
with Iran, formally circulated at 

the UN, they declared that any 
steps under snapback “cannot 
create legal obligations” for 
member states. They cited a 
principle recognized by the In-
ternational Court of Justice in a 
1971 advisory opinion: A party 
that violates a treaty cannot le-
gally invoke its provisions.
In effect, the two veto-wield-
ing powers on the UN Security 
Council declared that they will 
not implement snapback. This 
means not only will they re-
fuse to abide by the reimposed 
sanctions, but even the Securi-
ty Council’s committees tasked 
with enforcement will likely 
grind to a halt.
In Iran, the parliament’s Re-
search Center reached a similar 
conclusion on the effectiveness 
of the snapback from an eco-
nomic angle. The restored UN 
measures are narrow, non-pro-
liferation-oriented, and face 
steep execution hurdles; They 
cannot match the breadth and 
bite of US risk-based second-
ary sanctions that already con-
strain oil, banking, shipping, 
and finance. Snapback may de-
liver short-lived market jitters, 
but little sustained economic 
squeeze.
And perhaps most significant-
ly, many Iranians are reaching 
a bitter conclusion: Whether 
Iran is inside or outside the 
NPT, whether it cooperates 
with inspectors or not, the Unit-
ed States and Israel may attack 
again. The lesson in Iran is that 
international law and institu-
tions no longer matter, so Teh-
ran must act on its own national 
interests.
European and US officials have 
said that diplomacy remains an 
option. But actions matter more 
than messages. If the priority is 
to prevent conflict and preserve 
the nonproliferation regime, 
more coercion will backfire. 
The alternative is credible, re-
ciprocal diplomacy: lock in ver-
ifiable nuclear steps (beginning 
with down-blending and transparency), 
sequence limited sanctions re-
lief, and rebuild a pathway back 
to comprehensive constraints. 
Largely symbolic measures only 
harden positions, embolden 
spoilers, and erode the Security 
Council’s authority.
Snapback was a choice, not an 
inevitability. It was also a mis-
take.

The full article first appeared on 
the Bulletin.
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