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Abstract 
 

Continuity and Change in the Revolutionary Iran 
Foreign Policy 

The Role of International and Domestic Political Factors in Shaping  
the Iranian Foreign Policy, 1979 – 2006 

 
Ibrahim Mahmoud Yaseen Alnahas 

 
 

To what extent has been continuity and change in the revolutionary Iran foreign 
policy since 1979? This question is examining the Iranian foreign policy over the last 
twenty-seven-year by using two major theories in the fields of International relations and 
comparative foreign policy explanations. While the systemic theory, represented by 
neorealism theory in this research, argues that international system drives states foreign 
policies, domestic and statist explanations argue that domestic political factors play major 
role in driving and shaping states foreign behaviors. My research will use these different 
approaches to study the Islamic Republic foreign policy under different leaderships – 
Khomeini, Rafsanjani, Khatami, and Ahmadinejad – since its establishment in February 
1979. 
 

Since this research is using different international variables – the Iran-Iraq War 
(1980 – 1988), oil prices, and the existences of the United States armed forces in the 
Middle East, as well as different domestic and Statist political variables – leaders’ 
orientations, decision structure, domestic political oppositions, and interest groups – to 
examine the Iranian foreign policy throughout the last twenty-seven-year, I depend on 
previous scholarly works that have written by different scholars, including Iranians 
scholars, who study the Iranian foreign policy from different perspectives since the 
revolution. 
 

Applying the foreign policy model that combines different international variables 
and different domestic and statist political factors to examine the outcome of the Islamic 
Republic foreign policy gives us good explanations to the Iranian foreign policy from 
1979 to 2006. While both approaches – systemic theory and domestic and statist 
explanations can explain the Islamic Republic foreign policy over the last twenty-seven-
year and under different leaderships, domestic and statist approaches can bring more 
explanations and justifications for different foreign polices and behaviors at the time that 
systemic approach cannot explain and justify. However, at the time domestic and statist 
approaches bring more and valid explanations for the Islamic Republic foreign polices; 
that does not mean systemic approach is not important to look to. 
 

In short, studying the Islamic Republic foreign policy needs to look to different 
international and domestic and statist political factors because it is a very complicated 
case since many political factors can affect the Iranian behaviors from different sides 
domestically and internationally. Therefore, it is very important for the world not to 
simplify Iran. 
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Continuity and Change in the Revolutionary 
Iran Foreign n Policy 

 

 



 

Chapter 1 
 

Introduction 

To what extent have been continuity and change in states foreign policies? This 

very broad question has dominated big part of International Relations and foreign policy 

scholarly works in the last decades. These scholarly works have been divided between 

two major parts among others. 

The first major part of these theories argues that states foreign policies are driven 

by similar assumptions which lead to make all states foreign policies to be similar. The 

major approach that is supporting this view is realism theory that is dominated in the 

Twentieth Century by the works of Carr (1939), Morgenthau (1948), and Waltz (1979). 

Generally, Realism theorists argue that continuity in states foreign policies is the 

common things among states because states have to respond to the international system. 

However, the other major part that is challenging realism theory is called societal 

and statist explanations for states foreign polices. These different theories argue that not 

international system but domestic political factors that inside states are affecting and 

playing major role in states foreign polices. So, because these domestic political factors 

are shaping states behaviors, states behave differently in response to their internal factors. 

Therefore, changes in states behaviors are common among states despite their similarities 

in their political systems, sizes, or powers. This major part of foreign policy theories is 

dominated by different theorists such as Snyder (1991), Maoz and Russett (1993), 

Kupchan (1994), Hagan (e.g.1993, 2001), and Hermann (2001), among other scholars. 
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While these different theories – realism theory and societal and statist theories – 

try to support their arguments by different case studies, I want to look to the Iranian case 

in particular since it is my major study in this research. 

The Iranian literature shows that some scholars finds that the Iranian foreign 

policy has taken different routes and styles in dealing with its regional neighbors and with 

the major powers in the West, especially the United States, as a result of some domestic 

political factors such as individuals who controls the Power (e.g. Malek, 1991; 

Ehteshami, 1992, 1995, 2002; Banuazizi, 1994; Chubin, 1994, 2002). These studies 

found that during Khomeini’s period, the Iranian foreign policy was controlled by hard 

liners that got full support from Khomeini. So, from 1979 to 1989 Iranian foreign policy 

led Iran to be isolated from the world. However, after Khomeini’s death in 1989, 

pragmatists had controlled the power that led by President Rafsanjani 1989 – 1997, which 

led to big change in the foreign policy toward more opening to the world. Also, after the 

election of 1997, a moderate leader came to control the power. President Khatami had 

tried to end the isolation of the Islamic Republic and engage the world, especially Gulf 

States and Western countries, including the United States.  

Moreover, the last presidential elections that held in June of 2005, brought a new 

President who has different foreign policy views from the last two Presidents. President 

Ahmadinejad has shown his tough foreign policies since the first months that he is in 

power. While some believe that his foreign policy seems similar to that of Khomeini and 

close to the radical groups (e.g. Tazgart, 2005; Shari’atmadari, 2006), some disagree with 

this analysis and believe that his foreign policy expresses his nationalist and conservative 

views (e.g. Shoib, 2005; Watch, 2005). 
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Waxman (1998) and Moslem (2002, 2002a), on the other hand, argue that while 

leaders’ orientations matters, the fragmentation in the Iranian decision structure has led 

and produced different foreign polices that ranges from radical foreign polices to modern 

foreign decisions as a result of the coalition that controlled the decision structure. 

However, other scholars argue that many but not all of the Iranian foreign policies 

have come in response to the international system (e.g. Entessar, 1994; Waxman, 1998). 

These studies and some others claim that the international system has driven many 

Iranian foreign decisions since the revolution of 1979, which means that the changes in 

the Islamic Republic foreign policies since the revolution have come in response to the 

International factors, but not as a result to the domestic political factors. 

For instance, Chubin (1994) argues that after the end of the Cold War, Iran finds 

itself vulnerable to the United States and there is no way to face this vulnerability unless 

the Islamic Republic rebuilds its military power. So, since then Iran has started to rebuild 

its military power which leads to arm race in the region. This military policy has not 

changed through 1990s. Moreover, Chubin (2002) argues that while the conventional 

rearmament continues through 1990s, also development of weapons of mass destruction 

(WMD) is going on in Iran. 

In addition, other scholars (e.g. Roy, 2005) argue that the Iraqi invasion of Iran in 

September 1980 had given the Islamic Republic decision makers good opportunity to 

lunch their radical foreign polices against its Sunni neighboring countries. The major 

radical policy that the Islamic Republic was taking in the early years of its revolution was 

the idea of exporting their revolution to other Muslim countries especially to the 

monarchy regimes in Gulf States. 
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Each of the last arguments challenges each other. While some believe that 

domestic political factors such as leaders’ orientations have led the Islamic Republic 

foreign polices (e.g. Malek, 1991; Ehteshami, 1992, 1995, 2002), others believe that 

international system have affected the Iranian foreign decisions and behaviors (e.g. 

Entessar, 1994; Chubin, 1994, 2002). 

The differences among scholars over explaining the Islamic Republic foreign 

policies since the revolution come as a result of different theories that have been used by 

those scholars. While some scholars used realism theory to explain the Islamic Republic 

foreign policies, other used domestic political theories and statist explanations to study 

the Islamic Republic foreign decisions. Therefore, my aim in this study is to come with 

good explanations to the Islamic Republic foreign polices since the revolution in 1979 up 

to now – 2006 – by using international systemic approach and domestic and statist 

political explanations. 

This explanation is going to answer my general question of this study which is: to 

what extent has been continuity and change in the revolutionary Iran foreign policy since 

1979? In doing that I will use two major theories in the field of International Relations1: 

first, realism explanation, in particular neorealism theory, that sees states as black box 

and predicts continuities in states foreign policies; and second, domestic political 

explanations that examine the political factors inside the black box and argue that internal 

elements lead to change in states foreign polices. These two major foreign policy 

                                                 
1 In this paper, I will use these two major theories since both of them have different explanations for states 
foreign polices. However, the field of International Relations has many different theories that main aims are 
to study and explain states behaviors by using different perspectives. For example, complex decision 
model, democratic peace theory, democratization and war model, tow-level games model, and many other 
models have come with different approaches to study states foreign polices. The discussion throughout 
Chapter Two will cover the main ideas of these different models. 
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approaches about continuity and change in states foreign policies will be presented in the 

next Chapter where I am going to bring the literature together. 

 

The Study Plan 

The rest of the study is going to answer the main question that I set above and the 

minor questions that I will ask in the following Chapter. Chapter Two, “Foreign Policy 

between Continuity and Change”, will bring the general review of the literature that 

believe in continuity and change in states foreign polices. Neorealism theory that is 

represented by the major work of Waltz’s Theory of International Politics and his other 

works will represent the meaning of continuity in states foreign polices. Also, other 

scholars who tried to explain neorealism theory from Waltz’s perspective will appear in 

this section. And briefly, applying this perspective to the Iranian case will show us the 

effect of international system on the Islamic Republic foreign decisions. 

The other section of Chapter Two will bring the other theories that explain the 

changes in states foreign polices. Domestic political explanations, which include regime 

structure versus statist arguments, have different theories that show how and why states 

behave in different ways even if two or more states have the same political system and/or 

domestic structures. Different scholars have contributed to this model as we will see. 

Also, briefly, applying these explanations on the case of Iran will show us the effect of 

domestic political factors on the Islamic Republic foreign policy. Therefore, Chapter Two 

is very important because it will help readers to understand the meaning of continuity and 

change of states foreign policies since the major theoretical approaches will be presented. 
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Also, I will conclude each section by asking different questions that help to examine the 

Islamic Republic foreign policies. 

Chapter Three, “Theories of Foreign Policy Change: A theoretical approach”, will 

bring my theory and hypotheses. My theory and hypotheses will be built on other 

scholarly works, and also I will show what I am going to add to the current theories that 

study the Islamic Republic foreign policy. Moreover, this Chapter will show and explain 

why I am studying the Islamic Republic in particular but not other countries in the 

Middle East region. 

The rest of the study, Chapters Four, Five, Six, and Seven, will examine my 

theory and hypotheses based on the case of the Islamic Republic through different 

periods. Chapter Four, “Khomeini and the Iranian Foreign Policy, 1979 – 1989”, will 

examine my theoretical approach and hypotheses during the first decade of the Islamic 

Republic when Khomeini was the real leader. While domestic political factors such as 

leader orientation had affected the Islamic Republic foreign policies during Khomeini’s 

live, also the intervening of some international factors such as the Iraq invasion of Iran 

had affected the overall Iranian foreign policy. 

Chapter Five, “Rafsanjani and the Iranian Foreign Policy, 1989 – 1997”, will 

examine my theory and hypotheses and see what political factors had affected the Islamic 

Republic foreign policies after Khomeini’s death and until the end of Rafsanjani’s second 

term in August of 1997. While Rafsanjani’s pragmatic views had shaped the Islamic 

Republic as well as other domestic political factors, also some international factors such 

as the decrease of oil prices as well as the legacy of the long War with Iraq had affected 

the outcome of the Islamic Republic foreign policies. 
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Chapter Six, “Khatami and the Iranian Foreign Policy, 1997 – 2005”, will 

examine my theory and hypotheses and see what political factors had affected the Islamic 

Republic foreign policies during his two terms as President. During his time, different 

domestic and international political factors had affected the outcome of the Islamic 

Republic foreign policy. For example, while some domestic political factors such as 

Khatami’s moderate views as well as other domestic political factors had shaped the 

Islamic Republic foreign policy, also some international political factors such as the 

presence of the United States armed forces in the region had played major role in shaping 

the overall foreign policy of the Islamic Republic. 

Chapter Seven, “Ahmadinejad and the Iranian Foreign Policy, August 2005 – 

2006”, also will examine my theory and hypotheses on the first and half years of the 

current Iranian President. During this short time, his political orientation has played 

major role in shaping the Islamic Republic Foreign policy as well as other intervening 

political factors. However, this Chapter will be short and brief as a result of the short time 

that I am covering. 

Finally, the last Chapter, “Conclusion”, will show the general findings and the 

results of this study. These findings will help to draw expectations and predictions about 

the future of the Islamic Republic foreign policy in coming years. Moreover, if the 

findings of this study support my theory and hypotheses, I, as well as others, can use 

them to study other cases. Also, the conclusion will direct the readers to more future 

studies about different cases in the Middle East as well as other region.

  



  
 
 

                                                

Chapter 2 

Literature Review 

Foreign Policy between Continuity and Change 

 

Interpretations of continuity and change of states foreign policies offered by 

different scholars who have written about states behaviors in the world politics can be 

grouped into two major types2: Realism/neorealism explanations; and domestic political 

explanations. While realism theory argues that international system drives and shapes 

states behaviors, societal and statist explanations argue that domestic political elements 

are the major factors that affect states foreign policies. 

 

Realist Explanations vs. Domestic Political Explanations 

While these two explanations try to explain states foreign polices, they are differ 

in their approaches. Realism as a theory tries to “explain both the behavior of individual 

states and the characteristics of the international system as a whole” (Krasner, 1992: 39). 

This argument leads many scholars to state that realists believe that “states are the most 

important actors in international politics. They therefore focus on explaining the behavior 

of states and tend to pay less attention to individuals” (Lynn-Jones and Miller 1995: ix). 

Therefore, realism theory looks to the state as a black box because state responses to the 

international system and interact with it. 

 
2 As I stated in footnote 1, while the field of International Relations has many different theories, I am here 
focusing on these two major approaches. 
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Different scholars (e.g. Gilpin, 1981; Kennedy, 1987; Mearsheimer, 1990, 2001) 

have used this model of realism theory to study different cases, especially great powers, 

in various times throughout several centuries. However, while these different realist 

studies have used realism theory, realism approach is wide and big which leads many 

scholars to divide it into two major parts that of classic realism and neorealism. However, 

while both views dominate major part in the field of International relations, the second 

part – neorealism approach – will be my focus here and I will explain why I am using it 

in particular in this study in the next section. 

 

Neorealism Explanation 

In the last century – the twentieth, realism explanation was dominated by the 

works of three major scholars. During the early years of World War II, E.H. Carr 

published his major work The Twenty Years’ Crisis3 in1939 (2001). Few years later the 

work of Hans Morgenthau Politics among Nations4 was appeared in 1948 (1993). And 

almost thirty years later came the work of Kenneth Waltz Theory of International Politics 

in 1979. 

While the last major realists’ works are used many times in different studies as I 

illustrated above, in this study I will use the last realist theory that was come by Kenneth 

Waltz in his major work of 19795. My focusing in Waltz’s study comes from many 

reasons that make his study represents the realist view in my work here6. 

                                                 
3 The Twenty Years’ Crisis was published many times. The first time was in 1939, then 1946, 1981, and 
2001. 
4 Politics among Nations was published seven times. The first time was in 1948, then 1954, 1960, 1967, 
1973, 1978, and 1993. 
5 The publication of Waltz’s Theory of International Politics has divided realism theory into two major 
sections: classical realism that is dominated mostly by the works of E. H. Carr and H. Morgenthau, and 
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Different scholars have argued that Waltz’s study has dominated the field and 

used many times since its publication in 1979. For example, Buzan, Jones, and Little 

(1993) state that “since the publication of Kenneth Waltz’s Theory of International 

Politics … in 1979, neorealism has become a dominated school of thought in 

International Theory”, and they add that, “It is not exaggeration to say that TIP (Theory 

of International Politics) shaped much of the theoretical debate during the 1980s, and that 

positive and negative reactions to it still reverberate in the literature of the 1990s” (p. 1). 

Moreover, Rajagopalan (1998) argues that Waltz’s work has dominated the field 

of International Relations since its publication in 1979, “Neorealism, identify most 

closely with Kenneth Waltz, has been the most prominent and influential approach in the 

field since the early 1980s” (p. 1).  In addition, Mearsheimer7, who is a major figure in 

the International field and also as a neorealist scholar has supported the importance of 

Waltz’s study. In his work of 2001, Mearsheimer argues that “Kenneth Waltz’s Theory of 

International Politics … has dominated the field since it first appeared during the latter 

part of the cold War” (p. 14). 

Furthermore, while the previous realist scholars supported the importance of 

Waltz’s theory, Keohane, who is a prominent liberal figure, also has supported the 

importance of Waltz’s study as a major addition to the field of International Relations. In 

his work of 1986, Keohane argues that “The importance of neorealism has been widely 

                                                                                                                                                 
neoclassical realism that is dominated mostly by Waltz’s 1979 work. The major difference between these 
two approaches is that realism does not ignore completely domestic political factors, but they look to these 
factors as a second role after the external sources. However, neo-realism theory ignores to large extent 
domestic factors and emphasizes more the importance of external sources as the major sources on driving 
states foreign polices. 
6 In the following paragraphs, I will explain why I am using Waltz’s neo-realism theory as the major 
representative for realist views. However, his major theory will be left for next section in this Chapter. 
7 Mearsheimer labels himself as an offensive neo-realist scholar, where he is different from Waltz who is 
defensive neo-realist. 
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recognized, and it has been subjected to critical scrutiny from a variety of perspective, 

and with varying concentration of Waltz’s work”8 (p. 16). 

While these are some views that show how much Waltz study is important in the 

field of International Relations, there are also other important points that lead me to focus 

on Waltz study. 

In their discussion over the importance of Waltz’s theory, Buzan, Jones, and Little 

(1993) argue that, “Waltz study made three major contributions toward a system theory 

of international relations: 1) It succeeded in defining system structure in a way that 

allows it to be used as a discrete explanation for some of the behavior of units in the 

international political system; 2) It thereby created a firm structural basis for the logic of 

power politics. This structural basis amplified and clarified the much vaguer notions of 

structure present in Classical Realism, strengthening them to the point where they render 

unnecessary the controversial normative foundations of power politics in human nature 

and the internal dynamics of state politics: thus the label ‘Neorealism’; and 3) It exposed 

an area of theoretical bedrock which can serve as a solid foundation for further 

development of international system theory. Waltz’s accomplishment was to identify 

important durable elements in a field where development of scientific analysis is 

everywhere hampered by the apparent universality of change” (p. 23-4). 

In addition to Buzan, Jones, and Little argument, Linklater (1995) argues that 

“neorealism has helped to introduce greater sophistication to (the field of International 

Relations … Also, it) developed a magisterial account of persistence of the international 

system” (p. 258). 

                                                 
8 In his work of Neorealism and its Critics, Keohane (1986) collects different articles that debated neo-
realism theory where Waltz’s work is the center point in these different articles. For more discussion and 
details, see Keohane, Robert O. (1986). Neorealism and its Critics. 
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Generally, the previous arguments believed that Waltz’s study of 1979 has 

developed realism theory to be more rigors in studying states behaviors, which has led 

many scholars to call his approach neorealism theory as we have seen above. 

However, while I am going to bring his major theory in the next section, I want to 

state that using neorealism theory will examine the continuity of the Islamic Republic 

foreign policy during the time under examination. In other words, neorealism theory tries 

to explain why states behave in similar ways while they have different political systems 

and various ideologies. According to Waltz’s theory, international system influences 

international outcomes and state behaviors. Therefore, the outcomes of the Islamic 

Republic foreign policy have come as a result of the international system, according to 

neorealism theory. 

The argument of neorealism theory leads me to ask several questions that related 

to the international system to see if that was/is the case about the Iranian foreign policy 

since 1979? In other words, does the international system drive the Iranian foreign policy 

since the revolution? To say it in different way, how much pressure does Iran face from 

the international system as well as other states, and how much these factors have shaped 

the outcomes of its foreign policy since 1979? 

 

Literature Review: Neorealism Explanation 

Neorealism, which is also part of structural theory and defensive realism, stands 

in the main idea that, state is the major actor in the world politics. However, state 

behaviors are not the independent variable, but their behaviors stand on the opposite side 

because international system drives states behaviors. So, states behaviors become 
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dependent variable, while international system is the independent variable. In general, 

neorealism theory believes that “states forming a structure by their interactions and then 

being strongly affected by the structure their interactions have formed” (Waltz, 1997: 

913). In other words, the outcomes of states behaviors come from the interactions among 

states that are affected by the international system. In addition, Waltz (1990) represents 

this clearly by saying that “international structure emerges from the interaction of states 

and then constrains them from taking certain actions while propelling them toward 

others” (p. 29). 

Therefore, international structure has specific characterization that affects states 

behaviors. According to Waltz, the international system is anarchy where is no 

international government and authority over states and governments9. Waltz argues that 

in this world of anarchy10, which is “self-help system, units worry about their survival, 

and the worry conditions their behavior”, states “take care of (themselves)” (1979: 105 

and 107). This world of anarchy leads states to be ready to response to the behavior of 

other states, since there is no protector that states can depend on in an emergency time. 

Therefore, “Because some states may at any time use forces, all states must be prepared 

to do so – or live at the mercy of their militarily more vigorous neighbors, (and he 

explained), among men as among states, or the absence of government, is associated with 

the occurrence of violence” (Waltz, 1979: 102). 

                                                 
9 In fact, realists and neo-realists agree in this point. However, while most of them talk about great powers 
and use these approaches to study the behaviors of historical and current great powers, their theory can be 
applied to non great powers as Waltz states in his theory, and I will bring this through my discussion. 
10 Also, this word is defined and explained in Mearsheimer’s (2001) where he argues that there is no 911, 
and in his words, “the 911 problem – the absence of a central authority to which a threatened state can turn 
for help” (p. 32). For more explanation of this subject, see Chapter Two “Anarchy and the Struggle for 
Power” in his 2001 work, Tragedy of Great Power Politics. 
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The world of anarchy obliged states to “spends a portion of its effort, not in 

forwarding its own good, but in providing the means of protecting itself against others” 

(Waltz, 1979: 105). In other word, “neorealism sees power as a possible useful means, 

with states running risk if they have either too little or too much of it” (Waltz, 1988: 616). 

Countries do that “because survival is the goal of states and that power is one of the 

means to that end”. Neorealism theory assumes that the “dominant goal of states is 

security, since to pursue whatever other goals they may have, they first must survive” 

(Waltz, 1997: 913 and 915). And since there are differences between states in “power and 

differences placement (in the world system, that) help to explain both their behavior(s) 

and their fates” (Waltz, 1990: 31). 

Neorealism argument does not come from few cases in the previous decades, but 

its argument is built on the anarchic of the world since it exists, according to Waltz. This 

world of anarchy has affected states behaviors for long time through the history. In one of 

his argument, Waltz (1979) argues that “one who reads the apocryphal book or First 

Maccabeses with events in and after World War I in mind will gain a sense of the 

continuity that characterizes international politics” (p. 65-6). In other words, Waltz 

(1979) believes that “The enduring anarchic character of international politics accounts 

for the striking sameness in the quality of international life through the millennia” (p. 66). 

Furthermore, Waltz emphasizes the same belief and makes it clear that the 

international system, but not the domestic factors, drives and shapes states behaviors by 

saying that “The behaviors of states, the patterns of their interactions, and the outcomes 

their interactions produced had been repeated again and again through the centuries 

despite profound changes in the internal composition of states” (Waltz, 1995: 43). 
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Moreover, Waltz (1979) stresses this idea again and again by arguing that “in the world 

wars of this century (WWI and WWII), … the same principle countries lined up against 

each other, despite the domestic political upheavals that took place in the interwar 

period” (p. 66). 

It is clear that neorealism theory sees the international system and world politics 

as the major factors in shaping states behaviors. So, states through history adopt their 

policies according to the international system where anarchy is its major characteristic. 

However, while neorealism theory emphasizes the importance of International system, it 

ignores to a large extent domestic political factors and the variations among states. 

In his argument over domestic political factors, Waltz (1988) argues that 

“different states behave similarly and, despite their variations, produce outcomes that fall 

within expected range” (that is response to the international system and its feature of 

anarchy) (p. 619). In addition, the definition of international political structure that Waltz 

defines ignores domestic elements, and takes “states with what ever traditions, habits, 

objectives, desires, and forms of governments they may have, we do not ask whether 

states are revolutionary or legitimate, authoritarian or democratic, ideological or 

pragmatic. We abstract from every attribute of states except their capabilities” which is 

important to responses to the world of anarchy (1979: 98-9). 

Also, while he emphasizes the importance of power and ignores all domestic 

elements, Waltz also denies the importance of “ideology” and its power (1986: 329). To 

deny the importance of domestic factors11, Waltz (1979) states that “it is not possible to 

understand world politics simply by looking inside of states”. Otherwise, we will not 

                                                 
11 In his 1979 Theory of International Politics, Waltz specializes one Chapter to deny the importance of 
domestic political factors. For more details, see Chapter Four, “Reductionist and Systemic Theories”. 
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explain foreign policy but will describe it which will not bring “valid generalization” 

(p.65). And to support his argument, Waltz asked other scholars that, “if changes in 

international outcomes are linked directly to changes in actors (states), how can one 

account for similarities of outcome that persist or recur even as actors vary” and “one 

who believes that he can account for changes in international politics must also ask how 

continuities can be explained” (p.65). Therefore, Waltz strongly argues that “since the 

variety of actors and the variations in their actions are not matched by the variety of 

outcomes, we know that systemic causes are in play” (p. 69). 

Furthermore, while neorealism theory, like classical realism, builds its argument 

on great power, Waltz believes that “states as like units; each state is like all others in 

being an autonomous political unit. Autonomous is the unit-level counterpart of anarchy 

at the structural level” (1990: 37). And to make his argument clear, Waltz (1979) states 

that “To focus on great power is not to lose sight of lesser ones. Concern with the latter’s 

fate requires paying most attentions to the former” (p. 73). Also, “states are alike in tasks 

they face … States perform or try to perform tasks, most of which are common to all of 

them … (and all) states are duplicates the activities of other states” (p. 96-7). 

However, while neorealism theory has brought basic contribution to the field of 

International Relations, Waltz’s neorealist theory has faced strong challenges from other 

theories that emphasize other political factors in addition to the importance of 

international system in affecting states foreign policies. 

From these theories that challenge realism/neorealism theory is global change 

model that comes by Robert Gilpin (1981) who argues that there is strong connection 

between international politics and international economies and also statesmen play strong 
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role that makes foreign policy complex since many international and national factors 

affect decision makers and states behaviors. In addition to global change model, some 

realist scholars such as Snyder (1991), Walt (1992), Kupchan (1994), and Mearsheimer 

and Walt (2006) have challenged the general argument of realism/neorealism theory by 

arguing that there are some domestic factors are important to look to in order to 

understand and explain states behaviors. 

Also, complex decision theory that came in 1970s and dominated by the work of 

Joseph Nye and Robert Keohane power and Interdependence (2001, 3rd edition) has 

challenged realism/neorealism theory. Complex decision theory argues that there are 

different actors such as societal actors and sub-governmental actors that can affect and 

shape states foreign policies. Moreover, democratic peace theory also has challenged 

realism/neorealism theory. Democratic peace theorists and scholars such as Doyle (1996), 

Maoz and Russett (1993), Dixon (1994), Russett (1996, 1996a), and Owen (1996) argue 

that political system and some domestic factors can affect and shape states foreign 

polices12. 

However, while neorealism theory has faced different challenges to its argument, 

some scholars have argued that applying realism/neorealism theory to the case of the 

Islamic Republic of Iran can give some explanations for its foreign behaviors since 1979. 

For example, Bill (1999) and Roy (2005) argue that the surprise Iraqi attack against Iran 

and the full support to Iraq from most Arab states and major Western countries such as 

the United States and France had led the Islamic Republic to intensify its radical foreign 

policy toward its conservative Arab neighbors, especially Gulf States, as well as major 

                                                 
12 While I am arguing that neo-realism theory has faced strong challenges, I will expand the discussion of 
these other theories that challenges neo-realism theory in the next section of this Chapter where I am going 
to review the literature of domestic political explanations. 
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Western States, especially the United States. Also, the Iraq invasion of Iran had 

strengthened the radical groups within the Iranian elites. 

In addition to the Iraq invasion of Iran, Mackey (1998) and Moslem (2002) argue 

that the increase of the United States military presence in the Arabian Gulf and then its 

military actions against some Iranian facilities had forced the Islamic Republic and its 

revolutionary leader – Khomeini – to reduce his radical foreign policy in late 1980s. 

However, the increase of the United States military forces in the Arabian Gulf and around 

Iran and its multi threats toward the Islamic Republic since 2001 have radicalized the 

Islamic Republic foreign policy, according to Monshipouri (2004) and Porter (2006). 

In addition to the War with Iraq and the United States military presence in the 

region, other scholars such as Mackey (1998), Møller (2001), and Ehteshami (2002) 

argue that the effect of International system on Iranian foreign policy can be seen in the 

case of oil prices. They argue that the increase and decrease of oil prices has played 

strong role in shaping the Islamic Republic foreign policy because Iran has used its high 

oil revenues to build its military power and support radical groups in other countries as 

what happened in early 1980s and early 2000s. However, low oil prices had led Iran to 

behave pragmatically as what happened in 1990s. 

Therefore, the last examples argue that realism/neorealism theory can give good 

explanations to the Islamic Republic foreign behaviors since the revolution in 1979. For 

example, it can explain to some extent why the Iranian foreign policy was radical in 

1980s, pragmatic in 1990s, and modern toward the world, especially toward Gulf States, 

the United States, and Western Europe in 1997, and then to shift again to tough and 

radical in 2005 in its general orientations. So, because it can explain the historical shifts 
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in the last two decades, it can help and bring good predictions about the future of the 

Islamic Republic foreign policy. 

However, while the last arguments show the importance of studying the 

international factors and focusing on them since Iran is a major regional power with its 

big number of population (around 70 million) and its huge resource of oil and gas (e.g. 

Møller, 2001; Ehteshami, 2002), others scholars (e.g. Halliday, 1987; Malek, 1991; 

Ehteshami, 1992, 1995, 2002; Chubin, 1994, 2002; Entessar, 1998; Waxman, 1998; 

Wells, 1999; Kian-Thiebaut, 2002; Roshandel, 2002) argue that focusing mostly in the 

international factors cannot give good explanations because Iranian foreign policy has 

changed strongly over different periods as a result of different domestic variables such as 

leaders’ orientations, fragmentation in the decision structure, powerful domestic political 

interest groups, and domestic political oppositions. 

Since some scholars support neorealism theory in studying the Islamic Republic 

foreign policy and other scholars support the use of domestic political factors, I simply 

argue that while the assumptions of neorealism theory can give some explanations to the 

Islamic Republic foreign policy, I believe it is not enough to look only to the international 

system in order to have well and satisfy explanations for states behaviors. 

Therefore, other explanations that stress the importance of domestic political 

factors can also help to study and predict states behaviors since these explanations also 

believe that using only the assumptions of realism/neorealism theory cannot explain 

states behaviors very well. However, my three international variables that I am going to 

use to examine the role of International system in the case of Iran are: 1) the Iran-Iraq 
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War (1980 – 1988); 2) the United States military presence in the Arabian Gulf and in 

some Gulf States as well as in the Middle East; and 3) oil prices.  

In the following section, I will discuss different domestic political explanations 

that I believe are important to look to in order to study the Islamic Republic foreign 

policy since the revolution in 1979. 

 

Domestic Political Explanations13

In contrast to neorealism theory, domestic political explanations look to each state 

individually because these domestic explanations believe that each state behaves 

differently as a result of its domestic political factors. 

The literature of International Relations and foreign policy have many studies that 

emphasize the importance of domestic political factors such as Snyder (1991), Maoz and 

Russett (1993), Hagan (e.g. 1989, 1993, 1994, 1995, 2001, 2004), Kupchan (1994), 

Kagan (1995), Doyle (1996), Russett (1996, 1996a), Owen (1996), Kaiser (2000), 

Hermann (2001), and many other scholars that I will bring in throughout this study. 

These different domestic political theories have common argument which says that to 

                                                 
13 The talk here will focus on societal and statist explanations (macro level), which is different from the 
decision making approaches that look to individuals and leaders beliefs (micro level) that are dominated by 
different theoretical models such as: the bureaucratic model which dominated by the work of Allison, 
Graham. (1971). Essence of Decision: Explaining the Cuban Missile Crisis. Little, Brown: Boston; also, his 
early work of (1969, September). “Conceptual Models and the Cuban Missile Crisis”. American Political 
Science Review, Vol. 63, pp. 689-718; and Halperin, Morton. (1974). with the assistance of Priscilla Clapp 
and Arnold Kanter. Bureaucratic Politics and Foreign Policy. Brookings Institution: Washington D.C. 
Moreover, Groupthink Model that dominated by the work of Janis, Irving. (1972). Victims of Groupthink: A 
Psychological Study of Foreign Policy Decision and Fiascoes. Houghton Mifflin, Boston; In addition there 
are the cognitive approaches the dominated by the work of Jervis, Robert. (1976). Perception and 
misperception in International Politics. Princeton University Press, New Jersey; and Holsti, Ole. (1976). 
“Foreign Policy Decision Makers Viewed Psychologically: ‘Cognitive Process’ Approaches”. In Rosenau, 
James N. (1976). In Search of Global Patterns. Free Press, New York. 
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understand states behaviors, we have to open the black box and look to different political 

factors inside states that will help us to understand why states behaves differently. 

These different domestic models argue that states behave differently because each 

state has different domestic factors that can affect its foreign policy. These domestic 

factors vary from state to state. For example, while domestic political oppositions are 

strong in one state, leader’s orientations are strong factor in the other, and interest groups 

are powerful in third state, and so forth. Therefore, the domestic political explanations 

will be used in this study to examine the changes in the Islamic Republic foreign 

behaviors. However, while domestic political theories targeted various internal factors, I 

will focus on four major domestic political factors that I believe they can play important 

role in shaping the Islamic Republic foreign behaviors. These domestic political factors 

are: interest groups, domestic oppositions, decision structure, and leaders’ orientations. 

These domestic political models are going to answer the following questions: 

have domestic political factors affected and shaped the Islamic Republic foreign policy 

since the revolution in 1979 up to now – 2006? If there is a change in the state behavior, 

then different questions will be important to ask: do leaders’ orientations lead to and 

cause these changes, if so, how? Are there political opposition groups? If so, how much 

strong are these groups, and how much pressure do these groups make to affect foreign 

policymakers? Also, do interest groups play major role in shaping the final decision? If 

so, how can these groups push their agendas? Moreover, is decision structure in the 

Islamic Republic united and/or fragmented? In other words, does the Iranian decision 

structure allow different actors to participate in the decision making? If so, how can that 

shape and affect the Iranian foreign behaviors? And finally, how much power does the 
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Iranian government have? These different questions basically deal with the domestic 

political factors that I will focus on in this study. However, in the following section, I will 

bring the major works that discuss domestic political factors. 

 

Literature Review: Domestic Political Explanations 

Unlike neorealism theory, domestic political explanations stress the idea that 

states behaviors are affected and generated mostly by internal political elements. So, to 

understand how and why states behave in this way or the other, ones must look inside 

these states and see what have led them to produce different policies and behaviors. In 

other words, these different domestic political explanations have opened the black box 

that is called the state and tried to examine different internal political elements that 

neorealism theory has omitted. 

While the literature of international relations theory and foreign policy analysis 

have numerous amount of studies that open the black box and study the relationship of 

various domestic factors on states behaviors, there is no way to claim that I will bring all 

of them here, but I strongly try to bring the basic arguments that come by different 

scholars that discuss the importance of domestic factors in shaping states behaviors14. 

Whereas the dominant realism theory in the filed of international relations during 

the 1950 and 1960s dealt with the international system as separate from domestic 

systems, other paradigms came during that time to challenge the basic assumptions of 

                                                 
14 I have to state that while I am not looking to the micro level, also I am not going to include the discussion 
of regime types that was discussed intensively in democratic peace theory and regime type’s theory where 
they distinguish between democratic, anocracy, and authoritarian regimes. I am ignoring that because many 
studies such as Snyder (1991) and Hagan (1993) have stated that there are no differences between these 
democratic and non democratic regimes and the effect on states behaviors since all types of regimes have to 
respond to domestic factors. The following discussion will show some of these arguments. 

 



Continuity and Change in the Revolutionary Iran Foreign Policy 24 

realism theory. For example, the work of Rosenau in 1966 was major work to oppose 

realist/systemic arguments. Rosenau tried to make connection between international 

systems and domestic systems by introducing the idea of a penetrated political system 

when he argues that “where nonmembers of a national society participate directly and 

authoritatively, through actions taken jointly with the society’s members, in either the 

allocation of its values or the mobilization of support on behalf of its goals” (1966: 65). 

In these systems, Mingst (1995) argues that “the political processes differ both from those 

found within a national political system and from those in the international system. Face-

to-face interactions between nonmembers of the society and societal members are 

extensive” (p. 231). 

Moreover, Rosenau (1966) believes that there is a linkage politics as the process 

within a penetrated system by arguing that “any recurrent sequence of behavior that 

originates in one system and is reacted to in another” (p. 44). Rosenau argues that the 

behavior of one system affect the other. Also, through his pre-theory framework, 

Rosenau argues that there are different levels of causation that shape states behaviors 

such as individuals, role, government structure, international relations, and international 

systems. 

In addition to Rosenau pre-theory model, regime structure approach also 

challenges systemic theory that ignored the internal affect on states foreign policies. In 

his discussion over domestic political regime change and foreign policy restructuring, 

Hagan (1994) argues that domestic political factors in different regime structures 

(democratic and authoritarian) have strong role in shaping states foreign policy as well as 
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affecting international change15. To explain his theory, Hagan (1994) focuses on the 

“changes in the political makeup of the ruling group occupying the set of roles that 

constitute the central political structure of a government. Thus, a regime change is 

identified when there is a change in one or more of the key actors within the central 

leadership body.” (p. 144). The four types of regime changes within the central leadership 

body that Hagan brings are: 1) a change in the predominant leader; 2) a major factional or 

coalition shift; 3) a regular exchange of power between contending, mainstream parties or 

groups; and 4) a political revolution bringing to power an ‘antisystem’ group or coalition. 

Hagan (1994) argues that the change in the regime structure might lead to change 

in the regime orientation as a result of the new leadership that controls the power. The 

regime orientation of a political regime would reflect two points: 1) “the ruling group’s 

basic beliefs about international affairs as they relate to their state’s domestic and foreign 

concerns”; and 2) “the coalition of societal, economic, and political interests aligned with 

the regime.” (p. 146). As a result of the regime changes, the foreign policy orientations 

would be one of the following four types of regime orientations: 1) moderate regimes; 2) 

pragmatic regimes; 3) militant regimes; and 4) radical regimes16. 

Moreover, complex interdependence model, which is dominated by the work of 

Joseph Nye and Robert Keohane power and Interdependence in 1977 (2001, 3rd edition) 

and also Robert Keohane After Hegemony (1984), challenges realist views by arguing 

                                                 
15 In addition to Hagan (1994), there are other major scholarly works on political regime change and 
foreign policy restructuring that came in 1980s such as, Holsti, K.J. “Restructuring Foreign Policy: A 
Neglected Phenomenon in Foreign Policy.” In Holsti, K.J. (editor). (1982). Why Nations Realign: Foreign 
Policy Restructuring in the Postwar World. Allen and Unwin; London. Also, Goldman, Kjell. (1988). 
Change and Stability in Foreign Policy: The Problems and Possibilities of Detent. Princeton University 
Press; Princeton. And, Hermann, Charles F. (1990). “Changing Course: When Governments Choose to 
Redirect Foreign Policy.” International Studies Quarterly, 34, pp. 3-21. 
16 For more discussion on this issue as well as the affect of regime changes on regime fragmentation, see 
Hagan (1994). 
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that while states are the main actors, there are other actors in the international system are 

important to look to. Nye and Keohane argue that sub-governmental actors and other 

societal actors can play strong role in shaping the agendas of states foreign policies than 

the central government. Also, in the world of interdependence, international 

organizations can play strong role and change the political process within states. So, it is 

not only international system, but also sub-governmental actors and other societal actors 

can affect states behaviors. 

In addition to Nye and Keohane, Katzenstein (1976) also supports the complex 

model by arguing that “Although domestic and international forces are complementary 

rather than competing in their impact on foreign economic policies, it appears that on 

questions of the international economy and international politics can no longer be 

adequately analyzed from the lofty heights of the international system alone. The political 

causes and consequences of many current international problems of the international 

economy should instead be interpreted as well from the perspective of domestic politics” 

(p. 45). Therefore, domestic politics as well as international factors can play strong role 

in explaining states foreign policies. The common point that these models stress is that 

states domestic politics and structures can play major role through the economic 

interdependence among states and during economic crisis, which means domestic 

political factors can affect the world politics also. 

Moreover, democratic peace theory, which also challenges realism/neorealism 

assumptions, argues that different political systems and regime types are matter and can 

affect states behaviors. The major argument of this theory is that republican/democratic 
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states do not fight each other and they can live in peace with other democratic states17. To 

explain this theory and show how domestic factors affect states behaviors, Doyle (1996) 

argues that international peace can exist because democratic states are ruled by elected 

leaders who are restricted by their states’ constitutions. And the more important point is 

that the separation of powers among different institutions play major role to restrict 

leaders from using the power of their states to go to war without reasons. These factors 

restrict democratic states from going to war against other democratic states. Also, leaders 

in democratic states share the same values and cultures. So, in case of disputes among 

democratic states, it can be resolved peacefully through democratic political process since 

both sides share the same values. 

In addition, other democratic peace theorists like Maoz and Russett (1993), Dixon 

(1994), Russett (1996, 1996a), and Owen (1996), among other scholars use the 

normative/cultural model and the political/structural model to explain why democratic 

states do not fight each other. The normative model argues that the norms of compromise 

and cooperation among democratic states prevent these states from escalating their 

disputes to war. So, the game here is non-zero-sum where both sides gains, while in 

realism theory the game is zero-sum: one side will lose and the other side will gain. 

However, the political/structural model argues that the structure of political power that 

includes the separation of power and the power of public opinion restrict leaders from 

lunching wars against other democratic states. 

                                                 
17 While democratic peace theory challenges realism/neo-realism theory, it also faces strong criticism from 
realism/neo-realism theorists. To see a good discussion on democratic peace theory and its critics see, 
Brown, Michael E. Lynn-Jones, Sean M., and Miller, Steven E. (editors). (1996). Debating the Democratic 
Peace. Also, see other works such as, Lawson, Stephanie. (1993, January). “Conceptual Issues in the 
Comparative Study of Regime Change and Democratization.” Comparative Politics, 25, pp. 183-205; and 
Maoz, Zeev, and Abdolali, Nasrin. (1989, March). “Regime Types and International Conflict, 1816-1976.” 
Journal of Conflict Resolution, Vol. 33, No. 1, pp. 3-35. 
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However, while the arguments of democratic peace theory stand on the idea of 

democratic political system, democratization and war theory warns about the new 

democratic states by arguing that mature democracies can bring peace, but democratizing 

states are danger. For example, Mansfield and Snyder (1996) argue that countries do not 

become mature democracy in short time; these states need long time to be mature in order 

to bring peace. New democratic states do not have strong political institutions that can 

restrict the executive power and also cannot resist the high pressure of different social 

groups. So, the weaknesses in the political institutions within the new democratic states 

can bring conflicts with other states. Also, political competition among elites, who still 

survive from the old regime, can bring dangerous foreign policy actions because each 

group wants to mobilize public opinion. However, despite their warning about 

democratization, theorists who support involve in this theory argue that regime types are 

important in explaining states behaviors, which also stress the importance to look to 

domestic factors. 

These last two approaches – democratic peace theory and democratization and 

war theory – argue that domestic political structures affect strongly international affairs. 

While democratic peace theory argues that democratic systems bring peace and the 

absence of conflicts among democratic states is its major characteristic, democratization 

and war theory argues that the transformation from authoritarian regimes to democratic 

political systems creates danger foreign policy among these new democratic states, which 

might lead to conflict. Therefore, while democratic peace theory sees authoritarian 

regimes as the major producer for conflicts, democratization and war theory sees the new 

democratic states as the major producer for conflicts. 
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However, while both approaches of democratic peace theory and democratization 

and war theory have different explanations, both of them support the importance of 

domestic politics and its influence on foreign policy. Also, both theories try to explain the 

nature of conflicts in the international system. Therefore, these different arguments of 

democratic peace theory and democratization and war theory see the continuity in states 

behaviors according to the domestic political structures. 

Moving from democratic peace and democratization and war explanations and 

their regime structure approach to statist theories that deal with leaders’ orientations and 

political oppositions can bring more explanation to show the importance of looking inside 

the black box. Putnam’s work of 1988 is a major contribution to domestic political 

explanation because he brings strong argument to explain states behaviors. Putnam 

argues that leaders engage in what he called it “tow-level games”, where leaders become 

under constraints and pressures from their own domestic political systems and also from 

the international environment. According to Putnam, the game here is unusually complex 

because the “moves that are (seems to be) rational for a player at one board …, (it) may 

be impolitic for that same player at the other board” (p. 434). 

Putnam strongly believes that domestic groups affect foreign policy actions, and 

he highlights several significant characteristics to show the links between diplomacy and 

domestic politics. From these links: 1) “the contrast between issues on which domestic 

interests are homogenous, simply pitting hawks against doves, and issues on which 

domestic interests are more heterogeneous, so that domestic cleavage may actually foster 

international cooperation”; and 2) “the divergences of interest between a national leader 
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and those on whose behalf he is negotiating, and in particular, the international 

implications of his fixed investment in domestic politics”18 (p. 460). 

While these last different approaches – complex decision theory, democratic 

peace theory, democratization and war theory, and two-level games model – make strong 

connection between domestic systems and international systems, other approaches and 

scholars look to domestic systems and internal elements as major factors in shaping and 

affecting states behaviors. 

Through his process to build a general theory of foreign policy analysis, Lentner 

(1974) emphasizes the importance of domestic political factors and their affects on 

leading to change in states foreign polices. Lentner argues that four internal political 

factors are important to look to. “The first is a change in the personal who make 

decisions”, and this change can be caused by elections, coups, or any other factors. “The 

second channel of bringing change in foreign policy is a change in the perceptions, goals, 

fears, etc., or those who remain as authoritative decision makers”. The “third way of 

introducing change in foreign policy (is) a struggle between two coalitions which are 

competing for control of a government to result in a shift in the political coalition which 

dominated a given policy-making process”. And the fourth and “final channel in foreign 

policy is the development of new structures in the government. For example, a 

democratic political system might be transformed into an authoritarian one, (and the 

                                                 
18 Putnam examines the case of Bonn Summit conference of 1978, where some key leaders such as Helmut 
Schmidt of Germany, Jimmy Carter of the United States, and Takeo Fukuda of Japan agreed to apply some 
domestic policies without consulting their homes. Putnam argues that two factors make those leaders to 
promise to adopt these policies: 1) the Leaders “adopted polices different from those that they would have 
pursued in the absence of international negotiations; and 2) “that agreement was possible only because a 
powerful minority (groups) within each government actually favored on domestic grounds the policy being 
demanded internationally” (p. 428). Therefore, domestic factors such as interest groups can affect the 
foreign policy action.  For more explanation see, Putnam, Robert D. (1988, Summer). “Diplomacy and 
Domestic Politics: the Logic of Two-Level Games”. 
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opposite will be right), in which legislative controls give way to increase (or decrease) 

executive autonomy. The impact of such a constitutional changed would not be limited to 

the domestic political system but would also extend to foreign policy” (p. 8). 

While Lentner states four major statist elements that lead to and affect changes in 

states foreign policies, Merritt (1975) brings different societal factors to show how much 

constraints foreign policymakers face from domestic elements. Merritt argues that 

“interest groups making demands upon the decision system. Representatives of business, 

labor, ethnic associations, civic bodies, communications media, and still other aggregates 

who feel that a nation’s foreign policy affects them may seek to voice their concerns and 

desires. (Also), the public at large can have a direct impact upon the foreign policy 

making process as well as, through its elected representatives and other mediators, a more 

indirect influence. (And he adds), what is sometimes forgotten in examining a decision 

system’s internal environment is the fact that the very structure of that environment 

conditions the decisions made by the duly authorized decision making bodies. (For 

example), a fragmented society may … pose vastly different consideration [such as 

freedom of action] than one that is highly mobilized and attuned to policy outcomes” (p. 

2-3). 

Lentner and Merritt in their separate researches have opened the black box and 

argue that looking to and understanding internal political elements and social structures 

can bring well and satisfy explanations for states behaviors and illustrate why states 

behaves the way they behave. Moreover, different scholars moved from theoretical 

abstract to examine specific cases in order to see what the major factors that affect states 

foreign policy. 
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For example, Kaiser (2000) examined four major European conflicts in the 

modern European history in the last four centuries19. After intensive examinations for his 

cases, Kaiser states that “The sources and consequences of European international 

conflicts differ radically from one era to another, and that they can be understood only in 

the context of contemporary European domestic … politics” (p. 1). And “the wars of 

these eras must be understood within their political, economic, social, and intellectual 

context” (p. 1-2). Also, war among the European powers “became a channel of social and 

political mobility and an outlet for the ambition of rising groups” (p. 3). Furthermore, 

while Kaiser believes that individuals and political leaders play strong and important 

roles in states behaviors, he argues that “their role must always be understood within a 

broader political work …, and they can only exercise power according to the roles of 

contemporary politics” (p. 4). 

Furthermore, in his explanation for the Cold War containment toward the Soviet 

Union, Gaddis (1982) argues that domestic elements, not external factors, had led and 

affected the United States foreign policy toward the Soviet Union for about thirty years of 

containment that practiced by different Presidents. Also, the same things can by said 

about the Soviet Union. “George Kennan made the point, in both ‘long telegram’ and the 

‘X’ article; the Soviet foreign policy was the product of internal influences not 

susceptible persuasion, manipulation, or even comprehension from the outside. Without 

pushing the point too far, the same might be said of American foreign policy during the 

thirty years that separated Kennan’s appointment as director of the Policy Planning Staff 

                                                 
19 His four cases are: 1) The general crisis of the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries, 1559 – 1659; 2) The 
age of Louis XIV, 1661 – 1713; 3) The Revolutionary and Napoleonic Era, 1792 – 1815; and 4) The era of 
the Two World Wars, 1914 – 1945. 
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from Kissinger’s retirement as Secretary of State20. To a remarkable degree, containment 

has been the product, not so much of what the Russians have done, or of what has 

happened elsewhere in the world, but of internal forces operating within the United 

States” (p. 356-57). 

Moreover, while Gaddis puts it in general way, some realist scholars also 

challenge realism/neorealism arguments of ignoring the role of domestic political factors. 

Realist scholars like Snyder, Kupchan, Walt, and Mearsheimer and Walt emphasize the 

importance of domestic political factors and their affects on states behaviors. For 

example, Snyder (1991) argues that specific domestic political factors affected the 

foreign policy of great powers in the last two centuries. Snyder argues that domestic 

issues, especially economic interest groups and organizations, have major role in shaping 

states foreign policies and affecting decision makers. In other words, building powerful 

coalitions among interest groups and organizations can affect decision makers and shape 

states behaviors21. 

In addition to Snyder, Kupchan22 (1994) also believes that domestic political 

factors can explain states behaviors. However, unlike Snyder who believes that interest 

groups and organizations can affect states behaviors, Kupchan argues that strategic 

culture, not interest groups and organizations, is the most important domestic factors that 

                                                 
20 In the period from late 1940s to early 1970s. 
21 Snyder’s 1991 work is a major addition to the field of International Relations and Foreign Policy 
behaviors. In this study, Snyder examines five great powers: Germany, Japan, Britain, and Soviet Union 
through different periods in the last Two Centuries, and also the United States during the Cold War. For 
more explanation and discussion about his cases and their foreign policy behaviors, see his 1991 study. 
Also, it is important to note that again, while Snyder emphasizing the importance of domestic political 
factors, he is a realist scholar, or as Hagan (2001) calls Snyder and Kupchan as “soft realists”. 
22 Kupchan examines five great powers: Britain, France, Japan, Germany, and the United States in the last 
Two Centuries. In all these cases, Kupchan argues that strategic culture in each great power had played 
major role in shaping its foreign policy decisions. To see his cases and his explanations in response to 
Snyder’s 1991 argument, see his 1994 work. 
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can explain how states behave because strategic culture can explain how elites and the 

masses think about and understand power, which then can bring good predictions about 

states foreign behaviors and actions. Also, in his response to Snyder (1991), Kupchan 

(1994) argues that the logroll does not cause the self-defeating policy, but the strategic 

culture that is built by the elites explains why and how states take these actions. Strategic 

culture that are deeply embedded conception and notions of security that take roots 

among elites and the public alike affect decisions and shapes the policy making 

process23. 

In addition to Snyder and Kupchan, another realist scholar stresses the importance 

of domestic political factors in shaping states foreign policy decisions. Walt (1992) 

argues that domestic politics can give strong explanations to understand new 

revolutionary states behaviors. For example, Walt states that “the greater the divisions 

within the revolutionary state ‘either within the elite or between the government and the 

population at large’, the more bellicose it foreign policy will be” (p. 327). According to 

this argument, we see two major domestic factors that Walt suggests: one supporting the 

importance of elites and the probability of conflict between them, and the second is when 

                                                 
23 To explain both approaches of Snyder and Kupchan, I will use the German example. Snyder argues that 
the logrolling between interest groups, basically “iron and rye” led Germany to overextension in late 1890s 
and early 1900s. Kupchan, on the other hand, argues that while the logrolling between interest groups is 
important, it is not enough to justify why Germany went to World War I. Kupchan believes that because 
the elites tried to solve the domestic problems among their population as well as among interest groups, 
they used and pushed nationalism ideology for while, which led the public to be convinced about the state 
power and then follow the government’s policy. However, when the elites recognized that it is hard to win 
the war, it was too late for them to back because the system “Logjam”. Therefore, Kupchan argues that 
people really beliefs in their policies. Therefore, elites represent and follow their beliefs which will affect 
states behaviors. In sum, while Snyder argues that cartel/coalition leads to logroll which will lead to foreign 
policy action, Kupchan argues that elites’ beliefs lead to strategic culture which leads to foreign policy 
action. 
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revolutionary leaders seek conflict with other states in order to get the population’s 

support to justify their internal tough and hard policies24.  

Moreover, in their recent studies, Mearsheimer and Walt (2006) argue that the 

United States policy toward the Middle East was/is driven mostly by the domestic 

political factors. According to them, “the overall thrust of U.S. policy in the (Middle 

East) region is due almost entirely to U.S domestic politics and especially to the activities 

of the ‘Israel Lobby.’ Other special interest groups have managed to skew U.S. foreign 

policy in directions they favored, but no lobby has managed to divert U.S. foreign policy 

as far from simultaneously convincing Americans the U.S. and Israeli interests are 

essentially identical” (p. 1). 

Furthermore, even a study of nations’ crisis supports to large extent the 

importance of domestic factors. And although his study uses cognitive and motivational 

models to study individuals and/or leaders behaviors, Lebow (1981) concludes that 

“judging from our cases25, leaders felt compelled to pursue aggressive foreign polices in 

response to pressing foreign and domestic problems” (p. 334). 

While the last literature give general view about the importance of domestic 

factors in shaping states foreign polices, other scholars support their arguments over the 

importance of domestic politics by empirical findings. For example, Moon (1985) 

examines foreign policy change and external dependence in forty three cases. The results 

of his study lead him to argue that the foreign alignments of states are defined by a 

combination of its domestic economic interest and its political regime. Also, Hagan 

                                                 
24 I should note that while Walt believes in the importance of domestic politics to understand states 
behaviors, he also argues that “domestic politics provide an incomplete explanation for the link between 
revolution and war” (Walt, 1992:.328). 
25 In this study, Lebow has examined twenty six cases in a period of seventy years from late 1890s to late 
1960s. 
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(1989) examines domestic political regime change and Third World voting realignments 

in the United Nations from 1956 to 1984 by using more than six hundred political 

regimes for ninety nations. Hagan’s findings suggest that “the domestic political sources 

of Third World foreign policy are divers, involving not only structural factors but also the 

more fluid effects of leadership perceptions and politics” (p. 540). 

Moreover, in different studies, Ostrom and Job (1986) and James and Oneal 

(1991) examine the influence of domestic and international politics on the presidents’ use 

of forces. They find that domestic political factors are more influential on the president’s 

decisions to use military forces than characteristics of the international environment26. 

Furthermore, Korany (1986), in his study of foreign policy decision making in Third 

World, shows the importance of internal political elements in order to understand and 

analyze states foreign policies by arguing that “Data from (Third World cases) indicate 

that the black box of Third World society has to be opened”. Also, Korany argues that it 

is important to look to the national elements as well as external elements (p. 166). 

These foreign policy scholarly works emphasize the importance of domestic 

political elements that stand behind and shape states behaviors. However, while these 

studies give good explanations to show the importance of looking inside the black box, 

these works, with some exceptions to Snyder’s and Kupchan’s arguments, do not show 

what the most important internal factors that affect and shape states foreign decisions27. 

Therefore, because these domestic factors are varying from state to state, I need to look to 

more foreign policy literature that examine specific domestic political factors and study 

                                                 
26 While these two studies focus on the United States as a case study, I am referring to them to show the 
influence of domestic political factors on the outcome of the state foreign policy by empirical studies. 
27 Also, an exception can be applied to democratic peace theory where it claims that political systems 
matter. However, the argument of democratic peace cannot be generalized to non-democratic countries. 
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different internal political elements inside different nations. By doing that, I will know 

what the most important domestic factors are, and I can limit my focus on these major 

domestic political factors, which will help me to examine my case study and bring well 

and satisfy explanations. 

From general domestic political explanations to specific internal factors, Appleton 

(1975) argues that looking to domestic political oppositions whether groups or parties are 

very important to understand states behaviors. So, one must “take into account the role of 

opposition parties in foreign policymaking (since) the stances and actions of the 

oppositions interact with other key input variables [e.g. constitutional structure, party 

systems, public opinion] in determining foreign policy outputs” (p. 59). 

In addition to Appleton who argues that domestic political oppositions is a major 

domestic factor in shaping states behaviors, Hagan (1993) also argues that domestic 

political oppositions play strong role in directing states foreign policies in different 

political system – either democratic in its different forms or authoritarian regimes. Hagan 

brings various cases in different areas and different regimes types, including Third World 

countries, to support his theory and to show the importance of domestic political 

oppositions in shaping and affecting the directions of states foreign decisions28. Also, in 

confronting some theories that only look to the regime types, Hagan (2004) argues that 

domestic political opposition groups can affect states foreign behaviors in any state and 

in different types of political system29. 

                                                 
28 To see these cases and different regime types in comparative perspective, see Chapter Two “The Politics 
of Foreign Policy in Non-U.S. Settings: A Reassessment of Themes for Comparative Analysis.”, In Hagan 
(1993), pp. 23-65. 
29 In this study, Hagan confronting democratic peace theory and democratization and war theory by arguing 
that domestic political oppositions are the major factor in shaping states behaviors, but not the regime types 
or the transitional period. 
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However, while the last perspective emphasize the importance of domestic 

political oppositions to explain states foreign policies, other scholars like Putnam (1988), 

Vasquez (1993), Hagan (e.g. 1994, 2001), Hermann (e.g. 2001) among other scholars 

argue that while looking inside states’ societies is good way to explain states foreign 

policies, also looking to leaders’ orientations and decision structures are very important 

to explain foreign decisions. Their approaches try to explain two major points. First point 

is examining how regimes orientations – moderate, pragmatic, radical, and other forms – 

shape and lead to changes in states foreign policies. Second point is looking to the 

decision structure. It looks to the regime to see how much fragmented or cohesiveness 

regimes are because that will affect decision makers’ views and policies. These scholars 

look to regimes if it dominated by individual leader, autonomous political institutions, 

single group, or coalitions. These perspectives try to know how the unit and decision 

makers response to domestic political factors and international systems. In other words, 

these approaches are looking to the small box (the unit) that inside the black box (the 

state). 

While the literature of international relations and foreign policy analyses that talk 

about the changes in states behaviors is big and wide, I tried to bring the most and recent 

major studies in these fields. However, the last literature that focus on specific domestic 

political factors that include domestic political oppositions (e.g. Hagan, 1993), interest 

groups and organizations (e.g. Snyder, 1991), leaders’ views and decision structures (e.g. 

Putnam, 1988; Vasquez, 1993; Hagan, 2001; Hermann, 2001) have shown the importance 

of these specific internal elements. These different studies argue that these different 

domestic political factors are important to look to in order to understand states behaviors. 
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While the last four domestic political factors are supported by different cases 

through different times, according to different scholars (e.g. Putnam, 1988; Snyder, 1991; 

Hagan, 2001; Hermann, 2001), also these different domestic political factors have played 

strong role in shaping the Islamic Republic foreign behaviors according to various studies 

that discuss the Islamic Republic foreign policy through the last two decades. 

For example, in discussing the political opposition groups, Hiro (1988) argues 

that in the first year of the Islamic Republic, there was a tension between two factions 

within the Islamic camp: 1) those who educated in the West; and 2) those who stayed in 

Iran and opposed the Shah30. The second faction included different types of groups such 

as liberals, conservatives, and communists. However, while they were united to throw the 

Shah, these groups opposed and challenged each other directly after the revolution over 

domestic and foreign policies. 

Moreover, while different groups challenged each other in the early days of the 

revolution over foreign decisions as what happen during the hostages’ crisis and the War 

with Iraq, also opposition groups among the ruling elites played strong role in shaping the 

Islamic Republic foreign behaviors during Presidents Rafsanjani and Khatami.  For, 

example, different scholars such as Rakel (2003) argue that Rafsanjani faced radical 

opposition groups in the parliament during his first term, and he faced strong oppositions 

from conservative figures and groups inside and outside the parliament during his second 

term. As a result, Rafsanjani could not achieve his entire domestic and foreign polices. 

Also, many scholars such as Rakel (2003) and Monshipouri (2004a) argue that different 

opposition figures and groups challenged Khatami’s modern foreign policies. For 

                                                 
30 The Shah, which means the king of kings in the Persian Language, was Mohammed Reza Pahlavi who 
ruled Iran from 1941 to 1979 when he was overthrown by the revolution that headed by Ayatollah 
Khomeini. 
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example, Khatami faced strong oppositions from conservative figures and groups inside 

and outside the parliament as well as from the armed forces. Those opposition figures and 

groups within the conservative camps could affect the outcomes of the Islamic Republic 

foreign policy during Khatami’s presidency. 

However, while political opposition groups have played big role in shaping the 

Islamic Republic foreign behaviors according to some scholars, also economic interest 

groups and organizations have played strong role in shaping and affecting the outcomes 

of the Islamic Republic foreign policy since the revolution in 1979. The most effective 

interest groups and organizations in the Islamic Republic that could/can play strong role 

in shaping and affecting the agendas and the outcomes of the Islamic Republic foreign 

policies were/are bazaar31 guilds and the Dispossessed Foundation. Different scholars 

such as Hiro (1988), Waxman (1998) Roy, (1998), and Kamarave and Hassan–Yari 

(2004) argue that these interest groups and organizations have played strong role in 

shaping and directing the Islamic Republic foreign policy toward their interests during 

Rafsanjani and Khatami. 

In addition to the power of political opposition groups and interest groups and 

organizations in shaping the Islamic Republic foreign policy, some scholars such as 

Halliday (1987), Malek (1991), Waxman (1998), Wells (1999), Menashri (2001), 

Brumberg (2001), and Roshandel (2002) argue that leaders’ orientations have played 

strong role in shaping and directing the Islamic Republic foreign behaviors. For example, 

Khomeini’s radical view shaped the Islamic Republic foreign policy during 1980s. His 

foreign policy led Iran to continue the War with Iraq for eight years. Also, Khomeini’s 

                                                 
31 In his discussion of interest groups, Zahedi (2000) defines the word Bazaar by saying that it is a Persian 
word means “market”. I will discuss this concept in more detail in Chapter Three. 
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radical view was very clear when he pushed to and support exporting the revolution to 

other Arab and Muslim states. As a result of Khomeini’s radical policy, the Islamic 

Republic faced strong economic sanctions and political isolation from the world. 

However, the Islamic Republic foreign policies in post-Khomeini shifted from radicalism 

to pragmatism as a result of the practice of the new President of the Islamic Republic. 

Rafsanjani, who became the first President of the Islamic Republic after Khomeini’s 

death, could change the Islamic Republic foreign policy to be less radical and more 

pragmatic. Also, the Islamic Republic foreign policy became far less radical and more 

modern in post-Rafsanjani period. President Khatami with his moderate views could play 

crucial role in shaping and changing the image of the Islamic Republic foreign policy. 

In addition to the previous three domestic political factors – domestic political 

oppositions, interest groups and organizations, and leaders’ orientations – that shaped the 

Islamic Republic foreign policy, other scholars such as Waxman (1998), Hagan and his 

collogues (2001), and Moslem (2002, 2002a) also argue that the Islamic Republic 

decision structure (the unit) is very important factor to look to and study because it will 

help to explain and understand the outcomes of the Islamic Republic foreign policy. 

These scholars argue that the fragmentation of the Islamic Republic decision structure 

allows different political groups to participate and intervene in the decision making 

process. Also, the Islamic Republic decision structure that builds by coalitions among 

different groups can affect the decision process and shape the outcomes because each 

group wants to push its agendas and implement its views. As a result, different decisions 

and actions can be seen as what happened during the hostages’ crisis and then over 

having relations with Gulf States in 1990s. 
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In sum, after brining general but basic domestic political theories and 

explanations, I argue that these domestic political factors – interest groups and 

organizations, opposition groups, leaders’ orientations, and decision structure – can be 

used to study the Islamic Republic foreign policy. Also, these domestic political factors 

can explain why the Islamic Republic foreign policy took the way that it has taken since 

the revolution in 1979. Therefore, I simply argue that domestic political explanations can 

be used to study the Iranian case and bring well explanations. 

 

Conclusion 

After reviewing neorealism theory and various domestic and statist explanations, I 

find that both sides of theories, international system and domestic political factors, can be 

used to study the Islamic Republic foreign policy since the revolution in 1979. I come to 

this point after looking to the Iranian literature where there are differences among 

scholars about the major factors that shape and affect the Islamic Republic foreign policy. 

For example, while some argue that the Iran-Iraq War had played major role in 

shaping the Islamic Republic foreign policy during the 1980s, other scholars argue that 

oil prices had affected its foreign policy since the revolution. Also, different scholars 

argue that the United States military presence in the Arabian Gulf as well as in the region 

has played major role in shaping the outcomes of the Islamic Republic. However, in 

contrast to the international factors, some scholars argue that domestic political factors 

have major role in shaping the Islamic Republic foreign policy. However, scholars who 

support this argument are differ in which domestic factor is the most important. While 

some argue that domestic interest groups and organizations is the most important 
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domestic factor, other scholars argue that domestic political oppositions is the major 

domestic factor. However, while some scholars argue that leaders’ views and orientations 

is the most important factor, other scholars argue that decision structure is the most 

important domestic political factor to look to. 

However, while these different theories come with different approaches, I want to 

look to all of them. Therefore, I argue that both types of theories, international system 

theory and domestic political explanations, can be used to study the Islamic Republic 

foreign policy since the revolution in 1979. In the following Chapter, I will lay my theory 

by depending on neorealism theory and domestic political explanations. Also, my 

hypotheses will be generated from the previous scholarly works and arguments. Then, I 

will draw my model that will be used to study the Islamic Republic foreign policy.

 



 

Chapter 3 

Theories of Foreign Policy Change 

A Theoretical Approach 
 

Explaining states behaviors cannot be achieved without looking to both 

international system as neorealism theory argues and domestic and statist explanations. 

Therefore, in the following pages, I will build my theory of foreign policy by depending 

on neorealism arguments and domestic and statist theories and explanations that I 

discussed in Chapter Two. 

However, while neorealism theory looks to the whole international system as a 

major factor in driving states foreign policies, I will limit my theory and hypotheses to 

three international factors that I believe are important in the world affairs. These three 

international variables are the War, in this case the Iran-Iraq War 1980 – 1988, the oil 

prices, and the existence of foreign forces, in this case the United States military presence 

in the Arabian Gulf and in the Middle East. Also, while domestic and statist explanations 

look to different domestic political factors, I will limit my theory and hypotheses to four 

domestic political factors that I believe are important in affecting states behaviors. These 

four domestic political variables are: 1) interest groups and organizations; 2) domestic 

political oppositions; 3) decision structure (the unit); and 4) leaders’ orientations. 

Therefore, my theory will be built on neorealist/systemic approach and domestic 

and statist theories and explanations. I argue that looking to and using one theory will not 

bring well and satisfy explanations because some variables would be ignored and 

omitted, but using both systemic theory and domestic and statist theories can bring well 
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explanations for the Islamic Republic foreign policy. In the following pages, I will 

explain my theory and arguments that will be built on the variables that affect states 

behaviors and then generate my hypotheses by depending on the major works that come 

by different scholars of neorealism/systemic theory and domestic and statist explanations. 

 

International Factors 

The major argument of neorealism/systemic theory says that international system 

drives, affects, and shapes states behaviors. So, one should look to the international 

system in order to study and understand states behaviors. 

Throughout his systemic theory, Waltz argues that domestic elements are not 

important and are not helpful to understand states behaviors even though states come to 

its polices according to its internal process. In this matter, Waltz (1979) argues that “Each 

state arrives at polices and decides on actions according to its own internal process, but 

its decisions are shaped by the very presence of other states as well as by the interaction 

with them. When and how internal forces find external expression, if they do, cannot be 

explained in terms of the interacting parties if the situation in which they act and interact 

constrains them from some actions, disposes them toward others, and affects the 

outcomes of their interactions” (p. 65). 

And to support his argument and show the importance of the international system 

and the interaction among states in shaping states behaviors, Waltz (1986) adds that 

“International-political systems exhibit dual control. Behaviors and outcomes change as 

interactions among a system’s units become sparser or denser, as alliances shift, as 

nations adapt their policies to one another. These are changes within the system, and 
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often systems dynamics are identified within, and limited to, such changes. What really 

matter, it seems, are changes in the behavior of states and in their alignments” (p. 342). 

According to these neorealism arguments, one would believe that the Islamic 

Republic foreign policy was influenced by the international system since the revolution in 

1979. So, the Islamic Republic behaviors and actions were/are coming in response to the 

international factors. However, while the international system has many and different 

political and economic factors, I will look to three international factors to study their 

affects on the Islamic Republic foreign decisions in the last twenty-seven-year. These 

international factors are: 1) The Iran-Iraq War (1980 – 1988); 2) The United States 

military presence in the Arabian Gulf and in the Middle East; and 3) Oil prices and its 

affects on the Islamic Republic foreign policy. The major reason that leads me to look to 

these international variables comes from different scholars who used these variables in 

their studies for the Iranian foreign policy and argue that these variables are important to 

study the Islamic Republic behaviors. 

In the case of the Iran-Iraq War (1980 – 1988), some scholars such as Roy (2005) 

argue that “The war against Iraq gave a strategic rational to Iranian ideological hostility 

toward the Sunni world: Baghdad got the support of the West as well as all Arab states 

save Syria, … Tehran played the Islamic card to bypass the ‘Arab front’ in order to 

undermine the legitimacy of the conservative Arab countries and be the main player in 

the (Arabian) Gulf; it played more precisely the Shi’a card…” (p. 2). 

This argument believes that the War with Iraq had led the Islamic Republic to 

radicalize its behaviors toward conservative Arab states, especially Gulf States, because 

Iran was responding to the hostilities that came by its Gulf neighbors and some Western 
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countries that supported its main enemy during the War – Iraq. However, while Iran 

behaved radically toward its neighbors in the Arabian Gulf, Roy (2005) argues that in the 

same time Iran behaved pragmatically toward its northern neighbor that was the Soviet 

Union. This dual foreign policy came because there “was then no enemy of the northern 

front” (p. 2). These different arguments want to say that the War with Iraq led the Islamic 

Republic to radicalize its foreign policy. Otherwise, the Islamic Republic would behave 

pragmatically as what happened toward its northern neighbor. 

Therefore, the hypothesis that I draw and generate from the previous arguments of 

this variable argues that: when the Islamic Republic faces war with any of its neighbors 

such as the Iran-Iraq War, its foreign policy will be radical. However, in time of peace, 

Iran behaves pragmatically. 

In the case of the United States military presence in the Arabian Gulf and in the 

Middle East, some scholars such as Roy (2005) argue that the United States military 

presence in the region has led the Islamic Republic to moderate its foreign policy toward 

its neighbors by “rapprochement between Iran and the conservative Arab states, coupled 

with Iran’s renunciation of the exportation of revolution, makes the ideological 

antagonism with Washington look a bit outdated” (p. 1). Moreover, Mackey (1998) 

argues that the partial involvement of the United States in the side of Iraq during the War 

and against Iran led the Islamic Republic to find a way to end the War. 

These arguments believe that the United States military presence in the Arabian 

Gulf and around the Islamic Republic affects and shapes the Iranian behaviors, which 

was clear in late 1980s when Iran behaved pragmatically to end the War as a result of the 

United States limited involvement as well as the increase presence of the United States 
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troops in the Arabian Gulf. And to reduce the strong pressure on its national security, 

Iranian policymakers behaved pragmatically toward its neighbors since late 1980s. 

Therefore, the hypothesis that I am going to generate from the previous arguments 

of this variable argues that: the existing of the United States military forces in the region 

leads the Islamic Republic to behave pragmatically or moderately. However, the absence 

of the United States forces from the region will give Iran the chance to behave radically. 

In the case of oil prices, I argue that while this international factor is an economic 

element, it can be used very well as a strong international factor because the Islamic 

Republic depends heavily on its oil revenues to run the country politically and 

economically32. For example, Møller (2001) argues that the Islamic Republic has used its 

high oil revenues to build its military power, “Iran’s vastly expanded purchasing power 

as a result of its rising oil revenues” (p. 19). Also, some scholars such as Mackey (1998) 

and Ehteshami (2002) argue that oil prices have played major role in the politics of the 

Islamic Republic. When oil prices are low, the Islamic Republic behaves pragmatically or 

moderately, but when oil prices are high, its foreign behaviors will be radical since Iran 

used to use its money to support radical groups in other countries. 

These arguments of oil prices believe that high oil prices would lead the Islamic 

Republic to behave radically because it has the money to build its military power, which 

will scare its neighbors, and support radical groups in other countries, especially in 

conservative Arab countries, to export its revolution. However, low oil prices would lead 

                                                 
32 Iran is a major oil producer and source of oil and gas. According to Bahgat (2001), Iran “holds nine 
percent of the world’s oil reserves and fifteen percent of its gas reserves.” (p. 117). For more explanation 
for the struggle over the Caspian Sea, which has huge oil and gas resources, that located in Northern Iran, 
see; Bahgat, Gawdat. “The Caspian See Geo-Political Game: The United States Versus Iran”.  In Møller, 
Buørn. (editor). (2001). Oil and Water: Cooperative Security in the Persian Gulf. I.B. Tauris Publishers, 
London and New York. 
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Iran to be less radical and more pragmatic and/or modern state in its foreign policy.  

Therefore, the hypothesis that I am going to generate from the previous arguments of this 

variable argues that: when oil price is high, Iran behaves radically. However, when oil 

prices is low, Iranian foreign policy will be pragmatic or modern since its leaders lack the 

main key, which is money, to support their radical policies. 

These three international factors will be used to examine the Islamic Republic 

foreign policy since 1979. However, while these international factors are useful to study 

the Iranian behaviors, I believe that international factors are not enough to bring well and 

satisfy explanations for states behaviors. Therefore, in the next section, I will discuss four 

domestic political factors that I believe are important and useful to study states behaviors. 

 

Domestic Political Factors 

Instead of discussing the four domestic political variables together, I will discuss 

each variable and draw my hypothesis separately. However, discussing one variable 

before the other does not mean one variable is more important over the others. 

 

Interest Groups and Organizations33

My discussion of this variable will be drawn from Snyder’s (1991) work where he 

argues that interest groups and organizations can play strong role in different political 

                                                 
33 While I am using Snyder (1991) work to study the theory of interest groups and organizations, the field 
of international relations has many studies that discuss the importance of interest groups and organizations 
and their affects on states behaviors. For more discussion on this issue see, Cain, P. J. (1995, May). “J.A. 
Hobson, Financial Capitalism and Imperialism in Late Victorian and Edwardian England.” Journal of 
Imperial and Commonwealth History, Vol. 13, pp. 1-27. Olson, Mancur. (1982). The Rise and Decline 
Nations: Economic Growth, Stagflation, and Social Rigidities. Yale University Press, New Haven and 
London. Davis, Lance and Huttenback, Robert. (1987). Mammon and the Pursuit of Empire: The Political 
Economy of British Imperialism, 1860 – 1912. Cambridge University Press. Mueller, Dennis. (2003). 
Public Choice III. Cambridge University Press. 
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structures. “All three types of domestic structure – unitary, cartelized, and democratic – 

offer some opportunities for concentrated interests …” (p. 54). Forget political systems 

and regimes types, Snyder’s theory can be drawn here to build on it. 

Snyder argues that while domestic issues are very important, socio-economic 

interest groups and organizations have major role in shaping and directing states foreign 

policies and affecting decision makers through different times and cases. Their major 

powers come from different steps that are important to understand in order to study 

different cases. Snyder argues that since each society has interest groups and 

organizations, these groups want to get their business done. But because each group has 

different topics, some time they fight each other, which will make them weak to pursue 

their goals and get their polices into the agendas. And in order to strengthen their 

positions to get their businesses through, these groups try to get together. 

After getting together, these different groups try to form a coalition to achieve 

their interests. This step will include major discussion and bargaining among these 

groups and each group has to compromise to the other. And to get every body on board, 

this compromise has to give each group its most and major goal. By doing that a strong 

coalition will be formed and interest groups are heading to monopoly the decision 

because this coalition cartelized the power. Then, the final step will be logrolling where 

each group can direct the state’s foreign policy toward its goal to achieve its major goal 

and get its business. However, after logrolling, decision makers cannot back. Otherwise, 

the system will collapse, or as Snyder calls it, “blowback”. 

Snyder gives an example from pre-World War I Germany to show the power of 

interest groups and organizations in driving the state’s foreign policy. He argues that 
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cartelization centered on the coalition of “rye” and “iron”, where each group had its own 

interests that concentrated about economic protection and military buildup, respectively, 

had affected Germany behaviors in the period from 1890s to 1910s. During that time 

Germany behaved radically because each group wanted to serve its interests. While the 

rye interest groups wanted the state’s protection for their interests at the expense of other 

powerful countries, the iron interest groups pushed for strong military build up, which 

antagonized other great powers. The result of these policies was that Germany went to 

World War I and lost it with strong humiliation. 

While this theory is produced and used by Snyder to study great powers, it also 

can be used to study the Islamic Republic since Iran is a major power in the Middle East. 

Also, the Iranian society has experienced strong relations between some interest groups 

and organizations during the last two and half decades. According to Zahedi (2000), the 

situation in Iran before and after the revolution has witnessed strong relations between 

the major socio-economic interest groups and organizations – conservative clerics and 

bazaars – which would lead to the revolution and then to strong and powerful political 

and economic coalitions since the revolution. 

In supporting his argument, Zahedi (2000) argues that bazaar and economic 

interest groups and organizations have played strong role in shaping Iran’s foreign policy 

since the revolution. Their powers appear during different periods and times and their 

power getting stronger which led both Iranian Supreme Leaders to express their supports 

to these groups. For example, “Khomeini, who never allowed his concerns for the 

downtrodden to practically interfere with his respect for private property, had on 

numerous occasions warned against antagonizing the bazaaris” (Zahedi, 2000: 85). 
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In addition to Zahedi’s argument, Abrahamian (1993) states that in 1984, 

Khomeini declared that the “revolution would be undone if the republic lost the support 

of the bazaaris, who, he stressed, had played such a critical role in overthrowing the 

Shah”. Also, the current supreme leader Ayatollah Khamenei announced that “Islam 

respected the bazaar, the Qor’an (Muslims’ Holy Book) had(/has) favorable things to say 

about trade and commerce, and socialists, no Muslim, associated business with theft, 

corruption and exploitation. The bazaaris helped the Islamic revolution and continue to 

be staunch supporters of the Islamic Republic” (p. 40). 

In addition to bazaar organizations, some scholars such as Zahedi (2000), Molavi 

(2001), and Moslem (2002) argue that some economic organizations such as the 

Dispossessed Foundation that are supported by conservative clerics have played major 

role in shaping the Islamic Republic foreign policy since the revolution. These arguments 

about the socio-economic interest groups and organizations show the importance of 

looking to this variable in order to study the Islamic Republic foreign policy. 

Therefore, the hypothesis that I am going to generate from the previous arguments 

of this variable argues that: the strong coalition among powerful socio-economic groups 

such as clerics and bazaars in Iran can affect and direct the Islamic Republic foreign 

policy toward their interests since the revolution in 1979. 

However, while looking to the importance of interest groups and organizations in 

driving and directing the Islamic Republic foreign policy is an important domestic factor, 

also looking to domestic political oppositions is an important domestic factor since these 

oppositions can oppose the agendas of the Iranian leaders and also these groups try 

strongly to impose their agendas on the policymakers. 
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Domestic Political Oppositions34

As we have seen in the literature, domestic political oppositions exist in different 

regime types and different political systems, either democratic, anocratic, or autocratic/ 

authoritarian regimes (Hagan, 1993). However, before I go further, I need to define this 

concept and make it clear about what I mean by domestic political oppositions. 

Hagan (2004) defines this concept and illustrates what he means by domestic 

political oppositions by stating that domestic political oppositions are those “opposition 

actors who challenge the position and/or polices of the ruling groups or coalition” (p. 12). 

This definition assumes that while there are many parties and/or groups that claim to 

oppose the central government in different countries, not all of these parties and/or 

groups can be labeled as major oppositions to the central government unless these groups 

or parties can really challenge the positions and/or polices of the central government. 

Moreover, Hagan (1995) also puts three major points that show when leaders look 

and respond carefully to opposition groups or ignore them. According to Hagan, 

opposition’s location, strength, and intensity are very important variables that show the 

power of opposition groups. The location of opposition groups refers to the power of 

these groups in the process of decisions. Hagan defines three areas of oppositions that 

                                                 
34 In addition to Hagan’s works of domestic political oppositions, there are also different scholarly works 
discuss the importance of domestic political oppositions on states foreign policy. Some of these studies, 
Levy, Jack S. “Domestic Politics and War.” In Rotberg, Robert I. and Rabb, Theodore K. (editors). (1988). 
The Origin and Prevention of Major Wars. Cambridge University Press, New York. Levy, Jack S. “The 
Diversionary Theroy of War: A Critique.” In Midlarsky, Manus I. (editor). (1989). Handbook of War 
Studies. Unwin and Hyman, Boston. Lamborn, Alan C. (1991). “Powerful Pacifists: Democratic States and 
War.” American Political Science Review, 86:1, pp. 24-37. Levy, Jack S. and Vakili, Lily I. “Diversionary 
Action by Authoritarian Regimes: Argentina in the Falklands/Malvinas Case.” In Midlarsky, Manus I. 
(editor). (1992). The Internationalization of Communal Strife. Routledge, London. Lamborn, Alan C. 
(1991). “Powerful Pacifists: Democratic States and War.” American Political Science Review, 86:1, pp. 24-
37. Rosecrance, Richard and Stein, Arthur A. (editors). (1993). The Domestic Bases of Grand Strategy. 
Cornell University Press, Ithaca. Peterson, Susan. (1995). Crisis Bargaining and the State: The Domestic 
Politics of International Conflict. University of Michigan Press, Ann Arbor. Walt, Stephen M. (1996). 
Revolution and War. Cornell University Press, Ithaca. 
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make them very strong: 1) “divisions within the leadership itself”; 2) “organized groups 

operating within [or having access to] state and party institutions”; and 3) “mass-level 

activity in the wider political environment” (p. 135). Also, Hagan defines what he means 

by the strength of oppositions by saying that “concern the political resources ‘votes, 

military force, etc.’, an opposition can use to block policy initiatives or threaten the 

leadership’s hold on power.” Also, the opposition intensity is “the extent which it 

challenges the government leadership, and ranges from challenges limited to government 

polices to those seeking to evict the current leadership, and can even include demands for 

the entire political systems overthrow” (p. 135). 

After assuming the existence of domestic political oppositions, Hagan (1993) 

argues that this perspective assumes four major points that we have to look to them in 

order to study political oppositions. The first assumption is the division within the ruling 

party where the policy is made by the leaderships. The point here is to see if the central 

leadership fragmented or not. If it fragmented that means strong oppositions to the 

leaderships will exist.  The second assumption is to look to the types of political 

oppositions outside the ruling party and see how much challenges the leaderships face. 

The assumption here goes to different groups such as the military opposition, opposition 

actors in the parliament, and/or other political parties and/or groups. Moreover, how the 

leadership response to oppositions that inside and outside the ruling party is very 

important to look to. If opposition groups are very powerful in affecting foreign policy, 

the leader has to compromise with them to strength his policy. Otherwise, his 

confrontation policy will weaken him or leading cost him his power. Also, political 

oppositions can play strong role by constraining the domestic politics of the leadership. 
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These previous arguments of domestic opposition groups show the importance of 

looking to them in order to understand states behaviors. Therefore, the hypothesis that I 

am going to generate from the previous argument of this variable argues that: different 

domestic political oppositions that exist within and outside the ruling party can affect and 

direct the Islamic Republic foreign policy toward their interests. Also, because some of 

these oppositions such as military forces are powerful, Iranian leaders have to 

compromise with these groups in order to build strong foreign policy. 

However, because studying interest groups and domestic political oppositions 

require us to look to the regime and see how this regime responds to these powerful 

interest groups and political oppositions, studying decision structure (the unit) is very 

important to see how powerful the government is and the decision makers are in facing 

different interest groups and organizations and different domestic political oppositions. 

 

Decision Structure (the Unit) 

In addition to the importance of interest groups and domestic political 

oppositions, decision structure is very important to see and show how leaders deal with 

these different groups and oppositions and how much the leaderships can be affected. To 

show the importance of decision structure, Hagan (2001) argues that “decision making is 

an important phenomenon in international relations, even in the most severe of 

international conditions: that of the origin of war” (p. 35). 

However, before I go further, it is important to explain what I mean by the 

decision structure or the unit here. In his definition to this concept, Hagan (1995) argues 

the “ultimate decision unit … refers to the decision-making body whose members have 
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the authority and the power to commit national resources to a particular course of action 

in foreign policy” (p. 136). In addition to Hagan, Hermann (2001) argues that 

“knowledge about how decisions are made is a powerful source of insight into what 

complex entities, such as governments, do. By learning how foreign policy decisions are 

made, we gain information about the intentions and strategies of governments and how 

definitions of the situation are translated into action” (p. 48). 

Furthermore, after defining decision structure, Hermann (2001) builds a 

framework for a decision unit that helps to study foreign policy process through three 

stages: 1) inputs; 2) decision unit dynamics that includes three models: predominant 

leaders, single group, and coalition; and 3) the outputs. 

Hermann (2001) believes that understanding the decision unit dynamics is very 

important to study foreign policy process. In defining the predominant leader’s model, 

Hermann argues that this type is “likely if the regime has one individual in its leadership 

who is vested with authority”. Also, a single group exists “if the government is not 

structured around a single individual, there may be a designated group that is responsible 

for dealing with the occasion under consideration”. And, the coalition model exists when 

the unit is “composed of multiple autonomous actors. That is, two or more entities 

[individual leaders, groups of policymakers, bureaucratic agencies, interest groups] have 

the power to commit or withhold the resources of government” (p. 58-61). According to 

Hermann’s definitions, each model will affect and shape the process of decision making. 

And to show some examples, Hermann believes that the third model – coalition – exists 

in Iran where there are autonomous actors who can direct the Islamic Republic foreign 

policy. 
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Interestingly, Hagan and his colleagues (2001) study the third model – coalition – 

that Hermann defines. According to them, coalition decision units have two features:     

1) “the sharp fragmentation of political authority within the decision unit. No single actor 

or group has the authority to commit on its own the resources of the state; a sustained 

policy initiative can only be enacted with the support of all actors within the decision 

unit. Any actor in the decision unit is able to block the initiatives of the other actors”; and 

2) “each actor’s constituencies can have on members of the decision unit. Even if 

representatives of the different actors within the coalition do meet, these individuals do 

not have the authority to commit the decision unit without having first consulted the key 

members of those they represent, (because) the power of these leaders is, in effect, 

incomplete since it can be significantly restricted by the views of constitutes” (p. 170-71). 

By applying the framework of the coalition model on the hostages’ crisis that took 

place in late 1979 to early 1981, Hagan and his colleagues (2001) find that “Chaos and 

fragmentation were the hallmark of decision making within the struggling revolutionary 

coalition consisting of the Ayatollah Khomeini, moderates in control of government 

ministries, and hard-line clerics lodged in the new Revolutionary Council” (p. 199). 

Furthermore, different scholarly works that studies the Iranian case (e.g. Zahedi, 

2000, Roshandel, 2002; Moslem, 2002, 2002a) find that the constitution of the Islamic 

Republic makes decision structure in the hand of different actors and groups. For 

example, while the president is elected by the people to be the head of the state, the 

Supreme Leader has the last word in any decision that the president commit. In other 

words, the Iranian constitution that formed few months after the establishment of the 

Islamic Republic in 1979 has given the revolutionary leader – Khomeini – the major 
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power in making the state’s policy. Also, after revising the constitution in 1989, still the 

Supreme Leader has the power to direct the Iranian policy in the way that he wants, even 

though he appointed by the Experts Council. However, the president of the country who 

is elected directly by the public comes to be the second powerful man after the Supreme 

Leader. In addition to the division of power between the president and the Supreme 

Leader, also there are different groups and factions that can play strong role in making 

foreign policy. By dividing the power among different councils such as the Majlis 

(Parliament), the Guardians Council, the Expediency Council, and the Experts Council, 

different groups in these councils can contribute to the decision making and push their 

agendas and try to implement them. 

These arguments of decision structure body show the importance of looking to 

this variable since different types of decision structures (e.g. predominant leader, single 

group, coalition) lead to different way of decision making. Therefore, the hypothesis that 

I am going to generate from the previous arguments of this variable argues that: the 

fragmented decision structure of the Islamic Republic play major role in driving the 

state’s foreign policy. Also, because the Iranian decision structure is built by coalition 

groups, it means different foreign policies will shape the Islamic Republic behaviors. 

However, while looking to interest groups and organizations, domestic political 

oppositions, and decision structure, also looking to leader’s orientations is very important 

since leaders are the first and/or the last and basic source of foreign policy decisions. 
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Leaders’ Orientations35

Unlike neorealism theory where leaders’ orientations as well as other domestic 

political factors are ignored, domestic political explanations give some intentions to this 

factor by arguing that leaders’ orientations are matter in foreign policy decision making. 

Hermann and Hagan (1998) argue that scholars “have started to emphasize that 

government leaders have some choice in the roles that their states play in international 

politics – doves, hawks; involved, isolationist, unilateral, multilateral; regional, global; 

pragmatists, radicals. These differences preordain different kinds of reactions within the 

international arena” (p. 124). 

Going more narrowly, Hermann and her colleagues (2001) argue that who leads 

matter. Also, they argue that there are four styles of leaders ranging from crusades, 

strategists, pragmatists, to opportunists. Therefore, knowledge about how leaders react to 

constraints, process information, and motivated to deal with their political environments 

are more important to understand the foreign policymaking and will help to understand 

why leaders response differently to their political environments. 

                                                 
35 In addition to the main scholarly works that I am refereeing to to discuss leaders’ orientations, also there 
are many scholarly works that contribute to this concept. From these scholarly works; Holsti, Ole R. 
“Foreign Policy Decision makers Viewed Psychologically: Cognitive Process Approaches.” In Rosenau, 
James N. (editor). (1976). In Search of Global Patterns. The Free Press, New York; Holsti, Ole R. and 
Rosenau, James N. (1984). American Leadership in World Affairs: Vietnam and the Breakdown of 
Consensus. George Allen and Unwin, Boston; Levy, Jack S. “Domestic Politics and War.” In Rotberg, 
Robert I. and Rabb, Theodore K. (editors). (1988). The Origin and Prevention of Major Wars. Cambridge 
University Press, New York; Jervis, Robert. “War and Misperception.” In Rotberge, Robert I. and Rabb, 
Theodore K. (editors). (1988). The Origin and Prevention of Major Wars. Cambridge University Press, 
Cambridge; Levy, Jack S. “The Diversionary theory of War: A Critique.” In Midlarsky, Manus I. (editor). 
(1989). Handbook of War Studies. Unwin Hyman, Boston; Hermann, Margaret G. and Hermann, Charles F. 
(1989). “Who Makes Foreign Policy Decisions and How: An Empirical Inquiry.” International Studies 
Quarterly, Vol. 33, pp. 361-387; Lamborn, Alan C. (1991). The Price of Power: Risk and Foreign Policy in 
Britain, France, and Germany. Unwin and Hyman, Boston; Morgan, T. Clifton and Campell, Sally 
Howard. (1991). “Domestic Structure, Decisional Constriants, and War: So Why Kant Democracies 
Fight?” Journal of Conflict Resolution, Vol. 35, pp. 187-211; Rosegrance, Richard and Stein, Arthur A. 
(editors). (1993). The Domestic Bases of Grand Strategy. Cornell University Press, Ithaca, New York; and 
schweller, Randall L. (1993). “Tripolarity and the Second World War.” International Studies Quarterly, 
Vol. 37, pp. 73-103. 
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And to show the differences among leaders, Vasquez (1993) argues that foreign 

policy will be different from one group to another. For example, when hardliners control 

power, they might use threat and force. Also, this group deals with foreign policy as zero-

sum game because they see the world as extremely danger and their states have to 

survive. However, when accommodationists control the power, they tend to bargain, 

compromise, and coordinate because they deal with foreign policy as mix-sum or 

multiple issues since accommodationists see the world as peaceful. Therefore, hardliners 

will produce radical foreign polices, whereas softliner or accommodationists produce 

pragmatic and moderate foreign polices. 

Supporting the last arguments of the role of leaders’ orientations on foreign 

policy, Weinstein (1972) argues that changing leaders lead to changes in states foreign 

polices. His argument is built after he studied the Indonesian case in the period from 1962 

to 197036. Weinstein argues that from 1962 to 1966, Indonesia was controlled by Sukarno 

who wanted to achieve the independence of his country at the expense of foreign aids that 

might lead to Indonesia’s development. According to Weinstein, Sukarno saw the world 

as a hostile environment where neocolonialism might reoccupy Indonesia again, and this 

might happen if Indonesia continues and becomes dependent on the foreign aids. As a 

result, Sukarno was willing to sacrifice the development plans, but he was not willing to 

sacrifice the independency of Indonesia. However, when Suharto succeeded Sukarno in 

1966, the Indonesian foreign policy changed its international approach as a result of the 

change of its leader.  

                                                 
36 Actually Weinstein discussed and explained his case study of Indonesia in a whole study. For more and 
extend explanation of the political uses of Indonesia foreign policy during the 1960s, see, Weinstein, 
Franklin B. (1969). Indonesia Abandons Confrontation: An Inquiry into the Functions of Indonesian 
Foreign Policy. Cornell University Press, Ithaca, New York. 
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According to Weinstein (1972), Suharto, who also saw the world as hostile, had 

different foreign policy approach that was completely different from Sukarno. Suharto 

was not afraid from the Western neocolonialism as much as he cared about Indonesia’s 

development. The new leadership believed that weak economy and underdevelopment 

would lead Indonesia to become a dependent state on other countries forever which might 

cost Indonesia its independency. Therefore, Suharto planned to bring foreign aids from 

the West as well as from other sources to develop his country. The major argument of 

Weinstein is that leaders’ images and views of the world are very important factor to look 

to and understand in order to explain states foreign policies and their behaviors37. 

In addition to the last different arguments of leaders’ orientations, also leaders 

must deal with domestic pressures. In his two-level-game theory, Putnam (1988) explains 

the links between domestic politics and international bargaining. He argues that leaders 

face two ways, one is building coalition of supporters to maintain their power, and the 

other is contending with oppositions to assure their legitimacy. Also, Hermann and 

Hagan (1998) go more specifically to show the strong relations between leaders and 

oppositions by saying that “leaderships focuses on domestic pressures when oppositions 

sit close to the centers of power, controls many of the resources needed to deal with the 

problem, challenges domestic political order, or has legitimacy of its own – in other 

words, when leadership feels vulnerable domestically” (p. 134). 

                                                 
37 In addition to this an important argument over leaders’ views, Weinstein also discusses different concepts 
that related to domestic factors such as structure of political system and domestic political competition. For 
more explanation, see his work of (1969) in addition to (1972). However, some scholars have used the 
dependency model to study states behaviors. For more about this argument that related foreign policy of 
dependent states and their foreign policy behavior, see for example, Wittkopf, Eugene R. (1973, 
September). “Foreign Aid and United Nations Votes: A Comparative Study.” American Political Science 
Review, Vol. 67, No. 3, pp. 868-888; Richardson, Neil R. (1976, December). “Political Compliance and 
U.S. Trade Dominance.” American Political Science Review, Vol. 70, No. 4, pp. 1098-1109; Moon, Bruce 
E. (1993, September). “The Foreign Policy of the Dependent State.” International Studies Quarterly, Vol. 
27, No. 3, pp. 315-340. 
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Moreover, Hagan (1993) argues that domestic political oppositions and leaders 

matter in affecting foreign policy. However, in his discussion of the politics of foreign 

policy in different Third World countries, Hagan argues that “the national leader is likely 

to dominate the foreign policy decision making process ... that decision reflects the 

leader’s personal characteristics” (p. 46). Also, he argues that most Third World countries 

have fragmented foreign policy and “few (of these countries) have been able to pursue 

one strategy completely at the expense of the other” (p. 50). 

In addition, “Kautsky” argues that “there are two groups in any Third World 

regime: revolutionary and managerial elites. Revolutionary modernizers adhere to the 

more radical strategies of developing and take hard line positions stressing hostility and 

independence vis-à-vis the major power managerial elites adopt relatively pragmatic 

position that call for greater accommodation with the major powers and a toning down of 

revolutionary fervor”38 (Hagan, 1993: 50). In connecting this argument with the previous 

one, I conclude that the most revolutionary regimes are the most fragmented. However, 

the few that pursue one strategy are the managerial governments. 

These arguments of leaders’ orientations show the importance of leaders on 

shaping states foreign behaviors. For example, the Islamic Republic radical, pragmatic, 

and modern foreign polices has come as a result of its leaders, according to some scholars 

such as Halliday (1987), Malek (1991), and Ehteshami (1992, 1995, 2002). These studies 

as well as other studies of the Iranian case argue that Khomeini’s radical views toward 

the world led him to radicalize the Islamic Republic foreign policy during the 1980s. As a 

result, Iran was isolated from the world and faced world wide negative image. However, 

when Rafsanjani became President in 1989, the Iranian foreign behavior was changed to 
                                                 
38 Quoted from Hagan’s 1993. Hagan paraphrased the last argument that comes by Kautsky in (1969). 
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become less radical and more pragmatic. As a result of Rafsanjani’s pragmatic policy, 

Iran could end some of its isolation with most of its immediate neighbors. Also, while 

Rafsanjani succeeded to de-revolutionize the Iranian foreign policy, his successor 

President Khatami could end the Iranian political isolation and economic sanctions with 

most of Western countries save the United States. This happened as a result of Khatami’s 

modern foreign policy. 

Therefore, the hypothesis that I am going to generate from the previous arguments 

of this variable argues that: when hardliners control the power in the Islamic Republic, 

the Iranian foreign policy will be radical and hostile toward its neighboring countries as 

well as other countries. However, when moderates control the power, the Iranian foreign 

policy will tend to compromise and coordinate with other states and build good relations. 

But when pragmatists hold the power, the Iranian foreign policy tends to be more realistic 

toward the world. 

 

Conclusion 

After brining and discussing all these independent variables – international factors 

and domestic political factors – and drawing my hypotheses, I argue that by coming 

together, all of these variables can explain the Islamic Republic foreign policy as well as 

any other states behaviors. Figure one shows my model of foreign policy that explains 

how these variables affect states foreign policy. 
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Figure 1: Foreign Policy Model 

                                                  

 
                                      

Domestic Oppositions: 
1) Oppositions inside the 
Parliament; 2) Military 
Oppositions; 3) Division 
within the ruling party; 
4) A powerful social-
religious leader. 

Interest Groups: 
Socio-economic coalitions: 
Bazaar Guilds and the 
Dispossessed Foundation 

 
 
                                Modern     
Foreign 
Policy                Pragmatic  
Outcomes        
                                Radical 

Decision structure: 
 1) A Predominate Leader;  
 2) Single Group; 
 3) Coalition. 

International factors: 
1) The Iran-Iraq War;  
2) The United States military 
presence in the Arabian Gulf 
and in the Middle East; 
3) Oil prices 

Leaders’ Orientations: 
1) Moderate; 2) Pragmatic;  
3) Radical.  

____________________________________________________________________________________________                                                
Building on other scholarly works, this model shows the relationship between the independent 
variables, which contains domestic political factors and international factors, and their direct 
affects on the outcomes of foreign policy. 
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As the model shows, there is direct relationship between the independent 

variables and the dependent variable. In the following, I will explain each variable 

individually and show the measurement. 

 

The Independent Variables 

I will start with the domestic political factors and then I will explain the 

international factors. The first domestic variable is Leaders’ Orientations. As we have 

seen in the literature, leaders are varying in their views. While some leaders have 

moderate views, other leaders have pragmatic views, and other leaders have radical 

orientations. The differences among these different views are major in making foreign 

policy. 

To explain the variations among leaders, Vasquez (1993) argues that 

“accommodationists (modernists) can be defined as individuals who have a personal 

predisposition ‘due to the beliefs they hold’ that finds the use of force, especially war, 

repugnant, and advocates a foreign policy that will avoid war through compromise, 

negotiation, and the creation of rules and norms for non-violent conflict resolution. 

(However), hard-liners can be defined as individuals who have a personal predisposition 

[due to their beliefs] to adopt a foreign policy that is adamant in not compromising its 

goals and who argue in favor of the efficacy and legitimacy of threats and force” (p. 202). 

While Vasquez explains the differences among modern leaders and radical 

leaders, Hagan (1994) explains the behavior of pragmatic leaders by arguing that 

pragmatic leaders “perceive the international system to be a threatening environment. 

However preoccupied with such threats, these pragmatic leaders have relatively 
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restrained and complex views of those threats as posed to their state. Adversaries are seen 

to have limited goals to the state’s survival”. In this case, diplomacy can find way to play 

by compromising and bargaining (p. 149). 

These definitions show us the differences between the three major types of 

leaders’ orientations, which will help us to understand the differences among leaders. For 

example, leaders can be described as moderns when we see them eager to compromise 

and bargain with other states, restraint from using threats and forces, push always to 

peaceful approach in their foreign policies because modern leaders belief that the world is 

peaceful, and they do not see any benefit in escalating the situations and/or the disputes. 

However, in contrast to modern leaders, hardliners or radical leaders are not interested to 

compromise or bargain with other states, and they are not restraints from using forces 

because they belief that the world is danger and they must do something to protect their 

countries. Also, radical leaders are eager to threat other states and use forces to achieve 

their goals. Therefore, radical leaders can affect the peaceful world and make it less 

secure. 

However, unlike both modern and radical leaders, pragmatic leaders are in the 

middle among modern and radical leaders. Pragmatic leaders believe that while the world 

is threatening and dangerous, they also believe that escalations are not useful and might 

affect their survival. So, they cautiously deal with world affairs. While they prepare their 

states to the worse, they also prefer diplomacy to solve their issues with other states. 

Therefore, when we see any of the last definitions and features in the Iranian 

leaders, we can say that this leader is a modern, a pragmatic, or a radical, and his views 

will affect the state’s foreign policy. For example, some scholars (e.g. Ehteshami, 1992, 
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1995, 2002; Mackey, 1998; Moslem, 2002, 2002a; Chubin, 2002) argue that Khomeini 

was a radical leader during his leadership time in 1980s because he wanted to export his 

revolution to other states, supported revolutionary groups within other states, opposed 

stopping the War with Iraq, and used the Hajj (pilgrimage) event in Mecca for political 

purposes such as protesting against conservative Arab countries and Western powers. 

However, after Khomeini’s death, Rafsanjani became the President of the Islamic 

Republic for eight years. During his presidency, Rafsanjani tried hard to de-revolutionize 

the Iranian foreign policy and reorient its behavior. At the same time, Rafsanjani tried to 

engage the world and end the Islamic Republic political isolation. As a result, scholars of 

the Iranian studies called Rafsanjani as a pragmatic president. Rafsanjani’s successor 

President Khatami ruled for eight years also. Khatami tried hard to advance Rafsanjani’s 

foreign policy and modernize the Iranian behavior. In his first year in office, Khatami 

abandoned some polices that Khomeini and radical groups set long time ago such as 

Khomeini’s fatwa that called for killing Salman Rushdie. Also, Khatami called for 

“dialogue between civilizations” including the United States. Also, Khatami opposed 

intervening in the affairs of other states. As a result, Iran could have good relations with 

its immediate neighbors as well as with most European countries. 

The second domestic variable is Decision Structure. As we have seen in the 

literature, decision structure could be one of three types: 1) a predominate leader; 2) 

single group controls the whole power; and 3) coalition among different groups. To 

explain the first type of decision structure, Hermann (2001) argues that a predominant 

leader occurs when “A single individual who has the ability to stifle all oppositions and 

dissents as well as the power to make a decision alone, if necessary” (p. 56). In addition, 
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Hermann and her collogues (2001) argue that when the decision structure is controlled by 

one leader it called a predominate leader39. This type of decision structure exists when a 

leader can make decisions without any major intervention from other variables, as what 

happened during President Abraham Lincoln when he said “Gentlemen, the vote is 11 to 

1 and the 1 (Lincoln) has it.”  Or as what President Harry Truman said about the 

American Presidency, “The buck stops here” (p. 84-5). 

Therefore, when one person can dominate the decision structure in any type of 

political system, this person can be described as a predominate leader. His domination 

over decision structure comes from his power and ability to initiate, form, and implement 

his own agendas and views over his state’s foreign policy at the time where there is no 

body can overcome his agendas and views or threatening his position. As a result, the 

state’s foreign policy reflects his views. 

In contrast to the model of a predominate leader, a single group type of decision 

structure exists when one group of individuals controls the decision structure and makes 

foreign policy. In defining a single group decision structure, Hermann (2001) argues that 

this type exists when “A set of individuals, all of whom are members of a single body, 

who collectively select a course of action in consultation with each other40” (p. 56). In 

this type of decision structure, there is no one can impose his agendas and views on 

others. Those individuals who share the same images and the same goals come together 

to agree about the state’s foreign policy that reflect their views. Therefore, when the 

                                                 
39 To eliminate any confusion, I would say that while any country has single leader, that does not mean she 
or he is predominate leader unless he is a powerful enough to make his decision without fearing other 
groups. So this kind of leader is rare to find in any type of political system including authoritarian regimes. 
40 To give an example, Hermann (2001) argues that “The Politburo in the former Soviet Union and the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff in the American government are illustrations of such single groups. Although responsible 
differ in the extent of their authority” (p. 60). 
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decision structure is controlled only by a collective of individuals, then we can describe it 

as a single group decision structure.  

However, unlike the last two types of decision structures, the coalition type of 

decision structure contains different autonomous actors and groups. In defining this type, 

Hermann (2001) argues that “The necessary actors are separate individuals, groups, or 

representatives of institutions which, if some or all concur, can act for the government, 

but no one of which by itself has the ability to decide and force compliance of the others; 

moreover, no overarching authoritative body exist in which all these actors are members” 

(p. 56-7). This type of decision structure allows different independent groups, actors, and 

individuals to bring their agendas and participate in the decision process. Therefore, the 

final decision will reflect different views as a result of different groups and actors that 

participated in the decision. So, different foreign policy actions will shape the outcomes 

of states behaviors. For example, in case of crisis, we will find different decisions and 

actions that would shape the state’s foreign policy. If the leader has moderate views and 

pushes for peaceful solution, we might find other radical groups and actors would push 

toward escalating the situation, and also we might find a third views that would behave 

pragmatically. As a result, different countries would be confused over which policy and 

actor they should look to in order to understand the state’s foreign policy. Therefore, 

when the decision structure allows different autonomous groups and actors inside and 

outside the government to participate in making decisions, we can call this type a 

coalition decision structure. 

The last type of decision structure – coalition – has existed in the Islamic 

Republic since its establishment in 1979. Some scholar (e.g. Halliday, 1987; Hiro, 1988; 
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Ehteshami, 1992, 1995, 2002; Waxman, 1998; Zahedi, 2000; Moslem, 2002, 2002a) 

argue that the constitution of the Islamic Republic divides the power among different 

political institutions and figures. For example, while the president should have the 

authority to initiate his foreign policy agendas and implement them on the ground, he 

cannot do what he wants without getting the approval of the Supreme Leader as well as 

the approval of the Majlis and the Guardians Council. Otherwise, the president and his 

agendas would face strong oppositions from the Supreme Leader and/or the Majlis that 

can impose some agendas on the president and implement what the Supreme Leader 

and/or the Majlis wants. This would happen because different groups and figures have the 

right by the constitution to intervene in making foreign policy decisions. 

The third domestic variable is Domestic Political Oppositions. While there are 

many and different domestic political oppositions – actors and groups – in any political 

system, I will focus on four major political opposition actors and groups: 1) oppositions 

that exist inside the parliament; 2) oppositions that come from the military leaders; 3) 

oppositions that come as a result of the division among the ruling party; and 4) opposition 

that comes from a powerful social and religious leader. 

1) The main reason to focus on the oppositions that come from the parliament 

comes from the power that parliament has in the democratic system, and also because it 

represents the legislature branch and plays major role in check and balance with the 

executive branch. Therefore, oppositions that exist inside the parliament have major 

power to affect any decision in both ways because these oppositions can support, 

challenge, or suggest new decisions depends on their power inside the parliament. In case 

opposition groups control the majority in the parliament, leaders must appease them and 
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give them their interests in order to pass his policy. Otherwise, leaders will face hard time 

to achieve their policies. However, if oppositions do not control the majority in the 

parliament, their power on decisions will be limited since they cannot stop the leaders’ 

agendas. 

2) Since most states use their military powers in their foreign policies, it is 

important to look to their powers as opposition groups to political leaders. Military 

generals can affect foreign policy agendas by opposing decision makers, drawing their 

own agendas, or threatening to overthrow political leaders by coup. In some countries 

such as Turkey and Pakistan, military generals can play major role in states foreign 

policy. Also, in the case of Iran, Waxman (1998) argues that military generals have 

strong independent power from the President of the Islamic Republic. 

Therefore, in case military generals can oppose leaders’ policies and impose their 

views over states foreign policies, I can argue that military opposition is very effective 

and worthy to look to. However, if military opposition is weak and not effective and 

cannot oppose political leaders, I can argue that military opposition cannot play major 

role over states foreign policy. Also, it is important to see who controls the armed forces. 

In case political leaders control the armed forces, then the opposition of the military 

leaders would be weak. However, in case political leaders are not in control over the 

armed forces, military oppositions will be strong and effective over states foreign policy. 

Some scholars who study the Iranian policy (e.g. Al-Suwaidi, 2001; Hashim, 

2001; Eisentadt, 2002; Moslem, 2002, 2002a) argue that the Iranian armed forces have 

the power to oppose the Iranian president because Iranian presidents do not have control 

over the armed forces. According to the Iranian constitution, the Supreme Leader is the 
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only one who heads all the armed forces and appoints all of its commanders and replaces 

them. Therefore, Iranian presidents such as Khatami faced strong opposition from the 

Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps during his presidency because Khatami’s modern 

policy did not satisfy the views of the armed forces. Therefore, looking to the role of the 

armed forces and their oppositions to the political leaders is an important factor to explain 

the power of oppositions to the policymakers. 

3) The third opposition group that I will focus on is the division within the ruling 

party. Since any leader depends on his party to role and support his policy, division 

within his party will weaken him severely because his power and policy will be opposed 

by his own party, which will strengthen all other opposition groups at the expense of the 

leader. This division within the ruling party occurs when there are differences among its 

members. For example, in case of crisis, if the leader of the ruling party wants to escalate 

the crisis, some members of his party might oppose him and/or other members might 

have different ideas. As a result of these differences, oppositions from the leader’s party 

will exist to oppose his agendas. 

In looking inside the Islamic Republic, I find that the division within the ruling 

party exists. While there are different groups that exist inside the political arena in Iran, 

all of them actually came from a religious background since the system dose not allow 

non-cleric to participate in the political system. However, within the clerical political 

system, there are many views and different political approaches. This makes the Iranian 

ruling elites divided into different groups according to their political agendas and views. 

Therefore, I find some political groups oppose other political groups within the clerical 

political system, which would weaken one or more groups at the expense of other groups. 
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4) A powerful social and religious actor is the fourth opposition factor. While the 

last three opposition groups may exist in most states, this fourth opposition actor is rare to 

exist and find in most political systems. In some countries such as Iran, there is a 

powerful political and religious player who can practice politics and impose his agendas 

on the elected president and on other decision makers. This powerful political player is 

called the Supreme Leader or the revolutionary leader of the Islamic Republic. The 

powerful position of the Supreme Leader comes from different sources such as the 

constitution and his social and religious status as the revolutionary leader and the highest 

religious figure.  

Therefore, if the Supreme Leader intervenes in the political process and imposes 

his views on the Iranian president, I argue that the president would face strong opposition 

from the Supreme Leader. Also, by using his power that the Iranian constitution gives 

him, the Supreme Leader can oppose the president and his agendas, and also he can 

dismiss the elected president. 

The fourth domestic variable is Interest Groups and Organizations. While there 

are different interest groups and organizations that exist in any society, I will focus on 

two major socio-economic groups: 1) the Dispossessed Foundation; and 2) bazaar guilds. 

While the Dispossessed Foundation serves the interests of conservative clerics among the 

ruling elites, bazaar guilds represent the economic interests of businessmen and economic 

groups. 

The power that the Dispossessed Foundation has is coming from two major 

points. First, it controls and shares big amount of the state’s gross domestic product 

(about 25%), which makes it very effective in the country’s economy (Molavi, 2002). 
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Second, because this Foundation is supported and controlled by individuals who 

represent and serve the interest of conservative clerics, this Foundation can play role in 

decision making. The power of clerics in the Islamic Republic comes from two major 

reasons. First, clerics are leading the power and run the Islamic Republic since the 

revolution in 1979, which gives them big advantage to play strong role in affecting and 

making the state foreign policy. The second source of clerical powers comes from the 

doctrine of Shi’ism that gives clerics high statues in the country as well as in the social 

and political system (Zahedi, 2000). 

The other interest groups are bazaar guilds. While the definition of bazaars means 

“those individuals who work in the bazaar, a demarcated territory throughout the nation’s 

urban centers. A vast array or individuals, therefore, ranging from lowly street vendors, 

shop assistants, artisans, and small shopkeepers to very well-to-do domestic and 

international traders, merchants, and money lenders” (Zahedi, 2000: 84-5), I will focus on 

their guilds and look to them as interest groups.  

Therefore, I argue that these two major interest groups – bazaar guilds and the 

Dispossessed Foundation – can and will work together to achieve their interests since 

both of them share the same interest that of economy. By getting together to increase 

their benefits, these interest groups can affect and direct the Iranian foreign policy. 

However, while the previous four independent variables deal with domestic 

political factors, the fifth independent variable deals with the international factors: 1) The 

Iran-Iraq War (1980 – 1988); 2) The presence of the United States military forces in the 

Arabian Gulf and around the Islamic Republic; and 3) Oil prices. And I will explain each 

variable individually. 
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1) Shortly after the revolution, the Islamic Republic faced unexpected attack from 

Iraq. However, while many though it would be short War, these expectations proved to 

be wrong because the War last for eight straight years. Therefore, looking to the time of 

the War will show us how the Islamic Republic behaved in response to the War and its 

consequences on the outcomes of the state’s foreign policy. In short, the War had given 

Khomeini the opportunity to push his radical views and implement it in the ground. 

2) The presence of the United States military forces in the Arabian Gulf and in 

some Gulf States as well as in the Middle East region will be my focus because the 

United States as a superpower country and the only world superpower since 1990. This 

big power as well as its military presence around the Islamic Republic can affect the 

Iranian decision makers. Therefore, looking to the United States military presence in the 

Arabian Gulf and around the Islamic Republic as well as looking to the Iranian decisions 

and responses to the presence of the United States forces in the region will help us to 

understand the Islamic Republic behaviors. 

3) Oil price is very important factor. The increase or decrease of this product will 

be my focus since the Iranian political and economic powers depend mostly on oil 

revenues. Therefore, the increase or decrease of oil prices will shape and affect the 

Islamic Republic foreign policy. This happened in early 1980s when oil prices increased 

dramatically and gave Khomeini the tool to advance his radical views. However, when 

the oil prices decreased dramatically in mid 1980s and through 1990s, the Iranian leaders 

reduced their radical behaviors and became more pragmatic (e.g. Mackey, 1998; 

Ehteshami, 1992, 1995, 2002). 
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In sum, I argue that these different domestic and statist political variables and 

international factors independent variables can bring well explanations for the Islamic 

Republic foreign policy in its last twenty-seven-year. 

 

The Dependent Variable: Foreign Policy Outcomes 

The previous five domestic and international independent variables will affect 

directly the state behavior and produce modern, pragmatic, or radical foreign policy. The 

sign of the modern foreign policy can be seen when the state behaves peacefully, work 

with the international community to solve international disputes, compromise and bargain 

are in its foreign policy agendas, and engage the world community is its major goal. This 

policy can be seen in late 1990s and early 2000s under the leadership of President 

Khatami. Iran was willing to abandon the radical decisions that made by Khomeini, 

respecting other countries, looking for good relations with the world, and solving the 

international disputes diplomatically. 

However, the sign of radical foreign policy is the opposite of modern behaviors. 

Intervening in the affair of other affairs, escalating international disputes, threatening and 

pushing to use force, and using war to solve international disputes, and denying 

compromise and bargain to solve international disputes are the characteristics of radical 

foreign policy. This policy can be seen during Khomeini leadership in 1980s. During 

1980s, Iran did what it can to export its revolution to other countries, supported 

revolutionary groups in other countries, intervened in the affair of other states, rejected to 

stop the War with Iraq, and denied to use diplomacy to solve the international disputes. 
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In contrast to modern and radical foreign behaviors, pragmatic foreign policy has 

some points from modern and radical behaviors. The major characteristics of pragmatic 

foreign decisions can be seen when the state behaves peacefully at the same time prepare 

itself for the worse, carefully engage the world to benefit itself but not at its expense, 

prefer diplomacy to solve international disputes, and carefully calculate its benefits and 

its losses before approaching its final decisions. This policy can be seen in late 1980s and 

early 1990s under the leadership of President Rafsanjani. During that time, Iran reduced 

its radical behaviors and increased its pragmatic policy by accepting the reality in the 

region, looking for good relations with its neighbors, stop supporting revolutionary 

groups in neighboring countries, and abandoning its policy of exporting its revolution. 

 

The Time under Study 

After explaining the independent variables and their affects on the outcomes of 

the state foreign policy, I want to show why I want to study the Iranian foreign policy 

since its establishment in 1979 until now – 2006. This period is worthy to study because 

it examines the Islamic Republic foreign policy from its first days to see the major 

political players from the early days. Also, studying the first twenty-seven-year of Iran 

will give us good analyses for its behavior, and also it will show us who was/were the 

major players that affect, shape, and drive its foreign policy in dealing with world affairs. 

 To examine my theory and hypotheses, I will depend on different scholarly 

works that cover different foreign decisions of the Islamic Republic. While most of these 

works are written by Iranian scholars, I strongly tried to make sure that these studies are 

neutral in their analyses and bring unbiased explanations. 
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The Case Study 

There are many reasons to explain the importance of studying the Islamic 

Republic foreign policy. First of all, Iran is a major and regional player in the Middle 

East and no country in the region can ignore the affects of Iranian behaviors on their 

national security and their foreign policies. 

The powerful regional position of Iran comes from different issues. The number 

of the Iranian population that exceeds 70 million people gives Iran huge power since 

most of its regional neighbors and rivals are far less in their populations. In addition to 

the power of population, Iran has huge resource of oil “94.39 billion bbl” and gas “61.5 

billion cu m”41. This huge oil and gas resources give Iran the advantage to build its 

military power, which might lead Iran to develop weapons of mass destruction. 

Moreover, Iran has a strategic location. Its location in the Arabian Gulf gives it a major 

source of power since that region has most of the world oil needs. Also, Iran controls one 

side of the Strait of Hormuz, which is the only exit in the Arabian Gulf for oil tankers to 

ship their oil carriers. This location gives the Islamic Republic big power to affect the 

world economy by threatening to close the Strait and using its power to stop oil shipping. 

Furthermore, Iran has multiethnic groups. While Persian “Farsi sect” counts for 

51%, other groups count for the rest. For example, Azeri 24%, Gilaki and Mazandarani 

8%, Kurds 7%, Arabs 3%, Lur 2%, Blush 2%, Turkmen 2%, and other 1%. These various 

ethnic groups can cause different political problems to the Iranian regime that might lead 

to its destabilization. The destabilization of the Iranian regime will affect the whole 

region since most regional countries have different ethnic groups as well. 

                                                 
41 This information and the following that represent the percentages of ethnic groups are based on the 
World FactBook. The World Wide Web: www.cia.gov/cia/publications/factbook/geos/ir.html 
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However, while the last points might be found in other regional states, there are 

two reasons that make Iran very different from its regional neighbors. First, the Islamic 

Republic political system is theocratic and controlled completely by religious leaders. 

Second, while Iranian neighbors are following the Sunni doctrine, Shi’ism is the major 

Islamic doctrine in Iran. These two major differences lead its regional neighbors to be 

cautious about the Islamic Republic policy because all of its regional neighbors have 

some percentages of Shi’a people among their populations42. Therefore, since the early 

days of the Islamic Republic, Arab Sunni states in the Gulf are skeptical about the Iranian 

orientations toward their Shi’a people. 

In addition to the previous points, Iran has some territorial problems with the 

United Arabic Emirates and Iraq as well as with its northern neighbors over the Caspian 

Sea that has huge amount of oil and gas resources. These different territorial problems 

make the Iranian case very important to study in order to expect its foreign policy. 

 

Summary 

The next Four Chapters will examine my theory and hypotheses on the case of the 

Islamic Republic of Iran. Chapter Four will examine the Iranian foreign policy during 

Khomeini’s leadership, 1979 – 1988. The discussion will show that Khomeini’s radical 

views had played major role in radicalizing the Islamic Republic foreign policy during 

his leadership. Also, some international factors such as the War with Iraq and the increase 

of oil prices had strengthened Khomeini’s radical approach. However, the United States 

                                                 
42 For example, Shia people represent the majority of the population in Iraq and Bahrain, while there are 
small percentages in all other Gulf States. 
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partial intervention in the side of Iraq in its War with Iran in late 1980s led Khomeini to 

review his radical foreign policy to save the regime and his revolution.  

Chapter Five will examine the Iranian foreign policy during Rafsanjani’s 

presidency, 1989 – 1997. Throughout the discussion of Rafsanjani’s foreign policy, we 

will see that his pragmatic views had played major role in shaping and reorienting the 

Iranian foreign policy and become less radical and more pragmatic. Also, some of the 

domestic variables had played major role in helping Rafsanjani to achieve his pragmatic 

foreign policy such as the strong support that he could get from the Supreme Leader 

Khamenei as well as from the conservatives in the Guardians Council. 

Chapter Six will examine the Iranian foreign policy during Khatami’s presidency, 

1997 – 2005. Since his first days in office, Khatami showed his modern foreign policy by 

approaching the United States and abandoning Khomeini’s radical decisions. Therefore, 

the Islamic Republic could engage the world and end most of its political isolation and 

economic sanctions. However, Khatami and his modern approach faced strong domestic 

oppositions from different political, economic, and social groups that could stop Khatami 

from doing and achieving his entire modern policy. 

Chapter Seven will examine the Iranian foreign policy during the current 

President – Ahmadinejad – in his one and half years, August 2005 – 2006. The discussion 

of Ahmadinejad’s foreign policy will show that his radical and conservative foreign 

policy would affect the Islamic Republic image negatively. Also, there are different 

domestic groups within the political institutions and the armed forces support his radical 

policy. However, some figures (e.g. the Supreme Leader) and groups (e.g. pragmatic and 

modern) found themselves in a position where they must do something to stop 
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Ahmadinejad’s radical policy that might lead the country to political isolation and 

economic sanctions. 

Finally, the conclusion will bring the findings and results that show the 

weaknesses of using systemic theory in explaining states foreign policy and the 

strengthening of using domestic and statist explanations. The Islamic Republic foreign 

policy since 1979 has changed different times as a result of different domestic and 

international factors. However, while not all these variables have worked together in the 

same time, these findings proved my theory and hypotheses to study the Iranian case.

 



 

Chapter 4 
 

Khomeini and the Iranian Foreign Policy  

1979 – 1989 

 

Khomeini’s returns43 to Tehran on 1st February 1979 ended the ruling of 

Muhammad Reza Shah and announced the birth of the Islamic Republic of Iran. This 

transition happened as a revolutionary action by Khomeini, his follower clerics, and 

different groups ranged from the far right to the far left to announce the revolution 

against the Monarchy and to end the Pahlavi era in Iran. 

The revolution establishes the Islamic Republic under the Islamic law and new 

leaders who did not hold complete political power before. With this clear cut with the 

past, Iranian policy – domestically and internationally – would be very different from 

before since the new leaders came by revolution. While the Islamic revolution announced 

a break with the past policies of Mohammad Reza Shah, I am focusing here on the new 

Iranian foreign policy that the Islamic Republic would draw and take in the following 

twenty-seven-year, 1979 – 2006. 

However, this Chapter is going to examine the Iranian foreign policy during 

Khomeini’s leadership, 1979 – 1989. Many scholars (e.g. Malek, 1991; Ehteshami, 1992, 

1995, 2002; Zubaida 1993; Banuazizi, 1994; Chubin, 1994, 2002; Roshandel, 2002) 

                                                 
43 Khomeini was sent to exile by Mohammad Reza Shah in early 1964 after Khomeini denounced the 1964 
“Status of Forces Agreement” that “exempted United States military personnel from Iranian law… 
Khomeini declared that the agreement put the Iranian nation under American bondage.” He was exiled to 
Turkey where he stayed about eleven months. Then, he moved to Najaf (one of two holly cities for Shia 
people, the other city is Karbala and both) in Iraq, which is “the great theological center of Shia Islam, 
where tradition holds that Ali, the first Imam died” (Mackey, 1998: 273). After staying in Najaf for about 
fifteen years, Khomeini was exiled again by Saddam Hussein to Paris, where he stayed for about six 
months before his final return to Tehran to lead the revolution. 
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argue that the first decade of the Islamic Republic under the leadership of Khomeini 

experienced radical foreign policy mostly toward conservative Arab countries, especially 

Gulf States, and Western states, especially the United States. 

Therefore, I am going to examine the major factors that affected Iranian foreign 

policy during Khomeini’s time. However, instead of studying the whole period together, I 

will divide this Chapter into three sections. My major goal of dividing Chapter into three 

sections comes from this point. The first decade of the Islamic Republic experienced 

strong conflicts among the revolutionary groups who came together to oust the Shah. The 

conflict emerged because each group believed that he has the right to share the power. 

As a result of these different views, the struggle over the power between 

Khomeini and his follower clerics in one side and other liberal and secular groups on the 

other side last for the first three years. Then, Khomeini and his radical supporters in one 

side and conservative and pragmatic clerics on the other side struggled over the power for 

the next few years. With Khomeini’s support, radical groups could overcome the other 

groups. However, shortly before Khomeini’s death, the other groups within the ruling 

elites (conservatives and pragmatists) gained some power over radical groups, and also 

with Khomeini’s support. 

These different steps in the first decade are crucial for me to divide the first 

decade into three sections to see who was/were the major players, and what was/were the 

major factors that affected and shaped the Islamic Republic foreign policy. Therefore, the 

first section will cover the first three years of the Islamic Republic from 1979 to 1981. 

The second section will cover the period from mid 1981 to late 1987. And the third 

section will cover the last two years of Khomeini, 1988 to his death in early June of 1989. 
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These three sections will cover the whole period of Khomeini leadership. However, 

before I go through and discuss the first period of Khomeini leadership, I find it 

important to give quick background about Khomeini’s views and his political style since 

he was the dominant figure of the revolution. 

Long time before the revolution, Khomeini’s views were known to be radical 

toward monarchy regimes either in Iran, which was called the Pahlavi regime, or in the 

regional countries such as conservative Arab countries, especially Gulf States, because he 

believed that this kind of regime is un-Islamic and against Islam. 

In one of his speeches in October of 1971, Khomeini targeted monarchy systems 

by saying that “The Prophet … says that [the title] of King of Kings otherwise known as 

Shah-in-Shah (that used by Mohammad Reza Shah in Iran) is the most hateful titles to 

God Most High. Islam is not compatible to the regime of the Shah-in-Shah and all those 

aware and observes the regime know that Islam came to tear down all palaces of the 

oppressive Shah-in-Shah, and the Shah-in-Shah is the biggest regime that is hateful and 

regressive” (Aboul-Enein, 2006: 2). Khomeini’s radical views toward the Shah can also 

be applied to other monarchies in the Islamic world since he believed that “Islam came to 

tear down all palaces.” 

In addition to his views toward monarchy systems, Khomeini also showed his 

strong opposition to the American presence in Iran. In one of his speeches, Khomeini 

targeted the Shah over his deals with the United States. Khomeini’s most tough speech 

against the Shah came after the Shah signed an agreement that gave American personals 

big advantages over the Iranian law. In 1964, Khomeini publicly argues that, “Does the 

Iranian nation know what has happened in recent days in the Assembly (the Majlis)? 
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Does it know what crime has occurred surreptitiously and without the knowledge of the 

nation? Does it know that the Assembly, at the initiative of the government, has signed 

the document of enslavement of Iran? It has acknowledged that Iran is a colony; it has 

given America a document attesting that the nation of Muslims is barbarous; it has struck 

out all our Islamic and national glories with a black line. … By this shameful vote, if an 

American adviser or the servant of an American adviser should take any liberty with one 

of the greatest specialists in the Shariah (Islamic) law… the police would have not right 

to investigate. If the Shah should run over an American dog, he would be called to 

account, but if an American cook should run over the Shah, no one has any claims against 

him … I proclaim that his shameful vote of the Majlis is in contradiction to Islam and has 

not legality …” (Mackey, 1998: 247-48). 

Moreover, while the last speech refers to America as an occupied country, 

Khomeini accused the United States and Israel directly of making many troubles to Iran. 

“All our calamities and all our problems are from America, and all our calamities and all 

our problems are from Israel. Those particular (representatives and) ministers are from 

[agents of] America, all hired to oppress this poor nation further. Iran’s economy is in the 

hands of America and Israel. Iranian markets are outside the hands of Muslim merchants” 

(Aboul-Enein, 2006: 7). 

In addition of targeting and accusing the United States, Khomeini called the 

United States as an imperialist country. “The imperialists do not allow the establishment 

of a single leader in Iran’s secular and Islamic Universities because they fear the ideas of 

Iranian men. The singular person who opposes them ideologically is the threat to their 

existence” (Aboul-Enein, 2006: 7). 
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These different views of Khomeini before the revolution would affect his policy 

practice after the revolution. His total opposition to the monarchy regime in Iran would 

lead him to oppose anything that was established by the Shah. Also, his strong opposition 

to any kind of monarchy system would lead him to oppose any Muslim state that ruled by 

monarchies, especially in the Arabian Gulf. This kind of view would destabilize the 

region after the revolution. In addition, Khomeini’s opposition to the United States would 

create many problems within the region since all Gulf States have good relations with the 

United States. Also, his opposition to Israel would cause various political problems in the 

region and would affect the peace process that would occur in coming years between 

Palestinian Authority and Israel. 

Khomeini’s views after the revolution did not change but it strengthened and 

became more radical. Khomeini always said that he wanted to create an Islamic 

government to replace the monarchy regime in Iran and then he would support the same 

change in all Islamic countries. Khomeini’s Islamic government means “the government 

of Shariah [Islamic law], none rules, the Shariah rules. The Shariah are divine laws that 

govern mankind and Islamic governments, it is taken from the principles of Muhammad 

… the caliphs and certain known [just] personages” (Aboul-Enein, 2006: 9). 

Therefore, directly after the revolution, Khomeini applied his views by naming 

the country The Islamic Republic of Iran and creating his own political council that called 

the Islamic Revolutionary Council, which was controlled by his close aids to apply his 

ideas. At the same time, Khomeini appointed a non-cleric person as the head of the 

provisional government to accommodate other groups that participated in the revolution. 

  



Ibrahim Alnahas             Chapter 4. Khomeini and the Iranian Foreign Policy, 1979 – 1989                                                                                                                                           87 
 

By appointing the Revolutionary Council, Khomeini decided not to involve in the 

daily politics since his close aids in the Revolutionary Council would apply his thought to 

shape the Islamic Republic national and international politics as he planned before the 

revolution. “Before the revolution, he had seen his role as an arbiter, intervening only to 

resolve major crisis. He therefore felt no need to stay in the capital and left after four 

weeks (to stay in the Shi’a holy city of Qom)” (Hiro, 1987: 124). 

However, his absence from Tehran caused many problems within the new ruling 

elites in Tehran because different groups had various political views. Also, most of the 

new revolutionary leaders did not have experience to run the country that caused and 

generates many problems among the ruling elites. As a result of this conflict among the 

revolutionary leaders, Khomeini found himself obliged to return to Tehran to become the 

center of power over all political groups. 

In his discussion for the first months of the revolution, Hiro (1987) argues that 

“By and large the new leaders lacked experience, wither administrative or political. This 

meant that Khomeini had to become more involved in the running of the government than 

expected … (Also, because of conflict among the ruling elites, Khomeini) became the 

center of government decision making. With this, he gave the Islamic regime a style that 

reflected his personality: militant, firm, persistent and intolerant of opposition” (p. 124). 

Khomeini’s returns from Qom to Tehran did not lead to the elimination of all political 

differences among the ruling elites because Khomeini “had allowed the differences 

between moderates and hardliners to mature into a fall blow crisis” (Hiro, 1987: 199). 

However, by the time, Khomeini started to support radical groups at the expense 

of other groups such as moderates, liberals, and Marxists. His strong support to radical 
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groups led them to dominate the political decision in short time, “In less than three years, 

Khomeini had brought the Republic to the point where a fundamentalist Islamic party 

was firmly in power” (Hiro, 1987: 199). After Khomeini and his follower clerics 

controlled all political institutions, radical clerics and groups, who were backed by 

Khomeini himself, could dominate most political institutions at the expense of 

conservative and pragmatic figures and groups. Therefore, the Islamic Republic behaved 

radically.  

However, in late 1980s, Khomeini found himself in a position where he must stop 

supporting radical groups and start to support conservative and pragmatic figures and 

groups in order to save the revolution from the strong political isolation and economic 

sanctions that imposed on the country and also to rebuild the economy that suffered from 

the long War with Iraq. 

Some intervening variables such as the partial involvement of the United States   

forces in the side of Iraq during the War and the low oil prices led Khomeini to be less 

radical and more pragmatic. Therefore, Khomeini who did not want to stop the War with 

Iraq until ousting Saddam Hussein had to accept the United Nation Resolution 598 to 

stop the War and accept the ceasefire. 

In addition to his radical views that shaped the Islamic Republic foreign policy in 

1980s, Khomeini’s ruling style created the division of power among different factions 

within the ruling elites, while he became the final arbiter and decider. “Khomeini kept the 

various factions in a certain balance, possibly in order not to risk losing the support of 

any of them” (Keddie, 2003: 259). However, Khomeini cannot be described as a dictator 

who wanted to hold all powers in his hands and eliminate others, but he was an arbiter. In 
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her discussion of his ruling style, Keddie (1990) argues that “Khomeini was not a true 

dictator: he usually gave his views at the end of a long and largely public debate if he 

gave them at all. The electorate, the parliament, and several men in public positions have 

all played … major role in Iran” (p. 9-10). 

In coming pages, I will study the Islamic Republic foreign policy during 

Khomeini’s leadership after dividing his time into three periods to see what was/were the 

major factors that affected and shaped the Iranian foreign behaviors. 

 

The First Period: February 1979 – June 1981 

Khomeini emerged as the most powerful figure in the Islamic Republic (e.g. 

Mackey, 1998; Zahedi, 2000; Moslem, 2002, 2002a). Therefore, directly after his return 

in February 1979, Khomeini appointed Mehdi Bazargan44 as the First Prime Minister to 

rule the First Government that called the Provisional Revolution Government of the 

Islamic Republic (Mackey, 1998; Moslem, 2002). This government would be the official 

government that represents the Islamic Republic of Iran domestically and internationally. 

Bazargan’s government had two major goals: 1) rebuild the destruction that left 

by the revolution process; and 2) engage the world community. However, his government 

could not improve anything because his power was confronted by the revolutionary 

clerics and Khomeini’s follower clerics, who gained more power over Bazargan’s 

government and established their own political and military organizations. 

                                                 
44 According to Mackey (1998), Mehdi Bazargan is “a scrupulously religious man came out of the national 
Front. One of Iran’s Western-educated, he was (one) of the pre-Revolutionary writers who had reshaped 
Marxist ideology in terms of Islam. For him there was no conflict between the faith and his deeply held 
belief in the rule of law, parliamentary democracy, basic freedoms, and respect for the individual. Yet all 
were rooted in Western political thought, which Khomeini viewed as secularism, that despicable cultural 
import from the imperial west (Bazargan’s thought led Khomeini to think about the future role of clerics 
which might be threatened by Bazargan’s belief)” (p. 287). 
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To show their powers, Mackey (1998) argues that clerics “challenged Bazargan 

through the Revolutionary Council. With a membership of sixteen to nineteen, the 

Revolutionary Council was originally organized by Khomeini during his final weeks in 

France. A secret body, it brought together the Ayatollah’s most trusted supporters from 

his years of exile … However, with credentials as a Khomeini revolutionary, he managed 

to pull the Revolutionary Council and the Provisional Revolutionary Government into 

tandem of a while. In general, the Revolutionary Council made policy and the Provisional 

Government carried it out” (p. 288).  

To support the last argument, Moslem (2002) argues that the Islamic 

Revolutionary Council “was the supper-government overseeing and providing general 

guidelines and direction for the revolutionary movement45” (p. 22). It is clear from the 

beginning and early days of the Islamic Republic that clerics headed by Khomeini would 

dominate the state’s main political system even though the provisional government 

headed by the appointed secular person – Bazargan. 

By giving secular and liberal figures symbolic power such as the prime minister 

office, Khomeini and his follower clerics worked hard to consolidate their powers. For 

example, they established three major bodies to ensure clerical rule: 1) the Guardians 

Council46; 2) the Islamic Republic Party47; and 3) the Revolutionary Court. In addition to 

                                                 
45 This Council was formulated by Khomeini during his short stay in France in 1978. Its members included 
Khomeini’s most trusted followers. In his arguments of the Islamic Revolutionary Council, Hiro (1987) 
argues that “the IRC commanded exclusive loyalties of two powerful revolutionary organizations: 
Komitehs and courts. In March 1979, the IRC was said to have thirteen members, seven of them clerics: 
Ayatollahs Taleqani, Beheshti, Motahhari, and abdul Karim Mousavi-Ardebili; and Hojatalislams 
Hashemi-Rafsanjani, Mahdavi-Kani, and Muhammad Javed Bahonar. Its six lay members were: Bazargan, 
Bani-Sadr, Qutbzadeh, Yazdi, Yadollah Sahabi, and Ali Akbar Moinfar. The IRC was led by Motahhari” 
(p. 107). 
46 I will explain this body in more detail in the Next Chapter. 
47 Hiro (1988) describes this organization by saying that the Islamic Republican Party “had emerged as an 
umbrella organization under which Islamic individuals and groups with divers political tendencies (from far 
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these political institutions, Khomeini and his follower clerics created their own military 

forces by establishing the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC) or Pasdaran in 

May 1979, which would be more loyal to them than the unreliable imperial army48 (e.g. 

Mackey, 1998; Moslem, 2002). 

Moreover, while the revolutionary clerics established themselves politically and 

militarily, they did not forget their interests. So, they established strong organizations that 

would carry their missions and support their economic and social interests. Therefore, 

they found the Dispossessed Foundation in March 1979. This Foundation took over the 

“financial and industrial properties of the Pahlavis and (was/is) using the income to 

attend to the needs of the Mostaz’afin (Dispossessed)” (Moslem, 2002: 23). And to show 

how much power this Foundation has, Keddie (2003) argues that “the new Foundation of 

Dispossessed … received the fortunes of the Pahlavi Foundation and other confiscated 

properties, including hundreds of thousands of companies, factories, housing units, 

agricultural lands, and substantial holdings in the West. (Revolutionary clerics) used this 

massive economic unit to recruit popular class workers and loyal management” (p. 246). 

Furthermore, Khomeini and his follower clerics wanted to make the Islamic 

Republic political system completely under their role. Therefore, he decided to establish 

                                                                                                                                                 
left to far right) were assembled. At the same time there were fundamentalist organizations existing outside 
the Islamic Republican Party umbrella which had friendly and even intimate relations with it.” (p. 10). For 
more detail about these specific groups and organizations, see Hiro (1988). 
48 Hashim (2001) argues that after Khomeini’s returns to Iran, he and revolutionary clerics “recognized the 
importance of military power in Islamic history.” Therefore, they directly wanted to make sure that military 
must be under their control “so that it would not succumb to ‘counterrevolutionary’ tendencies (to restore 
the Shah) or become an instrument in the hands of other revolutionary parities with whole the clerics had 
differences… To consolidate their ideological control over the armed forces, the clerics … set up the 
Ideological-Political Directorate of the Armed Forces (IPD) … (Also), one of the more effective tactics of 
the IPD clerics was to promote officers from religious families or from those with familial ties to clerical 
families … (In addition,) the clerics created their own military force – the Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps (IRGC) in early May 1979” (p. 37-8). This step would ensure Khomeini and revolutionary clerics 
that military forces would be in their hands, and would follow the Supreme Leader Khomeini directly. 
Actually, the constitution of the Islamic Republic of Iran gives the Supreme Leader the power to appoint 
and dismiss the head of the military forces. I will come to this in the next Chapter. 
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the Assembly of Experts, which would be responsible to write a new constitution to guide 

the Islamic Republic49. Therefore, an election was held to choose “the assembly of 

experts to act as a constituent assembly to finalize the basic law (the constitution)” 

(Mackey, 1998: 292). The results of the elections showed that the Assembly of Experts 

was dominated by Khomeini’s militant clerics who supported Khomeini’s views of the 

Islamic Revolution. 

Khomeini’s views that would shape the Iranian constitution can be seen in his 

address to the new elected Assembly of Experts50 when he said “This right belongs to 

you. It is those knowledgeable in Islam who may express an opinion on the law of Islam. 

The constitution of (the) Islamic Republic means the constitution of Islam. Do not sit 

back (clerics) while foreignized intellectuals (western minded), who have no faith in 

Islam, give their views and write the things they write” (Mackey, 1998: 292). This 

statement shows Khomeini’s beliefs about non-clerical intellectuals as well as his views 

about other groups who did not share his views. 

The new constitution of 1979 divided the political power into different major 

political institutions with different power for each one51. For example, while there would 

be president and prime minister as an executive branch, and a parliament (Majlis) as a 

legislature branch, the constitution gives “the twelve-man Council of Guardians (the 

power) to veto all laws – civil, penal, economic, administrative, cultural, military, and 

                                                 
49 According to Moslem (2002), the Constitution “was passed in November 1979 (and revised in the second 
half of 1989) laid the foundation of a theocracy and made the faqih (Khomeini) the central figure in the 
Iranian polity and the shariah the basis for the country’s system” (p. 30). I will talk about the Constitution 
in the Next Chapter. Also, the Appendix has some articles from the Constitution that deals with political 
institutions, decision structure, and foreign policy. 
50 In May of 1979, the Assembly of Experts, a six hundred members mostly clerics, set to draft the 
Constitution. The Next Chapter will explain its role in more details. 
51 Moslem (2002) argues that the Constitution “left the door open for conflict and factional rivalry” (p. 31). 
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political – which failed to meet the exacting laws of Islam52. In turn, the Council of 

Guardians, along with the president and the (Parliament), submitted to the authority of 

the faqih53 (Khomeini), (who is recognized by the constitution as) possessing a special 

mystique and aura of infallibility which sanctified politics and required obedience as a 

religious obligation. (According to the constitution), the Supreme Jurisprudent collected 

command of the armed forces and veto power over all candidates for the parliament and 

the presidency”54 (Mackey, 1998: 293). 

By giving Khomeini the ultimate power and giving his follower clerics the right 

to control most political institutions, the constitution gave the right for clerics to rule the 

country over other groups. Also, the constitution gave revolutionary clerics, with their 

differences, the opportunity to strength and consolidates their power. 

However, while I try to show how Khomeini and his follower clerics gained their 

power by establishing themselves in the major political institutions that rooted in the new 

constitution, that does not mean there was no differences among the revolutionary 

groups. Struggles and confrontations over the political power and the state’s foreign 

policy occurred and happened between Khomeini and his follower clerics in one side and 

liberals and seculars headed by Bazargan in the other side. 

                                                 
52 This Condition would give big power for clerics to veto any law that they do not like and justify that by 
saying it’s against the Islamic Law. Next Chapter will give more explanations about this institution. 
53 For more explanation about the tension between conservative, traditional, and liberal figures and groups 
over the concept of faqih, see Roy, Olivier. “Tension and Options Among the Iranian Clerical 
Establishment”. In Kechichian, Joseph A. (2001). Iran, Iraq, and the Arab Gulf States. Palgrave. 
54 Keddie (2003) argues that the Islamic Republic Constitution gave the Supreme Leader major power over 
other political institutions. “The faqih (Khomeini) has divine authority to rule and is accountable only to 
God. His power, which includes control of the army and Pasdaran (The Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps), (also includes) the right to disqualify presidential candidates and dismiss the president if the high 
court or Majlis find him incompetent” (p. 247). The faqih actually has the right to appoint the Guardians 
Council who would chose those want to run for parliamentary elections. 
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For example, from the early days of the revolution, Khomeini and his follower 

clerics sit their major foreign policy approach by saying that “Neither East Nor West”, 

and “sought to rally a wider constituency of Third World opinion behind it, as far a field 

as Zimbabwe and Nicaragua” (Halliday, 1987: 7). In addition to this general foreign 

policy slogan that targeted oppressive nations, Keddie (2003) argues that Khomeini and 

radical groups among his followers called for “an end to ties with the West, (and) close 

relations with the Third World and Eastern Europe” (p. 242-43). However, while this 

group of collective clerics around Khomeini had general foreign policy approach of 

“Neither East Nor West”, this group also had many different ideas over the Islamic 

Republic foreign policy either toward the Iranian relations with conservative Arab and 

Muslim countries or toward the Iranian relations with the West, except the United 

States55. 

However, in contrast to Khomeini and his follower clerics, Bazargan and his 

liberal and secular supporters such as the Freedom Movement favored relations with the 

West including the United States (Keddie, 2003: 242). To show these differences among 

the ruling elites in early months of the revolution, Hunter (1990) argues that immediately 

after the revolution, Iranian leaders had different approaches toward maintaining Iran’s 

foreign relations with the United States. While Khomeini and his follower clerics wanted 

to cut all relations with the United States, some “nationalists” such as the First Prime 

Minster Mehdi Bazargan and the Foreign Minister Ibrahim Yazdi “preferred less close 

relations with the United States, they also recognized the need for non-antagonistic 

                                                 
55 I will explain these differences among the ruling elites in the second section. 
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United States-Iranian ties although some of their regional polices might have strained 

relations with the United States56” (p. 55). 

These different opinions over Iranian foreign policy between Prime Minster 

Bazargan in one side and Khomeini and his follower clerics who controlled all other 

political institutions did not last for long. A few months later, Khomeini and his follower 

clerics won over Bazargan. “On November 4, 1979, the ‘Students Following the Line of 

the Imam’ (SFLI) attacked and seized the United States embassy in Tehran. They took 

embassy personnel hostage and confiscated documents. The takeover … would have been 

brief had it not got the support of Khomeini, who saw in it a chance to get rid of the 

liberal government, radicalize the revolution, and increase his power. After the SFLI 

refused Bazargan’s order to evacuate the embassy, his government resigned57” (Keddie, 

2003: 248-49). In addition to this argument, Hunter (1990) argues that “those Iranians 

who were opposed to the United States presence in Iran finally succeeded by taking over 

the United States embassy … and by holding its diplomats and employees hostages for 

444 days” (p. 56). 

This action would lead to weaken liberal and national groups who headed by 

Bazargan and strengthen radical forces. While Bazargan’s government had liberal foreign 

policy toward the world and tried not to make and deal with the United States as enemy, 

other religious factions and different leftist forces had come together to bring Bazargan’s 

                                                 
56 As an evidence of their views, Iranian Foreign Minister Ibrahim Yazdi met the United States secretary of 
state Cyrus Vance at the United Nations in September 1979. Also, the Prime Minister Mehdi Bazargan met 
the National Security Advisor Zbigniew Brzezinski in Algeria in November 1979 (Hunter, 1990: 55). 
57 According to Keddie (2003 ), “Bazargan’s government worked to improve political and economic 
relations with the United States, which in many ways reciprocated. But when influential Americans 
convinced President Carter to allow the ex-shah to come to the United States from Mexico for cancer 
treatment despite the Provisional Government’s warnings, the situation changed dramatically. The Iranian 
right and left launched campaigns against the United States. (Also), when Bazargan and Yazdi met (the 
United States) National Security Adviser Zbigniew Brzezinski in Algeria in October they ere widely 
excoriated” (p. 248-49). 
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government down and committed to eliminate the presences of the United States from 

Iran. “Thus an alliance of convenience was forged between leftist and religious forces in 

opposition to the secular nationalists, each calculating that the defeat of the nationalists 

would eventually lead to its own victory” (Hunter, 1990: 57). 

The fallen of Bazargan’s government took with it the Provisional Government 

that was established by Khomeini in order to take off the roots of the Monarchy 

institutions and establish an Islamic system. However, while the Provisional Government 

brought down, the Islamic Revolutionary Council that was led mostly by clerics who 

were appointed by Khomeini continued to be in charge of the state’s affairs. This Council 

gained more power over other groups as a result of the hostages’ crisis because it labeled 

those who wanted to release the hostages as collaborating with the United States and 

against Islamic rule. 

With this as the first foreign policy action that faced the Islamic Republic, 

Khomeini and revolutionary clerics won over other groups, which would also strengthen 

and consolidate their power at the expense of liberal and national groups. To show the 

affect of the hostages’ crisis, Keddie (2003) argues that “after the revolution, there were 

many factions that played different power but after the hostages’ crisis, (Khomeini and 

radical clerics) prolonged the crisis in order to weaken moderates and non-Khomeinists 

senior (clerics), pass the constitution, consolidate power. Debate on the constitution was 

undermined by (claiming) that such debate was now treacherous” (p. 249). 

However, even though Bazargan’s government fell, Khomeini knew that he still 

needs time to defeat other groups such as nationalists and Marxists in order to hold 

completely all political power. To achieve this goal, Khomeini called for elections to 
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elect the first president of the Islamic Republic in January 1980s and “forbade any 

clerical candidate in Iran” to run for this office (Mackey, 1998: 296). The election 

brought the liberal-nationalist Abolhassan Bani-Sadr58 to become the First President of 

the Islamic Republic of Iran. 

Shortly after the presidential election, Khomeini called for elections to elect 

parliamentary members to form the first parliament (Majlis) in the Islamic Republic. The 

elections gave revolutionary clerics the majority. The Islamic Republic Party “won 

almost half the seats in the First (Parliament 1980 – 198459) … Aided by allies, it 

controlled parliament, the Council of Guardians, and the Revolutionary Guards. 

(However), Bani-Sadr held the fragile presidency (and) the dismembered army” 

(Mackey, 1998: 297). Therefore, Khomeini and revolutionary clerics dominated all 

political institutions but not the presidency, which was under the Marxist Bani-Sadr. 

At the time of becoming president, the hostages’ crisis still unresolved. Therefore, 

Bani-Sadr had to find a way to solve this problem that damaged the image of the new 

revolutionary regime. His first action over this issue was his call for the hostages’ takers 

to transfer them to governmental control. However, Khomeini, who did not want to lose 

this chance to defeat his rivals over political power, “undercut Bani-Sadr’s position by 

announcing on 23 February (1980) that the fate of the American diplomats would be 

settled by the representatives of the people who would meet in an Islamic Majlis” (Hiro, 

1987: 149). 

                                                 
58 Bani-Sadr was a “Western-educated (and Marxist believers) who created the Islamic alternative to 
secular socialism. (His goals as president were): equitable distribution of national resources and justice 
within and Iran free of foreign influence” (Mackey, 1966: 296). 
59 Hiro (1988) states that “The breakdown of the Majlis seats was: the Islamic Republican Party – 85; the 
Islamic Republican Party’s allies – 45; the Liberation Movement – 20; and the independents – 84” (p. 8). 
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In addition to undermining his political rivals, Khomeini, who did not order the 

attack on the United States embassy, wanted to use this event because he “saw in the 

crisis an opportunity to humble the United States and to undermine its image and 

prestige, thus encouraging other Muslims to rise up against American. This fitted with his 

long-term objective of demonstrating that the United States was no longer omnipotent 

and that Muslim nations should not fear challenging its supremacy” (Hunter, 1990: 57). 

Khomeini’s actions showed his power as a leader over all other figures and 

groups at the time the elected president seemed to be weak to apply his policy. This 

situation led many scholars (e.g. Halliday, 1987; Hiro, 1987, 1988; Ehteshami, 1995; 

Mackey, 1998; Keddie, 2003) to argue that theoretically Bani-Sadr as a President was the 

second most powerful man in the Islamic Republic after Khomeini, but in practice Bani-

Sadr was very weak. 

In addition to the power of Khomeini, Bani-Sadr faced strong oppositions from 

revolutionary clerics who controlled all major political institutions. For example, the 

parliament majority headed by the Speaker then Rafsanjani rejected some of Bani-Sadr’s 

candidates. Also, the Parliament “rejected several of Bani-Sadr’s candidates for prime 

minister, and he finally chose … Raja’i from a list of acceptable candidates presented by 

a (Parliament) committee60” (Keddie 2003: 250). Also, while Bani-Sadr faced strong 

oppositions from Khomeini and from revolutionary clerics in other political institutions, 

                                                 
60 Milani (1993) argues that “The first constitutional crisis occurred over the naming of the Prime Minster. 
Bani-Sadr tried in vain to bypass the Parliament or to pressure it to confirm his choice of prime minister. 
Finally, he was forced to choose Mohammad Ali Refa’i, a hard-line fundamentalist. The Prime Minister 
and the President did not co-habit: they were not partners but bitter rivals, who took contradictory stances 
on all major issues” (p. 91). To see more discussion of why Khomeini and revolutionary clerics had 
decided to make the presidency very weak in the 1979 Constitution, see Milani (1993). 
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his position also weakened more at the expense of revolutionary clerics who strengthened 

their positions more as a result of two major events that happened in 1980. 

The first of these events came in April 1980. At the time when Bani-Sadr was 

looking for a way to release the hostages and have good relations with the United States 

as well as Western countries, President Carter of the United States ordered a military 

mission to rescue the hostages61. This military action was seen by Iranian revolutionary 

leaders as an attempt to return the Shah by a coup. As a result, Khomeini and his follower 

clerics found the opportunity and the chance to strengthen their positions against those 

who wanted to have good relations with the West. 

In his discussion over this event, Hiro (1987) argues that “Iran’s confrontation 

with the United States quickened the pace of the revolution, and gave meaning to the 

slogan raised on the day the Shah left Iran: ‘After the Shah, the Yankee imperialism.’ By 

concentrating Iranian attention on the past and present misdeeds of the United States in 

Iran. The American hostages’ crisis united the nation, and strengthened the radicals 

within the regime at the expense of the moderates. It proved to young Iranians that 

Khomeini and his followers were as staunchly anti-imperialist as the Fedai or the 

Mojahedin62” (p. 139). Therefore, the United States rescue mission gave radical groups 

                                                 
61 This attempt had happened on 24 April 1980, when “eight Sea stallions … helicopters lifter off from the 
elongated deck of the aircraft carrier Nimitz … Their orders were to fly Northwest to a remote landing strip 
275 miles from Tehran. There would rendezvous with six C-130 Hercules transport planes carrying the 
commands, vans, and Trucks assigned to storm the American embassy in Tehran to rescue the hostages. 
The helicopters hit a sandstorm that disabled two and sent a third crashing into one of the C-130. Both 
aircraft burst into flames. With eight servicemen dead, the rescue mission ended, leaving the hostages in 
place and the Iranians convinced that the United States had attempted another 1953-style coup” (Mackey 
1996: 297-98). 
62 Fedai and Mojahedin were major groups that opposed the Shah and supported the revolution. However, 
Khomeini eliminated them and forced them to end their organizations by force and exile. For more 
explanation about the Mojahedin organization from one of its member’s perspective, see, Mohaddessin, 
Mohammad. (1993). Islamic Fundamentalism: The new Global Threat. Seven Locks Press, Washington 
D.C. Also, there was an interview with the head of the Mojahedin organization Masud Rajavi in France in 
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the opportunity to strengthen their power at the time nationalist, liberal, and Marxists 

groups faced hard time from Khomeini and revolutionary clerics as well as from the 

public who supported Khomeini and saw him as a strong leader to establish an Islamic 

state to face the Imperialism of the United States. 

In addition to the United States rescue mission, another international event 

happened to give more power to Khomeini and his follower clerics and increase the 

difficulties of other groups. Saddam Hussein invasion63 of Iran on 22nd September 1980 

came as blessing to Khomeini and his follower clerics to mobilize the society and get the 

last political institution that clerics did not control. In her discussion over this event, 

Mackey (1998) argues that even though the Iraq invasion “surprised the clerics within the 

leadership of revolutionary Iran, they embraced it as an opportunity to test the mettle of 

the nation and affirm the spiritual power of the faith” (p. 299). 

These two events – the hostages’ crisis and then the Iraq invasion – had given 

Khomeini and his follower clerics the opportunities to consolidate their powers. 

However, other groups found themselves in weak positions. To show the affects to these 

events, Moslem (2002) argues that while clerics gradually and successfully controlled the 

power, the hostages’ crisis and then the Iraqi War helped them to consolidate the power 

over all political institutions. Therefore, “Both Bazargan and later the first President of 

the Islamic Republic Bani-Sadr faced difficulties in performing their duties” (p. 25). 

However, although Khomeini and his follower clerics used these events very well, 

the Iraq invasion of Iran put them in different reality. They found themselves in a position 

                                                                                                                                                 
August 1981 after clashing with Khomeini. For this interview, see, Halliday, Fred. March-April 1982. 
“Mujahidini’s Masud Rajavi: We are the Only Real Threat to Khomeini.” Merip Reports, pp. 8-11. 
63 For more discussions and details about the roots of the conflict until its end in 1988 as well as discussion 
for the next two years after the ceasefire, see, Hiro, Dilip. (1991). The Longest War: The Iran-Iraq Military 
Conflict. Routledge, New York. 

  



Ibrahim Alnahas             Chapter 4. Khomeini and the Iranian Foreign Policy, 1979 – 1989                                                                                                                                           101
 

where they must solve the hostages’ crisis in order to face the Iraqi invasion. Otherwise, 

international isolation and the United States economic sanctions would increase the 

difficulties in the War side. “Holding the hostages was costing Iran diplomatic isolation 

and U.S. sanctions.” Therefore, not the President of the Islamic Republic, but Khomeini 

himself would be in charge to solve the hostages’ crisis when he “announced conditions 

for resolving the crisis64” (Keddie, 2003: 252). 

While the process of releasing the hostages went through, Bani-Sadr who “was 

the acting foreign minister, he was deliberately kept out of the negotiations for the 

releases of the American hostages in Tehran” (Milani, 1993: 91), and also he did not 

know anything about the negotiations until was announced publicly, which led him to 

attack the Islamic Republic Party for “handling of the hostage affair and its outcome and 

said he could have done better65” (Keddie, 2003: 252). The negotiations over the 

hostages came to an agreement to release them on 21st January 1981 just few hours after 

President Carter leaving office. 

                                                 
64 Keddie (2003) argues that Khomeini’s conditions included: “a pledge by the United States not to 
intervene in Iran’s affairs; the return of Iranian assets frozen in the United State; the cancellation of U.S. 
claims; and the return of the Shah’s wealth. Soon secret negotiations between Iran and the United States 
began. Negotiations went quickly, but the Iranians delayed releasing the hostages, after the (Parliament) 
approved the accord, unit lust after Carter left office on January 20, 1981. In the accord, reach in Algeria, 
the United States pledged not to intervene in Iran’s affairs, promised cooperation in lawsuits in the United 
States to extradite Pahlavi family wealth, and released Iran’s frozen assets, though the amount transferred 
was smaller than Iran claimed and some of that was used to pay Iran’s debt to U.S. banks. A special court 
was set up in The Hague, which peacefully adjudicated U.S. claims against Iran. Though Iran presented the 
agreement as a victory, it was in fact almost wholly favorable to the United States and did not meet any of 
Iran’s original demands. Also, the hostage affair lost Iran International support that it might have had 
against Iraqi aggression” (p. 252). 
65 According to Keddie (2003), Bani-Sadr “developed a U.S.-supported plan for a U.N. commission to 
investigate Iran’s grievances against the Shah in return for the release of the hostages. (However), 
Khomeini’s declaration in February 1980 that only the new Majlis could settle the crisis ended this plan. 
Nonetheless, Bani Sadr with foreign help developed another plan – to extradite the Shah to Iran form 
panama, where he then was – but the Shah got word of it and fled to Egypt. Bani Sadr then abandoned the 
hostage crisis, where he could do nothing, given probable reversals of his polices by Khomeini of the 
Parliament, and focused on the War” (p. 251). 
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After solving the hostages’ crisis, Khomeini and his follower clerics wanted to 

finish the job by controlling the presidential office. This would come true when they 

ousted Bani-Sadr and forcing him to leave the country in June 198166. After ousting 

Bani-Sadr67, Khomeini and his follower clerics succeeded in defeating and overthrowing 

all their major political rivals and became the only dominant forces over all political 

institutions and the only players on the stage. 

However, the end of liberal, national, Marxists, and other non-clerical groups did 

mean the end of the division over power or differences among the ruling elites. While this 

would be true in the case of non-clerical groups who did not hold any power, it would not 

be true in the case of clerical groups. After hiding their differences to defeat other groups, 

differences among revolutionary clerics would occur and appear strongly in the coming 

years. Also, while Khomeini showed his general foreign policy of “Neither East Nor 

West”, his radical views would be clear during his leadership in the coming years. 

In sum, the first three years of the revolution experienced some events that would 

be very important to see in order to understand some major concepts such as the decision 

structure, revolutionary leader views, the power of opposition groups, and the 

international events, and see their effects on the behavior of the Islamic Republic. 

Khomeini was smart enough to show his abilities in controlling the revolution and 

then the country. His first step to achieve his goal was formed one year before the 

revolution when he established the Revolutionary Council to lead the country after 
                                                 
66 Over tough disagreement between President Bani-Sadr and Islamic Republican Party members about the 
War with Iraq and the hostages, the Parliament “declared Bani-Sadr incompetent, and Khomeini dismissed 
him as the armed forces commander. After Bani Sadr wrote to Khomeini criticizing his leadership, 
Khomeini, invoking his constitutional right, dismissed Bani Sadr, who, from hiding called for an uprising” 
(Keddie, 2003: 252-53). 
67 Bani-Sadr fled to France in late June 1981where he criticized and worked against Khomeini’s regime. To 
look to his opinion, see the interview with him shortly after he fled Iran, Halliday, Fred. (1982, March-
April). “Abol-Hassan Bani-Sadr: I Defeated the Ideology of the Regime.” Merip Report, pp. 5-8. 

  



Ibrahim Alnahas             Chapter 4. Khomeini and the Iranian Foreign Policy, 1979 – 1989                                                                                                                                           103
 

throwing the Shah, which would happen then. At the same time, Khomeini had given 

other groups some power to make sure that these groups did not stand against him in 

order to save his new regime from unexpected strong national oppositions, which might 

lead to the collapse of his new regime. 

However, while it seemed that Khomeini shared the power with non-clerical 

groups, in reality he gave them symbolic power. The real power was in the hand of 

Khomeini’s close aids in the Revolutionary Council, and then through the various 

political institutions. In addition for sharing the power with other groups, Khomeini 

divided the political structure to ensure that no group among his supporters can control 

the whole power. Therefore, the constitution created different political institutions with 

different powers to ensure that no institution can dominate the others. At the same time, 

Khomeini made sure that he has the ultimate power. 

Khomeini also benefited from different events such the hostages’ crisis and then 

the Iraq invasion of Iran. Both events had given Khomeini the opportunities to 

consolidate his power and strengthen his position at the same time he eliminated his rival 

groups. These two events also showed Khomeini’s radical views. By supporting the 

hostages’ takers and then stopping any chance to solve it, Khomeini’s radical behaviors 

would be visible. Also, Khomeini’s radical views can be seen when he strongly pushed 

toward continuing the War until ousting Saddam Hussein and exporting the revolution to 

Iraq as well as other countries, especially conservative Gulf States. After establishing his 

power and building his political structure, Khomeini would be ready to show his radical 

views in coming years that he would be in power. 
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The Second Period: July 1981 – 1987 

The action of ousting Bani-Sadr from power in mid 1981 showed the power of 

Khomeini over all other groups. Zahedi (2000) argues that “Khomeini was able to silence 

his opponents with impunity because, ultimately, he had the full power of the Iranian 

state behind him,” which gave him the opportunity to voice his policy (p. 80). The policy 

that Khomeini voiced after consolidating his power was his call to export the Islamic 

revolution to Arab and Muslim countries, especially Gulf States68. 

For example, in 1980, Khomeini argued that the Islamic Revolution has a 

universal dimension and that the Islamic Republic intends to export it to other parts of the 

Islamic world. “We (the Islamic Republic) should try hard to export our revolution to the 

world and should set aside the thought that we should not export our revolution, because 

Islam does not regard various Islamic countries differently and is supporter of all the 

oppressed … if we remain in ad enclosed environment we shall definitely face defeat … 

We should clearly settle our accounts with the powers and superpowers and should 

demonstrate to them that … we [shall] confront the world with our ideology” (Ehteshami, 

1995: p. 131; Tarock, 1999: p. 16). 

In addition to the general idea of exporting the revolution, Khomeini’s vision of 

the war with Iraq was very radical toward other countries too. For instance, Khomeini 

argues that “If the war continues and if in the war Iran defeats Iraq, Iraq will annexed to 

Iran; that is, the nation of Iraq, the oppressed people of Iraq, will free themselves from 

                                                 
68 In early days of the revolution and after Saddam Hussein became President of Iraq in July 1979, directly 
Khomeini “went on Tehran Radio to describe the new Iraqi President as ‘a puppet of Satan.’ Eight months 
later, (Khomeini) called the pious among the Iraqis to rise up and overthrow Saddam Hussein.” Also, On 
10 December 1982, the Foreign Broadcast Service for the Middle East and Asia reported that the Ayatollah 
told the leader of the Soviet Union Mikhail Gorbachev in 1979, that “I openly announce the Islamic 
Republic of Iran, as the greatest and most powerful base of the Islamic world, can easily help fill up the 
ideological vacuum of your system” (Mackey, 1998: 317 and 309). 
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the talons of the tyrannical clique and will link themselves with the Iranian nation. They 

will set up their own government according to their wishes – an Islamic one. If Iran and 

Iraq can merge and be amalgamated, all the diminutive nations of the region will be 

joined” (Mackey, 1996: 322). 

This revolutionary foreign policy led Gulf States (Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, 

Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates) to come together in one organization to 

confront the revolutionary ideology of the Islamic Republic. Therefore, all leaders of 

these Six Countries gathered in Abu Dhabi – the Capital of the United Arab Emirates – in 

May 1981 to formally announce the establishment of the Gulf Cooperation Council 

(GCC69). 

However, Khomeini’s radical views of exporting the revolution and continuing 

the war with Iraq brought different responses among his followers. For example, some 

scholars (e.g. Hiro, 1987, 1988; Hunter 1990; Mackey, 1998; Moslem 2002, 2002a; 

Keddie, 2003) argue that the policy of exporting the revolution divided the ruling clerics 

into two major factions. While conservative figures and groups stood against such idea 

and believed that Iran should live within the international community as a nation-state, 

radical figures and groups believed in exporting the revolution by any means including 

the War with Iraq70. 

In addition to these two major factions, there was a third group that also existed 

but could not play crucial role in early 1980s. This group was formulated from individual 

                                                 
69 For more discussion and detail about this organization and the causes behind its establishment, see 
Keshichian, Joseph A. (2001). Iran, Iraq, and the Arab Gulf States. Palgrave Press; the United States.    
70 Actually, Khomeini and his radical followers want to create a larger Islamic nation. “All Muslims shall 
be considered as one single nation and the Islamic Republic of Iran shall make its general policy on the 
basis of coalition and unity of all Muslim people and shall constantly make every endeavor to realize the 
political, economic, and cultural unity of the world of Islam” (Mackey, 1998: 309-10). 
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pragmatists. But as a result of their weaknesses, pragmatists sided with conservative 

groups although they had differences with conservatives over some foreign, domestic, 

and economic polices. 

In his discussion over these two major groups – conservatives and radicals, 

Moslem (2002) argues that the two major factions that existed within the ruling elites are 

radical groups and conservative groups. The first major faction and most effective during 

the 1980s were the Radical/Left groups. “The most organized radical-revolutionary voice 

among the pro-Khomeini forces after the victory of the revolution was that of the 

Crusaders of the Islamic Revolution [Mojahein-e Inqelab-e Islami (MII), (which) came 

into existence in April 1979 though the union of six armed Islamic militia groups: 

Ommat-e Vahedeh, Tohidi Badr, Tohidi Saaf, Falq, Monsorun, and Mohedin” (p. 60). 

Also, other groups called Association of the Combatant Clergymen [Majma-e 

Rouhaniyun-e Mobarez (MRM)], and the Office of Strengthening of Unity [Daftar-e 

Tahkim-e Vahadat (Tahkim)]. These three groups “constitute the main groups of this 

faction” (p. 112). 

These radical/revolutionary groups had common foreign policy approach during 

1980s. According to Moslem (2002), “the views of the left revolved around the highly 

celebrated slogan of the Iranian revolution: ‘death to America’. The MII, for instance, 

insisted that ‘protecting and guarding the independence and national sovereignty of the 

Islamic Republic against (the) imperialism (of the United States) should be the main 

foreign policy objective of the Islamic Republic” (p. 124). 

The other major faction and less effective during the 1980s were the 

Traditional/Conservative Right (non-revolutionary) groups. To explain this faction, 
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Moslem (2002) argues that “the backbone of the conservative right since the victory of 

the revolution is the Society of Combatant Clergy [Jame’eh-e ye Rouhaniyat-e Mobarez 

(JRM)] and its associated organizations [tashekkolha-ye harmsu], the allied Islamic 

Society [Jamiyat-e Mo’talefeh ye Islami (Mo’telefeh)], and the Society of Qom Seminary 

Teachers [Jame’eh-e ye Modarresin-e Howzeh-ye Eliyeh-ye Qom (JMHEQ)]. Since the 

victory of the revolution, the triangle of JRM, the Mo’talefeh, and the JMHEQ have 

maintained a close relationship and acted in the Iranian polity as a distinct with the JRM 

acting as its nucleus” (p. 50). 

These Traditional/Conservative groups had common foreign policy approach 

during 1980s. According to Moslem (2002), “The revolutionary rhetoric of the 

conservatives includes criticism of the ‘great Satan’ and anti-American slogans. But 

although the traditional criticizes American ideals, they never specifically endorse direct 

confrontation or the export of the revolution” (p. 110). Also, these conservative groups 

were pro-open economy and against increasing governmental intervention in the 

economy as well as against increasing taxes on businesses and commercial groups. As a 

result of their foreign and domestic policies, traditional/conservative (non-revolutionary) 

groups got the support of two major interest groups – the Dispossessed Foundation and 

Bazaar Guilds that prefer such policy to keep and increase their interests. 

However, these interest groups opposed the policy of radical groups because “The 

chaos that would result from exporting the revolution would inhibit the interest(s) of the 

bazaars (and the Dispossessed Foundation who served conservatives’ interests), who are 

better served by open borders and an atmosphere conducive to free trade”. Therefore, 

“When tranquility is preserved, (conservatives) also benefit because their authority and 
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statues within the society depend on the maintenance of the Status quo” that existed 

before the revolution71 (p. 110). 

While both main political factions had strong supporters among the ruling elites 

as well as from the public, radical groups could overcome conservatives. There were 

three major reasons that led radical groups to control the prime minister office and the 

First and Second Parliaments (1980 – 1984 and 1984 – 198872), respectively, and then 

applied their views on the state’s foreign policy. 

The first factor was Khomeini himself. As a powerful figure and the leader of the 

revolution, his support to one group would give this group strong power. Therefore, 

Khomeini supported radical groups that supported his views of exporting the revolution 

and continuing the War with Iraq until overthrowing Saddam Hussein and establishing an 

Islamic state in Iraq. The second factor was the Iraq invasion of Iran in 1980. Radical 

groups used the War to strengthen their positions and to undermine other groups. The 

third factor was the dramatic increase of oil prices in the first years of the revolution that 

gave radicals the power to mobilize the society and support radical groups in other 
                                                 
71 According to Zahedi (2000), “Historically, there has existed an intimated sociological, ideological, filial, 
and financial link between bazaars of every sort and the Iranian clerical establishment. This has been so 
because, ‘by virtue of their way of life, the bazaar people [have] developed completely on religious 
personalities, whose support and approbation [have] raised their standing and helped their business affairs” 
(p. 85). In addition, the bazaars’ guilds played strong role in ousting the Shah when he wanted to replace 
the bazaars with new supermarkets. The bazaars saw their destruction in the way, so they stood against 
him. “If we let him, the Shah will destroy us. The banks are taking over. The big stores are taking away our 
livelihoods. And the government will flatten our bazaars to make space for state offices” (p. 87). In 
addition, “During the revolution process, ‘the bazaars were frequently closed and the bazaars (guilds) were 
most active in the anti-Shah demonstrations. Furthermore, they also gave financial support to those striking 
in the private sector, especially to the journalists’ strike in November 1978” (p. 88). For more historical 
discussions and details about Bazaars (Guilds) during the last years of the Shah, see in addition to Zahedi 
(2000), Shambayati, Hootan. (1994, April). “The Rentier State, Interest Groups, and the Paradox of 
Autonomy: State and Business in Turkey and Iran.” Comparative Politics, pp. 307-321. 
72 While radical groups controlled the Parliament through 1980s, Khomeini preferred Rafsanjani to be the 
Speaker for two reasons. First, Rafsanjani had gotten Khomeini’s confidence through his revolutionary 
work during the Shah. Second, Khomeini wanted to make balance within the ruling elites to save the 
revolution. So, by appointing Rafsanjani, Khomeini could control radicals since Rafsanjani would follow 
Khomeini’s vision, and then satisfied conservatives after Rafsanjani left his radical views and becomes 
pragmatic. 
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countries. While Khomeini’s role in supporting radical groups was clear since the 

beginning, the other international factors – the War with Iraq and the increase of oil 

prices – need more explanation. 

In regard of the War, Hiro (1987) argues that radicals and conservatives were 

united until July 1982. “Division arose on the question of attacking Iraq, with radicals 

being hawkish and conservatives dovish. While the radicals’ line has been consistently 

advocated by Rafsanjani (then Parliament Speaker), the dovish position has been taken at 

different times by (then) President Khamenei73, Premier Musavi, and Ayatollah 

Montazeri74. But the ultimate director of the war was Khomeini, and by and large he has 

been radical in his foreign and domestic polices” (p. 249). 

While Saddam Hussein thought he could win the war very quickly because at that 

time Iran was “weak and vulnerable and that the ‘minority Arab population of oil-rich 

Khuzestan would help Iraq. (However), This was a major miscalculation, and the Iranian 

armed forces and volunteers, including the young new irregular Bassij (the Mobilization 

of the Oppressed), fought effectively, though with great loss of life in ‘human wave’ 

tactics. Iraq’s invasion did the opposite of what Iraq expected, uniting Iranians, 

combining Shi’a and nationalist fervor, reviving the armed forces, and strengthening the 

Pasdaran Khomeinists” the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps that was created and 

supported by Khomeini (Keddie, 2003: 251). 

                                                 
73 Khamenei (the current Supreme Leader) was elected President in the third presidential election that was 
held by October 1981 and he continued to president until 1989. After holding the Presidency, Khomeini 
and his follower clerics could control all political institutions. However, the second presidential election 
was held on July 24, 1981 after ousting Bani-Sadr. The radical Muhammad Ali Rajai was elected to be 
President. Two months later, he killed by an opposition group’s bomb. 
74 Both of them were radicals in early 1980s, they became conservatives in late 1980s. 
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Shortly after the War started, Iranian forces could return back their territories that 

occupied by Iraq forces. This action gave radical figures and groups strong confidence 

about their military power and fueled their ideas of continuing the War. “The consequent 

victory and gaining their territory gave hardliners opportunity to achieve the goals in 

advancing their war into Iraq” (Hiro, 1987: 212). 

In addition to continue the War, radicals strengthened their tones of exporting the 

revolution to conservative Arab states. Hiro (1987) argues that “As Iran began scoring 

victories in the battlefield from the spring of 1982 onwards …, Khomeini called on the 

Gulf States to abandon their ‘obedience to the United States and [other] international 

predators. (In addressing the people of the Gulf States, Khomeini said that) “The people 

and government of Iran want to free you of the disgraceful load of being under the 

control of the superpowers. These powers want to force your black gold [of oil] out of 

your throats” (p. 338). 

Then, Khomeini offered his help, “Islamic Iran is ready to help the countries of 

the region in their liberation and salvation from the arrogant forces … We believe that the 

superpowers led by the United States are trying to prevent the unit of Islamic countries, 

especially in this sensitive region of the world” (Hiro, 1987: 340). At the same time, 

Khomeini directly warned Gulf States during their meeting in Kuwait in early 1980s to 

show and discuss their help to Iraq by saying that these States would fall “in the same 

trap as Iraq had fallen” (Hiro, 1987: 210). 

Moreover, when Iraq offered ceasefire in 1981 and continue to do so in coming 

years of the war, “some Iranian leaders – including the communist Tudeh Party75 and 

                                                 
75 To eliminate the Tudeh party, revolutionary leaders accused it of “spaying for the Soviet Union and 
planning to overthrow the government. Their army officers were executed, while ideologues like Ehsan 
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former Prime Minister Bazargan’s Freedom Movement – called for negotiated peace. 

(Also), Moderate elements of Iran’s leadership also favored this option and opposed 

moving into Iraqi territory, warning that invading Iraq would erode Muslim sympathy 

and good will toward Iran. (However), Extremist leaders, especially, believed that Iraq’s 

defeat would open the (Arabian) Gulf and the Middle East to Iranian revolutionary 

influence” (Hunter, 1990: 106-07). 

The most radical views over the War came from the revolutionary leader and his 

expected successor (Montazeri). In supporting the continuation of the War, Khomeini 

wanted to “fight on until victory and Saddam Hussein’s downfall.” Also, another 

dominant radical figure, Ayatollah Montazeri76, pushed for the same idea over the War 

by saying that “Iran would nothing less than Saddam Hussein’s overthrow and trail” 

(Hiro, 1987: 174). In addition to Khomeini and Montazeri who rejected Iraqi’s different 

offers of ceasefire, also “The Supreme Defense Council rejected the ICO (Islamic 

Conference Organization) plan (of ceasefire) unanimously” (Hiro, 1987: 174). 

Furthermore, in its respond to ceasefire that offered by Non-Aligned Movement in 

mid 1983, Hardliners in Iran did not accept it because they wanted to send a message to 

other states. For example, in June 1983, the Supreme Defense Council stated that, “Now 

that we have come thus far we must presence, resist and make sacrifices to rid the region 

of this ‘Baathist’ (Iraqi regime) cancer or ‘at least’ weaken it to teach others a lesson” 

                                                                                                                                                 
Tabari and Nureddin Kianuri were imprisoned. They then appeared on television asking for forgiveness and 
mercy, condemning their last, implying their party was a spy network for the Soviets, and saying that 
Shi’ism was superior to Marxism” (Keddie, 2003: 254). 
76 Ayatollah Montazeri was chosen by the Assembly of Experts in 1985 to succeed Khomeini. However, 
when “Montazeri called for open assessment of failures, protested to Khomeini the sudden execution of 
thousands of dissidents in 1988, and in a change of views, ceased supporting the export of revolution. He 
said Iran should only be an example, and the best way was to reduce state interference in the economy and 
lift barriers to free speech. In February 1988, Khomeini criticized Montazeri and in March called a meeting 
of the Assembly of Experts to discuss him and then essentially told Montazeri his resignation was accepted 
(Keddie, 2003: 260). 
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(Hiro, 1987: 236). So, by being the dominant power that backed by Khomeini and 

controlled the parliament, radical groups pushed toward continuing the War and 

exporting the revolution. As a result, radical coalition won over other groups and 

achieved their policy by rejecting the Iraqi as well as other international offers of 

ceasefire and continued the War. 

As a result of the War between Iraq and Iran, oil prices experienced dramatic 

increase in early 1980s. This happened because both countries were/are among the major 

oil producers as well as major oil reserves in the world. In addition to these factors, the 

War might include other oil producers such as Gulf States that produce and reserves most 

of the world’s oil needs. So, any action that might stop the oil production would affect 

directly the world economy. 

This dramatic increase of oil prices that happened during the first years of 1980s 

had increased directly the Iranian oil revenues, which would lead to big increase in its 

budget. For example, while in 1980, the Iranian crude oil revenue was over US$11 billion 

dollars, three years later the Iranian oil revenue became over US$20 billion in 1983. (For 

other years and more details bout Iranian oil, see Table 1). This big increase of oil income 

had given radicals the money to support their revolutionary mission outside Iran. For 

example, Mackey (1998) argues that radicals or expansionists “opened camps to give 

military training to hundreds of young Islamic zealots largely drawn from the states on 

the western side of the (Arabian) Gulf and the Fertile Crescent, the Arab arc from Iraq to 

Lebanon. Financed by oil income and staffed by revolutionary Guards, the camps taught 

recruits the rudiments of small arms, explosives, and simple rocket launchers77” (p. 310). 

                                                 
77 The result of this came to be real in some Gulf States. For example, in December 1981, “an Iranian-
backed plot targeted the sheikh (ruler) of Bahrain.” Also, in December 1983, Kuwait had experience “six 
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Table 1: Iranian Crude Oil Production, Petroleum Prices per-barrel, and Total 
Revenues per-year, 1979 – 1988 

  
Year Iranian Crude 

Oil Production
[million barrel 

per day]* 

Iran’s light 
crude  

[Spot Crude Oil 
prices US Dollar 

per barrel]* 

Iran’s heavy 
crude 

[Spot Crude Oil 
prices US Dollar 

per barrel]* 

 Iran’s values 
of petroleum 

exports 
(million $)** 

1979 - - - 19,186 
1980 1,816.6 35.22 34.49 11,693 
1981 1,565.0 33.18 31.57 10,047 
1982 2,420.6 30.32 28.73 18,690 
1983 2,441.7 28.15 27.22 20,273 
1984 2,032.4 26.81 26.18 15,713 
1985 2,192.3 26.03 25.56 13,012 
1986 2,037.1 13.50 13.04 5,900 
1987 2,297.6 17.03 16.57 9,400 
1988 2,478.5 13.26 12.85 8,419 

 
*Source: Spot Crude Oil Prices, 1980-2003. From: http://www.opec.org 
**Source: OPEC's Annual Statistical Bulletin 2004; Table 5, p.13. 
 

However, while Khomeini himself wanted to export the revolution, he claimed 

(which became untrue in coming years) that he did not want to do that by force. 

According to Hunter (1990), Khomeini stated in the early days of the revolution that 

“When we say we want to export our revolution we mean we would like to export this 

spirituality which dominates Iran … We have no intention to attack anyone with swords 

or other arms …” (p. 41). Despite Khomeini’s call, radical groups that controlled the 

Parliament and the Prime Minister office ignored “the realists and even Khomeini’s 

                                                                                                                                                 
bombs exploding over ninety-minute period killed six, injured eighty, and damaged a variety of targets.” In 
addition, Saudi Arabia became under the Islamic Republic fire through different ways including the 
pilgrimage (Hajj) period. During the early years of the revolution, Khomeini challenged “the guardianship 
when he called the House of Saud ‘a bunch of pleasure-seeking mercenaries’ and asked, ‘How long must 
Satan rule in the House of God’.” Moreover, Iranian radical clerics had used this event for political 
purpose. For example, “In 1982, Khomeini had turned the (Hajj) into a political vehicle of revolutionary 
Islam. That year one hundred thousand Iranian pilgrims shouting revolutionary slogans under placards 
carrying Khomeini’s picture clashed with Saudi policy. (Also), in 1983, Khomeini had urged the Iranian 
pilgrims to use the (Hajj) for an ‘Islamic uprising’ against ‘the criminal Soviet Union and the criminal 
America” (Mackey, 1998: 312). 
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pronouncement that it does not take swords to export an ideology78, the radicals regarded 

terrorism as another legitimate weapon in revolutionary Islam’s arsenal. Terrorism had 

been deployed in the (Arabian) Gulf79. Now it would be unleashed in Lebanon80” 

(Mackey, 1998: 314). 

These radical actions were supported verbally by Khomeini himself. For example, 

in 1984, Khomeini challenged the Saudi legitimacy over the Two Holly Mosques in 

Mecca and Medina81 by calling for a shared Islamic sovereignty over these Two Holy 

Sites. Shortly after Khomeini’s call, his Prime Minister Musavi sent the same message to 

all Muslim nations (Al-Suwaidi, 1996; Tarock, 1999). After carrying Khomeini’s call to 

Muslim nations, also Prime Minister Musavi declared radical policy toward Gulf States 

over their help to Iraq. For example, in 21st May 1984, Musavi stated that “Our (Iran’s) 

policy is to deal a stronger blow against any blows. We have repeatedly warned the 

(Arabian) Gulf States against linking their fate with that of Saddam. We issue the very 

same warning right now” (Ehteshami, 1995: 136). 

                                                 
78 For good discussion about how ideology affect and shape Iranian foreign policy see, Carlsnaes, Walter. 
 (1987). Ideology and Foreign Policy: Problems of Comparative Conceptualization. Basil Blackwell, New 
 York, New York. Also, Moaddel, Mansoor. 1993. Class, Politics, and Ideology in the Iranian Revolution. 
Columbia University Press, New York. Moreover, Mirbaghari (2004) talks about the historical relationship 
between Shi’ism and Iran’s foreign policy to show the role of Shi’ite clerical on socio-political 
development, for good discussion, see, Mirbaghari, Farid. (2004). “Shi’ism and Iran’s Foreign Policy.” The 
Muslim World, Volume 94, pp. 555-563. 
79 The policy of exporting the revolution scared all Arab neighboring countries, especially those who have a 
Shia population. For example, the Shia percentages in Gulf States are varied from one country to another. 
While Shi’a population represents the majority in Bahrain, more than 60 %, they represent about 30 % in 
Kuwait. Also, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates have small percentages of Shi’a 
populations. In addition, Mackey (1998) argues that all Arab states “anxious that militant Islam might 
destabilize the secular governments in place” (p. 311). 
80 According to Mackey (1998), “On June 12, 1982, a contingent of Revolutionary Guards arrived in 
Eastern Lebanon’s Baaka Valley…” (p. 313). 
81 Muslims have three holy cities: 1) Mecca that has the Grand Mosque; 2) Medina that has Prophet 
Mohammad’s Mosque, and both located in Western part of Saudi Arabia that called Al-Hijjaz Province; 
and 3) Al-Quds (Jerusalem) in Palestine where Prophet Mohammad went to the Sky, which called in the 
Qoran Chapter XVII “The Journey by Night.” 
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However, while Khomeini and radical figures and groups showed their strong 

radical policy toward Gulf States, other figures and groups declared pragmatic policy 

toward these states. For example, few days after Musavi’s statement, the Parliament 

Speaker Rafsanjani attempted to placate the Gulf Arab States by stating in May 1984 that 

King “Fahd (of Saudi Arabia) asked the Syrian Vice-President to visit Tehran to learn 

about Iran’s attitude to the two countries [Saudi Arabia and Kuwait] and whether Iran 

really intended to expand the war to engulf the two states as well. Our answer was a 

definite no” (Ehteshami, 1995: 136). 

In addition to this pragmatic view toward Gulf States, a conservative statement 

came also to support Rafsanjani’s pragmatic view. For example, on the 9th of June 1984, 

The Iranian President Khamenei stated that “We (Iran) urge them (Gulf States) to put 

pressure on Iraq to stop its warmongering in the Gulf – or stop supporting Iraq if it will 

not listen. We have nothing against them and do not wish to fight them … [Iran] would 

be indifferent if they helped Iraq” (Ehteshami, 1995: 136). These different views showed 

the division over power. While some radical figures threatened to use terrorism and force 

against Gulf States, other pragmatic and conservative figures denied radical statements. 

However, this division did not weaken radical groups who got strong support 

from Khomeini and had major political power. In addition to Khomeini’s support, radical 

groups also controlled the parliament, the Prime Minister office, and also controlled most 

of the military forces, especially the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps. Therefore, 

radical groups could win over conservatives who controlled the presidency and had some 

presence in the parliament. As a result of the radical views, the Islamic Republic foreign 

policy became radical. 
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However, while the War gave radical groups the reason to continue their radical 

behaviors and drive the country behind them to achieve their goals, also the War, to some 

extent, had given conservatives and pragmatists a chance to talk about the needs to 

engage the world to solve the difficulties that faced the revolution. For example, in late 

1984 and early 1985, with the war going on, the Islamic Republic faced different 

economic problems and difficulties. According to Keddie (2003), the Iranian economic 

problems such as “rampant inflation … and money shortages” increased with the War82 

(p. 255). In addition to these economic problems, Mackey (1998) argues that these 

economic problems came in the same time that the Islamic Republic needed weapons to 

continue the War. 

While the increase of economic difficulties as well as the shortage of weapons 

brought major problems to the ruling elites, the most painful problem to radicals and to 

the Iranian economy was the unexpected decrease of oil prices. For example, while the 

Islamic Republic received more than US$20 billion in 1983, the oil revenues decreased 

sharply in coming years. For instance, in 1984, the Iranian oil revenue was about US$15 

billion. This amount decreased more in 1985 to be about US$13 billion. But the sharpest 

decrease in the oil prices was in 1986 when Iran received about US$6 billion only83. 

                                                 
82 Hiro (1987) argues that “Tehran’s foreign reserves declined so steeply that soon it was unable to 
maintain its Bank of England account at $1,000 million,” by January 1981. “At the end of 1981, Iranian 
reserves were down to $500 million, just enough for a fortnights import” (p. 206-07). 
83 Hunter (1990) argues that as a result of Iranian using the pilgrimage (Hajj) to undermined conservative 
Arab regimes as well as other reasons that related to the Iran – Iraq War, Saudi Arabia and Kuwait tried in 
1985 – 1986 to punish the regime of the Islamic Republic by putting “downward pressure on oil prices 
which, by the summer of 1986, fell to seven or eight dollars per barrel with five dollars looming on the 
horizon. This Saudi policy was devastating to Iran, whose exports had fallen because of Iraqi bombings. 
The Iranian saw this policy as principally aimed at weakening them, and they accused Saudi Arabia of 
‘dealing a severe blow to OPEC by glutting the oil market and forcing down prices’ and of being ‘guilty of 
the greatest treason ever committed against the oppressed and deprived countries…” (Hunter, 1990: 119-
20). While the expectation was not predicable about the Iranian approach whether will be radical or 
pragmatic, the coming event improved that low oil price led Iran to modern its foreign policy with Saudi 
Arabia in order to benefit, since Iran knew that any military action toward any of the Gulf States will 
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These major difficulties – the economic problems, the shortages of weapons, and 

the rapid decrease of oil prices – had given conservatives and pragmatists the opportunity 

to advance their policy. Therefore, the pragmatist parliament Speaker Rafsanjani used the 

weapons issue to talk with the United States. After getting Khomeini’s permission, 

Rafsanjani used the American hostages that held by Shi’a militia in Lebanon84 to get 

American weapons and military supplies for its equipments. 

At the time that Rafsanjani announced publicly that “Iran had no connection 

whatsoever with this (hostages) incident” (Mackey, 1998: 326), he contacted Regan 

Administration to make a deal where he could use his influence to release the hostages 

and in return the United States provides Iran with weapons. Secretly, both sides agreed to 

the deal of arms and weapons for hostages, which also included Israel as a transit station. 

Few years later, this deal would be known or called Iran-gate or Iran-Contra affairs85. 

While this deal, which opened the direct talk between Iran and the United States 

since the hostages’ crisis in 1979, went through for fifteen months during 1985-1986, it 

came to its end when it was revealed by a radical person to a Lebanese newspaper86. As a 

                                                                                                                                                 
trigger the United States and other Western countries since these Gulf States provide most of the world’s 
needs of oil, which means the world’s economy depends on this area mostly. 
84 On June 14, 1985, “radical Lebanese Shi’a hijacked TWA flight 847 en rout from Athens to Rome. For 
three long days, the Boeing 727 shuttled back and forth between Beirut and Algiers while the Hijackers 
terrorized the passengers. On one of the stops in Beirut, a young American navy diver named Robert Dean 
Stetham fell victim to Shia Lebanese anger against the United States. … The other thirty-nine Americans 
remaining on board disappeared into the slums of South Beirut” (Mackey, 1996: 326). 
85 Keddie (2003) explains this affair by saying that, “In January 1986, Reagan authorized the CIA (the 
Central Intelligence Agency) to purchase four thousand Tow missiles from the Defense Department and 
sell them to Iran via Israel. Robert McFarlane, ex-national security adviser, was sent to Iran to try to further 
rapprochement with so-called Iranian moderates ‘including Speaker Rafsanjani and his supporters’, but the 
mission failed, (when) the affair was exposed to considerable public indignation in both Iran and the United 
States. ‘In the United States it was also called the Iran-Contra affair, as profits from the arms sales were 
used to finance the  Nicaraguan Contra rebels after Congress had cut off legal finance” (p. 258). 
86 According to Keddie (2003), the radical was Mehdi Hashemi (very close relative to Ayatollah Montazeri 
that elected to succeed Khomeini) who “blamed for leaking (to a small Lebanese newspaper Ashiraa) the 
information of Iran’s relations with United States and Israel. Hashemi and others were arrested on charge of 
counterrevolutionary activities and executed in 1987” (p. 260). 
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result of this leaking, the deal ended with negative images to both Governments of the 

Islamic Republic and the United States. The main goal of leaking this deal by radicals 

was to undermine conservative and pragmatist figures and groups and cut every possible 

way of dealing with the United States. 

In addition to the talk with the United States over the needs of weapons, 

conservatives and pragmatists tried to use the difficulties that Iran is facing to talk with 

Saudi Arabia over oil prices. Hunter (1990) argues that “Iran’s realization of Saudi oil 

power … prompted it to reach an accommodation with the Kingdom (of Saudi Arabia) … 

At OPEC (Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries) meeting in August 1986, 

Iran and Saudi Arabia thus agreed to stabilize oil price at about US$18 a barrel. 

Meanwhile, their political relations also seemed to be improving, a process which had 

started in the summer of 1985. At the time, there had been talk of Rafsanjani’s visiting 

Saudi Arabia, and in 1985 the Saudi foreign minister … visited Tehran” (p. 120). 

These pragmatic achievements over foreign policy went well until the revelation 

of the Iran-Contra affair. Then, radicals (who also controlled the Second Parliament 1984 

– 1988) harshly criticized the pragmatic Foreign Minister Ali Akbar Velayati and 

demanded an explanation for his action over the talks with the United States. In his 

discussion over this issue, Moslem (2002) argues that “it was commonly believed that the 

criticism was really directed at the key player in the affair, Rafsanjani. The speaker of the 

Majlis in turn quietly made it known that the (Supreme Leader Khomeini) was aware of 

the arms deal. Knowing very well that the incident could cost Rafsanjani dearly, 

Khomeini came to support the speaker of Majlis and expressed complete satisfaction with 

his performance” (p. 67). 
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The intensive radical critiques to Rafsanjani did not stop at him but included 

Khomeini himself as a result of his support to Rafsanjani. To show the power of radicals, 

Halliday (1987) argues that not only Rafsanjani, but “Even Ayatollah Khomeini himself 

has come under attack from Islamic radicals after his explicit support for talks with the 

United States. (And to challenge Khomeini’s authority, the Parliament that was 

controlled by radical groups) in December (1986) proclaimed that the (Supreme Leader 

Khomeini) was ‘not infallible’. This was designed to challenge Khomeini’s overall 

authority within the revolutionary regime” (p. 7). 

The main reason behind radicals’ policy against such pragmatic approach was 

explained by Hunter (1990) who argues that while pragmatists “favored better ties with 

the West recognized the need for Iran to establish a working relationship with the United 

States, but they were ambivalent about moving decisively, fearing a backlash by the 

radicals, who believed that Iran had already made enough concessions. Given Iran’s 

United States oriented military and economic infrastructure, the radicals feared that the 

resumption of diplomatic relations would again lead to Iran’s economic and political 

dependence on the Untied States” (p. 74). 

After radical groups undermined the talks with the United States, they also had 

practiced radical policies to stop such talks and rapprochement with Saudi Arabia. To 

achieve their foreign policy goals, radicals decided to use the pilgrimage season as a 

political tool87. For example, in 1987, Iran sent more than one hundred fifty thousand 

Iranian pilgrims to Mecca. According to Mackey (1998), “They arrived carrying specific 

                                                 
87 Pilgrimage (Hajj) is the fifth pillar in Islam. It is required for any Muslim who has the ability (health and 
financial) to go to Mecca once in life to worship God. This will take a few days (five days) to finish all the 
requirements of the Hajj.  The other four Islamic pillars are: 1) Testify that there is no god but God and 
Muhammad is his messenger; 2) Five times daily Prayers; 3) Fast the Month of Ramadan; and 4) Giving 
Alms to poor people (It is required once a year). 
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instructions from the Ayatollah (Khomeini). ‘Disavowing the pagans, one of the pre-

requisites of monotheism and a political criterion of the (Hajj) should be arrived out with 

as much ceremony as possible during the pilgrimage period in the form of demonstrations 

and marches’. The pilgrims did just that. Minutes after the Friday prayers, thousands of 

Iranians surge through the streets firing from their rhetorical arsenal slogans, posters, and 

a banner proclaiming Victory Is Made by Waves of Martyrs. En rout to the Grand 

Mosque of Mecca, they collided with Saudi … police. Riyadh charge Tehran with 

attempting to seize the Grand Mosque in order to declare Ayatollah Khomeini leader of 

the Muslim world. (In return), Khomeini answered, ‘We will Export our experiences to 

the whole world. The result of this exportation will certainly result in the blooming of the 

buds of victory and independence and in the implementation of Islamic teachings among 

enslaved nations” (p. 312-13). 

This radical action by Iranian leaders was enough to deteriorate the talks with 

Saudi Arabia and delay any possible rapprochement at the time. With this action and its 

results, radical groups won over conservative and pragmatic groups. In addition to the 

cases of the United States and Saudi Arabia, also the Iranian internal struggle over 

making foreign policy was clear in the case of Iran-Britain relations. 

For example, in 1987, “Britain accused an Iranian diplomat, Ghassemi, of 

shoplifting. When he refused to appear in court, he was arrested by the police. In 

retaliation, a British diplomat in Tehran, Edward Chaplin, was arrested and beaten up by 

the Islamic Revolution Committee guards (IRC). He was released after twenty four hours. 

However, the IRC guards who assaulted Chaplin reported to the ministry of the Interior, 

headed by Ayatollah Mohtashami, Iran’s ex-ambassador to Syria and one of its most 
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extreme political figures. The order for Chaplin’s arrest was reportedly given by the 

Deputy Foreign Minister, Hussein Sheikholeslam – another extremist – while (a 

conservative) Foreign Minister Velayati was out of the country” (Hunter, 1990: 146). 

During that time, the United States opened the door for future dialogue with Iran 

by recognizing Iran’s revolution as a fact of history and bore no malice toward the 

Iranian people88. While this action was welcomed by Iranian pragmatists, radical groups 

and their Lebanese allies did not like such offer. Therefore, they tried to preempt any 

further dialogue by kidnapping three Americans in Beirut. 

These different actions and incidents clearly reflected the division among the 

Iranian decision structure and the internal struggle among the ruling elites. But being the 

most powerful faction, radicals could implement their foreign policy. The result of these 

radical actions increased the Iranian political isolation. For example, the Saudi-Iranian 

relations almost ended, which would affect any Iranian rapprochement with other Gulf 

States. Also, the relationship between Iran and Britain deteriorated to end with one 

diplomat represents each country in Tehran and London. And the United States would 

impose more economic sanctions on Iran and increase its political isolation. 

During that time, the United States had increased its forces in the Arabian Gulf to 

ensure the supply of oil. This had come as a result of the tanker war that was started by 

Iraq when it attacked an Iranian oil tanker in late 1983 in order to internationalize the 

                                                 
88 Hunter (1990) states in January 1987 that, “Secretary of state Shultz acknowledged Iran’s importance in 
the region and referred to the historic, common United States – Iranian strategic interest in containing the 
Soviet Union. He noted Iran’s critical stand on Afghanistan, another common interest. He admitted that the 
United States had an obvious stake in better relations with Iran,’ and the reiterated that the United States 
recognized Iran’s revolution as a ‘fact of history’ and bore ‘no malice toward the Iranian people’. He also 
stressed, however, that ‘American interests are directly threatened by the Iranian government’s pursuit of 
its war with Iraq, by its sponsorship of terrorism, and by its collusion with terrorists’ forces elsewhere in 
the region.’ Furthermore, Shultz warned that the United States ‘cannot hope for progress without 
fundamental changes in Iranian policy and practice,’ and could not pursue better relations with Iran ‘to the 
detriment of our many other interests and commitments in the region” (p. 67). 
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War and enforce Iran to negotiate and accept the ceasefire. In return, “Iran threatened to 

close the Strait of Hormuz89”. The Iranian threat to retaliate had led the Untied States and 

its Western allies to assure the world that “they would keep the Strait open, if need be, by 

military intervention” (Hunter, 1990: 63). Also, with the increase of the oil tanker war in 

1987, the United States decided to put its flag on Kuwaitis’ oil tankers in order to save 

them from the Iranian fires90 that decided to retaliate against Iraqi’s attack to its ships. 

In response to increase of the United States forces and flagging the Kuwaiti oil 

tankers, radicals in Tehran pushed strongly toward confrontation with the United States, 

which would happen soon when Iranian mine damaged the United States’ frigate Samuel 

B. Roberts. In retaliation, the United States Navy destroyed two Iranian oil platforms in 

the (Arabian) Gulf. Also, two months later, in 3rd July 1988, “the U.S.S Vincennes shot 

down Iran Air flight 655 over the (Arabian) Gulf,” this accident left 290 people dead 

(Mackey, 1996: 330-31). The United States’ action against Iranian targets did not mean 

declaring war against the Islamic Republic. But it can be seen as a sign of power to the 

Iranian threats against oil production and supply. 

At this point, Iranian decision makers including Khomeini realized that this War 

might lead to the destruction of their revolution since the population had suffered 

economically, socially, and politically, and none of their promises of developing the 

country had come true. In addition to these difficulties, the increase of the United States 

                                                 
89 Strait of Hormuz is the main gate for Gulf States, Iran, and Iraq to export their oil and gas productions to 
the World. It is located between Iran and Oman. 
90 Hunter (1990) argues that while the Iranian-Soviet relations was not good and not bad, the shift in the 
United States’ Arabian “Gulf policy in the spring of 1987 that brought the reflagging of Kuwaiti tankers 
and the projection of American naval power in the Gulf accelerated the new Soviet-Iranian rapprochement 
by generating serous anxieties in both Moscow and Tehran. Iran feared U.S. military strikes against its oil 
and military installations… Iranian leaders worried that the United States might use its military presence in 
the Gulf to topple the Islamic regime” (p. 90). 
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forces in the Arabian Gulf and its limited intervention in the side of Iraq had increased 

the warning among Iranian decision makers about the survival of their regime. 

In addition to these difficulties, Iran faced strong international isolation as a result 

of its radical behaviors. For example, the Islamic Republic did not have diplomatic 

relations with most of its neighboring and Arab countries save Syria, Libya, and to some 

extent Sudan. Also, Iran did not have relations with European countries. Therefore, Iran 

had suffered economically since there were no economic relations with the advance 

world. Also, its political and diplomatic positions became very weak.  

These difficulties can be added to the continuation of low oil prices. For example, 

since 1984, oil price was in decrease. While the total Iranian oil revenue was about 

US$15 billion in 1984, this number had decreased more to be about US$9 billion in 1987. 

This unexpected sharp decrease of oil prices had increased the Iranian difficulties in 

continuing the War that needs money as well as meeting the people’s needs. 

Therefore, in early 1988, Khomeini became aware for the new situation that is 

facing the Islamic Republic. So, he decided to do whatever to save the regime and the 

revolution. To do so, Khomeini started to support pragmatic and conservative figures and 

groups at the expense of radical groups whose polices caused these problems. 

In sum, as we have seen in the previous discussion of the second period of 

Khomeini’s leadership and the Islamic Republic foreign policy, different political factors 

had affected the Iranian behaviors. Khomeini’s radical views had played strong role in 

shaping the Islamic Republic foreign policy. His call and his support to export the Islamic 

revolution to other Muslim countries, especially to conservative Arab countries, had 

major impact on the Iranian behaviors during the second period. Also, his belief of 
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exporting the revolution had given radical groups the opportunity to strengthen their 

position when they could control the majority in the First and Second Parliament at the 

expense of conservative and pragmatic groups. In addition to the power of radical groups, 

also Khomeini’s radical views had shaped the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps that 

was controlled mostly by radical officers who would follow Khomeini’s command. 

According to Moslem (2002a), the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps or “The Pasdaran 

leaders specifically announced that they would take orders only from Khomeini …” 

(Footnote 21: 32). 

While the domestic political factors that of Khomeini’s radical orientation, radical 

figures and groups who controlled the majority in the parliament, and powerful radical 

officers who controlled the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps had played major role in 

radicalizing the Islamic Republic foreign policy since the revolution, also there were 

other intervening factors that increased the radicalization practice of the Islamic Republic 

foreign policy. 

The Iraq invasion of Iran in September 1980 came as blessing to Khomeini and 

radical groups to gain more public support in facing their oppositions inside and outside 

the parliament. The War had given radical figures and groups the opportunity to 

consolidate their power and strengthen their positions. Also, Khomeini and radical groups 

did not want to stop the War when Iraq offered the ceasefire for different reasons. 

Khomeini knew that stopping the War would affect negatively his ideology of exporting 

the revolution. Also, radical groups used the War to consolidate their power and advance 

their ideology.  As a result of these facts, radicals pushed always for continuing the War. 
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In addition to the War with Iraq, the dramatic increase of oil prices in the first 

years of the revolution had fueled radicals with new power that of money. For example, 

while the total Iranian oil revenue was about US$11 billion in 1980, this number had 

doubled to be about US$20 billion in 1983. This rapid increase of oil income had given 

Khomeini and radical groups in the parliament and in the military the liquidity to 

continue the War and support radical groups in other Muslim countries, especially in Gulf 

States and conservative Arab countries as well as different radical Islamic groups in 

Palestine and Lebanon. 

However, while Khomeini and radical groups had radicalized the Islamic 

Republic foreign policy since the revolution in 1979, their radical policy caused Iran 

different political, economic, and social problems. Iran suffered from the strong isolation 

that imposed by the World’s major powers as well as from its neighboring countries. This 

isolation had affected negatively its War with Iraq because Iraq had gotten huge political 

and military supports during the War basically from the United States, France, and 

Russia. Also, Iraq had gotten strong and huge economic supports from conservative Gulf 

States. These strong political, economic, and military supports had given Iraq the upper 

hand in the War in the second half of 1980s. 

In addition to the political isolation, the War caused other difficulties. For 

example, the Iranian economy was destroyed as a result of the War as well as by the 

economic sanctions that imposed in Iran. Also, the Iranian armed forces could not stand 

on the face of the Iraqi troops who got unlimited military supplies and sophisticated 

weapons from major powers, while Iran could not find military suppliers or even spares 

for its military equipments, which mostly American made. In addition to the difficulties 
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in the economic and military sides, the Iranian political position in the World was very 

weak as a result of its radical behaviors and its world isolation. 

In addition to the negative affects of the War, oil prices had fallen severely in mid 

1980s. For example, from total oil revenue of about US$20 billion in 1983, it became 

about US$6 billion and US$9 billion in 1986 and 1987, respectively. This dramatic and 

unexpected decrease in oil prices had caused the Islamic Republic many economic and 

social troubles. Also, with shortages of money, there was no way for Iran to find another 

source to get loans from the International banks or from the international organizations as 

a result of its radical behaviors. 

Moreover, in addition to the War and the decrease of oil prices, the United States 

limited intervention against Iran in late 1987 and early 1988 had increased the 

vulnerability of the Islamic Republic. Facing the United States forces in addition to the 

long War with Iraq and the bad economy as well as the unhappy public with the general 

situations meant suicidal for the ruling elites and their regime. 

These international factors – the War with Iraq, the sharp decrease of oil prices, 

and the United States limited participation in the War against Iran – had led Khomeini to 

think deeply about the future and the survival of the Islamic Republic. As a result, in 

early 1988, Khomeini took in his mind the new situation of the Islamic Republic and 

decided to support conservative and pragmatic figures and groups to find a way to end 

the War and save the revolution. Next section will examine the last period of Khomeini’s 

leadership to see which factors that played major role in shaping the Islamic Republic 

foreign policy. 
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The Third Period: 1988 – June 1989 

After the United States forces attacked twice the Iranian oil facilities and the 

Iranian Airplane in early 1988 in response to the Iranian mine damage to an American 

frigate, conservative and pragmatic groups and also radical Khomeini had come to realize 

that the War might lead to the destruction of the Islamic Republic since it caused many 

problems – economically, socially, and politically. 

Economically, the War had cost big amount of money of which would be spent on 

developing the society and create jobs to solve the increasing number of unemployment. 

Also, the society needed infrastructure and rebuilt what the long War had destroyed. 

Socially, the regime needed to increase the spending on education and health systems. 

Also, the War became unpopular among the public. According to Moslem (2002), 

“Domestically, the fate of the regime appeared even more precarious. The failure to 

deliver on earlier promises of economic prosperity, social justice, and fair government 

raised serious doubt about the leadership of the Islamic republic and its ability to govern. 

Early signs of societal alienation and erosion of confidence on the part of the masses had 

appeared by 1986 when the leadership was at pains to find volunteers for the Karbala-7 

offensive against Iraq” (p. 70). 

Politically, the Islamic Republic found itself isolated from the international 

community, which made its political position very weak to achieve its policy. In addition 

to the isolation, it faced strong oppositions in its War with Iraq. In response to its radical 

ideology, all Gulf States, Jordan, Egypt, Morocco and major Western powers such as 

Franc and the United States supported Iraq militarily, economically, and politically. In 

addition to these oppositions, the United States partial intervention in the War by hitting 
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limited Iranian targets increased the burden on the Iranian regime. As a result of the latest 

events that brought the United States intervention in the War and increased its support to 

Iraq, Khomeini found himself in a position where he must do something to reduce the 

radical behaviors in order to save his revolution. 

Therefore, “in mid-July of 1988, Ayatollah Khomeini appointed (the pragmatist) 

Rafsanjani to coordinate the flagging war effort. The speaker of the Majlis summoned 

Iran’s military commanders to asses the situation. They quickly conceded that Iran could 

call on neither time nor resources to hold out indefinitely against Iraq, its Arab backers, 

and Western suppliers. Rafsanjani, joined by then conservative President Khamenei, 

called together the ranking officials of the Islamic Republic. Through a long night, they 

argued that fated of the nation versus export of the revolution. In the end, a majority 

decided the revolution could be saved only by saving the nation” (Mackey, 1996: 331). 

While the majority at the meeting of the War commanders that headed by pragmatist 

Rafsanjani had decided to end the War immediately, the final decision must be taken only 

by the Revolutionary Leader – Khomeini himself. 

Few days later, Khomeini had to agree to stop the War. On July 18, 1988, 

“Khomeini grudgingly accepted the (Unite Nations 59891) resolution. Two days later, he 

told the people of Iran, ‘I promised to fight to the last drop of my blood and to my last 

breath. Taking this decision was more deadly than drinking hemlock (poison). I 

submitted myself to God’s will and drank this drink of his satisfaction. To me, it would 

have been more bearable to accept death and martyrdom. Today’s decision is based only 

on the interest of the Islamic Republic” (Mackey, 1998: 331). 

                                                 
91 The United Nations Security Council passed Resolution 598 in July 1987 calling for ceasefire. While 
Iraq accepted to do so, Iran did not, according to Keddie (2003). 
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By accepting the United Nation Resolution 598, Khomeini looked like a 

nationalist than an Islamists or ideologists, who promised not to stop the war until 

achieving his goal by throwing Saddam Hussein and establishing an Islamic government 

in Iraq. Also, with this action conservatives and pragmatists had won over radicals who 

pushed for the War from the early days of the revolution. 

Moreover, it is important to see the huge cost of the War on the Islamic Republic 

to know why Khomeini also had to stop it. According to Mackey (1998), “When the guns 

finally fell silent, the costs of the War for Iran could be calculated in terms of the 

estimated US$86.7 billion in military costs or the US$28 billion in damage to the oil 

industry or the US$23 billion in lost of oil revenues. But it is the War’s debris … that 

gives the real measure of the War … Iran’s causalities numbered close to 750,000, more 

than the United States suffered in World War II” (p. 332). 

While the decision to end the War strengthened conservatives and pragmatists, it 

is important to note that these groups got some power a year before when the 

conservative President Khamenei and the pragmatist then Majlis Speaker Rafsanjani 

could persuade Khomeini in mid 1987 to dissolve the Islamic Republic Party (IRP) the 

base of radicals. Khomeini’s agreement to dissolve this Party came as blessing on 

conservatives and pragmatists side and painful to the radicals. As a result of this action, 

radicals lost half of their seats in the Third Parliament (1988 – 1992), while conservatives 

and pragmatists increased their numbers inside the Parliament (Mackey, 1998: 348-9).  

In addition to dissolving the Islamic Republic Party that led to strength the 

position of conservatives and pragmatists, also their positions had gained some power by 

getting the support of Grand Ayatollah Montazeri, who was elected to succeed Khomeini 
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and also he was strong individual among radical groups. After abandoning his 

revolutionary thought and becoming more pragmatic, Montazeri argues that if political 

and economic freedom were to be guaranteed for the people then: “the country would 

become an example to others and no doubt it would influence all the Third World 

countries and Islamic states, and willingly and unwillingly they would follow our 

example. That is all we have to do … to make our country a model … This is the 

meaning of exporting the revolution. You do not need to export the revolution” 

(Ehteshami, 1995: 138). 

These actions of stopping the War and reducing the radical behaviors had allowed 

the Islamic Republic to establish diplomatic relations with France, Canada, and 

strengthening its relations with West Germany. However, while conservatives and 

pragmatists started to gain more power and de-radicalize the Iranian behavior, radicals 

found an opportunity to regain some of their power and stop the happy days of 

conservatives and pragmatists in early 1989. 

Their opportunity came when “the Indian born, British author Salman Rushdie 

published (in September 1988) his novel that called Satanic Verses, which talked badly 

about Prophet Mohammad, (the Qoran, Muslims’ holy book), and his family92. While the 

West saw this as Rushdie’s right of free literary expression, Muslims were offended by 

this novel (Hunter, 1990: 74). A result, in February 1989, Khomeini issued a fatwa 

(religious decree) targeting this novel and its author. It said, “The author of The Satanic 

Verse book, which is against Islam, the Prophet, and the Qoran, and all those involved in 

its publication who were aware of its content, are sentence to death. I call on zealous 

                                                 
92 According to Mackey (1998), Rushdie “depicts the Prophet as Mahound, a term for the devil, and assigns 
prostitutes the names of the Prophet’s wives. But more than anything, it is Rushdie’s questioning of the 
authenticity of the Qoran that inflamed Muslims within the House of Islam” (p. 350). 
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Muslims to promptly execute them in the spot they find them so that no one else will dare 

to blasphemize Muslim sanctities” (Mackey, 1998: 350). 

In addition to his call for Rushdie’s death, Khomeini also targeted conservatives 

and pragmatists over their conciliatory foreign policy and their plan to normalize Iran’s 

relations with the West. In his sharp criticism for conservatives and pragmatists, 

Khomeini said, “It is not necessary for us to go seeking to establish extensive ties, 

because the enemy may think that we have become so dependent and attach so much 

importance to their existence that we quietly condone insults to beliefs and religious 

sanctities. Those who continue to believe that and warn that we must embark on a 

revision of our polices, principles and diplomacy and that we have blundered and must 

not repeat previous mistakes; those who still believe that extremist slogans or war will 

cause the West and the East to be pessimistic about us, and that ultimately all this has led 

to the isolation of the country; those who believe that if we act in a pragmatic way they 

will reciprocate humanly and will mutually respect nations, Islam and Muslims – to them 

this is (Rushdie novel) an example” (Ehteshami, 1995: 140). 

And to weaken conservatives and pragmatists more, Khomeini promised to 

confront those who want to appease the West by saying that, “As long as I am around I 

shall not allow the government to fall into the hands of the liberals” (those who want 

normalization with the West) (Mackey, 1998: 351). These different radical statements by 

Khomeini had weakened conservatives and pragmatists and re-strengthened radicals who 

oppose relations with the West. For example, directly after Khomeini’s radical expression 

toward Rushdie and his book, radicals picked Khomeini’s fatwa and assign awards that 
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range form US$1 million to US$5 million for anyone who succeed in Killing Salman 

Rushdie (Mackey, 1998: 350).  

As a result of these radical statements and actions, relations with Western 

countries deteriorated badly. For example, the weak relations that existed between the 

Islamic Republic and Britain had come to its end when radicals succeeded to bring down 

the relationship totally on 7 March 1989. In addition to the British action, “Member states 

of the European Economic Community (EEC) that had warmed to Iranian overtures in 

defiance of the United States called their ambassadors home and slapped restrictions on 

economic and financial transactions with Iran. American determination forged in 1979 to 

keep Iran contained put on another of armor” (Mackey, 1996: 352). 

To face these radical polices, conservatives such as president Khamenei and 

pragmatists such as Rafsanjani tried to recoup some of the damages to the Iranian 

relations that caused by Khomeini’s fatwa. For example, President Khamenei “suggested 

that the ‘wretched man’ might be pardoned if he were to repent and apologize.” Also, 

Rafsanjani “suggested that the death sentence pronounced by Khomeini belonged in the 

realm of religion, not the affairs between states.” But both attempts failed to repair what 

Khomeini’s fatwa had damaged (Mackey, 1998: 352). 

However, while radicals could use Khomeini’s radical statements against Rushdie 

and against conservatives and pragmatists to gain some power, their power was in 

decline, while conservatives and pragmatists power was in rise. This happened as a result 

of different domestic and international factors. 

The long War with Iraq had caused the Islamic Republic many difficulties in 

different fields economically, socially, and politically. For example, economically, the 
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War had destroyed the infrastructure, many industries facilities, increased the 

unemployment rates, investment flew out, and increased the number of poor people as 

well as many problems that related to the economic section. In addition to the economic 

difficulties, the strong public support to the War had declined yearly, especially after 

returning the Iranian territory from the Iraqi forces. As a result, the government could not 

find as many volunteers as in the early days of the War since the public did not see any 

reason to continue the War after they return their lands. 

Moreover, the other international factor that affected negatively the power of 

radicals was the continuation of low oil prices during the last two years of 1980s. For 

example, the total Iranian oil revenue were about US$8 billion and US$ 11 billion in 

1988 and 1989, respectively. This factor increased the economic and the social 

difficulties that faced the Islamic Republic. 

In addition to the War and the low oil prices, the increase of American forces and 

then its limited intervention in the War was an important factor to look to. While the 

presence of the United States forces did not force Iran to end the War and also it “failed 

to force Iran to the negotiating table,” (Hunter, 1990: 70), its partial intervention in the 

side of Iraq and its limited attack on some Iranian facilities had increased the difficulties 

that faced Iranian decision makers and led them to think seriously for stopping the War. 

However, while the last international factors had played strong role in affecting 

Iranian decision makers in coming years, also some domestic factors had affected Iranian 

decision makers. For example, the enthusiasm among military forces had declined as a 

result of the long war and the strong defeat by Iraqi forces in the last years of the War. As 

a result, division among military forces had occurred over invading Iraqi territory. 
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In his discussion over the Iranian military forces, Hashim (2001) argues that while 

various military forces were very enthusiastic to expel the Iraqi forces from the Iranian 

territory in the early days of the War, “Once Iran sought to move into Iraq in its own 

counter-invasion, the three tiered military structure began to unravel and problems 

reappeared in civil-military relations. The regular army was not too enthusiastic about 

invading Iraq in 1982. However, it chose not to oppose the wishes of Ayatollah 

Khomeini. The Revolutionary Guards showed more enthusiasm for the crusade, but as 

Iranian offensive into Iraq failed, the Guards’ leadership complained about lack of 

support from the regular army. The Basij proved unequal to the task of supporting an 

endeavor as complicated as the invasion of Iraq. Indeed, it ended up being a burden on 

the Revolutionary Guards, which was responsible for its training and logistical needs. As 

Iran’s war effort flattered in 1987, the Revolutionary Guards Corps not only lost large 

numbers of well-trained soldiers but also its enthusiasm for the war. The complete 

unraveling of the three-tiered military structure into three uncoordinated forces fighting 

their own separate wars aggravated matters. Iran was decisively defeated on the battle-

field in the summer of 1988 by Iraqi forces. Last-ditch efforts to create better and more 

effective coordination between Iran’s forces failed to stem the tide of defeat” (p. 39). 

As a result of these events, Khomeini and conservatives as well pragmatists 

started to think seriously about the safety of the revolution. Therefore, Khomeini himself 

had reduced his radical views in late 1987 when he dissolved the Islamic Republic Party 

the base of radical groups. Also, in early 1989, Khomeini ordered the revision of the 1979 

constitution in response to Rafsanjani and Khamenei in order to weaken radical groups 

who controlled the effective Prime Minister office and the Majlis. 
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In addition to these different steps that were taken by Khomeini to weaken 

radicals, Milani (1993) argues that Khomeini took another major step to weaken radical 

groups and reduce the radical behavior of the Islamic Republic. This step was his order to 

create the Expediency Council, which will be responsible in resolving the differences 

between the Parliament and the Guardians Council. Since radical groups controlled the 

Parliament and the Prime Minister office, conservatives who controlled the Guardians 

Council could do little to overcome radicals. But by establishing the Expediency Council 

and appointing Rafsanjani as its head, Khomeini wanted to weaken radical groups more. 

Therefore, conservatives and pragmatists in both Councils – the Guardians Council and 

the Expediency Council – would work together to overcome radical groups. 

Moreover, among Khomeini’s most important decisions that were taken to reduce 

radicalism, save the revolution, and end the War was his decision to appoint Rafsanjani to 

be the commander-in-chief, who then, with conservative President Khamenei and other 

military generals, recommended the immediate end for the War. 

In sum, the previous discussions lead me to argue that the international factors – 

the War with Iraq, the low oil prices, and the United States limited intervention in the 

side of Iraq – and some of the domestic factors – military division over the War – had 

played major role in leading Khomeini in his last two years to reduce his radical policy 

and become more pragmatic in order to save the revolution. The changes in Khomeini’s 

views from strong radical person to behave like a pragmatist was very important factor 

that led to strengthen conservative and pragmatist figures and groups during his time and 

after his death. 
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Conclusion 

As we have seen through the discussion of the Islamic Republic foreign policy 

during Khomeini’s leadership, there were variations in the foreign policy of the Islamic 

Republic, and it also fit with the different periods where different variables had played 

strong role in affecting the state’s behaviors. For example, during the first period 

(February 1979 – June 1981), the Iranian foreign policy was affected by the struggle over 

power among different revolutionary groups that contained clerics and non-clerics who 

were divided by ideas, thoughts, and ideologies. However, by keeping their differences 

out for while, Khomeini and his follower clerics worked together as a group to face other 

groups – liberals, nationalists, and Marxists. 

As a result, Khomeini and revolutionary clerics could overcome other groups and 

consolidate their power by controlling most political institutions. Also, revolutionary 

clerics used radical policy to strengthen themselves. The major radical behavior they took 

was the attack of the United States embassy in Tehran and keeping its personals hostages 

for 444 days. This dramatic action marked the beginning of the radicalization of the 

Iranian foreign policy. 

After consolidating their power, revolutionary clerics used the unexpected Iraqi 

attack to finish the job of controlling all political institutions and defeat all their major 

rival groups. Also, the Iraqi attack fueled Khomeini’s radical views as well as it gave 

radical groups the opportunity to justify their radical policy, which would shape the 

coming years of the Islamic Republic. Moreover, after defeating all their rival groups that 

ended by ousting Bani-Sadr in June 1981, radical groups among the revolutionary clerics 
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could control the parliament and military forces and could gain more political power 

because Khomeini himself supported them ideologically and politically. 

After getting the upper hand over the state’s policy, radicals declared their policy 

that can be seen in their slogans of “Neither East Nor West”, “Death to America”, “War 

until Victory”, “The Liberation of Al-Quds (Jerusalem) go through Karballa (in Iraq)”, 

“Exporting the Islamic Revolution” to other countries at any expense, as well as other 

radical slogans. 

Khomeini and radical groups had tried to implement their radical behaviors on 

ground. The results of that was full radicalization of the Iranian foreign policy. Moreover, 

while Khomeini’s radical views and the behavior of radical groups had shaped the Iranian 

foreign policy, their radicalization had strengthened more as a result of two international 

factors: the War with Iraq; and the dramatic increase of oil prices in early 1980s. 

While the War silenced different critiques to the radical behaviors because 

defending the country is the most priority, the rapid increase of oil prices fueled radical 

groups and gave them the tool to continue the War and export their revolution by 

supporting radical groups in other Muslim countries. These different radical behaviors 

had shaped the Islamic Republic foreign policy. 

However, while radical figures and groups were in full charge of the country, 

their power had decreased in late 1980s as a result of two major factors. While the War 

and the increase of oil prices had given them the power to radicalize the state’s behavior, 

also both these factors had cost them their power. The need for weapons to continue the 

War as well as the unexpected sharp decrease of oil prices had given hard time to radical 

groups as well as the ruling elites. These difficulties had given the rivals of radical groups 
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– conservatives and pragmatists – the opportunity to strengthen themselves and getting 

more power at the expense of radicals. As a result, conservatives and pragmatists started 

to voice their policy by mid 1980s and more in 1987. 

With these remarks on the changes in power, a third period of the Iranian foreign 

policy would start during Khomeini’s last two years, 1988 – June 1989, as a result of 

different factors. In addition to the increase cost of the War and the continuation of low 

oil prices, also the United States limited attack on some Iranian facilities as well as the 

decline of the enthusiasm among military forces were major factors that would affect the 

Iranian behaviors during Khomeini’s last years. 

These different international and domestic factors had warned Khomeini about the 

survival of his regime. Therefore, Khomeini started to reduce his radical views and then 

sided with conservative and pragmatic figures and groups in order to save the revolution. 

Then, conservatives and pragmatists could gain some seats in the Third Parliament (1988 

– 1992) at the expense of radicals who lost half of their seats that they held in the Second 

Parliament. Also, to weaken radical groups more, Khomeini ordered the creation of the 

Expediency Council and appointed the pragmatist Rafsanjani as the head of it in order to 

confront radicals who controlled the majority in the Parliament. Moreover, the most 

important pragmatic decision that was taken by Khomeini was his agreement to stop the 

War with Iraq. This unexpected decision reflected the reduction of his radical views. 

However, while some domestic factors and all international factors had played 

strong role in affecting the Iranian foreign policy in different periods, some domestic 

political factors could not affect the state’s behaviors throughout Khomeini’s leadership. 

For example, throughout the 1980s, conservative and pragmatist oppositions inside the 

  



Ibrahim Alnahas             Chapter 4. Khomeini and the Iranian Foreign Policy, 1979 – 1989                                                                                                                                           139
 

Parliament could not stop radicals from pursuing their goals. Also, the division within the 

ruling party did not weak radical groups from radicalizing the Iranian foreign behaviors. 

Also, interest groups – bazaar guilds and the Dispossess Foundation – could not 

defend their interests that were affected negatively by radical behaviors. The economic 

sanctions and the political isolation that imposed on the Islamic Republic had cost 

interest groups dearly since they could not exchange economically with other countries93. 

In addition to the economic sanctions and the political isolation, interest groups had 

suffered from the long War with Iraq. The high cost of the War that could be seen in the 

destruction of infrastructure and industries, the decrease of investments, the increase of 

unemployment and the poor people, and also the dramatic increase of inflation had cost 

interest groups dearly.  

With these high costs and damages to their businesses, interest groups could not 

protect their interests. For example, they could not prevent or stop the War, and they 

could not oppose radical groups who radicalized the Iranian foreign policy and led the 

country to face strong economic sanctions and political isolation. However, with 

conservatives and pragmatists in power, interest groups would play some role in the 

Iranian foreign policy since the relationship between conservatives and interest groups 

was/is good and both sides share the same interests. Also, the pragmatic and modern 

foreign policy would bring them back to the world community and engage the world 

politically and economically. Coming Chapters will discuss this in more details.

                                                 
93 Although Khomeini strongly appeased bazaars by saying in 1984 that, “if bazaars are not in step with the 
Islamic Republic, the public will suffer defeat… All the ‘foreign’ powers have felt that Islam is doing them 
harm. Some of them say that they oppose the kind of Islam we have presented to the world; they would 
prefer the kind of Islam the Saudis have [in their country]… We should ignore our grievances for the sake 
of Islam” (Hunter, 1987: 247), bazaar guilds did not have any role that can be mentioned to show their 
power within the system. 

 



 

Chapter 5 
 

Rafsanjani and the Iranian Foreign Policy  

1989 – 1997 

 

During Khomeini’s last two years, conservatives and pragmatists could get his 

support to gain some power over radical groups. The various steps that conservatives and 

pragmatists had taken to weaken radicals were: 1) dissolving the Islamic Republic Party94 

– the base of radicals; 2) ousting Grand Ayatollah Montazeri95 – who was a major pillar 

in the radical camp – as Khomeini’s successor; and 3) revising the Constitution of 1979 

to increase the political and decrease the religious nature of the faqih96 (the Supreme 

Leader) to allow other than Ayatollahs figures to become the revolutionary leader. 

However, by the death of Khomeini on 3rd June 1989, there was no successor to 

him, and also the constitution had not ratified yet by both the public and the parliament. 

This situation gave conservatives and pragmatists the opportunity to consolidate their 

powers over political institutions to overcome radical groups, who already got the 

majority in the Third Parliament (1988 – 1992) (e.g. Malek, 1991; Banuazizi, 1994; 

Mackey, 1998; Moslem, 2002, 2002a; Keddie, 2003). 

                                                 
94 According to Keddie (2003), the dissolution of the Islamic Republican Party “led to similar names: the 
original Combatant Clergy Society came to be controlled by the conservatives, and the break off 
Combatant Clerics Association was led by members of the Islamic left. These two groups were the leading 
organizers of much subsequent factional politics” (p. 259). 
95 Although Montazeri reduced his radical views and behaved pragmatically in late 1980s, conservatives 
and pragmatists did not want him to succeed Khomeini because they wanted to keep this powerful office 
for themselves. 
96  Faqih is an Arabic word means religious jurisprudence. However, while there ware many highly 
religious men can be called faqih depends on their highly religious education, in Iran they call the Supreme 
Leader or the revolutionary leader faqih to give him more respect and show that he will lead the country 
until the disappeared Imam (the Twelve Leader) appear again to lead the world for peace and prosperity, 
according to the Shi’a thoughts. 

 



Ibrahim Alnahas             Chapter 5. Rafsanjani and the Iranian Foreign Policy, 1989 – 1997 141  

By getting this chance to strengthen their power over political institutions, the 

Assembly of Experts, which was dominated by conservatives, “without waiting for the 

electorate’s ratification of the constitutional changes, named (Khamenei97) as faqih (the 

Supreme Leader) on June 5th, 1989” (Keddie, 2003: 261).  

After holding the highest office in the Islamic Republic by a conservative figure 

to become the Supreme Leader, also conservatives and pragmatists planed to control the 

presidential office, which would be strong office after the revision of the constitution98. 

Therefore, the Guardians Council, which was controlled also by conservatives, called for 

presidential election. The pragmatist Majlis Speaker Rafsanjani99 ran for the office, “with 

only one opponent, won overwhelmingly” (Keddie, 2003: 261).  

However, before I go through to explain the Islamic Republic’s foreign policy 

during Rafsanjani’s two terms, I find it important to show the political powers that the 

                                                 
97 Ali Khamenei was Khomeini’s student at Qom and joined Khomeini’s defiance of the Shah in 1963 and 
operated Khomeini’s network while he was in exile. “After the revolution, he helped found both the Islamic 
Republican Party and the Bonyad-Mostazafin (the Dispossessed Foundation).  He took command of the 
Revolutionary Guards Corps in December 1979 and in January 1980 became Friday prayer leader of 
Tehran,” (which is very respectful and highly position) (Mackey, 1998: 357-58). However, Keddie (2003) 
argues that “Khamenei’s religious credentials were weak, though he was seedily given the title of 
Ayatollah.” (p.261). For more information about Khamenei, see Hiro (1987) p. 197. 
98 The revised Constitution abolished the Prime Minister Office and increased the authority of the president. 
To see more detail about his power, see the Constitution’s articles in the Appendix. Also, for good 
discussion about the differences between the 1979 Constitutions and the 1989 Constitution see Ehteshami 
(1995) Chapter Two “The Emergence of the Second Republic.” 
99 In discussing Rafsanjani’s revolutionary process, Mackey (1998) argues that “Rafsanjani is perhaps the 
prime example of Iran’s revolutionary leaders who through a process of governing converted from zealous 
revolutionaries to pragmatic statesmen. Growing more concerned for the nation than the revolution, he 
began to hint at rapprochement with the United States as early as 1983. He masterminded the 1985 arms 
deal with the Reagan administration in order to secure the weapons Iran so desperately needed in the War 
with Iraq. In 1987, he prevented a showdown between the radicals and the pragmatists that would have 
damaged the state by convincing Khomeini to abolish the Islamic Republican Party. In 1988, he paved the 
way for Iran to end the War with Iraq. Caught in the web of Khomeini’s perceived infallibility, Rafsanjani 
reluctantly stood behind the imam (Khomeini) in the Rushdie affair and then attempted to separate a 
religious (fatwa) from government policy. In the year before the ayatollah died, Khomeini still personified 
the revolution but Rafsanjani reflected the state. Still the speaker of the Majlis commanded the support of 
the Islamic radicals through his unwavering personal loyalty to Khomeini. Therefore, when Khamenei 
moved up to spiritual leader, the hard-liners who controlled the parliament backed Rafsanjani in the 
uncontested contest for president” (p. 359). 
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new Supreme Leader Khamenei and the new President Rafsanjani would have according 

to the 1989 Constitution100. 

In regard of the Supreme Leader, the constitution gives him major powers. 

According to Zahedi (2000), “situated at the apex of the Iranian political structure, the 

supreme leader serves as the official head of the state, the spiritual guide of the nation, 

the commander in chief of the armed forces, and the protector of the faith. (Also), the 

leader is empowered to determine the entire general polices of the Islamic Republic and 

to supervise their implementation. The (Supreme Leader) is invested exclusively with the 

authority to declare war and peace, order general troop mobilization, and call for 

referenda. The constitution also grants the leader the authority to appoint or dismiss many 

of the nation’s key political (decision makers), including six of the twelve members of 

the Council of Guardians, head of the judiciary, chief of staff of the armed forces, 

commanders to the Revolutionary Guards and the military and security forces, director of 

radio and television networks, heads of the parastate Bonyads [foundations], and 

members of the Expediency Council, the leader must also sign the decree naming the new 

president after the president has been popularly elected” (p. 157-58). 

However, even though the Supreme Leader has strong power and authority, “This 

does not mean that he is an absolute dictator, as Khamenei, like Khomeini before him, 

has had several times to compromise or even bow to the will of other institutions or 

demonstrators” (Keddie, 2003: 261). However, while the Supreme Leader who would be 

elected from very limited figures in the Assembly of Experts would be the most powerful 

man in the Islamic Republic, the President who would be elected directly from the public 

                                                 
100 See the Appendix for full detail of the Constitutional articles that related to political institutions, 
decision structure and foreign policy. 
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will be the second powerful man in the country after the Supreme Leader. Article 113 of 

the constitution states that, “After the office of Leadership, the President is the highest 

official in the country. His is the responsibility for implementing the constitution and 

acting as the head of the executive, except in matters directly concerned with (the office 

of) the Leadership.” 

By holding the most two powerful offices in the Islamic Republic – under the 

1989 revised constitution – did not mean that conservatives and pragmatists would be the 

dominant power in the Islamic Republic or they would not face strong oppositions. The 

expectation of facing oppositions and challenges comes from the division of power that 

the constitution has created when it gives other political institutions some powers.  

For example, there are: 1) the Guardians Council101; 2) the Islamic Consultative 

Assembly (the Maljis or Parliament)102; 3) the Experts Council103; and 4) the Expediency 

Council104. These political councils have major political powers over foreign policy. 

                                                 
101 The Guardians Council is a twelve-member body. Six clerics appointed by the Supreme Leader and six 
jurists selected by the Parliament from a list prepared by the supreme judicial council, where most of its 
members were appointed by the Supreme Leader. Therefore, directly or indirectly the Guardians Council 
was/is appointed by the Supreme Leader. Members of the Guardians Council are elected to serve for a 
period of six years. The Constitution gives the Guardians Council the right to vets all candidates for Public 
office on the basis of three criteria mainly to disqualify pro-Western approach. Hiro (1988) argues that 
these criteria are: 1) Whether the candidate is 100 percent Muslim; 2) Whether he believes in the concept of 
Vilayat-e Faqhi (the Supreme Leader) as enshrined in the Constitution; and 3) Whether he supports a 
‘Neither East Nor West’ foreign policy. 
102 The Islamic Consultative Assembly (the Parliament) was 270-member body and increased in February 
2000 to be 290. Its members come by direct election from the public to serve for a period of four years. 
Individuals who want to run for the parliament election must get the ratification from the Guardians 
Council to run. Otherwise, they cannot. The parliament has the power to legislate and create policies. Also, 
the executive branch must get the parliament approval to enter international treaties and agreements as well 
as other issues. The appendix has all articles that show its power and role. 
103 The Experts Council is a 83-member body. Its members elect by the public. Its major job is to select the 
new supreme leader once the office of the leader becomes vacant. Also, the council has the right to dismiss 
the supreme leader. However, the Assembly of Experts was assigned by Khomeini in May 1979 to draft the 
Constitution. At that time, it had six-hundred-member made up mostly by clerics at the expense of lay men. 
However, while the 1979 constitution gave this Council the following authority: in case its members cannot 
agree on one person, the Council can select a council of leadership that composed of either three or five 
individuals, this authority was eliminated in the 1989 revised Constitution to assure less factionalism over 
this office. 
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In addition to these political institutions, there are different foundations and 

organizations that could affect decision makers. According to Moslem (2002), “within 

the Iranian polity there are numerous institutions, foundations, and organizations that 

have the legal authority to interfere, directly or indirectly, in the operation of the central 

government and who exercise political power alongside or even above the three branches 

of government” (p. 34). 

Therefore, the coming president will face strong oppositions from these and other 

institutions since the “Iranian constitution” distributes the power and the authority among 

different institutions – the president, the parliament, the Guardians Council, the 

Expediency Council, the Assembly of Experts, Ayatollahs, and most importantly the 

Supreme Leader, who controls most of the organs of power including the security forces 

and the judiciary, and sets the broad policy directions, particularly on foreign policy 

(Roy, 1998; Waxman, 1998; Brumberg, 2001; and Kamrava and Hassan-Yari, 2004). 

Therefore, I can argue that the 1989 revised constitution did not eliminate the 

division of power or make the center of political power in one hand. Instead, it continues 

to divide the political power and allows different players to participate in the decision, 

which would bring different foreign decisions105. 

Furthermore, with Khomeini’s death, “factional politics in Iran were sure to enter 

a new phase. His absence was mixed blessing for the factions. The departure of the final 

                                                                                                                                                 
104 The Expediency Council was created by Khomeini in 1988 to arbitrate between the Guardians Council 
and the Consultative Council (the Parliament). In addition, Zahedi (2000) argues that while it serves as 
advisory body to the supreme leader, it also “empowered to create legislation independent of the Majlis 
and, if it deems, even contradict the Sharia (Islamic law) and the Constitution. The permanent members of 
the Council, who currently number twenty-five, including the heads of the three branches of government as 
well as the six clerical members of the Council of Guardians, are appointed by the supreme leader, who is 
also charged with determining the council’s agenda” (p. 162). 
105 The Iranian decision structure is very complicated because many players can contribute and affect the 
decisions. For more discussion about the complication in the Iranian decision structures, see, Kamarava and 
Hassan-Yari. (2004). “Suspended Equilibrium in Iran’s Political System.” 
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arbiter meant that allocation and distribution of power among the factions and within 

conflict-ridden political institutions in the Islamic republic had to be settled by other 

means than appealing to Khomeini’s final judgment. The left would undoubtedly lose the 

most as it had relied heavily on his favorable interventions, particularly during 

Khomeini’s last two years” (Moslem, 2002: 82). 

Therefore, the undercover disputes among revolutionary groups and leaders 

would appear in the surface, which would bring difficulties to the new President 

Rafsanjani over foreign decisions. These difficulties would come from the division of 

powers among different factions within the ruling elites. For example, while Rafsanjani 

has pragmatic views about the Islamic Republic foreign policy that required him to 

engage the world in order to save the country, the Supreme Leader Khamenei is a 

conservative figure who has different views about the Islamic Republic foreign relations, 

which would make it hard for Rafsanjani to confront him. 

In addition to the power of the Supreme Leader, Rafsanjani had to deal with other 

political institutions that were controlled by conservatives. For example, the Guardians 

Council that had/has strong power to legislate can confront Rafsanjani from applying his 

views over foreign relations and decisions. Also, the Assembly of Experts was controlled 

by conservatives who opposed some of Rafsanjani’s foreign relations such as 

rapprochement with the United States. Therefore, although pragmatists and conservatives 

came together to defeat radical groups; they had some but major differences over the 

state’s foreign policy. 

Moreover, while Rafsanjani would face some difficulties from conservatives, he 

also would face strong opposition from the Third Majlis that was controlled by radical 
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groups who believed in Khomeini’s ideology and thoughts. For example, radical groups 

would support the export of the revolution to other countries, especially conservative 

Gulf States, at any expense. Also, these radical groups carried Khomeini’s edicts that 

order the killing of Rushdie and other people who published his Satanic Versus novel. 

Therefore, by controlling the Majlis which has the power to ratify and agree over 

international agreements with other countries, radical groups would use their power to 

stop Rafsanjani from applying his foreign policy. 

However, while facing some difficulties from different political institutions would 

be clear and understandable since these institutions have formal power by the 

constitution, Rafsanjani would be challenged by other organizations and foundations that 

have informal political powers over foreign decisions. These organizations and 

foundations, which I call here interest groups, are: 1) bazaar guilds; and 2) the 

Dispossessed Foundations. These interest groups could play major role in affecting 

foreign decisions. For example, bazaar guilds could play strong role by supporting 

financially one political group over the other. In the case of Iran, there was/is strong 

relations between bazaar guilds and conservatives for long time. By supporting people 

who run for the parliament elections, bazaars could achieve their goals by using their 

supporters and their cronies inside the parliament and in other political institutions, and 

that which would happen during Rafsanjani’s second term. 

In addition to bazaar guilds, the Dispossessed Foundation had/has strong 

economic power by holding more than 20 percent of the state’s gross domestic product – 

GDP, and also it was/is controlled by conservatives and their cronies. And the only one 

who has power over this Foundation is the Supreme Leader not the President. 
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However, while Rafsanjani would face different difficulties from conservatives in 

the political institutions and from radicals in the parliament as well as interest groups, he 

would not get either the support or the opposition of the armed forces even though the 

armed forces were/are controlled by conservative figures and its commanders were/are 

appointed by the conservative Supreme Leader Khamenei. The main reason behind the 

neutrality of the armed forces during Rafsanjani leadership would come from the coming 

two reasons. 

First, Rafsanjani was a former commander-in-chief of the armed forces in the last 

days of the Iran-Iraq War when he played strong role in convincing Khomeini to stop the 

War. Also, because Rafsanjani came from Khomeini’s camp, the armed forces showed 

their respect for his revolutionary legacy. Second, through his presidency, Rafsanjani 

tried to get the support of the armed forces by giving them what they wanted and looked 

for. For example, since the early days of his presidency, Rafsanjani gave different 

statements where he announced that he wanted to see strong military forces that equipped 

by national made weapons and tools. 

As a result of these two issues, Rafsanjani would not face oppositions from the 

armed forces as much as he faced from the radical Majlis (1988 – 1992) in his first term 

(1989 – 1993) and then from the conservative Majlis (1992 – 1996) that backed by the 

Supreme Leader Khamenei and the coalition of both interest groups in his second term 

(1993 – 1997). Therefore, the division of power among different factions over decision 

making would make it hard for Rafsanjani to apply his foreign policy views completely. 

In addition to the internal division among the ruling elites and the domestic 

oppositions and difficulties over decision making, Rafsanjani also had to deal with other 
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external factors that affected the Islamic Republic foreign decisions. As we have seen in 

the previous Chapter, the Islamic Republic was isolated from the world as a result of its 

radical behaviors under Khomeini’s radical leadership during 1980s. So, by the time 

Rafsanjani held the power, Iran was not in good relations with the rest of the world, save 

some few marginal countries such as Libya and Syria in the Arab World. 

In addition to the political and diplomatic isolation, the Islamic Republic had 

suffered strong economic devastation as a result of the long War with Iraq, 1980 – 1988. 

The legacy of the War was devastating to the Islamic Republic economy. This 

devastating economy accompanied with the continuation of low oil prices that did not 

show any sign of increasing in its prices. Therefore, in addition to the political and 

diplomatic isolation and the devastating economy, also the low oil revenues were another 

issue that Rafsanjani had to deal with through his presidency. 

Moreover, by the end of the War with Iraq, American troops in the Arabian Gulf 

did not abandon their positions, which was unexpected since there was nothing important 

to stay for in the region, especially after the end of the Iran-Iraq War. However, while the 

Islamic Republic was waiting the American troops to leave the region soon after the War, 

the presence of the United States forces had increased dramatically in numbers and 

equipments in early 1990s as a result of the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait in 2nd August 1990. 

So, instead of some thousands American military personals and some American 

naval and air forces and military equipments existed in the Arabian Gulf in 1980s, the 

Islamic Republic had to deal with almost five hundred thousands American troops that 

armed with devastating military equipments in the Arabian Gulf in early 1990s. Also, the 

presence of the United States forces in the Arabian Gulf decreased the Iranian desire to 
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be the dominant regional power, and also it made serious threat to the Iranian national 

security, especially after the United States becomes the only global Superpower after the 

collapse of the Soviet Union in early 1990s. Therefore, through his both terms (1989 – 

1992 and 1992 – 1997), Rafsanjani had to deal with these new realties – internally and 

externally. 

In the following pages, I will study the Islamic Republic foreign decisions – in 

post-Khomeini era – under the leadership of Rafsanjani to see what was/were the major 

factors that affected the Islamic Republic foreign decisions during his both terms. 

However, instead of studying the whole time of Rafsanjani in one section, I divide this 

Chapter into two major sections. The first section will study Rafsanjani’s first term, 1989 

– 1993; and the second section will study his second term 1993 – 1997. 

 

The First Period: August 1989 – August 1993 

Directly after becoming President, Rafsanjani would not waist time to show and 

express his views over foreign policy. His different statements showed his pragmatic 

views that he would follow in order to build his country and save the revolution. For 

example, Rafsanjani’s major step toward his pragmatic policy was his “radical departure 

from the Khomeini era,” and instead of focusing on exporting the revolution, Rafsanjani 

“put reconstruction of the war torn economy as a top priority (because that) is not easy 

task and he needs Western help and needs it quickly” (Malek, 1991: 1). 

And to de-revolutionize the Islamic Republic foreign policy, Rafsanjani made it 

clear that there is no room for radicals of the left and revolutionary in the new Iranian 

foreign policy. Revolutionary and religious “slogans are holy, but we should not deceive 
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our people with these slogans or create obstacles to the reconstruction of the country … 

The Imam’s (Khomeini) guidance [for postwar Iran] was to relegate the task of 

reconstruction to the skilled experts without fear of the religiously narrow minded and the 

pseudo-revolutionaries, spell out the outline of the primary reconstruction goals, and 

attend to the families of martyrs with [special] attention to foreign policy and the material 

well-being of the people within the confines of Islamic teachings” (Moslem, 2002: 147). 

In addition to the de-revolutionaization of the state’s foreign policy, Rafsanjani 

clearly criticized the radical groups who controlled the power in the first decade of the 

revolution and brought disaster to the economy and infrastructure. Also, in the opposite 

way from the left policy that refused to allow foreign investment to enter Iran, Rafsanjani 

wanted to engage the world in order to build the collapsed economy. “The Foreign Policy 

of the Islamic Republic was to undergo its own brand of liberalization. In this realm, 

Rafsanjani reversed Iran’s isolationist foreign policy and scorned the internationalist, 

export-oriented, and anti-Western stance of the left. Instead of adamantly refusing to deal 

with the Great Satan (the United States),” Rafsanjani opened the possibility of future 

relations: “our goal was never to export our revolution by force … If people think we can 

live behind a closed door, they are mistaken. While we must be reasonably independent, 

we are in need of friends and allies around the world … As long as the United States does 

not behave itself [or does not become human], it cannot have relations with us” (Moslem, 

2002: 148). 

The open-door foreign policy was opened further when Rafsanjani showed the 

country’s needs for the return of the expatriates, Iranians previously scorned by the 

leadership, asking for their participation in the reconstruction of a postwar economy. “We 
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(Iran) must create a suitable environment for them … and should not frighten them 

regarding the revolutionary milieu of the country” (Moslem, 2002: 148). 

After targeting radical groups inside Iran, Rafsanjani wanted to show his 

pragmatic policy to neighboring countries as well as other countries by saying that “The 

pressures of war, the psychological problems caused by the war, boycotts and sieges 

created these [economic and social] difficulties. But now things can be different, up to an 

extent. And I especially (emphasize) peace. We should strive seriously for peace to be 

established in the region. If there is not peace in the region, then I do not think that 

matters can progress as they should … Trust among (neighbors) and a calm situation in 

the region can automatically solve many problems for us106” (Ehteshami, 1995: 146). 

Moreover, after showing his pragmatic foreign policy, Rafsanjani also approached 

the United States when he “directly addressing himself to the White House … indicated 

that the problem of hostages (of February 1988 in Lebanon) had peaceful solution. He 

also admitted that the behavior of the Bush administration was ‘wiser’ than that of the 

previous administration … He also again renewed his offer that Iran would use its 

influence to gain the release of (United States) hostages if America released Iranian 

assets and ended its hostile attitude toward Iran” (Hunter, 1990: 75). 

These different pragmatic statements showed strongly the big change in the 

Islamic Republic foreign policy. Instead of radical statements that pushing toward 

exporting the revolution, supporting terrorist groups, and threatening other countries, the 

                                                 
106 Directly after the War, Rafsanjani “set out Iran’s new strategy towards its GCC (Gulf States) neighbors. 
Also, on relations with Saudi Arabia, he said: ‘we and they both have the desire to resolve problems 
pertaining to bilateral relations. In my opinion, our relations will be normalized in the not distant future.” 
And in general way, Rafsanjani said: “we did not have expansionist from the beginning, just as our 
southern neighbors do not have aggressive designs… We urge our southern neighbors…to co-operate with 
us in order to resolve existing issues concerning the oil market, maritime laws and (the United Nations) 
resolution 598 [i.e. relations with Iraq]” (Ehteshami, 1995: 139). 
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new Iranian President Rafsanjani changed the radical tone of the Islamic Republic to be 

more pragmatic. 

In addition to his pragmatic statements, Rafsanjani wanted to support his 

statements by having pragmatic people in his government to achieve his policy. 

Therefore, his government “was dominated by pragmatists primarily concerned with 

consolidating Iran’s revolution through the strengthening of its crippled economy” 

(Zahedi, 2000: 160). And to appoint people with open mind toward the world, he 

“heavily weighted his cabinet with technocrats, many of whom were graduates of either 

American or European universities. And he once more called Iranian professional, 

entrepreneurs, and industrialists living abroad to come home under his personal 

protection” (Mackey, 1996: 360). 

Rafsanjani’s clear departure from Khomeini’s radical views of exporting the 

revolution comes mostly from different external factors that affected his views. For 

example, the devastating economy and the high cost of the eight years War with Iraq as 

well as the increasing public demands for better life had led Rafsanjani to think seriously 

about the future of the state’s economy. In addition to the high cost of the long War with 

Iraq, also the presence of the United States forces in the Arabian Gulf put Rafsanjani 

under strong pressures to change the Iranian behaviors from radical to pragmatic in order 

to save the revolution from unexpected threats and reduce the possibility of the United 

States military involvement against the Islamic Republic. 

In addition to the devastating economy that resulted from the War as well as the 

increase of the public demand, and also the increase number of the United States armed 

forces in the Arabian Gulf, Rafsanjani had to deal with the continuation of low oil prices 
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that brought very low revenues for a country that needs big amount of money to survive 

economically, socially, and politically, (see, Table 2). Therefore, these international 

factors had played major role in affecting Rafsanjani’s views and then the Islamic foreign 

policy under his leadership. 

 

Table 2: Iranian Crude Oil Production, Petroleum Prices per-barrel, and Total 
Revenues per-year, 1989 – 1997 

 
Year 

 
 

Iranian Crude 
Oil Production
[million barrel 

per day] 

Iran’s light 
crude 

[Spot Crude Oil 
prices US Dollar 

per barrel]* 

Iran’s heavy 
crude 

[Spot Crude Oil 
prices US Dollar 

per barrel]* 

Iran’s values 
of petroleum 

exports, 
(million $)** 

1989 2,814.1 16.04 15.54 11,315 
1990 3,135.3 20.64 19.91 16,831 
1991 3,406.8 17.34 16.33 15,276 
1992 3,431.6 17.77 16.72 15,184 
1993 3,425.2 15.06 14.08 12,773 
1994 3,596.0 14.84 14.56 13,576 
1995 3,595.0 16.17 16.26 14,973 
1996 3,596.0 19.03 18.49 19,441 
1997 3,603.4 18.24 18.00 15,553 

 
*Source: Spot Crude Oil Prices, 1980-2003. From: http://www.opec.org 
**Source: OPEC's Annual Statistical Bulletin 2004; Table 5, p. 13. 
 

In addition to the external factors, also internal factors were very crucial in 

pushing the Islamic Republic toward pragmatic foreign policy. For example, Khomeini’s 

death was the most important internal factor since his absence had eliminated the most 

powerful radical figure in the Islamic Republic. Also, his death had serious impact on the 

construction and the division of the ruling elites. While Radical figures and groups were 

in strong position because they were backed by Khomeini, His absence had weakened 

them and strengthened conservatives and pragmatists figures and groups. 
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Also, the absence of Khomeini had given Rafsanjani the opportunity to lunch his 

pragmatic policy to engage the world. In discussing Rafsanjani’s immediate action as 

president, Mackey (1998) argues that it became obvious “Since his election in 1989, 

Rafsanjani has clearly pursued polices geared to the creation of an open-market economy, 

the alleviation of deep-rooted social and political problems blocking development, and 

the integration of Iran into the world community” (p. 390). 

As a result of his pragmatic foreign policy, Rafsanjani could also get strong 

support from the conservative camp, who since early 1980s “pushed through a 

conciliatory tone in foreign policy in an indirect way and through support for Rafsanjani, 

who was been the key architect of Iran’s pragmatic foreign policy since 1989. Such 

conservative views become more justifiable after the peace with Iraq, which signaled a 

new pragmatic era in the foreign policy of the Islamic Republic. Part of their success was 

due to their ability to imply that in foreign policy the Imam (Khomeini) was indeed 

pragmatic” (Moslem, 2002: 110-11). 

However, the strongest conservative supports to Rafsanjani came after they held 

the highest office in the Islamic Republic – the Supreme Leader office107. Soon after 

becoming the revolutionary leader, Khamenei, who did not follow Khomeini’s radical 

views108, supported Rafsanjani’s pragmatic foreign policy by arguing that, “The export of 

the revolution did not mean that we would rise up and throw our weigh and power around 

and begin wars, forcing people to revolt and carry out revolutions. That was not the Imam 

                                                 
107 Moslem (2002) argues that “immediately after the death of Khomeini, Rafsanjani publicly announced, 
‘there is no dispute between me and (Khamenei)” (p. 149). In addition to the office of Leadership, the 
Guardians Council and the Experts Council were under the conservatives’ control. 
108 However, while he supported Rafsanjani’s pragmatic views, Khamenei maintained the major views of 
the Islamic Republic that is the United States “remained the main source of the world’s arrogance, Israel 
had to be removed from the surface of the earth, and the fatwa against Rushdie would remain valid” 
(Moslem, 2002: 149). 
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(Khomeini) intention at all. This is not part of our policies and in fact it is against them 

… This is what exporting the revolution means: to enable all nations in the world to see 

that they are capable of standing on their own feet, resisting submission with all of their 

strength by relying on their own will and determination and by replacing their trust in 

God” (Moslem, 2002: 150). 

Also, to weaken the radical Majlis and other radical figures and groups, Khamenei 

in different occasions “called upon the entire nation to support and strengthen the 

executive” (Moslem, 2002: 149). By supporting Rafsanjani’s pragmatic foreign policy, 

Khamenei took part to rationalize the Islamic Republic foreign policy and its behavior. In 

other words, Moslem (2002) argues that Khamenei “supported the President on all 

important issues, signaling his approval of the new direction of the Islamic Republic 

espoused by Rafsanjani and thus taking part in the de-revolutionaization of post-

Khomeini Iran” (p. 149). 

By getting the support of conservatives, Rafsanjani had already gotten the support 

of both interest groups – the Dispossessed Foundation and bazaar guilds – that also 

wanted to engage the world community. Like conservatives, both these interest groups 

were pro-open economy and against governmental intervention in the economy and also 

against increasing taxes on businesses and commerce. So, it is not surprisingly that 

bazaar guilds and the Dispossessed Foundation supported Rafsanjani and his foreign 

policy, and also they opposed radical views of exporting the revolution that caused them 

serious economic problems during the War109. 

                                                 
109 Banuazizi (1994) argues that “The conservatives’ support came from the traditionalist clergy, the bazaar 
merchants and other segments of the traditional middle class. (However), The radicals’ social base was the 
younger, more militant clerics, members of the Islamic associations in the universities, and others in the 
large network of ‘revolutionary organizations’ that had come into being in the course of the revolution or 
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In addition to the support of conservatives and interest groups, Rafsanjani could 

also get the neutrality of the armed forces. Rafsanjani’s revolutionary legacy as one of 

Khomeini’s close aids gave him high reputation among the armed forces. Also, because 

he is defending the revolution, military forces would not oppose him. 

And to ensure his position among the armed forces shortly after becoming 

President, Rafsanjani as a former commander-in-chief tried to get the support of the 

armed forces by showing his desire to see strong Iranian military that can defend the 

Islamic Republic and the revolution by saying that, the Islamic Revolution Guard Corps 

“now is not as it was in the early days. Now it has organization; its units and departments 

are also organized. However, these organizations should be completely military 

organizations. … This is one of the responsibilities of the IRGC commander, to think and 

to change their organization into a military one, a completely military organization. 

Training should be taken very seriously. I spoke earlier about the time when we were 

attacked. Well, with only a few hours preparation the least one could do was to equip 

oneself with G-3s or Kalashnikovs and to fire them. However, that is not sufficient for us 

now. We have gradually come to realize – the IRGC commanders have realized – that 

matters such as rank and hierarchy, salary and so on constitute that necessities for an 

armed force … if we are to relay on the IRGC as an armed force, if the regime is to serve 

God, the IRGC must not think that when it is attacked it can fight with Molotov 

cocktails” (Hashim, 2001: 41). 

This statement by Rafsanjani would give him strong support from the 

conservative Supreme Leader Khamenei who “echoed and supported Rafsanjani’s view 

                                                                                                                                                 
shortly afterwards. The radicals viewed themselves as advocates of the poor, the industrial workers and the 
peasantry” (p. 4). 
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that the Revolutionary Guard Corps must professionalize itself and pay attentions training 

and modern and scientific methods of warfare110”(Hashim, 2001: 41). Furthermore, 

Rafsanjani’s statement toward the armed forces would give him some supports from the 

armed forces since he gave them their needs. The most important for them was that 

Rafsanjani did not want them to “reliance on foreign weapons (because that) is contrary 

to the national interests, and that such weapons do not add much to national security” 

(Hashim, 2001: 42). 

After having different conservative figures and groups on board, Rafsanjani 

became the new master, especially in his first term, “who skillfully managed to position 

himself as the architect and manager of a new Iran, gaining for himself the title 

‘Commander of construction” (Moslem, 2002: 142). In the same way, Mackey (1998) 

argues that in post-Khomeini Iran from 1989 to 1993, Iranian policy “belonged less to the 

spiritual leader (Khamenei) than to the new president of the Islamic Republic 

(Rafsanjani)” (p. 358). 

However, while Rafsanjani could get the support of conservatives who controlled 

the Guardians Council and the Assembly of Experts as well as the Supreme Leader 

Khamenei, and also he got the support of interest groups as well as getting at least the 

neutrality of the armed forces, his pragmatic policy could not get the Majlis support that 

was controlled by radical groups. According to Zahedi (2000), the Third Majlis (1988 – 

1992) was “dominated by the left-wing radical faction, who at the time primarily favored 

Khomeini’s doctrine of ‘permanent revolution,’ advocating direct support of the Islamic 

                                                 
110 While he was President, Khamenei stated in the Spring of 1989 that the “strengthening of the Islamic 
Republic’s defense capabilities is one of the major tasks we face during the reconstruction period. (Also, he 
adds) we need to strengthen our defense and expand our capacity for further military production. In fact, 
the development and expansion of our arms production industries should be a foremost goal of the Islamic 
Republic’s reconstruction policy” (Ehteshami, 1995: 146-47). 
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movement abroad. The radicals also favored strong state intervention in, and control of, 

the economy” (p. 160). 

In addition to their oppositions to Rafsanjani, radical groups targeted Rafsanjani 

and his pragmatic policy. In his argument over radical oppositions to Rafsanjani, Moslem 

(2002) argues that radicals “perceived the de-revolutionaization of the Islamic Republic 

as betraying the goals of (Khomeini)”111. And in their oppositions to Rafsanjani’s 

conciliatory policy toward the United States hostages in Lebanon came strong because 

radicals “had always feared the release of hostages would open the way for eventual 

normalization of U.S.-Iran relations, which they wanted to prevent. Thus they tried to 

argue that any compromise on this issue would mean the betrayal of the Ayatollah 

Khomeini’s legacy. His son, Ahmad, vocalized this view and his fears by saying that ‘… 

today the United States thinks that since (Khomeini) is no longer among us it can accuse 

our officials of having contacts with it’112” (Hunter, 1990: 76). 

In addition to their oppositions to Rafsanjani’s approach toward the United States, 

radicals attacked Rafsanjani and the Supreme Leader. According to Ehteshami (1995), 

radicals have “remained powerful and vocal both in and outside the republic’s corridors 

of power. (For example, a powerful radical figure) Mohtashemi strongly attacked the new 

leadership and its polices, branding them as the new hypocrites’ whose real aim was to 

re-establish relations with the ‘American lackeys’ in the region and to ‘weaken the 

polices defined by Imam Khomeini’ … He has also condemned the July 1990 talks 

between Velayati (Iranian Foreign Minister) and Aziz (Iraqi Foreign Minister) in Geneva, 

                                                 
111 However, while radicals opposed Rafsanjani’s foreign policy pragmatic approach and his economic 
plans, they supported his socio-cultural views. For more details see, Moslem (2002). 
112 In addition, Banuazizi (1994) argues that “The radicals adamantly opposed any rapprochement with the 
United States and, to a lesser extent, other Western countries, and advocated active support for Islamic and 
national liberation movements throughout the world (p. 3). 
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referring to Iran’s position as ‘conservative and cowardly’. (Also), in his monthly 

magazine, Mohtashemi continues to attack both – President Rafsanjani and his cabinet as 

well as the (Supreme) Leader by name – and provides ample space for the condemnation 

of the ‘Leader–President’ line by the leading Maktabis113 (followers of the Imam’s line)” 

(p. 141). 

By the time radicals intensified their criticisms to his pragmatic policy, Rafsanjani 

faced the first test to his pragmatic foreign policy when Saddam Hussein occupied 

Kuwait in August 2nd, 1990. Some scholars such as Mackey (1998), Dietl (2001), and 

Keddie (2003) argue that the Kuwait crisis would strengthen pragmatists and 

conservatives and weakened radicals even though the Iraqi action would increase number 

of foreign forces, mostly Americans, in the region. 

In responding to this crisis, Rafsanjani confirmed the departure from the old 

radical policy and showed his pragmatic approach. Also, he did not object to the increase 

of foreign forces that would come to liberate Kuwait because the situation required such 

action. “We (Iran) have no objections to them obstructing aggression; anybody may help 

in any way. However, it would have been better if the regional countries had done so” 

(Dietl, 2001: 70). Also, at the time Rafsanjani accepted the reality of the existence of the 

international forces in the Gulf to liberate Kuwait from the Iraqi troops, he rejected and 

                                                 
113 Well (1999) argues that “There is much disagreement over the use of the term Maktabi. Some analysts 
like Bill and Springborg (1994) consider members of both the left [e.g. Musavi, khoeniha], center [e.g. 
Rafsanjani, Montazeri], and right [e.g. Khamenei] to be members of this groups, whereas other scholars 
like Akavi (1987), Abrahamian (1993), and Schahgaldian (1989) use the term in a much narrower sense. 
This confusion arises from the coalition nature of the fundamentalist movement. In this sense, its meaning, 
like so many others in the Islamic Republic, is ‘floating’. Throughout the 1980s the term Maktabi was used 
in a broad sense thereby encompassing the dominant bloc, but when centre factions defected, they 
abandoned the term so as to distance themselves from Khomeini-era polices. What this has meant is that 
only the staunchest of Khomeinists retain the title. The same situation occurred in the French Revolution of 
1789, wherein the term Jacobin was employed broadly between 1791 and 1974, but with the defection of 
Thermidorean center [Dantonists, Carnotists, the Plaine] and right [Barrasist] the term was left to only the 
most staunchest of Jacobins [i.e. the Montagnards]” (Footnote 2, p. 29). 
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opposed any territorial compromise to solve the problem by declaring that, “If Kuwait 

were to go ahead and cede Bubian114 to Saddam all the same, we would act within our 

means to stop it” (Dietl, 2001: 70). 

While the Kuwait crisis gave Rafsanjani the opportunity to show his pragmatic 

foreign policy, also the crisis would give him the opportunity to end the political isolation 

the imposed on Iran and then engage the world community. Therefore, by taking 

“moderate or neutral positions in the Kuwait crisis and Gulf War, (it) facilitated the 

restoration of relations with several Arab states, which had been cut off in the Iran-Iraq 

War115” (Keddie, 2003: 266). Also, while the Kuwait crisis “was accelerating (the 

Iranian) attempts to normalize its relations with the regional actors [with the exception of 

Israel], (it also was accelerating its attempts to normalize its relations with) the West 

[with the exception of the United States]” (Ehteshami, 1995: 145). 

In addition, while Rafsanjani’s attitude toward the Kuwait crisis satisfied the 

world community, also his policy toward the Kuwait crisis got the satisfaction of 

conservative groups who supported Rafsanjani’s neutral policy. Therefore, to defend 

Rafsanjani and his attitude over the Kuwait crisis, conservatives “called for unity under 

the pillar of vali-ye faqih (the Supreme Leader) and support for the President while 

scorning those who created a rift in this unity116” (Moslem, 2002: 178). However, as 

                                                 
114 Bubian is a Kuwaiti Island located in the mouth of Iraqi shore on the Arabian Gulf. 
115 Also, Iran got more than what expected when Saddam Hussein gave up what he had gained in the Iran –
Iraq War and revert to the 1975 pro-Iranian definition of the Shatt al-Arab border, in order to preserve 
Iranian neutrality. In addition, “International animosity toward Iraq led to its being declared the aggressor 
in the Iran-Iraq War and hence liable for reparations. The (Second) Gulf War (of 1990/91) thus helped Iran, 
though Iran disliked the vastly increased U.S. presence in the Gulf” (Keddie, 2003: 266). 
116Another test came shortly after Iraq was defeated in the War when Saddam Hussein crushed harshly the 
Shi’a uprising in Southern Iraq where the two Shi’a sacred places are. Surprisingly, Iran did not even care 
about. This led some to say, “the revolution is finally over. It died a moth ago when Iraq bombed holy 
shrines in Najaf and Karbala, cities sacred to Iranian Shiites, without and Iranian response. It died when 
Iraq began massacring Iraqi Shiites without a single protest march in this overwhelming Shiite society, and 
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expected, radicals strongly criticized both the neutrality in the Kuwait crisis and also the 

increase presence of the United States forces in the region. 

Moreover, when the Operation Desert Strom started in the second half of January 

1991, radical groups condemned the United States actions in the Arabian Gulf 

“suggesting that Iran should stand solidly behind Iraq, and in the case of an Israeli attack 

on Iraq, the Islamic Republic should call jihad (declare war) against the Zionist regime 

and the United States.” Also, radicals “used this opportunity to accuse the right again of 

conservatism and betrayal of earlier revolutionary rhetoric. Khalkhali’s attitude was that 

‘we have always said ‘death to America’ and ‘death to Israel.’ Now we have to live up to 

these slogans.’ Mocking those simple-minded groups who underestimated the Untied 

States’ larger imperialist goal in the region, the (radicals) suggested that Iran would be 

the next Iraq” (Moslem, 2002: 178-79). 

And to intensify their criticisms among the public and against pragmatist and 

conservatives, radicals declared that “the United States-United Kingdom sponsored New 

World order must be seen as the biggest danger facing Third World countries” (Moslem, 

2002: 124). Also, radicals used the Kuwait crisis to intensify the fear among the pubic 

against the relations with the United States by declaring that the War “is not more than an 

American scheme to dominate the post-Communist world” (Moslem, 2002: 124). 

However, while radicals used every thing possible to criticize conservatives and 

Rafsanjani as well as his policy, some scholars such as Ehteshami (1995, 2002) and 

Moslem (2002, 2002a) argue that the strong criticisms and accusations to the Supreme 

Leader and to the President did not affect the overall foreign policy. Also, while the 

                                                                                                                                                 
only a belated peep from its leader. It died when the country decided to strop exporting its Islamic 
revolution and concentrated on the mess inside” (Mackey, 1996: 360). 
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Kuwait crisis gave radical groups the chance to advance their agendas among the public 

inside and outside the Islamic Republic, Moslem (2002) argues that “the radicals lost 

their biggest opportunity to [re]radicalize Iranian foreign policy” (p. 179). 

By succeeding to overcome radical groups and advancing his pragmatic policy 

during the Kuwait crisis, Rafsanjani got positive response from Gulf States. For example, 

“In December of 1990, (then) Crown Prince Abdullah of Saudi Arabia met President 

Rafsanjani in Dakar, Senegal. The two had agreed to reopen their embassies in each 

other’s capital and elevated their diplomatic representation to an ambassadorial level on 

March 1992” (Tarock, 1999: 19). However, “When it appeared evident that Saudi 

diplomats would return to Iran, hardliners who were opposed to normalizing relations, 

painted on the walls of Tehran buildings such slogans as ‘We do not share our bread with 

Saudis.’ Their attitude showed that at least part of the society still rejected diplomatic ties 

with ‘oppressive regimes’ and that they had sufficient influence to maintain a pattern in 

foreign relations in which no step forward was possible because of structural problems” 

(Roshandel, 2002: 130). 

In addition, while radicals deteriorated the coming relations with Saudi Arabia, 

also their attitudes affected negatively Rafsanjani’s policies and plans. In his discussion 

over this point, Zahedi (2000) argues that by “exercising their considerable influence in 

the Majlis, the radicals were able to achieve considerable success in thwarting 

Rafsanjani’s efforts at privatization, reduction of subsidies, and ameliorating Iran’s 

relations with the West” (p. 160). With this division on power between pragmatists and 

conservatives in one side and radicals on the other side, the Islamic Republic foreign 

policy had two major tracks. 
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The first track represented the views of radicals. It “includes support for the 

Islamist regime in the Sudan and Hezbollah in Lebanon, a rejectionist stand on the 

Israeli-Palestinian peace accords, reaffirmation of the death threat against Salman 

Rushdie, assassination of prominent opponents of the regime abroad, and … continued 

verbal attacks on the (United States). (However, the second foreign policy track 

represented the views of pragmatists). It is sensitive to the country’s need to reconnect 

constructively with the Western powers, particularly in view of it’s increasingly need for 

foreign credit and capital. This track manifests itself in Iran’s relations with many non-

Western countries; and in its active participation in a variety of regional and international 

treaties and bilateral agreements” (Banuazizi, 1994: 4-5). While these two tracks existed 

in the Iran during Rafsanjani’s first term, the second track mostly played the major role in 

driving and shaping the Islamic Republic foreign policy. 

Furthermore, while pragmatists and conservatives were able to neutralize radical 

groups in different issues, especially on most important foreign decisions such as the 

neutrality in the Kuwait crisis, Rafsanjani wanted to further his reform over foreign and 

economic policies by purging radicals from the coming Fourth Majlis elections.  

With the help from conservative groups, “The ouster of the radicals came about 

after the parliamentary elections of 1992, when many of them failed to be reelected. 

Others were ‘disqualified’ from standing for elections by the (conservative) Council of 

Guardians. The decision to bar many radicals from contesting the election seems to have 

been instigated by the pragmatists and agreed to by the conservatives and the (Supreme 

Leader)” (Zahedi, 2000: 160-61). 
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Therefore, the outcome of the elections “was a dramatic change in the balance of 

the Fourth Majlis (1992 – 1996) in favor of the conservatives, with more than two-thirds 

of the deputies entering the (Parliament) for the first time. The radicals who had enjoyed 

a commanding majority in the Third Majlis saw their proportion diminish to less than 15 

percent [40 deputies out of a total of 270]” (Banuazizi, 1994: 4). 

However, while Rafsanjani and conservatives worked together to achieve 

different policies such as de-revolutionize the Islamic Republic foreign policy, rebuild the 

economy, and engage the world, their allies did not last for long. After winning the 

majority in the Fourth Majlis (1992 – 1996), conservatives stopped supporting Rafsanjani 

and his foreign policy of approaching Western countries, especially the United States. 

Also, they opposed his foreign economic policy that would open the country for foreign 

investments117. 

The conservatives’ disagreement with Rafsanjani was basically pushed strongly 

by the interest groups – bazaar guilds and the Dispossessed Foundation. During that time, 

bazaar guilds supported conservatives in their elections. According to Zahedi (2000), 

bazaar guilds “financed conservative parliamentary candidates and controls two officially 

sanctioned newspapers, Abrar [the pious] and Resalat [Divine Message]. (After wining 

the majority), conservatives composed the larges voting block in the Majlis. (Therefore, 

bazaaris could advance their interests and goals)118” (p. 90). 

                                                 
117 Zahedi (2000) argues that the Fourth Majlis “proved even more uncooperative than the radicals. Using 
the considerable institutional strength of the Majlis, they ‘frustrated President Rafsanjani’s reform agenda 
by banning satellite dishes, restoring ruinous subsides, toughening restrictions on publishers, and even 
encouraging vigilante groups to enforce their version of Islamic propriety in dress and speech” (p. 161). 
118 According to Zahedi (2000), the Shah saw bazaars as powerful groups by saying that “The bazaars are 
basically unhealthy environs. The bazaaris are a fanatic lot, highly resistant to change because their 
locations afford a lucrative monopoly. I could not stop building supermarkets. I wanted a modern country. 
Moving against the bazaars was typical of the political and social risks I had to take in my drive for 
modernization” (p. 85). 
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In addition to the financial help from bazaar guilds, there is a historical strong link 

between bazaars and clerics in different areas: social, economic, and political119. For 

example, Khamenei120 (the Supreme Leader) appointed “Morteza Rafighdoost121 [an ex-

bazaari vegetable and fruit seller]” and a well known member in the conservative camp 

(Zahedi, 2000: 91), as the head of the multibillion dollars Dispossessed Foundation. 

To show the power of this organization, Molavi (2002) argues that the 

Dispossessed Foundation is “the most powerful economic (organization) … in Iran … 

(That) owns banks, hotels, shipping lines, and manufacturing companies that are 

unaccountable to the technocratic Central Bank governor. Created from confiscated 

assets of leading members of the pre-Revolution elite as well as the Pahlavi ‘charitable’ 

foundation, (this Foundation) estimated to control up to 20 percent of Iran’s GDP … (It) 

answered only to the conservative Supreme Leader (Khamenei). Rafiqdoost’s (the head 

of the Foundation has) close ties to senior clerics replicated the old bazaar system this 

time with much higher stakes” (p. 176).  

Therefore, members of this Foundation would do whatever they can to support 

conservatives to win the majority in the Majlis, and that what happened in the Fourth 

                                                 
119 Molavi (2002) argues that “The bazaari and the cleric often hail from the same traditional middle class 
and intermarry. Economically, the clerics look to the bazaar for money in the form of an Islamic tax that 
bazaaris scrupulously pay to clerics and mosques. Bazaaris in turn look to clerics for religious cover and, 
indeed, perhaps for salvation” (p. 175). 
120 Moslem (2002) argues that “according to articles 4 and 9 of the Bonyad’s (the Dispossessed Foundation) 
constitution, the Bonyad ‘is a financially and legally independent body, and only the Imam (Supreme 
Leader) has total power over its activities.’ Such claims were reinforced by the elite. Prime Minister 
Musavi, the Imam’s representative to the Bonyad during the first decade of the revolution, reaffirmed its 
independence: because the Bonyad is a revolutionary body, it is free from restrictive governmental and 
bureaucratic red tape.’ (Also), The second director of the Bonyad, Sadeq Tabatabai, rebuffed accusations 
that the government should investigate the Bonyad and request an accounting of their management of the 
extensive property and wealth: ‘Only the Imam can ascertain what should happen to the confiscated things” 
(p. 43). 
121 Rafiqdoost was appointed by Khamenei to head the Dispossessed Foundation in 1989/1990 for a term of 
two years. However, Khamenei reappointed him for five times until 1999. In addition, Keddie (2003) 
claims that Rafiqdoost is Khamenei’s brother-in-law (p. 261). 
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Parliamentary elections. These realities have led Zahedi (2000) to argue that “By relying 

on the support of their patron, the bazaari cronies of the regime have been able to receive 

trade monopolies, government concessions, and unlimited access to coveted hard 

currency. They have thus been able to ‘engage in numerous, highly profitable dealings, 

compiling large fortunes (at the expense of the rest of the people)” (p. 91). 

Moreover, while Rafsanjani’s economic policy was pushing toward governmental 

intervention in the economy and raising taxes as well as inviting international investment, 

Rafiqdoost targeted Rafsanjani and his economic policy that would cost the interests of 

the Dispossessed Foundation and bazaars. In confronting Rafsanjani, Rafiqdoost, who 

“consistently maintained a free market, pro-bazaari line, (argues that) ‘the Iranian 

economy should be based on supply and demand where the government is only a 

supervisor. (Also, he) defended his free market philosophy (by showing that) 

unencumbered import of goods (by the Foundation) was indeed helping prices to fall, 

(also), he ... claims that the profit made through the sale of cars imported by the 

(Foundation) at reduced government prices was being spent on the (Dispossessed)” 

(Moslem, 2002: 45). 

In addition to the strong oppositions from conservatives within the political 

institutions and from interest groups and organizations, the Supreme Leader also showed 

his opposition to Rafsanjani after conservatives won the majority in the Fourth Majlis 

(1992 – 1996). His first opposition to Rafsanjani came when Khamenei favored “a 

reasonable distance between Iran and the West and opposing any Westernization of 

Iranian society. To prevent ‘corruption’ of Muslim Iran, he frequently speaks against 
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foreign investment in Iran and against measures that might facilitate and perceptions have 

had an impact on Tehran’s foreign policy” (Ehteshami, 2002: 291-92). 

In addition to the view of the Supreme Leader, Banuazizi (1994) argues that 

conservatives “fear that expanded relations ‘with the West would inevitably increase the 

influence of Westernized technocrats and experts within the state bureaucracy and other 

spheres of national life. Regular targets of their attacks are academics, film makers, 

journalists and intellectuals accused of undermining Islamic values and propagating 

decadent Western ideas. (In addition to their oppositions to his approach to the West, 

conservatives had) denied confirmation to some of Rafsanjani’s cabinet choices and 

discredited or even dismissed key members of his administration122” (p. 5). 

After getting the power over all other groups and opposing Rafsanjani inside the 

country, conservatives wanted to do what they can to stop Rafsanjani and his policy 

toward regional and Western countries. Therefore, they acted like radicals in order to 

achieve their goals. For example, Roshandel (2002) argues that in order to stop close 

relations with European countries and the United States, some Iranian officials ordered 

the assassination of four Iranian-Kurdish leaders who opposed the Islamic Republic in 

1992 in Berlin, Germany. As a result of this incident, which would be called – Mykonos 

Affair123 – Western countries started to rethink about their relations with the Islamic 

Republic. Shortly after accusing the Iranian intelligence over the assassinations, 

                                                 
122 One of those who dismissed by conservatives was Khatami, who was in charge of the Ministry of 
Islamic Gaudiness. 
123 Keddie (2003) argues that “In 1992 four Iranian Kurdish oppositionists were killed at Mykonos 
restaurant in Berlin. German investigations traced the killing to high Iranian officials.” Iran rejected any 
claim in regard to this act. Five years later, “In April 1997 a German court said Khamenei, Rafsanjani, and 
other officials were responsible. Germany recalled its ambassador, as did the other E.U. countries, and 
attempts to restore relations were unsuccessful as long as the Rushdie affair continued” (p. 268). This 
incident came after two other incident when “opponents of the government were killed abroad, among them 
the Kurdish leader Abdol Rahman Qasemlu in 1989 and Shapour Bakhtiar (who was the last Prime 
Minister during the Shah) in 1992” (p. 268). 
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European countries called their ambassadors from Tehran. Also, the United States 

increased its hostility toward the Islamic Republic when President Clinton tightened the 

economic sanctions against Iran shortly after the incident124. 

While the relations with European countries faced some difficulties after the 

Mykonos incident, Rafsanjani’s pragmatic policy of abandoning the old radical policy 

could succeed to bring down the fear of Gulf States from Iran. For example, “The most 

departure from Iran’s old policy came from the new Iranian ambassador to Riyadh when 

he said in June 1992 that, ‘The Islamic world has two wings, and it is not possible to fly 

without its two wings of the Islamic Republic of Iran and the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. 

Both have their weight and place in the Islamic world” (Dietl, 2001: 72). 

However, as a result of his policy toward Gulf States, Rafsanjani faced strong 

oppositions from radical groups and some conservatives who did not want strong 

relations with Gulf States. To calm them down, Rafsanjani visited Abu Musa Island, one 

of the three occupied Islands in the Arabian Gulf that belonged to the United Arab 

Emirates125, in March 1992. Following his visit, Iran had/has increased its authority over 

                                                 
124 In addition to this incident, the United State hostility to Islamic Republic came from Iran’s standing 
against the Palestinian – Israeli peace process, Iran’s supports to Hamas (based in Gaza, Palestine) and 
Hizbollah (based in Lebanon), which the United States called and labeled as terrorist groups. 
125 The three Islands are: Abu Musa, Greater Tunb, and lesser Tunb. 1) Abu Musa Island is the biggest of 
them, it lies about 160 Kilometer from the entrance to the Arabian Gulf at the Hormuz Strait, about 75 
kilometer from the Iranian coast and nearly 48 kilometer from the Omani coast off the Sharqah Emirate – 
one of the Seven Emirates that makes the United Arab Emirates. Its area is 20 kilometer square. It has 
important mineral such as iron and oil. Before the Iranian occupation, this Island was under the Sharqah 
principality. 2) The Greater Tunb Island lies 59 kilometer southwest of Qeshm Island of Iran and 78 
kilometer northwest of Hamra’ Island. It is area is about 9 kilometer square. It has oil. 3) The Lesser Tunb 
Island is 13 kilometer away from the Greater Tunb and about 90 kilometer distance from the Arabian coast. 
It is 2 kilometer long and about 1 km wide. These Two Islands were/are belonging to the Ras al-Khaimah – 
one of the Seven Emirates that makes the United Arab Emirates (Hasseb, 1998). In addition to Hasseb and 
also for more historical discussions over these Islands and who have the right legitimacy over them see, 
Mehr (1997). These three Islands were occupied by the Shah on 30 November 1971 at the time British 
troops withdrew from the Arabian Gulf and shortly before the independence declaration of the United Arab 
Emirates on 2 December 1971. 

  



Ibrahim Alnahas             Chapter 5. Rafsanjani and the Iranian Foreign Policy, 1989 – 1997 169  

the Island for economic reasons (e.g. oil) and military purposes. In the same time, Iran 

refused to negotiate the issue with the United Arab Emirates. 

In their response to the Iranian actions over the Islands, the leaders of Gulf States 

asked Iran to evacuate and return the three occupied Arab Islands to its original owner, 

the United Arab Emirates. However, instead of responding pragmatically, Rafsanjani 

respond was very radical when he said that the United Arab Emirates “would cross a sea 

of blood before reaching them (the Islands)” (Mehr, 1997: 143). In addition to the radical 

response of Rafsanjani, the conservative Majlis Speaker Natiq Nuri respond strongly to 

the leaders of Gulf States in late 1992 by saying that, “The leader of the Gulf Arab States 

have perhaps forgotten history for even before they gained their existence from British 

imperialism, these Islands were, are, and will remain Iranian” (Hasseb, 1998: 264). 

Moreover, while Ayatollah Khamenei, the Spiritual Leader, issued a fatwa in 

1992 that said “the performance of any ritual by the Shiites which created discord among 

the Muslims or weakened Islam was haram (evil),” and also his representatives to the 

Hajj Ayatollah Reyshahri “led pilgrims from Iran with a message of ‘friendship, unity, 

and brotherhood under the banner of monotheism” (Dietl, 2001: 72), Khamenei 

suggested building a memorial shrine for Imam Khomeini in Medina (Al-Suwaidi, 1996), 

and he gave “a speech against Saudi royal family and its ally with, the Great Satan, 

America” (Tarock, 1999: 20). These radical statements of Rafsanjani, the Majlis Speaker, 

and the Supreme Leaser represented the division over the state’s foreign policy. 

Therefore, Iran could not advance its relations with its neighbors as well as with 

European countries to ambassadorial levels. Also, this division of power cost Iranian 

economy dearly since it did not improve its relations with the world community. 
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In sum, Rafsanjani’s first presidential term was very important in the history of 

the Islamic Republic. By reorienting the Islamic Republic foreign policy from radical to 

pragmatic, Rafsanjani saved the revolution from the collapse under the economic 

problems and the worldwide isolation. 

While he was a radical figure within Khomeini’s camp in the early days of the 

revolution, Rafsanjani changed his views mostly in response to the international factors 

that imposed on Iran. For example, he found that the War with Iraq was major mistake 

that the Islamic Republic should not go with it that long126. Also, Rafsanjani’s pragmatic 

views led him to understand the reality in the Arabian Gulf where the United States 

would not let the Islamic Republic to destabilize the region which would lead to world 

economic crisis. Therefore, Rafsanjani understood that confronting the interests of the 

United States in the region would bring many difficulties to the Islamic Republic. Also, 

Rafsanjani’s awareness about the need of rescuing the devastating economy in response 

to the increase public demands came in the same time when oil prices were low and its 

annual revenues barely led to the survival of the Islamic Republic. 

These external factors also affected conservatives who would support strongly 

Rafsanjani’s pragmatic foreign policy in order to save the revolution. The conservative 

Supreme Leader Khamenei, Khomeini’s successor, was a major supporter to Rafsanjani 

who really needed strong allies to defeat a powerful radical Majlis (1988 – 1992). 

                                                 
126 For example, Moslem (2002) argues that “on the occasion of the tenth anniversary of the revolution, 
Tehran Radio put questions regarding the past ten years to the leaders of the revolution’ while Rafsanjani 
answered ‘some [of our] ideas were not practical’ and that he ‘would have prevented the war from braking 
out.’ (He) also hinted that he may have been the person who convinced Khomeini to stop the war with Iraq 
by saying that ‘the war lasted longer than anticipated and some of us were opposed to the continuation of 
the war after 1982” (p. 71-2). 
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However, while Rafsanjani could reorient the Islamic Republic foreign policy 

during his first years in office, his pragmatic foreign policy could not advance more when 

conservatives controlled the Fourth Majlis (1992 – 1996). Economic interests mostly and 

then ideological reasons had come to weaken the pragmatist Rafsanjani at the end of his 

first term. With the support of conservatives in the Majlis, interest groups could prevent 

Rafsanjani from approaching the West and getting more close to the Gulf States. And to 

protect their interests, both interest groups, who also have strong connection with 

conservatives, could stop Rafsanjani from involving the world’s economy and attracting 

foreign investment. Therefore, the new conservatives Majlis would make different 

obstacles to slow or stop Rafsanjani’s pragmatic foreign policy. 

In addition to the conservative Majlis and interest groups, also the conservative 

Supreme Leader Khamenei had started to show his disagreement with Rafsanjani and his 

foreign policy toward the West, especially the United States and its regional allies. After 

securing his position as a revolutionary leader and his conservative allies getting the 

majority in the Majlis, Khamenei’s ideological belief came to play strong role. Therefore, 

the disagreement between Khamenei and Rafsanjani over the state’s policy would be 

visible in the coming years. 

However, while Rafsanjani faced strong oppositions from radical groups when 

they controlled the Third Parliament and then from conservative groups after the 

parliamentary elections of 1992, Rafsanjani’s relations with the armed forces did not face 

difficulties. Due to his revolutionary ideology and his history as one among Khomeini’s 

most trusted men, Rafsanjani did not face any military opposition even though he did not 

have any authority over the armed forces. 
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By the time conservatives won the majority in the Fourth Majlis, Rafsanjani was 

preparing himself for the coming presidential elections where he wanted to run for a 

second term. Using his revolutionary history and his political and economic achievements 

as President in the last three and half years, Rafsanjani could win the 1993 presidential 

elections for another four years, which would be ended by August 1997. Therefore, 

Rafsanjani, in his coming years, had to work with conservatives who controlled all other 

political institutions where he would face strong oppositions. Also, both interest groups 

would make difficulties to Rafsanjani and his policy in order to protect their interests. 

However, while the armed forces were/are under the control of the conservative Supreme 

Leader Khamenei, the armed forces would not oppose Rafsanjani and his policy. 

In addition to the internal difficulties, Rafsanjani would deal with the external 

events. For example, oil prices still very low comparing with the needs of the country. 

While the total oil revenue was about US$11 billion in 1989, this amount did not change 

four and five years later when Iran got about US$12 billion and US$13 billion in 1993 

and 1994, respectively. These low oil revenues did not help Rafsanjani to rebuild what 

the long War with Iraq had destroyed. Also, the limited economic income forced 

Rafsanjani to look for foreign investment as a second source of money to rescue the 

society from the increasing number of unemployment. 

In addition to the low oil prices and the legacy of the War with Iraq, the United 

States armed forces still present in the Arabian Gulf. While Rafsanjani could deal well 

with this reality during the Kuwait crisis, he also had to deal with the fact that the United 

States armed forces still exist in the Arabian Gulf while there is no crisis or conflict. The 
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coming pages will look to the most factors that affected the Islamic Republic foreign 

policy during Rafsanjani’s second term, 1993 – 1997. 

 

The Second Period: August 1993 – August 1997 

After wining the second presidential elections, Rafsanjani would face strong 

conservative groups who had the upper hand over most political institutions except the 

presidency. While pragmatists worked well with conservatives to defeat radical Majlis 

before 1992, pragmatists found themselves in weak position after conservatives won the 

majority in the Fourth Majlis, 1992 – 1996. Also, after losing the parliamentary elections 

and then the majority in the Majlis, radical groups, like pragmatists, did not hold any 

political institution. 

After different attempts to strengthen themselves at the expense of Rafsanjani, 

conservatives who were backed by the Supreme Leader and interest groups intensified 

their practices to weaken Rafsanjani during his second term. The first confrontation to 

Rafsanjani came when the conservative Majlis refused to approve some ministers who 

were working in economic sectors to reform the economy and fight corrupt bazaars. Also, 

those ministers who were rejected by conservatives wanted Iran to engage the world in 

order to get economic helps from the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund 

(IMF), which would not happen without having good relations with the United States. 

To show the difficulties that faced Rafsanjani from the conservative camp, 

Moslem (2002) argues that, “Even before the election, conservatives both inside and 

outside of the Majlis had signaled to the President their desire for substantial reshuffling 

in his cabinet. (Member of Parliament) Ahmad Nasri reflected the mood of the Majlis 
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when he said, ‘The expectation of the Majlis from the President is to take under 

consideration the current composition of the Majlis and discard those ministers who are 

not in line with himself and the Majlis. It is enough to take a vote in the coming days and 

find out which ministers the Majlis is opposed to” (p. 203). 

As a result of this warning, Rafsanjani changed some of his nominators to head 

some ministries such as commerce, state, and later economic among other ministers127. 

This action led Mackey (1998) to argue that “At the beginning of Rafsanjani’s second 

term in 1993, the parliament which the president had so boldly pruned of hardliners the 

preceding year had proved no more willing to rally behind the president’s reform 

program than the previous one” (p. 367). 

In addition to their oppositions to his economic ministers, conservatives also 

opposed Rafsanjani’s budget plan and his Second Five Year Economic Plan of 1995 – 

1999. Their oppositions to Rafsanjani’s economic plans came to protect their interests as 

well as the interests of the interest groups since his economic plans targeted bazaars and 

business groups. In his discussing this point, Moslem (2002) argues that “Despite the 

objections of conservatives inside and outside of the Majlis to the new economic 

direction set by the President, it appeared that not only would the (pragmatists) maintain 

its course, but that the government in fact aimed to further supervise, control, and in 

essence discipline the private sector” (p. 205), which means targeting the interests of 

bazaars and the Dispossessed Foundation. 

                                                 
127 Moslem (2002) argues that “The conservatives had succeeded in compelling Rafsanjani to change the 
head of some ministries that they were particularly sensitive about: state, commerce, education, higher 
education, and Islamic Guidance and culture (Khatami – who would be the next President – was the 
Minister of the Islamic Guidance and Culture since 1981 until 1992)” (p. 204). Also, the conservatives 
Parliament did not like the nominated economic Nurbacsh because they  “believed that due to the tradition 
of quick-cash commerce in the country, the private sector would not invest in infrastructure projects unless 
they were compelled to do so” (p. 205). 
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In responding to the strong oppositions to his economic plans, Rafsanjani targeted 

once again and directly bazaars and their interests in his Second Five Year Economic 

Plan by saying that, “the government will put further emphasis on social justice and the 

general welfare of society. The creation of this welfare lies in more production and a 

healthier distribution of goods. In the first (Five Year Economic Plan, 1990 – 1994), we 

tried to create this welfare through imports and filling the market with goods. But now we 

want to protect the consumer, destroy the diversity of prices, eliminate unofficial 

channels of distribution, and eradicate hoarding” (Moslem, 2002: 205). 

Rafsanjani’s strong critiques to bazaars led conservative figures inside and outside 

the Parliament to defend strongly the bazaars and their interests. According to Moslem 

(2002), “Influential figures from the conservative right, who for political reasons had so 

far remained supportive of Rafsanjani, began to directly challenge the president and the 

(pragmatists)128” (p. 205).  

For example, the conservative Majlis Speaker Natiq Nuri defended the bazaars 

against accusation of corruption: “The bazaar in Islamic culture has always been regarded 

as a focal point of cultural, social, and economic activities … Due to the gathering of all 

traditional segments of the Iranian society in a place called the bazaar, even the (clerics) 

set up religious schools next to the bazaars … As a result of the influence of this Islamic 

culture, contentment, trustworthiness, and honesty are prevalent in the bazaar, and the 

emergence of true Islamic movement from the bazaar is a testimony to this fact” 

(Moslem, 2002: 206). 

                                                 
128 Moslem (2002) argues that “After 1993, Natiq Nuri, Asgar-Owladi, and to some extend Morteza Nabavi 
became the helmsmen of this faction and more senior members of the conservative right such as Azari-
Qomi and Mahdavi-Kani took a back seat. Instead of Azari-Qomi, now it was Asgar-Owladi who wrote 
pro-bazaari and antistatist editorial in Resalat” (p. 206). 
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While Rafsanjani faced strong oppositions from conservatives and bazaar cronies 

inside the parliament to his economic plans that aimed to reform the economy and attract 

foreign investment. Also, Rafsanjani would face oppositions from a new conservative 

group that emerged mostly from the Dispossessed Foundation and called themselves the 

Soldier of Morality (Hezbollah) or the Neo-Fundamentalist. According to Zahedi (2000), 

“most of the rank-and-file members of Hezbollahi zealots, the last true believers in the 

sacredness of the Islamic revolution, are primarily drawn from the ranks of the 

Dispossessed” (p. 111). 

This new group is very close to conservative groups. According to Zahedi (2000), 

“the leaders of the (Soldier of Morality) are almost exclusively beholden to the extremist 

wing of the conservative faction. They do not, therefore, advocate radical socioeconomic 

transformation. Instead, they reserve their wrath for the Western cultural invasion (which 

means they strongly opposed such relations with the West) and improper social and 

personal conduct” (p. 120). The main reason behind the rise of this group “was largely a 

response to what some members of the regime [that is, the conservative right] call the 

‘Western cultural onslaught.’ This faction’s self-proclaimed duty is the purification of 

Islamic culture from this Western cultural conspiracy” (Moslem, 2002: 134). 

Their direct goal was to oppose Rafsanjani and his economic plans that would 

open to the West, including the United States. In their statement toward Rafsanjani’s 

plans, they argue that, “We believe that Islam is against a capitalist-style economy, 

amassing of wealth and polarization of society. To confront such corruption we believe 

that force must be used. We believe that if the (Islamic jurisprudence) commanded it, it 

must be obeyed even if it is against our views and desires. Even the (Qoran and religious 
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interpreters) must be obedient to the decrees of the (Islamic jurisprudence) … We believe 

that [Western] liberal culture can threaten our [Islamic] culture and must be seriously 

confronted. We have standards in everything and we aim to confront cultural 

unfetteredness and deviation from the values of the revolution129” (Moslem, 2002: 134). 

With the emergence of this group, conservative oppositions had gotten more power in 

facing Rafsanjani and his foreign and economic policies. 

The coalition of conservatives and interest groups could overcome Rafsanjani and 

his economic policy when the Second Five Year Economic Plan “was passed by the 

Majlis based on the policy of ‘bazaar economy’ (and the Dispossessed Foundation’s 

views) and less emphasis on Tows-eh (Rafsanjani’s reconstruction plan) (Moslem, 2002: 

209). The action of conservatives and interest groups against Rafsanjani’s economic 

policy would affect directly the economic reform and the development plans of Iran. 

Also, stopping the economic reform would affect the public directly who suffered 

dearly as a result of the bad economy that did not improve since the end of the Iran-Iraq 

War. However, conservatives, who opposed the economic reform, would be very happy 

with the public unrest because that would affect the image of Rafsanjani and strengthen 

their positions. Conservatives happiness with the “public protest over the punishment 

associated with economic reform” came at the time when “many of the political clerics 

saw (Rafsanjani’s reform) as a means of weakening the clergy’s grip on domestic affairs” 

(Mackey, 1998, 367). 
                                                 
129 Moslem (2002) argues that “The first person to form a distinctive discourse for the neo-fundamentalists, 
one that was distinguished from other factions, was Mehdi Nasiri. … He … summarized his views in the 
following manner: ‘My principles are the belief in (the absolute guardianship of the Supreme Leader) and 
the Imam’s values, fighting the bloodsucking, noncompromise with the (United States), belief in the 
dynamism of (Islamic jurisprudence) with reliance on the principles of traditional (Islamic jurisprudence), 
and a culture without unfetteredness … I am against the actions of the former ministry of culture and 
Islamic guidance [Khatami] and its sponsoring of Western-infected liberal intellectualism as a cultural 
model, especially in media and cinema” (p. 135-36). 
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In addition to the devastating economy and the strong oppositions from 

conservatives to Rafsanjani and his economic policy, oil prices still low. For example, 

while the Iranian total oil revenue was about US$15 billion in 1992, the total oil revenues 

decreased to be about US$12 billion and US$13 billion in 1993 and 1994, respectively. 

And also there was no sign of increasing the oil prices in the near future. 

With these difficulties, Rafsanjani found himself in a position where he must do 

something to rescue the country. Therefore, he telephoned “King Fahd (of Saudi 

Arabia130) and Shiekh Al-Sabah (the ruler of Kuwait) in September 1993 in order to 

arrive at a common policy on OPEC oil output and the raising of oil prices131” 

(Ehteshami, 1995: 118). While his call did not bring good results and changes in the oil 

prices in coming years as Table 2 shows, his action indicated that Rafsanjani’s pragmatic 

foreign policy succeeded in calming down the anger of Gulf States toward Iran, which 

would be good sign to end the political isolation and relax the strong economic sanctions 

that the Islamic Republic created by its radical behaviors during 1980s. 

In addition, since Rafsanjani’s second election, conservatives did not cause major 

problems with Gulf States or any other Muslim country because conservatives believe 

that Iran could not live in isolation from the world. This led Foreign Minister Velayati to 

say that “With regards of foreign policy, there is not a great deal of differences of opinion 

among the domestic forces” (Moslem, 2002: 225). 

                                                 
130 For some discussion about Iran – Saudi relations on oil politics, revenue and economic security, see, 
Chubin, Shahram and Tripp, Charles. (1996). Iran-Saudi Arabia Relations and Regional Order: Iran and 
Saudi Arabia in the Balance of Power in the Gulf. Oxford University Press. 
131 In regard of this point, Ehteshami (1995) argues that, “Alarm bells were also sounding in Washington 
about the implications of the low oil prices on (Arabian) Gulf security. According to one scenario being 
developed in Washington, the oil price crisis might lead to direct confrontation in the Gulf: According to 
Stelzer, 1994, ‘President Rafsanjani, if he remains unable to attract western investment, will try to increase 
his [oil] revenue by turning up the heat of his OPEC colleagues, threatening them with unfortunate 
consequences if they do not cut production sharply enough to raise oil prices to about $30 [per barrel]” (p. 
118). 
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Moreover, Roy (1998) argues that during Rafsanjani’s second term, “Iranian 

foreign policy towards the Gulf and the Middle East has reached a point of equilibrium. 

Iran does recognize the security requirements of the conservative Arab states, hence 

implicitly a long-term (United States) military presence in the Gulf. The Iranian policy 

consists now in building confidence with these states in order to obtain in the long term a 

reduction in (United States) military presence. This supposes that Iran adopts a low 

profile in favor of the status quo. The absence of support for the Shi’as from Bahrain 

when they demonstrated against the Sunni ruling autocracy in 1996 and the successive 

visits of (pragmatic, Former President) Rafsanjani, (modern, Foreign Minster) Kharrazi, 

and (conservative, Parliament Speaker) Natiq Nuri in the area in the spring of 1998 show 

that this policy is based on a consensus in Iran (mostly toward Gulf States)” (p. 4). 

However, while Rafsanjani wanted to engage the whole world including the 

United States in order to build the War’s devastating economy and develop the whole 

country, conservatives and interest groups opposed such action at any expense in order to 

protect their interests.  

For example, in his approach toward having good relations with the United States, 

Rafsanjani said in 1994 that, “I have always been opposed to completely breaking our 

ties with the United States. They provide us with much needed spare parts and we sell 

them petrol. Therefore, our economic ties have never been completely halted and some 

kind of dialogue must always exist. Although we pursue pragmatism in foreign policy, 

we will not be the first to initiate further dialogue with the Americans. They must first 

show good will by unfreezing our assets in America.” In addition to Rafsanjani, one of 
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his close aids also “believed in direct negotiation and even full diplomatic relations with 

the United States132” (Moslem, 2002: 225). 

However, in their response to Rafsanjani’s statement, conservatives opposed such 

policy and used their positions to stop any chance of close relations with the Great Satan, 

America. To show their position, Moslem (2002) argues that “As far as the conservatives 

were concerned, better relations with the United States signified the return of former 

citizens and possibly pre-revolutionary industrialists, Western cultural infiltration, more 

industrialization, and the demise of the commercial bourgeoisie” (p. 225). 

It seems all about economic interests more than anything else that led 

conservative groups opposed such relations with the United States. Since conservatives 

controlled the Dispossessed Foundation and had close relations with bazaars, they must 

defend their interests that would be affected if Iran has good relations with the United 

States. In their believe, having good relations with the United States would bring strong 

companies that bazaars and the Dispossessed Foundation cannot compete with, which 

would cost them and their interests dearly. 

Therefore, because conservatives opposed close relations with the United States, 

they always used any event to make sure that there was no way to open talks with 

Americans. For example, Well (1999) argues that Natiq Nuri “utilized his position as 

speaker of parliament of forestall any rapprochement with the (United States). (Also), In 

March of 1993, Nuri accused the (United States) of waging psychological warfare against 

                                                 
132 During that time, the United States imposed its policy of “Dual Containment” toward Iran and Iraq in 
1993, followed then by 1995 the Iran and Libya Sanction Act (ILSA) legislation that imposed sanction on 
all investments over US$20 million in Iran, which would be applied to American companies and also to 
non-American companies that have relations or deal with American businesses. 
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Iran. Much of this related to what he referred to as ‘false claims’ concerning Iran’s 

involvement in International terrorism” (p. 34). 

In addition to Natiq Nuri, a Parliament Member Mohammad Qomi denounced 

such relations with the United States and targeting such pragmatists’ attempts by saying 

that, “Although the liberals such as the followers of Freedom Movement are 

marginalized, there are people who, under the pretext of the need to aid the reconstruction 

phase, foreign borrowing, pragmatism, and rationality, are considering the repugnant idea 

of relations with the Great Satan. ... They must be mindful that obedience to the leader 

(Khamenei) must be in action and not simply lip service” (Moslem, 2002: 226). 

In supporting Qomi’s argument, the conservative Majlis Speaker Natiq Nuri came 

again to say that “We obey the leader (Khamenei) who is adamantly opposed to better 

relations with the United States.” This comes just few days before the Supreme Leader 

Khamenei declared that “Relations with the United States at this stage are neither 

possible nor beneficial [for the country]. They (American policymakers) have yet to show 

a genuine change in their position towards Iran”. Also, another Parliament Member, 

Abdolqsem Rezai, went very radical by saying that “Our confrontation with the United 

States is unavoidable, and everything will be decided in this battle … The United States 

has not stopped its treacheries, and we have not given them our last word” (Moslem, 

2002: 226). 

While these different conservative statements targeted Rafsanjani and his policy, 

Khamenei also started to play strong role in order to strengthen his position and weaken 

Rafsanjani more. In discussing this issue, Mackey (1998) argues that, “Formerly allied 

with the president, Khamenei began to employ his constitutional power as the final 
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authority in the Islamic Republic to both sabotage the pragmatists and block Rafsanjani 

from emerging as Iran’s uncontested political leader. Deviating from Ayatollah 

Khomeini’s practice of moving back and forth between opposing groups in order to 

maintain balance, Khamenei most often took the side of the (conservatives133)” (p. 367). 

Also, in one of his speeches to show his power and opposing any rapprochement 

with the United States, Khamenei targeted the United States in 1994 after it planed to 

crush the Iraqi troops near the Kuwaiti border by saying that, “It is up to the regional 

countries to maintain (Arabian) Gulf security, and global arrogance has no right to 

intervene in this region” (Dietl, 2001: 77). 

In addition to Members of Parliament and the Supreme Leader, the former Iranian 

Defense Minster Akbar Torkan challenged Rafsanjani and his policy when he argues in 

1993 that having nuclear weapons is the best and cheapest way to defend the Islamic 

Republic in the face of American threat by saying that “Can our air force … take on the 

Americans, or our navy takes on the American navy? If we put all our country’s budget 

into such a war we would have just burned our money. The way to go about dealing with 

such a threat requires a different solution entirely” (Eisentadt, 2002: 228-29). And it is 

important to note that while conservatives criticized strongly the United States in words, 

they did not try to escalate it for further and serious confrontation or conflict. 

However, while the Iranian relations with the European countries became calm 

since the Mykonos Affair in 1992, the relations between the Islamic Republic and 

                                                 
133 In addition, Moslem (2002) argues that Khamenei “was more willing to intervene in the affairs of the 
country after 1994: he began to take the conservatives’ side in the conflict between Rafsanjani and the 
conservative in order to strengthen the position of the traditional right faction. He used his power as a faqih, 
for instance, to reappoint the controversial pro-conservative Mohsen Rafiqdoost as the head of the 
(Dispossessed Foundation many) times. (Khamenei) kept the arch conservative Mohsen Rezai as head of 
the IRGC until October 1997, and he replaced Rafsanjani’s brother with a known Mo’talefeh (conservative) 
member, Ali Larijani, as the director of the national radio and TV in 1992” (p. 88-9). 

  



Ibrahim Alnahas             Chapter 5. Rafsanjani and the Iranian Foreign Policy, 1989 – 1997 183  

European countries escalated again “In March of 1996 (when) customs officials in 

Belgium thwarted an Iranian attempt to smuggle a large mortar and ammunition off of an 

Iranian merchant vessel in Antwerp, apparently for use against Iranian oppositionists in 

Germany. This incident marked a major departure from the pattern of curtailing attacks in 

the heart of Western Europe after 1992, because of the harmful impact of these 

operations in Iran’s relations with France and Germany” (Eisentadt, 2002: 241). While 

this incident intensified the negative image of the Islamic Republic, it did not lead to real 

crisis. However, except this action, there was no other foreign accident or radical action 

during Rafsanjani’s second term. 

However, as a result of the strong conservative oppositions to him and his 

pragmatic policy, Rafsanjani made the division between him and conservative groups 

officially in early 1996. At that time, “fifteen members of President Rafsanjani’s cabinet 

announced that they were running for the coming parliamentary election on the platform 

of ‘Islamic honor, continuance of constructiveness, and Iran’s development. … The goal 

of the group was ‘to continue the postwar accomplishments of Rafsanjani’s 

reconstruction efforts aimed at the political and economic development of Iran. Calling 

themselves Kargozaran [functionaries, servants134]” (Moslem, 2002: 128). 

And because he wanted to face strong conservative groups, Rafsanjani looked 

back to radical groups, who in 1994 had changed some of their policies that made them 

                                                 
134 Well (1999) puts it this way “In January 1996, with (Parliamentary) elections rapidly approaching, 
events came to a head. Rafsanjani and the moderates (most of them former radicals), disgruntled over the 
right’s bullying tactics, broke with (Conservatives), created a rival political association known as the 
Servants of the Reconstruction and became increasingly friendly with the left. Like the (Islamic Republican 
Party, before) and (conservatives’ camp), the Reconstruction Party was an umbrella group which allowed 
various factions to coalesce and coordinate strategies” (p. 35). 
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less radical135, to strengthen his position. According to Moslem (2002), “by 1994 three 

other factors had brought the two factions closer: less radicalism on the part of the left; 

more statism from the modern right; and the newly developed shared interest in 

confronting the onslaught of the conservative right” (p. 227). In the same way, Well 

(1999) also argues that radical groups “soon came to the realization that if they were to 

survive, they needed to: 1) moderate their stance [if only rhetorically]; and 2) exploit the 

growing gap within the revisionist camp (conservatives and pragmatists). Already, it was 

clear that Rafsanjani’s liberalizing polices on culture were contributing to an ever 

widening rift between moderates and conservatives. Beginning in 1995, (radicals) took a 

much more conciliating stance towards centrists and moderates” (p. 35). 

While Rafsanjani and his new allies (former radicals who became moderates136) 

were preparing for the coming parliamentary elections of the Fifth Majlis (1996 – 2000), 

conservatives felt the challenge and decided to use their power over the Guardians 

Council to prevent many prominent former radicals from running for the Parliament. To 

show the conservatives’ action, Well (1999) argues that with the support from the 

                                                 
135 For example, Moslem (2002) argues that, “Less ideological radicalism and more pragmatism were 
exhibited by (radicals), who implicitly meant the vindication of Rafsanjani’s polices. (One radical group, 
MRM), for example, began suggesting that it was time for the leadership to refrain from extremism and 
zealous revolutionary demeanor. (Also, another radical group, MII) first proclamation about the fifth 
election gave its approval of the direction of the economy.” Also, “the left became less critical of 
Rafsanjani. On the eve of the fifth elections … Mohammad Salamati, (said), ‘although we are against the 
economic policies of adjustment we hold Mr. Rafsanjani to be a constructive individual for the system and 
the revolution” (p. 227-28). 
136 By that time, Radical groups became more modern than pragmatists as Moslem (2002) argues, “A 
telling example was a June 1994 Jahan-e Islam editorial that called upon the leaders to reconsider their 
policy toward the United States: ‘Iran cannot live in an [international] vacuum and be oblivious to the 
realties of the world.’ the editorial also asked for ‘all anti-US slogans to be dropped.’ Even the MII showed 
signs of moderation in its attitudes in foreign policy by accepting the necessity of conditional links to 
international organizations such as World Bank: ‘We believe that if the interests of the country are 
preserved, presence in world organizations could be a beneficial and positive development.’ In short, due to 
the anti-bazaari, statist measures of Rafsanjani after 1992, combined with less radicalism exhibited on the 
part of the left, by 1995 the left had become moderate more and the modern right less conservative, making 
some kind of coalition not only feasible but indeed necessary for the survival of both factions” (p. 228). 
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Supreme Leader Khamenei, “Conservatives in the Council of Guardians responded to the 

re-emergence of the left by banning nearly all of (former radical) leaders (which about 

40%) in the upcoming Majlis elections, thereby effectively excluding (the left) from 

participation in the 1996 parliamentary elections137” (p. 35). 

However, while conservatives could prevent most of their rivals from running for 

the parliament elections of 1996, they barely won the plurality. According to Well 

(1999), “it was proven that no one Iranian faction could gain in absolute majority within 

the legislature. While the party maintained its plurality with approximately 110 seats (out 

of 270), Rafsanjani’s Reconstruction Party came in a close second with 80 seats and 20 

affiliates. The remaining seats went to unaffiliated Islamists, mostly leftists, and a new 

political organization calling itself the Defenders of the Values of the Islamic Revolution. 

Rafsanjani was quick to exploit the victory, and formed a makeshift coalition, with a 

majority of deputies in parliament [53%] openly declaring support for him” (p. 35-6). 

However, even though Rafsanjani and his new allies former radicals and current 

moderates together won the majority, conservatives continued to hold the plurality which 

led them to control the leadership of the Majlis and re-appoint the conservative Natiq 

Nuri to become the Speaker of the Fifth Majlis for at least another four years. 

During that time, all factions were preparing for the coming presidential elections 

of 1997 at the time Rafsanjani could not run for a third term, according to the 

constitution. To confront conservatives, Rafsanjani and his moderates allies in the 

Reconstruction Party came together to announce their presidential candidate in the 

                                                 
137 As a result, some of the left leaders such as Karrubi, Khoeniha, and Mohtashemi “announced their 
intention to boycott the elections and refused to submit a list of candidates. This tactic allowed lesser 
known members of the left to distance themselves from party bosses, and to run as political independents” 
(Well, 1999: 35). 
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coming presidential elections. Therefore, “In December (of 1996), it had become clear 

that the new coalition had gained the upper hand and needed to agree on a common 

(presidential) candidate. In January, the various factions (of this camp) announced that 

they would back the candidacy of Hojatalislam Muhammad Khatami. (This choice) was a 

slap in the face to conservatives (because) Khatami was the former minister of Islamic 

Guidance who had been forced out of power by conservatives in 1992. He had served in 

(radical) Musavi’s cabinet and was formerly a supporter of Khamenei’s chief rival, 

(former nominee to succeed Khomeini) Montazeri” (Well, 1999: 36). 

Conservatives, in the other hand, announced the conservative Majlis Speaker 

Natiq Nuri as their presidential candidate in the coming presidential elections. However, 

while there were other presidential candidates from different groups, the two well known 

were the moderate Khatami and the conservative Nuri. 

Close to the election, Khatami “would be known (among the public) as ‘freedom’ 

candidate. (Therefore), in May 1997 elections138, Khatami won a resounding victory with 

20.7 million votes, nearly 69%, with Nuri a distant second with barely 25%” (Well, 1999: 

37). After wining the election, the division of power among the ruling elites increased. 

While the presidential office would be controlled by a moderate president – Khatami, the 

Majlis had already divided among different factions that ranged from the far right to the 

far left where there was no faction controlling the majority. Also, conservatives still 

controlled the Guardians Council, the Judiciary, the armed forces, and most importantly 

they were backed by the Supreme Leader Khamenei. 

                                                 
138 This group is also called the Second Khordad. The origin of this name comes when “Some 18 political 
parties and groups came together as the 2nd Khordad Front, taking their name from the date in May, 1997 
when Khatami was elected president” (Bakhash, 2001: 16). 
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Therefore, the coming years would experience strong divisions over the state’s 

foreign policy as a result of the division among the ruling elites. Also, wining the 

presidential elections at the expense of conservatives meant many things to conservative 

groups who tried to control all political institutions including the presidential office. 

Finally, it is important to note that by the end of his second term, Rafsanjani with the help 

from moderates could defeat conservatives, who stopped him from lunching his domestic 

and foreign economic policies throughout his second term, in the parliament elections 

and then the presidential elections. 

In sum, as we have seen throughout the discussion of his second term, Rafsanjani 

faced strong oppositions from conservative groups at different levels. The main cause of 

these strong oppositions is the decision structure that allows different groups to 

participate in the decision process, which caused many problems to Rafsanjani. For 

example, conservatives who controlled the Fourth Majlis played major role in stopping 

Rafsanjani’s approach toward the United States by using their positions in the Majlis to 

critique the United States at different times. Conservatives did not want to engage the 

United States in order to protect their economic interests that accompanied with the 

interests of interest groups. In addition to the Majlis, the Supreme Leader Khamenei also 

played major role in opposing Rafsanjani and his foreign policy toward the United States 

and his economic policy that would open the door for foreign investment. 

In addition to protect their interests, conservatives believe that having relations 

with the United States would lead to open the door of the Islamic Republic for American 

culture, which would affect negatively the Islamic and Persian culture and moral. Also, 

having good relations with the United States would open the door for foreign investment, 
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which would lead to strong competition from foreign companies and investment to the 

Iranian companies. Also, both interest groups – bazaar guilds and the Dispossessed 

Foundation – came to play strong role in opposing Rafsanjani and his foreign and 

economic policies in order to protect their interests. These strong interest groups had 

gotten strong support from the Fourth Majlis that was controlled by conservatives.  

Therefore, conservatives in the Majlis and other political institutions, the Supreme 

Leader, and interest groups could form a coalition to oppose Rafsanjani’s foreign and 

economic policies to protect their economic and social interests. Therefore, the Second 

Five Year Economic Plan that offered by Rafsanjani failed because the Majlis had 

changed many points that would target their interests as well as the interests of bazaars 

and the Dispossessed Foundation. 

However, while facing strong oppositions from conservatives, Rafsanjani did not 

face any confrontation from the armed forces even though they were not happy with his 

socio-economic policies. In his discussion over the armed forces, Hashim (2001) argues 

that, “In spite of sever socio-economic and political problems that beset the country in the 

first half of the 1990s, the armed forces never directly intervened in the political process 

in the country” (p. 43).  

I believe that the armed forces did not oppose Rafsanjani for two major reasons. 

First, as we have seen, Rafsanjani came from Khomeini’s camp and also was appointed 

by Khomeini as commander-in-chief in 1988 to end the War with Iraq. Therefore, 

Rafsanjani would not be challenged by generals that he might appoint and/or help in 

appointing them in the armed forces. Second, since Rafsanjani pushing toward building 

strong military forces and pushing toward nationalizing the military industrializations, he 
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at least should get the support of the armed forces not their oppositions. Therefore, the 

armed forces got more interests with Rafsanjani while losing nothing. 

However, while Rafsanjani faced strong domestic oppositions and strong division 

over power, he could continue his reorientation of the Iranian foreign policy in his second 

term taking in his mind the international factors as well. Rafsanjani had to rebuild the 

devastating economy that resulted from the long War with Iraq. Therefore, he must 

continue to behave pragmatically in order to attract foreign investment. In addition to the 

devastating economy, the continuation of low oil prices had pushed Rafsanjani to 

continue his pragmatic behavior in order to end the Iranian isolation with at least 

neighboring countries, especially Gulf States, and to find a solution for the long time low 

oil prices that increased the economic problems. Furthermore, unlike radicals and some 

conservative rights, Rafsanjani could live with the reality of the existence of the United 

States forces in the Arabian Gulf and in some Gulf States. 

Therefore, Rafsanjani would engage Gulf States that have good relations with the 

United States. Also, Rafsanjani would reduce the radical criticisms toward the United 

States and its allies in the region, especially Gulf States. His pragmatic foreign policy had 

led to major reduction in the hostility between the Islamic Republic and Gulf States, and 

also it reduced the possibility of conflict with the United States. 

 

Conclusion 

As we have seen through the discussion of the Islamic Republic foreign policy 

during Rafsanjani leadership, there were variations in the foreign policy of the Islamic 

Republic, and it also fit with the different periods where different variables had played 
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strong role in affecting the state’s behaviors. While different variables had played 

different roles in affecting the state’s foreign policy, the most important factor that 

shaped the Iranian foreign policy was the pragmatic views of President Rafsanjani. By 

the time he became president in August 1989, Rafsanjani decided to change the radical 

behavior of the Islamic Republic and to act pragmatically. His decision had come from 

the new realities that faced the country in all political, economic, and social areas. 

Therefore, within short time, his pragmatic policy could reduce the Iranian 

isolation and then held diplomatic talks with Gulf States and some European countries. 

Also, his pragmatic policy would reduce the United States’ hostility toward the Islamic 

Republic. While his pragmatic views played major role in shaping the Islamic Republic 

foreign policy, Rafsanjani could not do all of that without getting the support from the 

Supreme Leader Khamenei, who has the final word on foreign policy. In addition to the 

support from the Supreme Leader, Rafsanjani could also get the support of conservative 

groups who controlled the Guardians Council and the Expediency Council as well as the 

support of conservatives inside the Majlis. 

Moreover, Rafsanjani would also get the support of interest groups. Bazaar guilds 

and the Dispossessed Foundation wanted to protect their interests from the radical policy 

that cost them dearly. For example, the long War with Iraq and the isolation from the 

world as well as economic sanctions had affected negatively their economic interests. 

Therefore, the coalition of these different pragmatic and conservative figures and groups 

could challenge the radical Majlis and change the behavior of the Islamic Republic 

foreign policy. 
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In discussing the pragmatic policy of Rafsanjani, Mackey (1998) argues that since 

the Gulf War of 1990/91, “the pragmatists within the Islamic Republic have endeavored 

to end the isolation imposed on the nation by revolutionary fervor. With both successes 

and failures, the Islamic Republic toils to improve relations with its Arab neighbors on 

the other side of the (Arabian) Gulf. Emissaries of the Islamic Republic fan out across 

Central Asia carrying the message of cooperation and mutual interest. The permanent 

mission of the Islamic Republic of Iran to the United Nations actively participates in the 

affairs of the U.N. And Iran continues to be a signatory to the Nuclear Non-proliferation 

Treaty, allowing international inspectors access to Iranian nuclear facilities. In essence, 

the pragmatists of the Islamic Republic show every evidences of trading confrontation for 

cooperation for one reason - economic survival. But they do so in an atmosphere charged 

with emotion and in a pattern of national behavior etched with destruction” (p. 387-88). 

However, while Rafsanjani’s pragmatic foreign policy could end Iranian isolation 

with most neighboring and Western countries including major European countries, 

conservative figures such as Khamenei and conservative groups could stop Rafsanjani 

from engaging the United States, especially during his second term. By controlling the 

Fourth Majlis, conservatives, who were backed by Khamenei and interest groups, could 

stop Rafsanjani from achieving his goals to end the hostility with the United States as 

well as open the door for foreign investment. Therefore, I can argue that the division of 

power among different political institutions and groups had played major role during 

Rafsanjani’s second term where he felt disable to achieve his foreign policy and national 

economic plans as well as engaging the United States. 
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In sum, while Khomeini left the country with many problems such as devastating 

economy, sever political isolation from the world and economic sanctions, and radical 

foreign policy that made many enemies, Rafsanjani left the office with pragmatic foreign 

policy that led Iran to end its isolation and engage most of the world’s countries. Also, 

Rafsanjani left the office after strengthening the pragmatic line and weakening the radical 

and revolutionary views. 

In discussing the time of Rafsanjani, Roshandel (2002) argues that “When 

Rafsanjani left office at the end of his second term in August 1997; he left a clear 

message of reconciliation with the outside world, a reconciliation that he had been unable 

to implement fully and completely during his administration. The essence of his message 

and applied polices was the restoration of stability to the (Arabian) Gulf region, 

reintegration of Iran into the global and regional organizations such as the United 

Nations, the Organization of the Islamic Conference, and the Economic Cooperation 

Organization. In short, Rafsanjani’s aspiration was to recover ground lost during the Iran-

Iraq War and, in doing so, to reassert Iran’s influence in the region. He clearly understood 

that the economic and military recovery of Iran entailed the ending of its regional and 

international isolation. On the decision-making level, he preferred to have a more 

homogenous group that could facilitate reaching a decision and getting approval for 

decision. He even tended to manipulated decisions from the very beginning rather than let 

decisions be the final product of a process” (p. 131).

  



 

Chapter 6 
 

Khatami and the Iranian Foreign Policy 

1997 – 2005 

 

A former left member139 and a current moderate, President Khatami140 started his 

first term on August 3rd, 1997 to succeed the pragmatic President Rafsanjani. His 

landslide winning over the conservative candidate Natiq Nuri came as a result of his 

moderate views that he showed during the presidential election campaign and promised 

to follow after becoming president. 

Throughout his election campaign, Khatami showed his moderate views by 

praising Rafsanjani and his pragmatic polices that aimed to reform the country. Through 

his discussion for the 1997 presidential elections, Moslem (2002) argues that “The views 

Khatami expressed during his political campaign were very much in line with the 

discourse of the president (Rafsanjani). He once said, ‘The constructive path of Mr. 

Rafsanjani must continue’. In accord with Rafsanjani, he also believed in the need to rely 

on experts regardless of their political inclination and ideological credentials. Khatami’s 

                                                 
139 Khatami was not very radical among the left groups. He had served as a minister of Islamic Guidance 
with radical Prime Minister Musavi from 1982 to 1989. Also, he had served during Rafsanjani’s first term 
as Minister of Islamic Guidance. However, he resigned in 1992 under strong pressure from conservatives. 
However, Khatami has become more moderate in late 19980s.  According to Moslem (2002), in 1988, 
Khatami with others have become more reformers after establishing the “Association of the Combatant 
Clergymen [Majma’-e Rouhaniyun-e Mobarez]” (p. 52). 
140 “Beginning seminary in Qom in 1962, he went through the rigors of a classical Islamic education – 
theology, Greek logic, and Western philosophy. To the study of the Qoran, he added Kant, Tocqueville, 
and a range of Western writers. To Persian and Arabic, he added German and English (languages) … In the 
manner of Persia, his horizons spread beyond Qom to the University of Isfahan and Tehran and on the 
West.” (Mackey, 1998: 399). In addition, Amuzegar (2004) argues that “During the Shah’s reign (Khatami) 
was stealth revolutionary. Of all the 1979 revolution’s standard bearers, he was the only one who served in 
the Shah’s army as a junior officer [and presumably took the armed forces’ required oath of allegiance to 
the monarchy]. Of all the current leaders of the Islamic Republic, he is the only one who conspired against 
the Shah, yet he was never caught and did not go to prison. And of all the approved presidential candidates 
in 1997, he was by temperament, training and public service the least hawkish contender” (p. 88-9). 
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support for a more politically open Iran was evident in another speech when he said, 

‘Economic development must be accompanied by political development’. In another sign 

of support for the economic direction instigated by Rafsanjani, he added, ‘The State must 

possess the necessary infrastructure in order to take on a prominent role in the 

economy141” (p. 246). 

It is clear from the beginning that Khatami came to the power with clear message 

outlined by strong agendas that aimed to reform the whole country economically, 

socially, and politically. However, as we have seen in Chapter Five, the Iranian president 

would be the second powerful man in the Islamic Republic after the Supreme Leader 

Khamenei. Therefore, Khatami, who won the public election by landslide (about 70 

percent of voters), would be the second powerful man in the country after the appointed 

Supreme Leader who would serve for life term142. 

Therefore, Khamenei would become the key factor for Khatami’s reform. 

According to Mackey (1998), “As leader of the revolution, (Khamenei) is the 

constitutional head of state. He, not the president, set broad policy directions, particularly 

on foreign policy. He had supported (Natiq Nuri) for the presidency and could thwart 

Khatami just as he maneuvered against Rafsanjani over the past eight years. … exercising 

his rule as the guiding force of the Islamic Republic, Khamenei has said he would decide 

national issues on the basis of consensuses among the councils that advise him. How 

these councils are constituted may decide if Khamenei becomes a facilitator or an 

obstacle to reform” (p. 407-08). 

                                                 
141 In addition, Mackey (1998) argues that Khatami “promised to carry on the economic program of the 
Rafsanjani era” (p. 400). 
142 Mackey (1998) argues that “Before finally announced his candidacy, Khatami went to the Spiritual 
Leader, Ali Khamenei, to obtain his consent. At the time, Khamenei was part of the coalition behind Natiq 
Nuri” (p. 398). 
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In addition to the position of the Supreme Leader, Khatami would deal with the 

political structure of the Islamic Republic where different political institutions could play 

strong role in making and implementing decisions. These different political institutions – 

the Parliament, the Guardians Council, the Experts Council, and the Expediency Council 

– were controlled by conservatives. Also, the Islamic Republic political structure opens 

the way for non-governmental organizations which give these organizations the chance to 

influence the policymakers. Some interest groups such as the Dispossessed Foundation 

and bazaar guilds would use this political structure to push and achieve their agendas. 

While Khatami came as a reformer and moderate President whose major goals to 

end the isolation of the Islamic Republic and engage the world, conservatives did not 

share all of his foreign policy views, which would lead them to oppose Khatami and 

weaken him as president. His weakness would come from different factors. First, “While 

Khatami both reflects and reinforce the forces calling for change, his allies are not 

homogenous or united on any particular set of polices” (Chubin, 2002: 19). However, 

although conservatives were not united; their fraction is not weak like reformists and 

moderates factions. 

Second, even though Khatami got 70 percent of the public vote, “No political 

party backs him” (Mackey, 1889: 406). Unlike conservatives who organized themselves 

in organizations and parties, Khatami got the support of various groups while he was not 

having his own political party, which would weaken him in facing different political 

factions. For example, while Khatami was backed by Rafsanjani and pragmatic groups, 

Rafsanjani and his groups have their own policies and goals that they wanted to achieve. 
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This led Mackey (1998) to argue that “Working as a power behind the scenes143 in 

concert with the Servants of Construction, (Rafsanjani) may well facilitate many of the 

reforms Khatami hopes to make. But if Rafsanjani sees the swing of the pendulum going 

too far, threatening his own considerable ambition to remain a powerful player within the 

Islamic Republic, then he too could become a foil to widespread reform the voters 

apparently want” (p. 407). 

Therefore, Khatami would face different facts that he must consider. “the spiritual 

leader remains on top of the government and in control of broad policy direction; 

Rafsanjani holds onto his personal ambitions and maintains his influence as head of the 

Expediency Council; the technocrats are at odds with the leftists over economic policy; 

and the right wing of the Iranian political establishment wields enormous power in the 

Majlis, the Council of Guardians, the Judiciary, the Assembly of Experts, and the 

intelligence community, as well as possessing the street power of the Revolutionary 

Guards and the Basij” (Mackey, 1998: 406). 

However, while Khatami would face oppositions from conservative groups, he 

could achieve some of his foreign policy that would lead to end most of the isolation that 

imposed on Iran in the last years as a result of its radical behaviors. His success in this 

part came as a result of the support that he got from Khamenei and conservatives who 

“saw that bad relations with Western and Middle Eastern countries hurt Iran 

economically and politically” (Keddie, 2003: 271). 

                                                 
143 After leaving office, Rafsanjani has become the “President over the newly expanded Expediency 
Council, the body that mediates between the parliament and the Council of Guardians, and serving as 
Deputy Chair of the Assembly of Experts, the body empowered to remove the spiritual leader or to remake 
the faqih onto a collective office, Rafsanjani may be the most powerful man in the Islamic Republic” 
(Mackey, 1998: 408). 
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In addition, Rakel (2003) argues that “Generally, the conservative … faction of 

the Iranian political elite has also accepted this policy of Khatami. As has been stated by 

Javad Larijani, member of the ‘Parliament Foreign Policy Committee’, who is believed to 

be a member of the conservative faction (said): ‘The motto ‘Détente’ is very interesting, 

the motto ‘Dialogue between Civilizations’ a pertinent view. The fact, that we have a 

better image in the world and acknowledge the world, is very encouraging. However, we 

are concerned about the inefficiency of the diplomatic establishment” (p. 556). 

The main goal of conservatives to appease Khatami and his policy toward Gulf 

States was their desire to put an end to the American presence in the Arabian Gulf. 

Therefore, conservatives believed that by having good relations with Gulf States, the 

United States would not find any reason to stay in the region since there would be no 

threat to Gulf States from the Iranian side. However, Khatami’s rapprochement toward 

the United States would face strong oppositions from conservatives. Rakel (2003) argues 

that “While Khatami seeks a dialogue with the West; Khamenei considers a ‘dialogue 

with America … even more harmful than establishing ties with that country” (p. 557). 

In addition to the conservative oppositions to his foreign policy toward the United 

States, Khatami’s economic goals that aimed to reform and develop the economy by 

fighting domestic corruption and open the doors for foreign investment would face strong 

oppositions from both interests groups – bazaar guilds and the Dispossessed Foundation – 

that were/are backed by conservatives in the parliament, the Guardians Council, and most 

importantly they got the support of the Supreme Leader Khamenei himself. Also, 

Khatami would face strong oppositions from the armed forces, especially from the 
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Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, in order to protect their interests that were 

threatened by Khatami and his modern economic plans and foreign policy. 

Therefore, in his first term, 1997 – 2001, Khatami would face different center of 

powers associated with various opinions that led him to be weak president in facing other 

political powers and the armed forces as well as interest groups. Furthermore, his second 

term, 2001 – 2005, would not experience big differences from the first term. The only 

change would be that reformists and moderates got the majority in the Sixth Parliament 

(2000 – 2004). So, instead of dealing with conservative parliament, Khatami would be 

backed by reformers in the parliament, which would help him to push his policies into the 

agendas. However, after establishing themselves very strongly in the political arena, 

conservatives could oppose Khatami and the moderate parliament by using their power 

over the Guardians Council and the Expediency Council to stop any policy that 

conservatives did not like. 

The major international events that would face Khatami during his second term 

would be the United States invasions to Afghanistan shortly after September 11th, 2001, 

and then to Iraq in early 2003. Khatami tried to use these events to make good move 

toward the United States in order to reduce the tension and increase the opportunity to 

have good relations with the United States in the near future. However, the coalition of 

conservative groups, interest groups, the armed forces, and the Supreme Leader 

Khamenei could stop Khatami from such move. 

In coming pages, I will study the Islamic Republic foreign policy during 

Khatami’s presidency. However, since he served for two terms, I will divide this Chapter 

into two sections. The first section will study Khatami’s first term, 1997 – 2001; and the 
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second section will study his second term, 2001 – 2005. By the end of each section, we 

will be able to see what was/were the major factors that affected the Islamic Republic 

foreign policy during that time. 

 

The First Period: August 1997 – August 2001 

By the time Khatami became president, Iran did not end all of its isolation of the 

1980s. While Rafsanjani could improve the Iranian relations with neighboring countries, 

he could not engage full diplomatic relations with all Gulf States and other countries 

outside the region. Also, there were no full relations with most Western countries. 

In addition to the problem of foreign relations, Iranian economy was not in good 

shape as a result of the continuation of low oil revenues. For example, the total Iranian oil 

revenues were about US$15 billion and US$10 billion in 1997 and 1998, respectively. 

Also, the failure of the First and Second Economic development Plans that faced strong 

oppositions from conservative groups had affected negatively and slowed the economic 

development. Therefore, Khatami had to face these economic problems that caused by 

the low oil income and very low foreign investment. 

With these facts, Khatami came to be president to face the task of ending the 

Iranian isolation and fixing the devastating economy. To achieve these goals and his 

other moderate polices, Khatami must show the world his moderate views from the 

beginning. Therefore, shortly after becoming President, Khatami expressed his foreign 

policy, which came to be very different from the old slogan of “Neither East Nor West”. 

According to Mackey (1998), “in Khatami’s world, there is East and West, North and 

South, Islam and other faiths. Rather than confrontation, they are all brought together 
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through dialogue in which no one group holds the monopoly on morality. In this 

atmosphere, the excessive hostility, rancor, and bitterness between the Islamic Republic 

and the West have, at last, a chance to end. This was dramatically demonstrated in 

December 1997, when … Khatami publicly expressed his hope for a ‘thoughtful 

dialogue’ with America. In a gesture evincing magnanimity rather than confrontation, 

Khatami called on the United States to recognize the realities of Iran almost two decades 

after the revolution” (p. 410). 

Moreover, to confront radicals and very conservative groups in the Islamic 

Republic and to show his moderate foreign policy views, Khatami said, “We cannot close 

the doors completely.” Also, “No country can afford to form its cultural, political, 

economic and social polices without taking world events into account. And it is simply 

not possible in today’s world. [Despite differences in interest and power, there is a degree 

of interdependence and] this means that in all relations and dealings a balance can be 

struck, which takes into account the position of both parties” (Chubin, 2002: 25). His 

expression was very important to show his desire to engage the world and his belief that 

living in isolation from the world would not bring any benefit to the Islamic Republic. 

In addition, Khatami also criticized the old radical behaviors and wanted to end 

the confrontational policy as soon as possible and build cooperative policy by saying that 

“Making enemies is not a skill; real skill lies in the ability to neutralize enemies, convert 

animosities to human interaction and scale down hostilities … And, this is not 

incompatible with our principles.” And he adds “Being mighty does not mean fighting 

the world at any cost, and debate does not mean abandoning the principles and values of 

society and revolution” (Chubin, 2002: 25). 
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His foreign policy approach that stands on the dialogue among civilizations, 

which mostly aimed at the United States, offered again when he was interviewed by the 

American television channel, CNN144. In the interview, Khatami approached the United 

States explicitly and showed his desire to make normal relations between the two nations 

even though he cautiously said it. “Nothing should prevent dialogue and understanding 

between two nations, especially between their scholars and thinkers. Right now, I 

recommend the exchange of professors, writers, scholars, artists, journalists, and tourists. 

A large number of educated and noble Iranians now reside in the (United States) as 

representatives of the Iranian nation. This shows that there is (no) hostility between the 

two nations. But the dialogue between civilizations and nations is different from political 

relations. In regard to political relations, we have to consider the factors, which lead to 

the severance of relations. If some day another situation is to emerge, we must definitely 

consider the roots and relevant factors and try to eliminate them” (Rakel, 2003: 557). 

Furthermore, Khatami also wanted to show that Iran does not have any problem to 

recognize the peace process that was going on between Palestinian authority and Israel. 

According to Chubin (2002), “Khatami … has emphasized Iran’s hope for a just, 

honorable and lasting peace, and he has sometimes suggested that Iran would not 

undermine any agreement arrived at by the parties themselves [he assured (Palestinian 

President) Arafat of this at the Organization of Islamic Conference meeting in Tehran in 

December 1997]. Hence while Iran had certain ideas about what would constitute a 

sustainable peace, it would not seek to impose them on the parties, or to sabotage any 

                                                 
144 According to Amuzegar (2003), after his election in 1997, Khatami had suggested many times that “the 
wall of mistrust between the two countries be torn down.” To see more details about this issue as well as 
different issues within the Islamic Republic, see his article, “Iran’s Crumbling Revolution.” Foreign 
Affairs, January/February, Vol.82, issue 1. 
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agreement reach by them. This was echoed by Khatami’s reformist Minster of Culture, 

Ataollah Mohajerani, who, on a visit to the area, observed that Syria and Lebanon had a 

perfect right to conclude any peace agreement that was in their interests, and Iran would 

not second-guess them on the issue” (p. 104). 

However, Khatami’s foreign policy approach, especially toward the United States 

and the Middle East peace process, would not satisfy the Supreme Leader Khamenei, 

who for long time was confronting Rafsanjani over dealing with the United States. 

According to Chubin (2002), “Khamenei’s view is very much a relic of the early 

revolutionary era; the world is a ‘jungle’ … every thing we do is a battle. Life is a 

battlefield.’ Iran should cultivate ‘loneliness’ and retain a closed system. Embattlement is 

inevitable and ennobling” (p. 24). 

In addition, unlike Khatami, Khamenei sees the threats come from everywhere in 

this era. This can be seen in his expression when he said, “Audio and visual waves, which 

are worse than warplanes, are being used to disseminate a rogue culture aimed at 

reasserting the domination of the enemies of Islam, paving the way  for the imposition of 

unethical values and Westernized ideas to captivated and humiliate Muslims.” And in 

confronting any relations with the United States, Khamenei argues that, “The United 

States seeks to dictate and control other states; therefore Iran should relies its unique 

destiny by confronting the arrogant unipolar power, at whatever price, welcoming the 

cost as the price to be paid for true independence” (Chubin, 2002: 24). 

Moreover, in contrast to Khatami, Khamenei also did not want any kind of 

dialogue with the United States. According to Chubin (2002), “Khamenei sees Iran as 

leading the world of Islam in resisting military and cultural pressures from the United 
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States to establish relations-relations that would then compromise the youth of the 

country, the nation’s spiritual values and its political independence. (Therefore, 

Khamenei resisted) any form of dialogue with the United States as being inherently one-

sided (by saying that) ‘They want to have authority. They want to make decisions. That is 

what globalization means” (p. 24). 

In addition, Chubin (2002) argues that “Related to this view is the need for 

vigilance against sinister plots and infiltration, suggesting constant mobilization of the 

faithful. Khamenei had often contrasted this loyal constituency with the ‘Westoxicated’ 

elements [supporting the reformists]. Khamenei sees Iran as the only power able and 

willing to stand up for principle [spiritual values] and to confront the multi-dimensional 

threat represented by the United State. He refers to Iran’s independence and sovereignty 

over its own destiny [as being] on the basis of Islam and the holy Qoran” (p. 24). 

In other words, to face Khatami’s reform plans domestically and internationally, 

Khamenei stated that, “Dregs of the former regime,’ secularists who had joined the 

revolution but never believed in Islamic government, and Iranians supported by ‘spy 

networks,’ foreign radios, and foreign money … were now ‘chanting reformist slogan’ 

and talking about ‘freedom and the rule of the people and democracy.’ Their real aim was 

to change the Islamic nature of the regime and allow ‘the American masters to take 

control of our economy, our culture and our social affairs.’ political factions loyal to the 

regime … ‘must make their stance clear … define their borders” (Bakhash, 2001: 25). 

Also, Khamenei “cast doubt on the purpose of reforms that, he alleged, were 

being enthusiastically supported by outside powers, including the United States and 

England. ‘What is the enemy’s objective when he expresses support for Iranian reforms?’ 
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The answer: Foreign enemies sought to destabilize and destroy the Islamic Republic, just 

as they had helped destroy the Soviet Union through Gorbachev’s reforms. Khatami and 

other officials … ‘have repeatedly said our reforms are Islamic and revolutionary. Very 

well, that is fine. But we need more precise explanations and a clear picture” (Bakhash, 

2001: 25). 

In addition to the oppositions of having dialogue and/or relations with the United 

States, Khamenei also confirmed his opposition to the peace process between Palestinian 

Authority and Israel. According to Chubin (2002), “the Supreme Leader has said that the 

duty does not extend to direct military involvement: ‘Unfortunately, we cannot take part 

among the ranks of battle and struggle against an aggressive enemy, because we are far 

away. We are not duty-bound according to Islamic commands, to go to distant frontiers to 

take part in fighting and jihad. However, if we were close, it would be our duty to take 

part in the defense [against the aggressor]. In this case, we cannot” (p. 100). 

Furthermore, in order to stop Khatami from implementing his moderate policy, 

Khamenei has “created a new consultative institution under the former minister of foreign 

affairs and one of his deputies in order to advise him on foreign issue. One can imagine 

that this new institution is a more conservative influence to stop any major and important 

steps hastily taken toward the establishment of relations with the West or at least stop the 

process until it has proved to be safe” (Roshandel, 2002: 134). 

In addition to the creation of the Consultative Institution, Rakel (2003) argues that 

“Iranian foreign policymaking today does not only revolve around President Khatami …; 

the Supreme Leader Khamenei … carries out his own foreign policy through institutions 

manned by his favorites: the ‘cultural bureaus’ of the Iranian embassies. These cultural 
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bureaus act independently from the embassies, which have to implement government 

policy. While Khatami strives for a ‘dialogue between Civilizations,’ or a ‘Détente’ in 

foreign politics, Supreme Leader Khamenei undermines these attempts, particularly by 

continuing his support of Islamist radical groups in other Muslim countries, such as 

Hezbollah [Party of God] in Lebanon and Hamas [The Islamic Resistance Movement] in 

Gaza/West Bank” (p. 551). 

Khamenei’s confrontation to Khatami was aimed mostly to Khatami’s policies of 

having dialogue and/or relations with the United States as well as stopping threaten 

Israel145. However, having relations with other countries would not be problem according 

to Khamenei’s general views where he did not oppose Khatami’s foreign policy toward 

other countries other than the United States and Israel. 

In addition to Khamenei and his opposition to Khatami, Khatami faced strong 

oppositions from conservatives who control all other political institutions. According to 

Mackey (1998), “The militants among the clergy sent early warning to the new President. 

Ahmad Jannati, a prominent member of the Council of Guardians, warned Khatami to 

heed first God, second the Supreme Leader, and then the voters. (Also), Ayatollah Yazdi, 

the Chief of the Judiciary, reaffirmed his belief that only clerics are qualified to engage in 

politics” (p. 407). 

In addition to Khamenei’s opposition for having relations with the United States, 

the conservative Parliament also confronted Khatami’s approach by questioning some of 

                                                 
145 While Khatami wanted to appease the United States by reducing the tension over the Arab – Israeli 
peace process, Khamenei increase the tension more. However, Rafsanjani came in between by confirming 
the intervention in Lebanon but not in Palestine. “First, no one has proved that we are helping people who 
are engaged in a holy war inside Israel, as it is within their rights to do. It is clear, and we admit it, that we 
are involved in southern Lebanon. But as to other areas, we are in no way involved whatsoever. We accept 
and defend their right to fight but this matter has nothing to do with us. They are defending their rights” 
(Chubin, 2002: 100). 
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his ministerial nominees who would push toward dialogue with the United States. For 

example, shortly after becoming President, Khatami introduced his twenty-two-member 

cabinet. “Opposition to his choice of cabinet was fierce, with most of the criticism 

directed at two of the proposed ministers. The proposed Islamic guidance minister, 

Ataollah Mohajerani, was condemn for his previous hints about the need to renew ties 

with the United States and other liberal views, while Abdollah Nuri, Khatami’s choice for 

interior ministry, seemed destined not to receive a vote of confidence from the Majlis as 

his commitment to the concept of velayat-e faqih was questioned by the (Parliament 

members146)” (Moslem, 2002: 256). 

In addition to the oppositions from the Supreme Leader Khamenei and from the 

conservatives in the Majlis, also Khatami faced strong opposition from the armed forces 

that directly confronted Khatami and his moderate foreign policy and his reform policy. 

However, it is important to state that while the armed forces did not interfere and/or 

involve in the political process since the revolution, with Khatami in power, the armed 

forces started to interfere and involve in the political process. During Khomeini’s live and 

under Rafsanjani’s presidency, the armed forces did not interfere because their social and 

economic interests were not threatened by politicians. However, with the election of 1997 

that brought Khatami to power, the armed forces felt threatened by Khatami’s reform 

programs when he promised to “change Iran peacefully, and by his calls for limiting the 

influences of various power centers throughout the country, institutionalizing the rule of 

law, and ending Iran’s regional and international isolation” (Hashim, 2001: 43). 

                                                 
146 Also, Khatami “was forced to accept the conservative candidates for the important Intelligence Ministry, 
and Khamenei decided to keep curtail control over the security forces” (Keddie, 2003: 270). 

  



Ibrahim Alnahas             Chapter 6. Khatami and the Iranian Foreign Policy, 1997 – 2005 
 

207

Khatami’s reform programs did not satisfy radical and conservative rights who 

controlled the armed forces, especially Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps, who felt 

threatened because “of their extensive socioeconomic stake in the system.” Also, 

Khatami’s programs brought major threat to their ideological and corporate interests, and 

it also “endangered the Guard’s conception of Iranian national security and its global 

orientation.” Therefore, when “the political situation in Iran took a direction that was less 

and less to its liking, Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps began to exhibit greater signs of 

involvement in the (political) process” (Hashim, 2001: 44). 

Therefore, in November 1997, “the deputy of IRGC, Mohammad Baqar Zogqadr 

uttered the first of series of the IRGC’s threatening remarks aimed at intimidating 

(Khatami and his supporters). He said ‘IRGC will react swiftly to anything that would 

threaten this holy regime,’ asserting, at the time, that the IRGC had the right to engage in 

nonmilitary matters in the country. Intimidation soon hardened into the threat of 

violence147” (Moslem, 2002: 262). Shortly after this statement, the new head of the 

IRGC, Rahim Safavi, told his followers in Qom in April 1998 that, “These days 

newspapers are published that are endangering national security and are in line with the 

words of the enemy and the United States … I have told Mr. Mohajerani that your way 

[allowing press freedom] is endangering national security; do you know where you are 

going? … I am after uprooting anti-revolutionaries everywhere. We must behead some 

and cut out the tongues of others. Our language is the language of the sword and seekers 

of martyrdom” (Moslem, 2002: 262). 

                                                 
147 When Khatami was criticized strongly by the Guards, Khatami perceived it as a dangerous process of 
politicization. Therefore, in September 1997, “he exhorted the country’s armed forces to stay out of 
politics, adding that the armed forces should abstain from factional politics.” At this point, the Supreme 
Leader Khamenei removed the head of IRGC, Mohsen Rezai, in order to “avoid a potentially disruptive tug 
of war between hardliners and reformers” (Hashim, 2001: 44). 
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Then, Safavi showed and justified why he opposed Khatami’s foreign policy that 

aimed at opening to the West. “Safavi believed that the threats to Iran’s Islamic culture 

would come from opening up to the West in an indiscriminate manner as envisioned by 

Khatami supporters. This … would constitute a serious threat to ‘our national security’ 

because many Westerners … believed that the Islamic Republic could be overthrown 

only by changing the cultural mores of the population. (And) in early June 1998, (Safavi) 

made additional inflammatory remarks in front of 2,000 Basij students, when he issued 

venomous statements against the pragmatists and reformers (by saying that) the nation 

must be vigilant. A third current … is lying in wait and is trying to pit forces loyal to the 

revolution against each other. This third current, which is sponsored by foreigners, 

intends to destroy the foundations of religion in this country … The IRGC is keeping this 

third current under observation and will not allow solid hands to steal the Islamic 

revolution from the Iranian nation” (Hashim, 2001: 45). 

In addition, Safavi went further in his criticism to Khatami and his foreign policy 

by saying that “Can we withstand America’s threats and domineering attitude with a 

policy of détente? Can we foil dangers coming from America through dialogue between 

civilizations? Will we be able to protect the Islamic Republic from international Zionism 

by signing conventions to ban proliferation of chemical and nuclear weapons?” 

(Eisentadt, 2002: 232). 

With these strong critique, Khatami in his side felt sorry about the interference of 

the armed forces in foreign policy decisions and wanted them to stay away from politics 

by saying that, “Our armed forces should refrain from political tendencies and 

preferences, and instead, engage in the daily improvement of their scientific, 
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organizational, and operational capabilities. This has been the case up to now and will 

remain so, with the blessings of God, in the future” (Hashim, 2001: 46). 

However, while Safavi was criticized by many reformers and moderates as well 

as by Khatami who called “upon Safavi to desist from making any more political  

statement, the IRGC leadership issued its own warning that, attacks on its commander 

should be halted” (Hashim, 2001: 46). In addition to the IRGC leadership response to 

their critiques, Safavi himself declared that “We do not interfere in politics, but if we see 

that the foundations of our system of government and our revolution are threatened … we 

get involved. When I see that a political current has hatched a cultural plot, I consider it 

my right to defend the revolution against this current. My commander is the exalted 

leader, and he has not banned me [from doing so]” (Moslem, 2002a: 32). 

In supporting the IRGC, the conservative Parliament Speaker Natiq Nuri rejected 

any criticism to the IRGC by saying that, “the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps was 

not just a military power but had important internal responsibilities and tasks in order to 

protect the principles of the revolution148” (Al-Suwaidi, 2001: 101). 

However, while Khatami faced strong oppositions from different political 

institutions as well as from the armed forces to his moderate foreign policy, especially his 

                                                 
148 Furthermore, the conservative oppositions to Khatami had used most of the power at their disposal to 
slow or stop Khatami from having good relations with the United States. For example, “The Friday Prayer 
leadership is a clerical institution that tries to influence those who listen to the regular weekly sermons. In 
many cases, it has been used as a forum to contest any perceived changes in Iranian foreign policy. For 
example, Ayatollah Seyyed Hassan Taheri Khorramabadi, Tehran’s Friday Prayer Leader, declared in 1999 
that Iran would not be deceived by Washington’s recently softened tone toward Tehran: ‘The Untied States 
may utter words, but we must be vigilant … the nation’s enemies, including the United State, could not be 
expected to abandon their hostility soon.’ He apparently was responding to an earlier comment by another 
cleric, Mohammad Javad Hojjati-Kermani, who is close to Khatami but not part of the Friday Prayer 
institution. Hojjati-kermani had evaluated U.S. president Bill Clinton’s attitude as ‘positive,’ although he 
had demanded that Clinton should go beyond ‘words [and] adopt other measure to appeal to Tehran.’ 
Apropos of this ‘exchange,’ it can be noted that Khatami did not achieve significant success ‘especially in 
Tehran’ with respect to the Friday Prayer Leaders, and even his ministers were not invited to give talks 
before the weekly sermons start. However, the representatives of all pro-conservative groups were invited 
to speak” (Roshandel, 2002: 137-38). 
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policy toward the United States and the peace process between Palestinian Authority and 

Israel, he could achieve some of his foreign policies in different areas that would not 

make contradiction with and threaten the interests of conservatives and the armed forces. 

For example, Khatami’s foreign policy toward Gulf States did not face strong 

opposition. Khatami could get the support of his rivals because conservatives and armed 

forces wanted to have good relations with Gulf States in order to reduce the United States 

armed forces in the region. So, having good relations with Gulf States would lead the 

United States to leave the region since there is no threat to its interests. In his discussion 

to this issue, Chubin (2002) argues that “Khatami’s policy in the (Arabian) Gulf was not 

too different from Rafsanjani’s (policy). The one exception was that Iran no longer 

actively assisted in subverting the Gulf States. In other areas –military expenditures, the 

development of Iran’s missile program, Iran’s occupation of disputed islands, and 

opposition to the (United States) presence – policy remained the same” (p. 29). 

In expressing his policy toward Gulf States and accusing foreign forces over the 

problems in the Gulf, Khatami argues that “We not only do not need [a] foreign presence 

to establish security in the region but consider them as the root cause of disputes and 

confrontations (in the region)” (Chubin, 2002: 29). Since Khatami’s policy was in line 

with conservatives and the armed forces, Khatami got their supports. For example, 

Khatami’s policy toward Gulf States got the support of Khamenei who said that “The 

presence of foreign forces created tension and unrest, and Iran sought regional security 

assured by regional states” (Chubin, 2002: 29). 

Furthermore, the Iranian Naval Commander gave expression to both aspects of 

Khatami’s policy that aimed to make the United States’ presence unnecessary. “The 
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naval forces of the army and IRGC … are prepared to cooperate with forces of … Gulf 

States to bring sustainable security, peace and stability to the region … Warmongering, 

creating tensions and ravaging the economic resource of the regional states are among 

[the] consequences of the foreign powers’ illegitimate presence in the region, especially 

that of the (United States)” (Chubin, 2002: 29). 

Moreover, the Iranian ambassador to Saudi Arabia, Mohammad Reza Nuri, stated 

in late 1990s that, “Iran’s missile capabilities are at the disposal of the Kingdom of Saudi 

Arabia … We believe that Iran’s power is the Kingdom’s power, and the Kingdom’s 

power is Iran’s power. Our relations with Saudi Arabia have reached a historical stage 

where we are complementing one another, and if we have a missile or non-missile 

capability, it is at the kingdom’s disposal” (Al-Suwaidi 2001: 100). 

After conservatives and the armed forces shared Khatami’s views over the 

presence of the United States forces, Khatami went further in his policy to express his 

desire to establish regional security with Gulf States in order to push the United States 

out of the region. According to Chubin (2002), “Khatami’s policy in the Gulf has been to 

consolidate a system of regional security through bilateral confidence-building measures 

that might, eventually, lead to institutionalize regional security arrangement and make the 

presence of United States forces superfluous” (Chubin, 2002: 30). 

The strong support that Khatami got from conservatives showed how much 

Iranian behavior had changed after abandoning the idealistic goal of exporting their 

Islamic revolution. From the major reasons that behind this change was the existence of 

the United States forces in the Gulf. Therefore, the Iranian decision makers believed that 

in order to push the United States out of the region, they must deal pragmatically since 
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security of Gulf States was/is the major factor that led the United States to stay in the 

region. To achieve this goal, in his meeting with Saudi Defense Ministry Prince Sultan 

bin Abdulaziz, the “Iranian defense minister Rear Admiral Ali Shamkhani apparently 

suggested that the two countries should discuss ‘the outline of a regional security plan149” 

(Roshandel, 2002: 133). 

However, while having good relations with Gulf States is the best way to expel 

the United States presence from the Gulf, the disunity among Iranian decision makers 

affected to some extent this approach. For example, “Relations with Saudi and other Arab 

states are an example of the continuing difficulties (that Khatami) faced. Everything was 

going very well when the media reported that Khatami was preparing his trip to Mecca. 

At this point, Iranian military started war games in the (Arabian) Gulf. Khatami has very 

little influence in the military arena, and the maneuvers in fact damaged diplomatic 

relations, forcing him to start negotiations again. (While) Iran, like any other country, has 

(the) right to carry out military maneuvers; the timing for such games needs to be 

calculated so that they can promote Iranian foreign polices rather than to force them to 

change direction” (Roshandel, 2002: 132). 

While Khatami could make good relations with Gulf States mostly to force the 

United States armed forces to leave the region, he could also improve relations with 

                                                 
149 As declared by “the Saudi Press Agency. (Also), a Saudi diplomat said, ‘there was a possibility the two 
sides would draw up a defense agreement,’ then downplayed the suggestion by saying, ‘we should start 
with economic, social, and cultural cooperation” (Roshandel, 2002: 133). In addition, Chubin (2002) argues 
that after months of delay, in early 2001, Iran concluded a security agreement with Saudi Arabia dealing 
with cooperation in fighting terrorism, drug smuggling and the like. Also, he argues, “This is more 
significant as an indicator of improved relations than as a sign of similar vies about security” (p. 31). 
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European countries in order to get economic investment as well as other political 

goals150. 

His approach toward the European countries was influenced mostly by the weak 

economy that resulted from the long War with Iraq as well as from the continuing low oil 

prices. For example, the total Iranian oil revenue was US$10 billion in 1998, this amount 

increased to be about US$16 billion in 1999. This very low oil revenue did not meet the 

State’s needs, (see Table 3 for other years and more details). 

 

Table 3: Iranian Crude Oil Production, Petroleum Prices per-barrel, and Total 
Revenues per-year, 1998 – 2005 

 
Year Iranian Crude 

Oil Production
[million barrel 

per day]* 

Iran’s light 
crude 

[Spot Crude Oil 
prices US Dollar 

per barrel]* 

Iran’s heavy 
crude 

[Spot Crude Oil 
prices US Dollar 

per barrel]* 

Iran’s values 
of petroleum 

exports 
(million $)** 

1998 3,714.0 11.97 11.45 10,048 
1999 3,439.0 17.25 16.93 16,098 
2000 3,661.3 26.75 26.02 25,443 
2001 3,572.0 22.90 21.67 21,420 
2002 3,248.0 23.52 23.09 19,219 
2003 3,741.6 26.89 26.33 26,124 
2004 3,834.2 34.6** 33.06** 34,289 
2005 4,091.5*** 50.66*** 47.99*** 48,286*** 

 
*Source: Spot Crude Oil Prices, 1980-2003. From: http://www.opec.org 
**Source: OPEC's Annual Statistical Bulletin 2004. 
***Source: OPEC’s Annual Statistical Bulletin 2005. 
 

                                                 
150 In addition, Molavi and Sadjadpour (2003) argue that some conservatives shifted to be pragmatists 
because of the need for foreign investment to help the economy that suffered a lot with high unemployment 
number. Therefore, instead of focusing on ideology, they focus on national interest. For example, “Iran has 
ignored the plight of Kashmiri Muslims in favor of growing rapprochement with India and says nary a 
word about oppressed Muslims in Chechnya, so as not to offend its ally Russia” (p. 13). For more 
discussion over this issue see, Molavi, Afshin and Sadjadpour, Karim. (2003, November 10). “Tehran 
Dispatch Change Up.” The New Republic; pp. 12-13. 
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In the same time, the Iranian economy suffered from low investment in different 

industrial areas that led to increase the number of unemployment. So, opening to foreign 

investment could solve some problems and bring some helps to the Iranian economy. 

Khatami’s moderate policy that came shortly after he became president would 

help to improve the Iranian relations with European countries and to get their economic 

helps. The major moderate step that was taken by Khatami toward European countries 

came when his Foreign Minister Kharrazi151 assured the Europeans that Khatami’s 

government would not carry Khomeini’s fatwa of killing Salman Rushdie, the author of 

The Satanic Verses. In his assurance to Europeans, Kharrazi said, “I explained to Mr. 

Cook (British Foreign Minister) that offense and distress the book The Satanic Verses has 

caused to Muslims throughout the world, and repeated that the government of Islamic 

Republic of Iran has not intention, nor is it going to take any action whatsoever to 

threaten the life of the author of The Satanic Verses or anybody associated with this 

work, nor will it encourage or assist anybody to do so. Accordingly, the government 

disassociates itself from any reward which has been offered in this regard and does not 

support it152” (Andersen, 2001: 291). 

                                                 
151 Roshandel (2002) argues that “Having Kamal Kharrazi as Foreign Minister enhanced Khatami’s 
credibility because both main political factions in the country supported Kharrazi … Owing to a linear 
relationship with the Leader of the Revolution, a good understanding with Khatami, and a positive personal 
record during the war and as Iran’s ambassador to the United Nations, Kharrazi managed to serve as a 
bridge between the two factions. At the very beginning, he was not under any factional pressure or attack” 
(p. 134-35). 
152 While there were not strong official oppositions by different political institutions, strong oppositions to 
Khatami’s step over Rushdie affair came from different powerful clerics as well as radical students. For 
example, Ayatollah Hassan Saneil of the 15th Khordad Foundation stated in his editorial that, “I, as leader 
of the Khordad Foundation, increase the bounty by US$300,000 for execution of the decree ‘Khomeini’s 
death sentence’ … It has been a great honor for this foundation to offer a bounty for the killing of Salman 
Rushdie and we will continue to see it as an honor. We must not allow this matter to be forgotten.” In 
addition, a student group offered a bounty of US$333,000.” Also, “the people of the village Kiapey 
announce they were offering ten rugs plus land and a house near the Caspian Sea to anyone could get away 
with murdering Rushdie.” (Andersen, 2001: 292). Also, Andersen (2001) shows why this Foundation is 
powerful, “The 15th Khordad Foundation was established in 1979 on Khomeini’s order and it is the most 

  



Ibrahim Alnahas             Chapter 6. Khatami and the Iranian Foreign Policy, 1997 – 2005 
 

215

Khatami’s step of disassociating his government from Khomeini’s fatwa would 

find very positive response from the European Union that at its presidential level states 

that, “It removes an obstacle for a better relationship between European Union and Iran 

and increase the possibility that closer cooperation can be discussed in renewed dialogue. 

The European Union has noticed the suggestion made by President Khatami to the United 

Nation General Assembly to make year 2001 into ‘a year for the dialogue among 

civilizations” (Andersen, 2001: 292). 

Also, in it is response to Khatami’s policy, British responded positively and 

accepted his approach by agreeing to exchange ambassadors153. Then, Ambassadors were 

exchanged between Iran and different European countries in and after May of 1999 

(Chubin, 2002: 32). In addition to the diplomatic improvement, “Iran’s relations with 

European countries (took another level). Khatami visited several European countries: 

France, Germany, Greece, Italy154, Vatican City, and Spain. … On February 23, 1998, 

                                                                                                                                                 
secret of all. Its purpose is to support the poor and families affect by the war against Iraq, and it claimed 
that it helped 471,886 families in 1991/92. The very day after Khomeini’s fatwa against Rushdie, it offered 
a bounty of US$1million, which was increased in the following days by voluntary contributions. Since 
then, thee fund has increased the bounty several times, most recently on 12 October 1998, when it reached 
US$2.8 million” (p. 304-05). 
153 During that time, conservatives wanted to make it hard for Khatami to normalize relation with Britain by 
using their newspapers. For example, after “The Guardian wrote (in 1999): ‘Nick Browne, Britain’s charge 
d’affairs in Tehran, and Gholamreza Ansari, his opposite number in London, are to be promoted to 
ambassadors, as agreed by the two countries when the Iranian government formally disassociated itself in 
September from the death decree, of fatwa, issued nine years ago against Salman Rushdie.’ The next day 
(the Iranian newspaper) Jomhuri-ye Islami (Islamic Republic) wrote: “according to the Guardian, present 
British charge d’affairs and his Iranian counterpart in London will be upgraded to ambassadorial level. He 
is the same person who, on the threshold of the presidential elections in the winter of … 1996 in a 
confidential talk to an MP and while interfering in our internal affairs, defended the Shah’s regime and 
supported the Iraqi Baath attack on Iran. To accept Nick Brown as the British ambassador in Tehran will be 
an unusual step for the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and is against our national interest. (Also), Once again, 
when the decision was confirmed by the foreign ministers of the two countries on 3 May, Jomhuri-ye 
Islami wrote that ‘Nick Brown is a security element of the Intelligence Service, and his acceptance as an 
ambassador is against our national interest” (Roshandel, 2002: 136). 
154 In his speech before the Italian Parliament, Khatami said: ‘Tolerance and exchanged of views are the 
fruits of cultural richness, creativity, high-mindedness and harmony. One must recognize this opportunity. 
Tolerance leads to dialogue, and intolerance culminates in war.” Roshandel (2002) argues that “This 
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the European Union foreign ministers decided to resume ministerial contacts with 

Iran155” (Rakel, 2003: 561). 

Khatami’s moderate foreign policy could succeed to end the political isolation 

and economic sanctions that imposed on Iran for almost two decades as a result of its 

radical foreign policy. Also, his moderate policy allowed him to engage the world by 

visiting different European countries for the first time in the history of the Islamic 

Republic. 

At the time Khatami was doing well in sending his message to the world, he faced 

a serious foreign policy problem over the diplomats’ crisis with Taliban regime of 

Afghanistan in 1998. At that time, Taliban regime killed seven Iranian diplomats and one 

Iranian journalist. While Khatami wanted to calm down the crisis and deal with it 

diplomatically, radicals and conservatives rights wanted to escalate the event. In showing 

this contradictory, Chubin (2002) argues that “This is most evident in cases such as 

Tehran’s Autumn 1998 confrontation with the Taliban regime in Kabul over the murder 

of Iranian diplomats and treatment of Shi’a Afghans. (While Khatami dealt with the crisis 

diplomatically), conservatives sought to intensify the crisis, to depict the reformists as 

weak and to use the resultant atmosphere to increase domestic repression” (p. 21). 

By getting the support of the Supreme Leader Khamenei over the crisis, Khatami 

could overcome radicals and conservative rights, and solved the problem peacefully. 

                                                                                                                                                 
statement is perhaps an antiwar manifesto for a country that itself had been invaded and forced into a long 
and costly war” (p. 139). 
155 While Khatami wanted to visit some European countries, conservative and radical figures made some 
ironic comments in order to stop Khatami from going there. According to Chubin (2002), “Each of 
Khatami’s foreign visits has elicited criticism or worse from his domestic opponents. There was debate 
about whether he should visit France if wine were served; a visit to Italy attracted censure because it 
coincided with opposition [MKOI] activity there; and attempts to obstruct his visit to Germany in mid 2000 
involved the arrest of a German national and, later, of participation who had attended a conference in Berlin 
in January 2000. Nonetheless, these attempts at sabotage [as well as the arrest and sentencing of Iranian 
Jews charged with spying] have not far done more than delay the growing rapprochement” (p. 33). 
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Khatami’s moderate action kept his image as well as the new image of the Islamic 

Republic as a moderate state that can deal with the international events diplomatically. 

Therefore, during the first two years of his presidency, Khatami could succeed to 

moderate the Islamic Republic foreign policy and could bring good relations with all Gulf 

States as well as having good relations with different European countries. His moderate 

views and actions would bring Iran back to the international community, which would be 

good move toward building the devastating economy and developing the country. 

During that time, Khatami submitted the Third Five Year Economic Development 

Plan of 2000 – 2004. The main goal of this Third Plan was to develop the economy and 

reduce its dependent on the only economic resource that of oil, which did not bring 

enough money at its low price. Therefore, by opening the country to the international 

investment, Iran could find different sources of money. Also, the Third Economic Plan 

includes some elements that aimed to reform the domestic laws that related to the 

political economy. Khatami, like Rafsanjani, wanted to reform the economy by fighting 

the corruption and the monopoly, and also increasing the governmental control over the 

economy. 

In discussing the Third Economic Plan, Amuzegar (2005) argues that “The 

proposed plan (2000 – 2004) was to reduce the perilous dependence on oil exports, end 

state domination over major industries, reduce government control of private business, 

remove public and private monopolies, reduce budget-busting subsides, and eliminate 

rent-based profiteering. The bill also included new measures dealing with domestic and 

foreign polices, national security, and cultural endeavors” (p. 46). 
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While his economic policy aimed to develop the economy, it is clear that 

Khatami’s Third Economic Plan would face strong oppositions from interest groups and 

their conservative allies in the political institutions as what happened to Rafsanjani’s First 

and Second Economic plans since this Plan would touch their interests. Therefore, 

Amuzegar (2005) argues that “Not surprisingly, this was a scenario to which both the 

activist rights [e.g. the bazaar and the rent-endowed clerics] and the ardent left [e.g. 

Islamic Marxists and welfare ideologues] in the Majlis and the Council of Guardians 

were adamantly opposed” (p. 46-7). Moreover, “The ruling elite, who represent an 

alliance between the commercial bazaar bourgeoisie and conservative clerics, resists 

giving up their economic privileges as they do their political ones.” Also, the obstacle for 

foreign investment remains “the conservative judiciary, allied with commercial bazaar 

merchants with little interests foreign investment” (Keddie, 2003: 273). 

Furthermore, the Parliament Speaker Natiq Nuri, who was “Khatami’s chief 

competitor in the 1997 presidential election, and Yazdi (who was the Judiciary chief) are 

among the primary leaders of the conservative faction. Striving to protect the power and 

privileges of its bazaari cronies and the corporatist Bonyads (especially the Dispossessed 

Foundation), this faction opposes structural economic reforms. Expressing alarm about 

the cultural invasion by the West and the dangers of permissiveness, Yazdi and Nuri have 

resisted the lifting of cultural, political, and personal restrictions” (Zahedi, 2000: 176). 

In addition to the strong power of bazaars and the Dispossessed Foundation, the 

Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps also came to stand in the line of interest groups to 

protect it is interests, which went far beyond military issues. According to Hashim 

(2001), “The appointment of Mohsen Rafiqdoost, a former minister for the Revolutionary 
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Guards Corps as head of the … Foundation of the Oppressed – a charitable organization 

that looked after the needs of the poor but also managed a large economic corporation – 

fostered close links between the two organizations. This enabled the IRGC to expand its 

economic activities beyond the defense industry and into shipping, commerce, 

agriculture, industrial manufacturing, banking, and cross-border trade” (p. 46). 

Therefore, it is not surprisingly to find that the Islamic Revolutionary Guard 

Corps strongly opposed Khatami’s reforms plans from the beginning to protect its huge 

economic interests. Also, while it was not surprise for such interest groups – the bazaars 

and the Dispossessed Foundation – and the armed forces to protect their interests, also it 

was not surprise to find strong support to these interest groups came from the Supreme 

Leader Khamenei. 

Roshandel (2002) showed this in his argument when he said, “In reply to a 

proposal from the President, the leader instructed the Expediency Council to study the 

proposals made by the government ‘concerning the determination of general polices of 

the Third Five Year Economic Development Plan. ... The Leader’s instruction said, ‘in 

drawing up foreign policies, the already declared principles of the Islamic Republic of 

Iran should be taken into consideration, with emphasis on the country’s dignity and 

interest.” And then Roshandel adds, “This … was the first time that the leader mentioned 

such an emphasis. The Persian text of the instruction addressed to the Expediency 

Council reveals that he may have some points of disagreement with the Third Five Year 

Economic Plan, and therefore he instructed the Expediency Council to review the plan’s 

 



                          Continuity and Change in the Revolutionary Iran Foreign Policy 220 

general policies” (p. 138). The Supreme Leader opposition to Khatami’s foreign and 

economic policies was well known since Khatami held the office156. 

 Therefore, interest groups and military organizations, which were backed by 

conservatives who controlled most political institutions, came together to oppose 

Khatami’s foreign policy that intended to reform Iranian socio-economic policies. As a 

result of these strong oppositions and rejections to most of Khatami’s proposed Economic 

Plan, its targets had become meaningless157. According to Amuzegar (2005), “In an 

ironic twist, a strange coalition of conservative and liberal groups thus rejected some of 

the key elements of the proposed bill, making the realization of its targets more difficult. 

(For example), the legislators refused to end the tax exemptions of all public agencies and 

                                                 
156 Gheisari and Nasr (2004) argue that “With a year after Khatami assume office, the Supreme Leader … 
Khamenei began to use the judiciary, the council of Guardians … and his allies in the media, the 
Parliament and various government agencies to limit reform. The reform-minded Khatami repeatedly lost 
ground to these conservative forces in showdowns over legislation, freedom of the press, rule of law and 
individual rights” (p. 100). 
157 To explain the difficulty that reformists faced, Al-Suwaidi (2001) argues that “Even on the domestic 
front, where President Khatami appears intent on instituting the ‘rule of law’ as his basis for better 
government at home and better relations abroad, there are still many influential actors within Iranian power 
circles who have not given up their radicalism and who seem equally determined to bring Khatami’s 
liberalization experiment to an end. The unprecedented acknowledgement of the involvement of members 
of the Ministry of Intelligence in the murder and disappearance of a number of Iranian intellectuals and 
critics in January 1999 serves as a poignant example of the methods that the hard-line forces inside Iran 
will utilize in order to stop the movement toward greater openness and freedom. Under these conditions, a 
termination of the reform process of Khatami and consequent increase in domestic turmoil can no longer be 
discounted” (p. 101). Furthermore, Keddie (2003) argues that “to maintain the status quo, radical blocked 
Khatami’s reform plans by attacking his followers inside and outside the government. Some ministers 
forced to resign like the Minister of Cultural Mohajerani after being pursued by hardliners, some big staff 
faced charges of corruption such as Tehran’s reformist mayor, (Karbaschi who taxed bazaars very highly 
according to Moslem, 2002), in addition to several of his deputies. In addition, many reformists had been 
killed or jailed. For example, “in the first year and a half of Khatami’s presidency at least nine dissident 
writers of activities were murdered, died under suspicious circumstances, or disappeared, and many others 
were attacked or arrested. The long-time Persian nationalist Daryush Foruhar, age seventy, and his wife 
were stabbed to death in November 1998. Two days later the body of a journalist was discovered, and soon 
another writer was found strangled” (p. 275). In addition, “In March 2000 Said Hajjarian, the leading 
reform strategist, was shot and severely wounded” (p. 278). Therefore, conservatives and hardliners tried to 
block any kind of reform because that would affect their base negatively. In case of foreign policy, they 
did/do not want good relations with the West, especially the United States for different purposes. Also, 
economically, they did/do not want the country to open its doors for foreign investment because that will 
cost them a lot economically and politically since the power of money bring political power to mobilize the 
street to serve their interests. 
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semi-public [Foundations]. … The Fingerprints of both groups in the Majlis could thus be 

seen all over the final document158” (p. 47). 

While Khatami and reformers wanted to reform the country in all areas, 

conservatives and interest groups wanted to stop Khatami from achieving his policy that 

might affect their interests. And to strengthen their positions in the future, both sides were 

looking to the coming election of the Sixth Parliament, 2000 – 2004. While conservatives 

wanted to maintain their plurality and attempted to get the majority, Khatami and his 

supporters wanted to get the majority to accelerate their reform and implement their 

agendas. 

However, by controlling the Guardians Council, conservatives can directly affect 

the outcomes of the coming elections by deciding who can and cannot run for the 

parliamentary elections. This led many people to suppose that conservatives would 

maintain at least their plurality or get the majority in the Sixth Majlis159. As a result of 

this power, conservatives tried to block reformists from getting the majority in the 

coming parliament. Therefore, by January 2000 and shortly before the elections in 

February, “The Guardians Council continued to increase its power, declaring … that it is 

not sufficient for parliamentary candidates to be Muslims, they also must show 

commitment to Islam” (Smail, 2002: 295). In other words, they want candidates to 

believe and think in the way conservatives do. 

                                                 
158 Amuzegar (2005) argues that “Iran’s repeated requests to join the WTO (World Trade Organization) 
during the plan period were rebuffed due to the absence of consensus among members.” (p.61). 
159 In addition to increase their power, “In August 1999, the parliament approved an amendment to the 
electoral laws that said: ‘The Guardians Council will have the supervisory task in every stage of the 
parliamentary elections. This supervision will be expedient and comprehensive in every election related to 
the Majlis” (Smail, 2002: 294-95). For more discussions about this 2000 Parliamentary election see, 
Bakhash, Shaul. (2001). “Reformists, Conservatives, and Iran’s 2000 Parliamentary elections.” 
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Therefore, 5,193 out of 6,860 candidates were approved by the Guardians 

Council. While the Interior Ministry announced that 890 candidates had withdrawn, the 

others which about 1000 candidates were rejected by the Guardians Council. “Most of the 

rejected candidates were identified as reformists, while others were fairly outspoken 

opponents of the system.” In addition to the Guardians Council, conservatives “in the 

government did not intend to make it easy for the reformist forces. One way in which 

they created obstacles was by having the Guardians Council disallow reformist electoral 

victories in 13 constituencies160” (Smail, 2002: 297 and 304). 

Although conservatives tried strongly to maintain their power over the coming 

parliament, the results of the elections gave reformers the majority in the Sixth 

Parliament (2000 – 2004) where they can pass laws161. According to Kar (2003), 

reformers “won overwhelming voter support and 200 (out of 290 seats) of the 

parliament” (p. 133). After getting the majority, reformers wanted to implement their 

agendas since they have the power to do so. However, conservatives would not let it 

happen and also did not want Khatami’s reform policy to come true. 

Therefore, by controlling most and major political institutions, conservatives 

decided to “curtail the authority of the new Majlis in the crucial areas of legislative 

powers and oversight. In April, (two months after the election of 2000) in response to a 

                                                 
160 In this matter, Zahedi (2000) argues that, “Given the mood of the public, the reformers are likely to 
capture most of the seats in the February 2000 parliamentary elections; even though the conservatives 
dominated Council of Guardians will undoubtedly strive to restrict the number of eligible reformist 
candidates. The reformers, however, intend to register an inordinate number of candidates in order to make 
it impossible for the Council of Guardians to prevent a reformist victory. But although the triumph of the 
reformers in the coming elections, which appears imminent, will undoubtedly tilt the balance of power in 
favor of the moderates, it is important to understand that there are divisions within the reformist camp itself 
(p. 161). 
161 Kar (2003) also discusses and shows the power of conservatives and radicals over different institutions 
to block any law or approach that come by reformists. For example, conservatives stopped any policy that 
aimed to open the country to foreign investment. For more discussion about conservatives restrictions over 
Khatami and reformists policies, see Kar (2003), “The Deadlock in Iran Constitutional Constraints.” 

  



Ibrahim Alnahas             Chapter 6. Khatami and the Iranian Foreign Policy, 1997 – 2005 
 

223

move by some members of the outgoing Majlis to exercise oversight of the judiciary, the 

Council of Guardians ruled that the legislature had no authority to look into the affairs of 

institutions that came under the purview of the Leader. This meant that in addition to the 

judiciary, the Majlis was barred from investigation or scrutinizing the operations of the 

armed forces and Revolutionary Guards, the broadcast media and the bonyads162 

(Foundations). The chief officers of all these organizations are appointed by the Leader. 

When member of the Majlis demurred, the Expediency Council, a body that adjudicates 

differences between the Council of Guardians and the Majlis, upheld the Council of 

Guardians in its novel interpretations of the constitution163” (Bakhash 2001:26). 

As a result of the conservative actions, reformers in the Majlis found themselves 

without major power to act and implement their policies. Also, conservatives could 

control the Majlis by using their power over the Guardians Council and the Expediency 

Council. By doing that, conservatives could maintain their powers even though they did 

not control the Majlis. 

In addition to conservatives power and their oppositions to reformers, the Islamic 

Revolutionary Guard Corps, which controlled by conservatives, entered again on the line 

with conservatives and interest groups to oppose reformers and whoever backed them by 

issuing “an official statement calling for unity and warning unnamed ‘enemies’ opposing 

the regime that they ‘will feel the reverberating impact of the hammer of the Islamic 

                                                 
162 According to Bakhash (2001), “The bonyads played a significant role in the economy. Reluctant to give 
up their own lucrative holdings, they acted as a barrier to privatization. They were suspected of siphoning 
off funds to leading clerics, which were then used for patronage purposes. Yet they gave no public 
accounting of their operations” (Bakhash 2001: 18-9). 
163 The battle between reformists (headed by Khatami) and conservatives over reforms included different 
parts of their supporters was going on. For example, Molavi (2002) argues that “An important battle is 
taking place today between a group of technocrats and a small group of state-affiliated bazaaris. 
Technocrats in the Central Bank and surrounding President Khatami have called for a breakup of the 
bonyads (Foundations), but powerful bazaar merchants and senior conservative (clerics) resist” (p. 177). 
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revolution in their skull … they will never [again] be able to engage in hatching plots164” 

(Bakhash, 2001: 26).  

While wining the majority in the Majlis in addition to the presidency, reformers 

faced strong oppositions from different sides, which made them weak as before. 

Therefore, reformers would not be able to achieve their policies and reach their goals. To 

confirm their weaknesses, Amuzegar (2004) argues that “Failing to push forward 

promised reforms or to stem the tide of popular discontent, the President was finally 

forced to admit to a friendly crowd toward the end of 2000: ‘I declare after three years as 

president that I do not have sufficient power to implement the constitution, which is my 

biggest responsibility’. On another occasion, (Khatami) added, ‘My repeated warnings 

against violations of the constitution have been ignored” (Amuzegar, 2004: 78). 

Moreover, in discussing Khatami’s power, Keddie (2003) argues that Khatami 

“has been unable to make significant dents in Khamenei power165, which is backed by his 

judiciary, intelligence, and armed forces. Khatami is unable even to exercise all the 

powers given him by the constitution, as he has publicly noted. He has opposed attempts 

to change the constitution as inevitably being controlled by conservatives and has also 

opposed public actions that might lead to violence. It is not surprising that more and more 

people have given up on him as a leader of meaningful reform” (p. 280).  

However, while Khatami admitted that he is weak President to face Khamenei as 

well as other conservatives and interest groups, he ran for the coming presidential 

elections of 2001, where he could win to serve for another term of four-year (2001 – 

                                                 
164 According to Bakhash (2001), “This declaration caused considerable alarm. Rumors that the Guards 
interned to overthrow Khatami grew so widespread that the Guards had to issue a second statement denying 
they were planning a coup” (p. 26). 
165 Monshipouri (2004a) argues that “a non-elected Supreme Leader Khamenei controls the levers of 
power, whereas an elected President Khatami…continues to be powerless” (p. 417). 
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2005). But although Khatami saw himself as weak President, many scholars such as 

Bakhash (2001) and Halliday (2001) would argue that Khatami brought significant 

change in the Islamic Republic foreign policy during his first term. This significant 

change could be seen in the change of the image of the Iranian behaviors that led many 

countries around the world to engage Iran. 

In sum, as we have seen, different domestic and international political factors had 

affected the Islamic Republic foreign policy during Khatami’s first term. Khatami’s 

moderate views toward the world had played major role in changing the Iranian 

behaviors and images. Through short time of his presidency, Khatami could improve the 

Iranian relations with all Gulf States as well as other neighboring countries – except 

Israel. Also, Khatami moderate policy could convince major European countries to have 

good relations with Iran, especially after disassociating his government from Khomeini’s 

fatwa that of killing Salman Rushdie. 

However, Khatami could not achieve his moderate foreign policies without 

getting the approval from and the support of the Supreme Leader Khamenei and 

conservatives in the political institutions as well as the support of interest groups. 

Khamenei and conservative groups had supported Khatami’s moderate foreign policy, 

especially toward Gulf States, for very important reason that of the United States 

presence in the Gulf. Khamenei and conservatives as well as Khatami himself believed 

that having good relations with all Gulf States would lead the United States to leave the 

Gulf since there would be no reason for the United States to put its forces in the Gulf. 

Also, this policy would lead Gulf States to call the United States to leave their soils and 

the Gulf region as a result of the reduction and un-existence Iranian threat. 
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Moreover, interest groups would support Khatami’s moderate policy because 

engaging the world would increase their benefits. Also, maintaining the stability in the 

region would increase their interests because businesses cannot flourish in unstable 

environment. Also, interest groups did not want war or any conflict with the United 

States or any other country because that will affect their interests directly as what 

happened during the long War with Iraq (1980 – 1988). In addition, Khatami’s moderate 

policy with major European countries also got the support of most domestic political 

players. The basic goal behind supporting Khatami’s moderate policy was the economic 

issue. The devastating economy and the continuing low oil prices had led most domestic 

groups to support Khatami’s policy of having good relations with European countries in 

order to rescue the economy. 

However, while Khatami could get the supports of the Supreme Leader and 

conservatives as well as interest groups in order to have good relations with Gulf States 

and major European countries, his foreign policy toward the United States and his foreign 

economic policy faced strong oppositions from different groups. The Supreme Leader 

Khamenei had shown his strong opposition to Khatami’s policy of having dialogue with 

the United States. Khamenei sees himself as protector to the Islamic culture and ideology. 

In his belief, having relations with the United States would affect directly and indirectly 

the Iranian society and its Islamic culture. Also, he did not trust the United States as a 

result of its history in Iran as well as its unlimited support to Israel. Also, conservative 

groups inside and outside the parliament supported the Supreme Leader and opposed 

such engagement with the United States for political, economic, and ideological reasons. 
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In addition to the Supreme Leader and conservative groups, interest groups, who 

got strong support from conservatives, opposed such relations with the United States as 

well as opposed Khatami’s foreign economic policy that would lead to open the doors for 

foreign investment. Having good relations with the United States would open the door for 

unexpected competitors that have strong economic positions and access to big markets. 

Moreover, the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps entered the political arena by opposing 

Khatami’s foreign and economic policies. By involving in the decision process and siding 

with conservatives, the IRGC broke his long time policy of being outside politics. 

These different domestic political factors had affected Khatami’s foreign policies 

during his first term. In the coming pages, I will study Khatami’s second term to see what 

was/were the major factors that affected the Islamic Republic foreign policy. 

 

The Second Period: August 2001 – August 2005 

While Khatami denounced terrorism in different occasions throughout his first 

years in office, also he denounced terrorism through his reelection campaign to show his 

moderate foreign policy that stands on dialogue and tolerant. In one of his speeches, 

Khatami declared that “We explicitly announce that we are against terrorism in all its 

shapes, as demanded by our religious moral and cultural mores and will seriously fight 

against this phenomenon” (Chubin, 2002: 92). Also, in another occasion, Khatami 

emphasized the idea of dialogue and détente among states especially in the era of 

globalization where conciliatory but not confrontation can bring benefits and prosperities 

for all countries. “Foreign policy does not mean guns and rifles, but utilizing all 

legitimate in international means to convince others” (Takeyh, 2003: 50). 
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His reelection of 2001 came with little change in the balance of power among the 

ruling elites. By wining the majority in the Sixth Parliament and now the presidency, 

reformers could hold two major political institutions where they could show their voices 

to the rest and push their reform agendas and implement their policies in the ground, 

theoretically. 

The first test for reformers came shortly after Khatami assumed office and started 

his second term. The attack of Al-Qaeda on the United States on 11 September 2001 was 

the major event that Khatami could face and used to show the entire world that Iran is 

against terrorism. Also, Khatami could use that event to make strong rapprochement with 

the United States, which he worked for and wanted since his first term. After knowing 

that Al-Qaeda was in charge of the attack, the United States planned to retaliate by 

attacking Al-Qaeda’s bases in Afghanistan, which was ruled by Taliban regime, Iran’s 

neighboring and un-welcomed regime. 

Khatami and reformers argued that, “the crisis offered Iran the chance to 

dissociate itself from its previous practices and turn over new leaf. Above all, it was an 

opportunity to act assertively diplomatically – to stake out Iran’s interest [in contrast to 

its passivity in the 1990/91 crisis when its reactiveness had left it empty-handed]. The 

crisis offered Iran an opportunity to use its overlapping interests with the United States to 

start the long delayed dialogue166” (Chubin, 2002: 97). 

                                                 
166 In supporting this argument, Ghamari-Tabrizi (2003) argues that “September 11, 2001, had two 
significant consequences for Iranian-American relations. First, the Iranian regime saw the tragedy as an 
opportunity to exonerate itself from involvement in the global networks of terror. The Islamic Republic had 
long been hostile to the Al-Qaeda terrorists and their Taliban supporters in Kabul. Second, September 11 
gave another chance to the Islamic Republic to mover closer to the U.S. through assuring a peaceful and 
smooth transition in post-Taliban Afghanistan” (p. 19-20). For more discussion about this issue, see 
Ghamari-Tabrizi, Behrooz. “Iran: A Solution Rather than a problem: The Politics of Reform.” In, 
Conference Report. (2003, May). Social Change and Dissent in Iran. The CAN Corporation, pp. 12-20. On 
the World Wide Web: http://www.cna.org/documents/Iranian_book.pdf 
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Reformers’ position was backed by the powerful figure and the head of the 

Expediency Council former President Rafsanjani, who declared that “We have lost 

opportunities in the past. We have made inappropriate measures or never made any 

measures. And we have delayed making decisions. Our ideology is flexible. We can 

choose expediency on the basis of Islam” (Chubin, 2002: 51). Rafsanjani wanted to say 

that Iran should look to its national interests and put aside its ideology that brought 

problems to the Islamic Republic in its first two decades. In the same time, he did not 

want radicals to push the country into conflict with the United States. “The Islamic 

Republic will not subject or push the county to war with anybody” (Chubin, 2002: 51). 

These reformers’ and pragmatics’ views would face strong oppositions and 

confrontations from conservatives who opposed any dialogue with the United States. This 

opposition would increase more in the case of military assistance to the United States 

forces in its war against Afghanistan. According to Chubin (2002), “the view of 

conservative was that the United States was not to be trusted: that it was bombing 

innocent Muslims, had a strategy of expansion into Central Asia, supported Zionist 

aggression, defined terrorism selectively, and sought to use the crisis to undermine 

revolutionary Iran. Their prescription was clear: Iran should resist, and even oppose the 

United States campaign in Afghanistan” (p. 97). 

The conservatives’ position was supported by the Supreme Leader Khamenei. To 

show Khamenei’s views, Chubin (2002) argues that “Ayatollah Khamenei effectively 

prevented exploitation of the crisis by the reformers, who clearly hoped to use it to 

strengthen links with the West and improve Iran’s overall image. His intervention and his 

unwillingness to envisage formal or public cooperation with the United States, even when 
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interest converged, stopped moves that might have led to a process of reconciliation. The 

Supreme Leader was explicit: ‘not only the relationship with America but also 

negotiation with that country is against our national interest” (p. 98). 

As a result of these contradictions and different views among Iranian ruling elites, 

the Iran did not stand militarily with the United States in its invasion to Afghanistan. 

However, Iran helped the United States indirectly by helping Taliban’s rival forces167. 

However, while reformers and conservatives were in contradiction over helping 

the United States in its invasion to Afghanistan, both groups were cautious about the 

United States plan in Afghanistan because they against the United States military 

presence in the Arabian Gulf and in the region in large. The cautions of the Iranian ruling 

elites about the United States presence in Afghanistan increased in January 2002 when 

Bush declared that Iran was part of the “axis of evil” in addition to Iraq and North 

Korea168. 

Bush declaration was received in Iran as a direct hostility toward their country as 

well as their regime. According to Porter (2006), “the effect of the Bush administration’s 

signals of hostility was to discredit the idea of cooperation with Washington as a means 

of obtaining U.S. concessions to Iranian interests. Reflecting the mood in Tehran, in May 

                                                 
167 According to Keddie (2003), “Iran helped the United States, especially in Afghanistan, where Iran 
backed the Northern Alliance, aided in the installation of Hamid Karazi, reined in some of Iran’s Shi’a 
supporters, and strongly opposed the Taliban” (p. 284). In addition, Porter (2006) argues that “In fact, the 
Iranians had made a serious effort to cooperate with Washington on Al-Qaeda … When the (Bush) 
Administration requested that the Iranian government send more guards to the Afghan border to intercept 
Al-Qaeda cares, Iran did so. And when Washington asked Iran to look out for specific Al-Qaeda leaders 
who had entered Iran, Iran put a hold on their visas” (p. 20). Iran also was having mixed desire toward the 
war on Afghanistan. In one case, Iran did not want the United States to attack Afghanistan because that will 
lead to strong militarily existence in its Northern neighbor. In the other side, Iran did not like the Sunni 
Taliban regime that ruled Afghanistan since mid 1990s. 
168 In his State of the Union on January 29, 2002, President Bush branded the three countries Iraq, Iran, and 
North Korea as an “axis of evil” where the United States can use pre-emptive forces as a tool to counter-
proliferation and regime change in these three countries. 
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2002, Supreme Leader Khamenei denounced the idea of negotiations with the United 

States as useless” (p. 20). 

While Khamenei declared that the dialogue with the United States as useless, 

moderates, who were weak and would weaken more in facing conservatives, came closer 

to conservatives’ thought over the United States purposes. According to Monshipouri 

(2004), the United States “image as a global bully seeking unilaterally permeated the 

minds of conservatives and reformists alike. Many reformists, who ought and justified 

dialogue with the United States, regarded this characterization as a major setback to their 

political capital: the prevailing sentiment in Iran favoring engagement and dialogue – not 

confrontation or isolation. This sort of foreign policy posturing has particularly renewed 

the fear among reformists that the old geopolitical ruled have been revived to the 

detriment of promoting reform-from-below in Iran and that the United States of 

ideological and political persuasion, the government and people alike ‘resented this 

implied interference in their affairs” (p. 569). 

While Bush declaration of “axis of evil” brought conservatives and reformists 

together in viewing the United States, the United States preparation to invade Iraq and 

change its regime shortly after the declaration of “axis of evil” had brought conservatives 

and reformists very close to face the possible threat that might come anytime from the 

United States. These international events made the ruling elites of the Islamic Republic 

cautious about the next move of the United States169. Therefore, Porter (2006) argues that 

                                                 
169 Porter (2006) argues that “Iranian calculations were dramatically altered by the impending U.S. attack 
on Iraq. In late 2002, U.S. Ambassador to Afghanistan Zalmay Khalilzad met with Iranian officials in 
Geneva, asked for assistance for any American pilots downed in Iranian territory, and requested that Iran 
refrain from putting forces into Iraq. Journalist Afshin Molavi was told by Iranian sources that the Iranians 
agreed to both requests but insisted on a pledge by the United States not to attack Iran after it had removed 
Saddam, to which Khalilzad gave an equivocal answer” (p. 20). 
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“Iranian national security official were convinced that the Bush Administration intended 

to move against their country once the United States had consolidated its position in Iraq. 

… (Iranian decision makers believed that) if they did not do something, Iran would be 

next” (p. 20). 

These consecutive policies of the United States that of invading Afghanistan, 

including Iran in the list of “axis of evil” states, and then planning to invade Iraq and 

change Saddam’s regime have affected directly the Iranian decision makers and then the 

Islamic Republic foreign policy orientation170.  

The first affect was the change in the reformists’ way of thinking. The long 

dispute among Iranian decision makers over having Weapons of Mass Destruction 

(WMD) had come to an end when reformists supported conservatives’ and radicals’ 

demand toward having this kind of weapons in order to protect their country as well as 

their regime171. According to Takeyh (2003), “Given the demise of Saddam … America 

has emerged as Iran’s foremost strategic challenge and the primary motivation behind its 

nuclear weapons program. The Bush Administration’s ‘axis of evil’ rhetoric and its 

imperious doctrine of pre-emptive force as a tool of counter-proliferation and regime 

change has further intensified Iran’s quest for a nuclear deterrent. A range of figures, both 

reformers and conservatives, have actively touted possession of nuclear weapons as the 

only way to deter an encroaching American superpower” (p. 54). 

                                                 
170 However, the United States actions had led Iran to strengthen its ties with European Union and Russia to 
counter the United States. In his argument, Monshipouri (2004a) states that “One broader implication that 
the ‘axis of evil’ labeling has was indeed edging Iran toward closer ties with the major European powers, 
including Russia” (p. 571). 
171 According to Amuzegar (2006), the history of the Iranian nuclear project goes back to the mid-1950s 
when “Mohammad Reza Shah signed a civilian ‘atoms for peace’ agreement with the Eisenhower 
administration and later received an American Research reactor for the Tehran Nuclear Research Center.” 
However, this project had stopped when the Shah was ousted by the Revolution in 1979. But it restarted 
again in 1987 for unknown reasons (p. 92). For more details about the history of the Iranian nuclear project 
since it started with the Shah in mid 1950s up to 2006, see Amuzegar (2006). 
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In addition to the last argument, Amuzegar (2006) argues that the United States 

threat to the Islamic Republic and its action over Afghanistan and Iraq as well as North 

Korea are among the major reasons that led Iran to seek Weapons of Mass Destruction172. 

For example, “hearing repeated threats from high American and Israeli politicians, a 

nuclear capability is a credible deterrent and a valuable insurance policy against external 

threats. Indigenous nuclear power might also be regarded as a counterbalance to nuclear-

armed Israel and the risks of foreign-inspired separatist movements.” Also, “the Iranian 

leadership, based on a misperception of the North Korean and Iraqi cases, may believe 

that an intermediate-range strategic nuclear capability would deter any eventual 

American or Israeli attacks and thus enable it to assume a bolder and more aggressive 

foreign policy towards its arch enemies.” In addition, “Tehran leaders may believe that 

the one sure means of bringing Washington to the bargaining table ‘on an equal-statues 

basis’ or at least enjoying the assurances of being treated with greater respect would be to 

have the bomb; it worked for North Korea. According to an unnamed Pentagon official, 

the Iranians realize that only by becoming a nuclear state can they defend themselves 

against the United States” (p. 97). 

                                                 
172 The other reasons that offered by Amuzegar (2006) are mostly related to national purposes. For 
example: 1) “given widespread and profound discontent among an overwhelming majority of Iranian 
citizens, the theocratic government may feel understandably paranoid about its own security. A nuclear Iran 
would strengthen the theocratic oligarchs’ sense of invulnerability at home and abroad, and would weaken 
opponents within and outside the country. While no one thinks the regime would ever use nuclear weapons, 
once Iran develops a nuclear deterrent, the leadership can more easily ignore international pressure and 
pursue domestic political repression and human-rights violations with impunity”. 2) “The possession of 
nuclear bombs would be considered a hallmark of modernization, giving the country heightened national 
prestige and clout, thus consolidating its sphere of influence in the region.” 3) “As a self-appointed 
standard bearer of ‘Islam ruling the world,’ the Islamic Republic may resent taking a backseat to Pakistan 
[which it regards as a relative newcomer on the global scene] and wish to correct a nuclear imbalance”. 4) 
“possession on an atomic bomb would give the theocratic oligarch entry into the prestigious nuclear club, 
which like all exclusive clubs, bestows on members a coveted status far beyond [and largely distinct from] 
its club’s privileges and amenities” (p. 96-7). 
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These different reasons have pushed various political figures and factions among 

the Iranian ruling elites to change their views toward having weapons of mass destruction 

in order to protect their country173. The agreement of the Iranian ruling elites over having 

nuclear weapons was supported by the high increase of oil prices. After long time of low 

oil prices, Iran could get high oil revenues since 2000. For example, while the total 

Iranian oil revenues were about US$10 billion and US$16 billion in 1998 and 1999 

respectively, the amount had increased to be about US$25 billion in 2000. Also, the 

amount of the Iranian oil revenue had increased more in 2004 to be about US$34 billion 

(see Table 3). In addition to the increase of oil prices that brought high revenues, Iranian 

trade with European countries has increased dramatically as a result of Khatami’s 

moderate policy. For example, “Between 2000 and 2005, European trade with Iran 

almost tripled (about US$15 billion per year)” (Middle East Quarterly, 2006: 65). 

The improvement of the economic status as a result of the increase of oil prices 

and the increase of trade with the European Union countries has given Iranian decision 

makers the power to accelerate the development of their nuclear project which will lead 

probably to produce weapons of mass destruction. Therefore, the Middle East Quarterly 

(2006) argues that “Rather than moderate its behavior, the Iranian government used the 

influx of hard currency from both trade and the rise of oil prices to further its nuclear 

program” (p. 65). 

However, while reformists and conservatives have come together to support the 

nuclear project to have nuclear weapons, they did not want to escalate the disputes with 

                                                 
173 In addition to the United States presence in the Arabian Gulf and its threat to attack Iran, Ehteshami 
(2000) argues that “America’s prospective development and implementation of a national missile defense 
(NMD) system” would push Iran to develop a “long-range missile and nonconventional capability” (p. 
171). For more discussions and details about this issue, see Ehteshami, Anoushiravan. (2000, Summer). 
“Tehran’s Tocsin.” The Washington Quarterly, pp. 171-176. 
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the United States since they know that the balance of power clearly is not in their side. 

Therefore, officially, Iran announced its desire to avoid any conflict with the United 

States over Iraq. For example, the Iranian Foreign Minister Kharrazi “has dismissed the 

notion that Iran will seek to export its revolution to the chaotic scene in Iraq, noting ‘no 

Iranian official has suggested the formation of an Iranian-style government in Iraq” 

(Takeyh, 2003: 52-3). In addition to the Iranian declaration that emphasized its neutrality 

over the development in Iraq to avoid military conflicts with the United States, “The 

inflectional conservative politician, Muhammad Javad Larijani, has gone even further 

than Kharrazi, claming ‘Iran’s experience is not possible to be duplicated in Iraq.” Also, 

“The powerful Secretary of Iran’s National Security Council, Hasan Rowhani, was 

insistent on this point: ‘Tehran does not want confrontation and friction with America 

over Iraq” (Chubin, 2002: 53). 

During that time, Iranian decision makers were working on a proposal to 

negotiate with the United States on different issues that of interests for both the United 

States and the Islamic Republic174. According to Porter (2006), “The proposal … offered 

a dramatic set of specific policy concessions Tehran was prepared to make in the 

framework of an overall bargain on its nuclear program, its policy toward Israel, and Al-

Qaeda. It also proposed the establishment of three parallel working groups to negotiated 

‘road maps’ on the three main areas of contention – weapons of mass destruction, 

‘terrorism and regional security,’ and ‘economic cooperation175” (p. 20). 

                                                 
174 According to Porter (2006), “Iran’s then-ambassador to France, Sadegh Kharrazi…drafted the 
document, which was approved by the highest authorities in the Iranian system, including the Supreme 
National Security Council and the Supreme Leader Khamenei himself” (p. 20). 
175 For more detail about this proposal, see Porter (2006). 
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While reformers and conservatives involved in discussing and drafting this 

proposal, Khatami wanted to use this opportunity to readdress his moderate policy toward 

the peace process between Palestinian Authority and Israel by saying that, “We do not 

intend to impose our (views) on others or stand in their way176” (Takeyh, 2003: 55). 

Moreover, after Palestinians accepted Bush proposal of peace process that called “Road 

Map”, the Iranian Foreign Ministry spokesman, Hamid Reza Asefi declared that Iran 

“will in no way interfere with the decision of the Palestinian groups. We respect all 

decisions taken by the majority of the Palestinians177” (Takeyh, 2003: 55). 

 At the time Khatami showed his moderate policy, reformers in the Majlis tried to 

strengthen themselves at the expense of conservatives. Despite their agreement over the 

national security, reformers wanted to push their political, social, and economic policies 

that conservatives did not like. To strengthen themselves, reformers in the Majlis “passed 

two bills to expand the powers of the elected president and limit the Guardians Council’s 

powers to veto legislation – bills that the Guardians Council would have to approve or 

reject. Reaction by the right began with the arrest of authorized public opinion 

researchers, whose polls showed that 74 percent of respondents favored negotiating with 

the United States and 64 percent favored opening relations with it” (Keddie, 2003: 281). 

                                                 
176 Molavi and Sadjadpour (2003) argue that Khatami, “A reformer who has long argued that Iran should 
not interfere in any agreements made between Israel and Palestinians, is unlikely to quibble with the 
conservatives” (p. 12). 
177 Also, the wishes of foreign policy would face strong oppositions from conservatives and radicals figures 
and groups as what happened in 2001 when these groups used the Palestinian intifada for internal political 
purposes against reformers. According to Halliday (2001), “the conservatives in the Majlis and around 
spiritual leader Khamenei have pushed for the most militant line on Palestine, refusing to accept any 
compromise with Israel. (For example), In April 2001, against the wishes of the Foreign Ministry and the 
reformists, they organized a major conference in Tehran on the intifada. Those sections of the security 
forces (that) oppose reform at home and compromise abroad – who have carried our violent actions in the 
Middle East and assassinations of Iranian opposition politicians in Europe – calculate, rightly, that support 
for a militant policy on Palestine will weaken any possible dialogue with the West as a whole” (p. 46). 
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The reformers attempts failed for two major reasons. First, conservatives were 

powerful enough to stop reformists through the Guardians Council and the Expediency 

Council as well as using the power of the Supreme Leader. Second, reformers’ positions 

weakened more and lost significant power after the United States invaded Afghanistan 

and then Iraq as well as including Iran in the “axis of evil” declaration (e.g. Takeyh, 

2003; Keddie, 2003). 

At the same time, conservatives and radicals would use the United States actions 

in the region to gain significant power that allows them to push their agendas and 

mobilize the public behind their policies since they claim to protect the revolution from 

the hostilities of the United States and its ally Israel. To show the affects of the United 

States actions on the Iranian internal balance of power, Monshipouri (2004a) argues that 

“On foreign policy front, the situation in post-war Iraq will hold significant consequences 

for Iran. If Iran encounters more hostility from the United States presence in Iraq, its 

leaders will be less likely to adopt the mine Ban Treaty178. This situation will certainly 

strengthen the hands of the conservative clergy vis-à-vis reformist elements within the 

government, further confounding the move toward reform and normalization of relations 

with the United States” (p. 419). 

Therefore, while the first affect of the United States on the Islamic Republic 

policy was bringing reformers more closely to conservatives over the nuclear weapons 

issue, the second affect was that the United States actions harmed more Iranian moderates 

                                                 
178 “The Ottawa Treaty or the Mine Ban Treaty, formally the Convention on the Prohibition of the Use, 
Stockpiling, Production and Transfer of Anti-Personnel Mines and on their Destruction, bans completely all 
anti-personnel landmines (AP-mines). It has been signed/accessioned by 154 countries since 1997 while 
forty have yet to sign, including the People's Republic of China, Russian Federation and the United States.”  
Also, “it became binding international law on 1 March 1999, faster than any other international treaty in 
history”. For more details see, World Wide Webs:  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ottawa_Treaty  (And) 
http://www.landmines.org.uk/7

 

http://www.landmines.org.uk/7
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ottawa_Treaty
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Russian_Federation
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/People%27s_Republic_of_China
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and reformers in one side and strengthened conservatives and conservative rights on the 

other side. As a result, the balance of power within the ruling elites would be in the side 

of conservatives and conservative rights, which would lead them to control all political 

institutions in the coming parliamentary and presidential elections. 

The first conservatives’ action to strengthen their positions at the expense of 

reformers came in the election of the Seventh Majlis (2004 – 2008). Conservatives used 

their power over the Guardians Council, the body that can overrule parliament, to ban 

“many of Khatami’s pro-reform legislators and candidates from a February election” 

(Dareini, 2004). Therefore, with the support from the Supreme Leader Khamenei, “In 

January 2004, the conservative Council of Guardians disqualified 3,600 candidates for 

the parliament, including 80 incumbents179, whom it viewed as pro-Khatami. The 

Council of Guardians’ verdict was meant to limit the scope of democratic practices in 

order to defend the primacy of theocracy” (Gheisari and Nasr, 2004: 104). 

Khatami as a president could not do anything to stop the Guardians Council from 

banning his supporters from running to the parliamentary elections. He then explained 

why he bowed to the will of the Supreme Leader Khamenei and the Guardians Council. 

Khatami argued, “If I retreated, I retreated against the system I believe in, (and he added) 

I considered it necessary to save the ruling establishment.” Then, he argued, “Either we 

had to hold the elections or face riots; (and the said) I did not consider it in the country’s 

interests that riots erupt180” (Dareini, 2004). 

                                                 
179 Amuzegar (2004) argues that the Guardians Council had banned “most of the reform candidates [and 
some 87 incumbent deputies in the Sixth Majlis, including (Khatami’s) brother” (p. 88). 
180 In targeting conservatives’ actions, Khatami stated that “The only way to save the country is to establish 
democracy. (And) The way toward democracy is through and within the Islamic Republic” (Dareini, 2004). 
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While his expression seemed to be rational to save the revolution from internal 

crisis among the ruling elites, Khatami’s actions showed his weaknesses in facing 

conservatives and hardliners. According to Dareini (2004), Khatami “has complained 

repeatedly that he was powerless to stop hardliners who blocked reform legislation, 

detained pro-reform activities and shut down more than 100 liberal publications.” 

Therefore, the conservatives’ actions through the Guardians Council affected the 

outcomes of the parliamentary elections. The results of the elections had given 

conservatives the absolute majority with 156 seats (out of 290) at the expense of 

reformers with 39 seats and independents with 31 seats181. 

Directly after holding the majority of the Seventh Parliament, conservatives 

pushed their agendas that opposed Khatami’s moderate foreign policy and his approach 

toward the United States182 . According to Jamshidi (2005), the Parliamentary Member 

Hassan Zamani “emphasized that the ultimate goal of America was to keep the 

developing countries, particularly the Islamic states, on the level of underdeveloped and 

needy countries by saying that ‘America wants to keep these countries in need of primary 

means of livelihood by plundering their resources … Without a doubt, if our country 

today fails to achieve the modern nuclear technology, tomorrow when the oil resources 

are exhausted, it will be facing a future of servitude and lose its honor and dignity. And 

this is exactly what American is thinking about in its long-term programs” (p. 8). 

With the increase of conservative and radical oppositions to Khatami after 

conservatives won the majority in the Seventh Parliament, Khatami did not see any 

                                                 
181 For more details, see the World Wide Web: 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Template:Iranian_Majlis_election%2C_2004
182 The conservatives’ majority in the Majlis started to oppose Khatami by vetoing down his proposed 
minister of roads and transportation. Conservatives action came as “a message for the next president” as 
conservatives claimed. For more details about this issue, see, Jamshidi (2005). 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Template:Iranian_Majlis_election%2C_2004
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chance to achieve his reform’s policy, which led him to look to end his term as 

president183 (Dareini, 2004). However, shortly before leaving the office, Khatami 

renewed his call for dialogue among civilizations in his last public appearance abroad by 

saying that “The coincidence between the declaration by the United Nations and the 

reprehensible catastrophe that occurred on September 11th should alert us all … to the 

urgency of dialogue between civilizations184” (Marlowe, 2005: 12). 

His last call for dialogue among civilizations came at the time when all political 

groups were preparing themselves to the coming presidential elections in June 2005. By 

using the United States actions in Afghanistan and then Iraq and its threats toward the 

Islamic Republic as well as including Iran in the “axis of evil” states, conservatives and 

conservative rights could overcome reformers and pragmatic figures and groups and won 

the presidential elections. 

A little known inside and outside Iran and a very conservative or hardliner person, 

Ahmadinejad won the presidential elections of the Islamic Republic by getting 61% of 

the public votes after beating former President Rafsanjani who got 35.9% of the public 

votes and “was more willing to engage the West.” By wining the presidential elections, 

“Conservatives are now in control of every elected and unelected institution of 

government in Iran” (BBC). Therefore, in the coming years, conservative rights and 

hardliners will be in charge of the Islamic Republic since they control all political 

institutions. In addition to the political institutions, conservatives are in charge of the 
                                                 
183 During that time, Khatami was not satisfying with some of his supporters as well as conservatives and 
hard-liners who did not want to reform the country. In one of his speeches, Khatami stated that, “I have 
claims against some reformers who…limited all demands of the people to certain political demands, 
provoking rigid hard-liners … [I] have claims against rigid evil thinkers who failed to see people’s 
demands for reform and instead of respecting [the] people’s vote [they] began resisting them” (Dareini, 
2004). 
184 On April 2005, Khatami made this statement at the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organization (UNESCO) to show and support his policy of dialogue among civilizations. 
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armed forces where the conservative Supreme Leader Khamenei is the only one who can 

appoint and dismiss their leaders and generals. Moreover, as a result of the strong 

relationship between conservatives and interest groups – the bazaar guilds and the 

Dispossessed Foundation, conservatives would not face oppositions from interest groups. 

In concluding Khatami’s second term, I would argue that while Khatami faced 

strong oppositions in his first term, these oppositions had increased during his second 

term. Khatami’s weaknesses in facing his opponents came as a result of the international 

events that happened around Iran since 2001. For Example, the United States invasions of 

Afghanistan in late 2001 had given conservatives the opportunity to push their agendas 

and convince reformers over nuclear weapons. In addition to the invasion of Afghanistan 

and its presence there, Bush declaration of the “axis of evil” states in January 2002 had 

weakened reformers more than before and given conservatives the chance to show how 

much the moderate policy of reformers that includes the dialogue among civilizations is 

useless. 

While these events had given conservatives the chance to gain some power, the 

United States invasion of Iraq and the dismission of its regime had increased the 

opportunity of conservatives to consolidate their power and oppose all reformers’ 

policies. Therefore, the increase presence of the United States troops in Iran’s 

neighboring countries – Afghanistan and Iraq as well as in the Arabian Gulf and is some 

Gulf States – had given conservatives, conservative rights, and radical groups good 

reasons to justify their oppositions to Khatami’s moderate  and reforms policies. 

In addition to the increase presence of the United States military forces around 

Iran, the annual increase of oil prices (about US$26 billion 2003 and about US$48 billion 
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in 2005) had given conservatives, conservative rights, and radical groups the tool to 

achieve their policies that of having weapons of mass destruction and supporting some 

Islamic radical groups in the region, especially in Palestine and Lebanon (see Table 3). 

These international events had shaped most of the Iranian foreign decisions and 

behaviors during Khatami’s second term. Therefore, conservatives headed by the 

Supreme Leader could gain more powers by the time which allowed them to control all 

political institutions. So, in coming years, the Islamic Republic foreign policy would be 

driven mostly by conservative rights and hardliners, while reformers and moderates 

would not be in the spot to play strong. 

 

Conclusion 

As we have seen through the discussion of Khatami’s presidency. Various 

political factors had played different roles in shaping the Islamic republic foreign policy 

in different times. Khatami’s moderate views had played major role in changing the 

image of the Islamic Republic from radical and pragmatic state to be moderate in its 

behavior. His moderate policy had given Iran the opportunity to engage the world, save 

the United States, and end all international political isolations and economic sanctions. 

Also, his moderate policy had decreased and reduced the tensions with neighboring 

countries and then established full diplomatic relations with all Gulf States. 

Moreover, while Khatami’s moderate policy was very important and crucial in 

shaping the Islamic Republic foreign policy, also other domestic political variables had 

played very important role in supporting his views. Otherwise, Khatami could not 

achieve his moderate policy. The supports of the Supreme Leader Khamenei and various 
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conservative figures and groups were very important to Khatami. Also, by getting the 

support of the Supreme Leader and conservative groups, Khatami could also get the 

support of the armed forces and interest groups. 

However, these different supports from domestic groups had supported Khatami 

and his moderate foreign policy for very important reasons. Conservative figures and 

groups, including the Supreme Leader Khamenei, believed that moderate policy would 

achieve two important goals that the Islamic Republic needs mostly. Most importantly, 

conservative figures and groups inside and outside the parliament as well as in the 

Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps wanted the United States to leave the Gulf region and 

abandon its bases in Gulf States. This goal would not happen if Iran continues its radical 

and pragmatic foreign policy. 

Therefore, Khamenei and other conservative groups supported Khatami and his 

moderate foreign policy to achieve their goal that of expelling the United States from the 

region. Also, both interest groups supported Khatami and his moderate policy because the 

tension reductions with Gulf States as well as with the United States would increase their 

economic benefits since any tension with Gulf States or any conflict with the United 

States would affect their businesses dearly as what happened during the War with Iraq. 

In addition to the United States presence in the Arabian Gulf, Khamenei and 

conservative figures and groups inside and outside the parliament as well as interest 

groups supported Khatami and his moderate foreign policy toward European countries 

for an economic reason. The long time of low oil prices that cost the Iran economy dearly 

had led conservatives to support Khatami and his moderate foreign policy toward 

European countries to bring some economic supports that would help to overcome the 
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shortages of the low oil prices. Therefore, Khamenei and conservative groups in the 

parliament and in other political institutions did not oppose Khatami’s policy of 

abandoning Khomeini’s fatwa that called for the killing of Salman Rushdie. 

However, beyond these issues, Khatami could not achieve his moderate foreign 

policy toward the United States because the Supreme Leader and conservative groups as 

well as interest groups and the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps did not support such 

approach. Therefore, tension with the United States continued. Also, with the support of 

conservative groups in the parliament and other political institutions, interest groups 

could stop Khatami’s foreign economic policy that aimed to open the door for foreign 

investment. 

However, while these different domestic and international political factors had 

affected Khatami and his foreign policy during his first term, international factors had 

played major role in changing the balance among the Iranian ruling elites and affected the 

behavior of the Islamic Republic in his second term. The United States invasions of 

Afghanistan, the different threats from the United States and Israel including the 

declaration of “axis of evil”, and then the United States invasion to Iraq and the 

dismission of its regime had affected negatively the balance of power and structure in the 

Islamic Republic. These events had weakened reformers more than any time before and 

cost them significant lose since they pushed for long time toward the dialogue and 

negotiation with the United States.  

However, conservatives have used these international events to gain significant 

power. Their long time oppositions to dialogue and talk with the United States were 

pushed and supported strongly by the United States actions in Afghanistan and then in 
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Iraq. In addition to the United States military actions and its verbal threats to Iran, the 

dramatic increase of oil prices has given conservatives and radical groups more power to 

push their agendas toward having weapons of mass destruction as well as supporting 

radical groups in different countries. These international factors, especially the United 

States actions in the region and the increase of its military troops around Iran, have given 

conservative and radical groups the upper hand over all political institutions since the 

parliament elections of 2004 and then the presidential elections of 2005. Therefore, 

conservative and radical groups would dominate the political arena in the Islamic 

Republic for at least the coming few years. 

In sum, as we have seen the variations in the Islamic Republic foreign policy 

during Khatami’s presidency fit with the variations of the independent variables. While 

domestic political variables have affected the overall Iranian behaviors, also international 

factors have played major role in shaping the Islamic Republic foreign policy.

 



  
 
 

                                                

Chapter 7 

Ahmadinejad and the Iranian Foreign Policy 

August 2005 – 2006 

 

As we have seen in the last Chapter, the United States policy in the region and 

then the dramatic increase of oil prices have given the opportunity for conservatives and 

hardliners to get the upper hand over all political institutions at the expense of reformers 

and pragmatists. “The surprise victory of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad185 in the Iranian 

presidential election means that religious conservatives now have a monopoly on power 

by controlling all of the elected and appointed institutions that govern the country186” 

(Marcus, 2005). Therefore, after long time of attempts to consolidate their power, 

conservatives and hardliners could overcome their domestic rival groups and factions. 

Therefore, they can push their agendas and achieve their policies easily since they do not 

face strong oppositions after controlling all political institutions and the armed forces. 

In his first appearance as the coming president and just one day after the 

announcement of his victory on the presidential elections, Ahmadinejad shows his 

hardline foreign policy. In his first interview with the national and international media, he 

made it clear for the world that he would fight for the right of the Islamic Republic to 

 
185 Mahmoud Ahmadinejad has a Ph.D. in traffic and transportation. Also, he served in the Islamic 
Revolutionary Guard Corps in 1980s, then as governor for a province. But in early 2000s, he served as 
mayor of Tehran until he elected to be President. For more about his background, see, Pazuki, Abbas. 
(2006, July 17). “Ahmadinezahad’s background, His Year in Office.” BBC Monitoring Middle East – 
political supplied by BBC worldwide monitoring. 
186 However, Ahmadinejad declared that he “entered the election arena independently as a university 
lecture, and not only I did not receive support from any parties, groups or factions, but was subjected to the 
heaviest onslaught at home and abroad” (Islamic Republic of Iran News Network, 2005). 
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develop the Iranian nuclear project and then enrich uranium. Also, he did not forget to 

say that Iran will reach its goal in the nuclear project without the United States help. 

For example, in his response to a journalist about Iran’s nuclear activities, 

Ahmadinejad said, “peaceful nuclear technology is the product of scientific progress by 

the young people of this country. The Iranian nation has the right to advance in all 

peaceful scientific fields and have access to all facilities. We need this technology in the 

fields of medicine, engineering, and for our scientific progress and will continue pursing 

it. (and he adds), Iran proceeding without really needing the United States of America”. 

However, while he ensured his country’s rights to enrich uranium, also he wanted to 

continue the negotiation with European countries to show them that Iran does not want to 

have nuclear weapons. “We will continue the negotiations with the Europeans with the 

aim of safeguarding our national interests and emphasizing the right of the Iranian nation 

for using peaceful energy” (Islamic Republic of Iran News Network, 2005). 

At the same time that he confirmed his country’s rights to develop its nuclear 

project, Ahmadinejad confirmed Khatami’s policy toward Iran’s neighboring countries, 

especially Gulf States, and showed his desire to have good relations with all Gulf States 

and his desire to see all the eight Gulf Countries – GCC, Iran, and Iraq – defend their 

region and their nations, which can be understood as a signal toward the United States 

presence in the region. In his words, Ahmadinejad said, “the expansion of relations with 

neighboring countries as well as Islamic and Arab countries, are among the priorities of 

our foreign policy. … Our cultural, political, and economic relations are truly extensive. 

(And) they will remain extensive and they will be consolidated as well. The (Arabian) 

Gulf is the gulf of peace, friendship, and fraternity. … We are interested in cooperation 

 



Continuity and Change in the Revolutionary Iran Foreign Policy 248 

among the eight countries of the (Arabian) Gulf littoral. We will try to ensure that there 

will deep, rational and mutual bonds among the eight countries. Thus they must defend 

the interests of their own nations and peace in the (Arabian) Gulf” (Islamic Republic of 

Iran News Network, 2005). 

While Ahmadinejad expressed some of his views that can be described as radical 

foreign policy, especially his policy of developing the Iranian nuclear project, his coming 

months in office would show his clear radical foreign policy, especially toward the 

United States and Israel. 

In addition, Ahmadinejad’s nuclear policy would find strong support from the 

conservative Supreme Leader and from conservatives inside and outside the parliament. 

Also, the armed forces, especially the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, would support 

Ahmadinejad radical policy very strongly. However, interest groups who suffered dearly 

from the radical policy during Khomeini would not be happy with Ahmadinejad radical 

policy because their interests would suffer again from any economic sanction or political 

isolation as what happened in 1980s. 

However, its important to mention that, the United States policy in the region has 

played major part in bringing radicals and conservative rights in power and giving them 

the reasons to justify their polices. For example, the big presence of the United States 

troops in Iraq and Afghanistan as well as many verbal threats from the United States and 

Israel to strike the Iranian nuclear facilities have strengthened radicals and conservative 

rights among the Iranian ruling elites. In addition to the United States policy in the 

Middle East, the dramatic increase of oil prices that reach US$70 per barrel in 2006 

would give Iranian decision makers the tool to accelerate their nuclear project and push 

  



Ibrahim Alnahas              Chapter 7. Ahmadinejad and the Iranian Foreign Policy, 2005 – 2006                       249

their policy. For example, Iranian total oil revenue was about US$48 billion in 2005; this 

amount is expected to increase a little more in the year of 2006 due to the continuation 

increase of oil prices. 

In coming pages, I will discuss Iranian foreign policy during the first one and half 

years of Ahmadinejad presidency that from August 2005 to 2006 to see what was/were 

the major factors that affected the Islamic Republic behavior. 

 

The Period From: August 2005 – 2006 

From day one in office, Ahmadinejad would show his close views with the 

hardliners in the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps by including no less than five 

former members of the IRGC in his cabinet, which gives the opportunity for hardliners in 

the IRGC to push their agendas and implement their policies. 

The report from the Organization of the Political Risk Services (2005) argues that, 

“the election of President Ahmadinejad has opened the way for a far more overt role for 

the IRGC in political affairs. The President is himself a former member of the corps, and 

five members of his Cabinet are either veterans of the IRGC or have a history of ties to 

the organization. The appointment of former IRGC Mustafa Mohammad Najjar as 

minister of defense points to and increasingly prominent for Islamist hardliners within the 

military establishment” (p. 30). Therefore, by including some former IRGC commanders 

in his government, Ahmadinejad guarantees the support of the armed forces in addition to 

the support of conservatives inside and outside the parliament. 
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Shortly after assuming office and introducing his Cabinet, Ahmadinejad did not 

waist time to show his radical views toward the United States and Israel (e.g. Sa’eed, 

2005; Katz, 2005; Amuzegar, 2006). 

For example, “in his famous declaration on 26 October (2005), (Ahmadinejad 

said), ‘the world map would be better if Israel and the United States of America wiped 

from it.’ While many thought his declaration was a tongue mistake, or a word from a new 

President who did not have diplomatic history …, he increased his words during the 

Islamic Organization Conference in Mecca (Saudi Arabia) on 8 December (2005) when 

he almost denied the Holocaust that happened to Jews during the World War II by saying 

that ‘if it happened, in the logical way Israel should exist in Germany or Austria.” A 

week latter, “in 25 December, he declared that if the (Holocaust) happened, why the 

innocent Palestinians should pay the price for a crime they did not do. Therefore, he 

suggested that since Westerns did it, they should give the Jews a land in Europe, 

America, Canada, or Alaska to create their own state” (Sa’eed, 2005). 

While his declaration aimed toward Israel mostly and then the United States, his 

radical views has already damaged the Iranian image in the world. In less than four 

months in office, Ahmadinejad radical policy has brought the Islamic Republic back to 

the era of Khomeini when most countries in and out the region condemned the new 

Iranian policy. Also, his radical policy aimed to strengthen his power as well as radicals 

and conservative rights positions and weaken his rivals – pragmatists and reformers. 

According to Katz (2005), “Ahmadinejad’s reprehensible statements about Israel have 

damaged Iran’s image abroad. … though, that they do not represent increased Iranian 

hostility toward the Jewish state, but rather an effort to prevent rapprochement with the 
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United States as well as to undercut both Iranian moderates and those conservative clerics 

such as Rafsanjani who might be willing to engage in such a rapprochement. If these 

were indeed his goals, he certainly achieved them – at least for now” (p. 65). 

In addition to the big damage to Rafsanjani’s pragmatic policy and mostly to 

Khatami’s policy of dialogue among civilizations with Western countries, especially the 

United States, Ahmadinejad radical views has led also “Western governments (to 

respond) negatively to this provocative verbal salvo” (Katz, 2005: 65). At the time his 

radical statements has already damaged the Iranian image in the world, Ahmadinejad 

declaration over the uranium enrichment would increase the warning among Iranian 

neighbors as well as among the major power in the world. “On April 11, 2006, 

Ahmadinejad, proudly and triumphantly announced that the Islamic Republic had joined 

‘the club of nuclear countries.’ Calling it ‘a very historic moment’ of epochal 

significance, he said that Iranian scientists had succeeded in enriching uranium in a pilot 

test, thus paving the way for the enrichment process to proceed on an industrial scale. 

God willing, he added, Iran would soon be self-sufficient in nuclear fuel for its power 

plants187” (Amuzegar, 2006: 90). 

In addition to Ahmadinejad radical statements, the Iranian ability to enrich 

uranium have united the major European countries – France, Germany, and the United 

Kingdom – with the United States after years of differences over dealing with Iran. Also, 

“After years of silence, some Gulf States also expressed worries about a nuclear Iran and 

called for tougher actions. Saudi, Jordanian, and Kuwaiti officials similarly expressed 

                                                 
187 To explain why the Islamic Republic enrich uranium, Porter (2006) argues that “When IAEA 
(International Atomic Energy Agency) voted in February 2006 to refer Iran to the U.N. Security Council 
due to concern over its nuclear program, Iran responded by resuming uranium enrichment. And in April, 
announced progress in enrichment – all in defiance of U.S. military threats.” 
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worries about threats of environmental disaster in the region” (Amuzegar, 2005: 96). In 

its part, the United States threats to use its military might to strike the Iranian nuclear 

facilities in order to prevent the Islamic Republic from developing and gaining weapons 

of mass destruction. In addition, the major European countries practice strong pressure on 

Iran to stop enriching uranium and abandoning its nuclear project. 

In his response to these critiques and strong pressures from major world powers, 

Ahmadinejad strongly defends his policy and his country’s right against pressures from 

Western countries by saying that, “We will not bow to oppressions and pressures. If they 

want to take the rights of the Iranian population, we will” harm them. Also, “We are now 

a nuclear country. We need peace and security and we do not make any threat to any 

population. We are ready to negotiate to eliminate all weapons of the Superpowers for 

enhancing peace and security in the world.” And he adds, “we have gotten the technology 

for nuclear fuel by ourselves and nobody can take it from us” (Al-Dolaimi, 2006: 20). 

Also, Ahmadinejad shows his careless about the Western threats of imposing 

economic sanctions by saying that, “I do not think that they (Westerns) would be so 

illogical to do so (imposing economic sanctions).  I think that the two or three countries 

which oppose us are logical enough not to make such a big mistake. We believe they 

(Western) would lose more than us (Iran) through whatever limitation they impose on us. 

They cannot do that. Today, we have a powerful nation. Our economic foundations are 

strong and this strengthen is not because of them. It is rather the result of our people and 

scientists’ efforts. Our workers, farmers, industrialists, and thinkers have developed this 

country. We are a rich country and we have the necessary tools to meet our own national 

interests. Many of our scientists, industrialists, designers and thinkers are incidentally 
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interested to have this happen so that we can quickly become self-sufficient in the areas 

that we are not yet so. Many political experts believe that negotiations with America, 

even on Iraq, will not have any advantage for Iran” (BBC, 2006, April). 

Ahmadinejad’s policy would find strong support from the armed forces, the 

Supreme Leader, and conservatives inside and outside the parliament. Directly after 

Ahmadinejad responds to the United States threats, the armed forces defend 

Ahmadinejad’s policy and his response to the United States’ threats very strongly when 

“some military officers threaten to respond very strongly to any U.S attack on their 

country. For example, the Defense Secretary Mustafa Najjar said during the [Thulfaqar 

Maneuver]188 that came at the hot debate over the Iranian nuclear project, ‘the enemies 

will bite their fingers if they dare (attack) on Tehran’. Also, the leader of the Islamic 

Revolutionary Guard Corps brigade Rahim Safavi said, ‘Washington will damn the day 

that put them in dilemma with the Iranians, and all of their (American’s) interests in the 

region and in Iraq will be hostages to our weapons” ( Aِl-Dolaimi, 2006: 20). 

In addition to this strong support from the armed forces, Ahmadinejad also got 

strong support to his nuclear policy from the conservative Supreme Leader Khamenei and 

from the conservative parliament. In his support to the nuclear policy, “Iran’s Supreme 

Leader Khamenei has vowed to pursue Iran’s nuclear program in the face of heightened 

pressure from the international community (by saying that), ‘Using nuclear technology … 

is a national obligation and a public demand; any going back is the same as losing the 

country’s independence at a very high price.’ He has further urged Iranians to resist ‘the 

enemy’s threats’ and preserve the nations’ ‘honor and glory” (Amuzegar, 2006: 100). 

                                                 
188 Amuzegar (2006) argues that “Iranian navy exercises during April 2006 in the area where new weapons 
were tested were meant to warn against a naval blockade” (p. 103). 
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In addition to the support of the Supreme Leader, the conservative parliament that 

is headed by a conservative figure, Haddad-Adel189, who is very loyal to Khamenei 

(Zadah, 2004), expressed his support to Ahmadinejad’s nuclear policy by sending “a 

letter to the United Nation Secretary-general, (and expressing that) the Iranian Majlis 

threatened to force the government to withdraw from the NPT (Non-proliferation Treaty) 

if the United States continued pressuring Tehran to suspend uranium enrichment” 

(Amuzegar, 2006: 100). 

It is not surprise to see these strong supports from conservatives and the armed 

forces to Ahmadinejad nuclear policy, and his strong position to defend Iran’s rights 

against the United States military threats and against other threats over the economic 

sanction, since all groups including moderates and pragmatists support the Iranian 

nuclear project to face the United States’ and Israel’s threats. However, while the Iranian 

decision makers express their strong support to Ahmadinejad nuclear policy and show 

their oppositions to the United States as well as to Western countries, the Iranian ruling 

elites express their moderate policy toward their neighbors in the Gulf to build 

confidence with them. For example, after declaring Iran’s ability to enrich uranium, 

Ahmadinejad wants to show his moderate policy toward its immediate neighbors and 

guarantees them that Iran’s nuclear project is not creating any problem in the region. 

In late April 2006, Ahmadinejad said, “We have very friendly relations with our 

neighbors. We hold talks with each other frequently. Luckily, our neighbors nearly 

unanimously announced that they do not see our having access to the technology of fuel 

production as something against interests and security. They have announced that they 

                                                 
189 According to Zadah (2004), the Majlis Speaker Haddad-Adel’s daughter has married Khamenei’s son, 
(Mojtaba). Therefore, this strong relationship will work very well over political decisions. 
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are not concerned about Iran’s authority. We are saying the same thing. We are living 

with our neighbors in absolute peace. Our cultural, political, and economic relations are 

expanding and are gaining even more momentum in this year. We have very friendly 

relations with the (Arabian) Gulf littoral countries. All of them have confirmed Iran’s 

right to have nuclear fuel cycle and have announced this.” And then he adds, “We do not 

have a crisis and our neighbors too do not have a crisis. There are only two or three 

Western countries who say there is turbulence in the region. No. The turbulence is your 

own existence. You should kindly go home and then you will see that there are no 

problems in the region” (BBC, 2006). 

And to eliminate the fear of Gulf States about the Iranian nuclear project, “the 

Islamic Republic’s top leadership, repeatedly and unequivocally stated that Iran’s sole 

objective is to enrich uranium at low levels to obtain fuel for its nuclear power plant. 

Supreme Leader Khamenei and ex-Presidents Rafsanjani and Khatami reiterated that 

nuclear weapons were/(are) against Iran’s political and economic interests, as well as its 

Islamic beliefs. President Ahmadinejad … had added that ‘a cultured, learned, rational, 

and civilized’ nation such as Iran ‘does not need nuclear weapons; only those who want 

to solve all problems by force do” (Amuzegar, 2006: 92). 

However, while Ahmadinejad has gotten strong supports from different groups 

and factions, including moderates and pragmatists figures and groups, for his strong 

position on the nuclear policy, he does not have support for his radical policy toward 

Western countries and Israel. Conservatives, pragmatists, and moderates, who have spent 

long time and struggled to de-revolutionize the Islamic Republic foreign policy and 

change its radical behavior, have decided to stop and restrict Ahmadinejad from re-

 



Continuity and Change in the Revolutionary Iran Foreign Policy 256 

radicalizing the Islamic Republic foreign policy that might drive the country toward 

uncalculated behavior. 

Therefore, the conservative Supreme Leader Khamenei has used his power to 

rebalance the Iranian decision structure in order to limit Ahmadinejad’s power. Khamenei 

responds to the victory of radicals and conservative rights by “entrenching the position of 

Expediency Council chairman, Rafsanjani, the loser in the election, and thereby officially 

endorsing Rafsanjani’s statues as Number Two in the Iranian leadership. At this point, 

Rafsanjani oversees the three branches of Iran’s regime. … One of Rafsanjani’s first 

steps when Expediency Council received its extended powers was to bring the (former 

President) Khatami … back to the political arena, and to appoint him senior advisor to the 

council” (Barnes, 2006). 

After reducing Ahmadinejad’s power from being the Second powerful man in the 

country to be the Third powerful figure in Iran, Khamenei also created a new Council to 

deal with the general foreign policy that of interests to the Islamic Republic in order to 

advise the government. This step leads many observers to argue that Khamenei will draw 

the Islamic Republic foreign policy during Ahmadinejad presidency. Therefore, in July 

2006 Khamenei ordered the creation of the “Strategic Council of Foreign Relations190 

(SCFR) … to seek out new prospects in foreign relations. The new Council will have no 

executive power but will advise the government and the Supreme National Security 

Council … on the Cabinet’s foreign policy strategies” (BBC, 2006, September). 

                                                 
190  In an interview with him, Khamenei’s adviser Shari’atmadari declared that this new Council “includes 
Kamal Kharrazi, who served as foreign minister under the government of Mohammad Khatami; another 
former foreign minister, Ali Akbar Velayati, who is already the leader's special adviser on foreign affairs; 
former Defence Minister Admiral Ali Shamkhani; former Trade Minister Mohammad Shari'atmadari; and 
the director of Tehran's centre for contemporary historic studies, Mohammad Hoseyn Taromi, all appointed 
by the Supreme Leader” (BBC, 2006, September). 
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While Khamenei has limited Ahmadinejad’s power and strengthened pragmatist 

Rafsanjani and then creating a new Council to deal with the foreign policy issues, 

Khamenei also has given his permission to Khatami to visit the United States in order to 

calm down the radical policy that created by Ahmadinejad statements and also to explain 

the Islamic Republic foreign policy. Therefore, in September 2006, Khatami visited the 

United States for two weeks. During his visit, Khatami denied Ahmadinejad’s radical 

policy toward Israel, and then Khatami assured the Israeli right to exist. In one of his 

interviews, Khatami said that “My opposition to Israel is due to ethical matters. The 

peaceful solution to the Palestine issue is to recognize the Palestinians’ rights” to exists 

“next to the Israel state” (Shari’atmadari, 2006). 

Khatami’s different meetings and interviews during his visit aimed to counter 

Ahmadinejad radical statements and policies that might lead the world’s major power to 

impose strong political isolation and economic sanction on the Islamic Republic. In 

addition to this goal, Khatami’s visit intended to show the world that different political 

views and voices also exist inside the Islamic Republic. The other voices and views can 

be seen in moderate and pragmatic figures and groups who share the power and could 

affect the Islamic Republic foreign policy. 

The most recent action to reduce the power of radical and conservative rights has 

come from the conservative parliament. On the early days of December 2006, the 

conservative parliament changed the law of the elections in order to hold the presidential 

elections and the parliamentary elections in the same time. Since the parliamentary 

elections will be in early 2008 and the presidential elections will be in the summer of 

2009, this new election decision will reduce Ahmadinejad presidency for one and half 
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years. However, this law would not be active until the Expediency Council approves it. 

Otherwise, nothing would change (Al-Sharq Al-Aawsat, 2006, December 4). 

In addition to the conservative, pragmatic, and moderate oppositions to 

Ahmadinejad approach to radicalize the Islamic Republic foreign policy, also I believe 

that interest groups – bazaar guilds and the Dispossessed Foundation – will oppose 

Ahmadinejad radical policy toward Western countries and Israel for two major reasons. 

First, these interest groups do not like to go back to the Khomeini’s era when their 

interests were affected badly by the long War with Iraq, the economic sanctions, and the 

political isolation. Therefore, peace and stability in Iran as well as in the region would 

lead to prosperity and development, which would increase their benefits and save their 

interests. Second, since conservatives and interest groups have strong relations, interest 

groups would support conservatives’ demands and policy. Interest groups would not 

sacrifice their long interests with conservatives, who served them for long time, just to 

satisfy radicals and conservative rights. Therefore, the strong history and long 

relationship between conservatives and interest groups would play in the side of 

conservatives and against Ahmadinejad and his followers. 

 

Conclusion 

As we have seen throughout the discussion of Ahmadinejad foreign policy in his 

first one and half years, various political factors had played different roles in shaping the 

Islamic republic foreign policy in different times. Ahmadinejad radical orientations have 

played major role in shaping the Islamic Republic foreign policy. After long try by 

Rafsanjani and then Khatami to de-revolutionize the Iranian foreign policy, within short 
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time Ahmadinejad could change that image and re-radicalize the Iranian behavior. 

Ahmadinejad radical views have satisfied the armed forces that in return have given the 

President full support for his approach. Therefore, the armed forces have done at least 

two military maneuvers just in the last few months in response to the threats that are 

coming from the United States and Israel. Also, increasing the regional tension would 

increase their power in facing other groups as well as increasing their budgets under the 

claim of facing the enemies. 

However, while Ahmadinejad nuclear policy has gotten the support of all other 

groups among the ruling elites in response to the United States threats to strike Iran and 

change its regime, his approach to re-radicalize the Islamic Republic foreign policy faced 

strong oppositions from conservative, pragmatist, and moderate figures and groups. 

Therefore, the Supreme Leader Khamenei has worked with pragmatists and moderates to 

limit Ahmadinejad’s power and tried to stop him from leading the country to another time 

of political isolation and economic sanctions. In addition, the conservative parliament has 

tried to use its power as a legislator body to limit Ahmadinejad power by calling for early 

presidential elections, which would cost Ahmadinejad one and half years of his 

presidency in case the Expediency Council approves the parliament approach. 

While most domestic political factors had played different role in shaping the 

Islamic Republic foreign policy, the United States military actions in the Middle East and 

its different threats to strike Iran have played big role in bringing radicals and 

conservative rights to power and then changing the Iranian behavior from the moderate 

time of Khatami to the radical current time of Ahmadinejad.

 



  

Conclusion 

The previous discussions of the Islamic Republic foreign policy since 1979 to 

2006 have given a clear response to the main question of this study. The response says 

that the Iranian foreign policy has experienced many changes in its foreign behaviors 

over the last twenty-seven-year. 

The Islamic Republic has changed and shifted its foreign policy from time to 

time. During the decade of 1980s, the Iranian behavior was very radical and 

revolutionary. The Islamic Republic wanted to export its revolution to its immediate Arab 

neighbors, especially conservative Gulf States. Iran did what it can to achieve its radical 

policy. It refused to stop the War with Iraq at the time Iraq was eager to do so because the 

major Iranian goal was to overthrow the Ba’ath regime in Baghdad, which then would 

lead to major spread for its revolution in the region. These radical foreign behaviors cost 

Iran dearly when the World major powers isolated the Islamic Republic politically and 

imposed on it strong economic sanctions. 

However, in late 1980s and most of the 1990s, Iran has shifted its foreign policy 

from radical behavior to pragmatic. During that time, Iran stopped exporting its 

revolution outside Iran and stopped supporting radical groups in Gulf States. Also, Iran 

showed its desire to engage the World and have good relations with all states including 

Western countries. This pragmatic approach gave Iran some acceptances among its 

immediate neighboring countries as well as among European states. Therefore, the 

Iranian pragmatic foreign policy had played good role to end most of its sever economic 

sanctions and political isolation that imposed on Iran in 1980s as a result of its radical 

behaviors. 
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In addition to the change from radical behavior to pragmatic foreign policy during 

most of 1990s, the Islamic Republic foreign policy has shifted and changed its foreign 

behaviors again in late 1990s to become moderate state. In late 1990s, Iran started its 

moderate foreign behaviors that respect other states and different cultures. The major step 

to modernize the Iranian foreign policy was its complete abandonment of its radical 

policy of 1980s. As a result of this approach, Iran could end its political isolation and 

most of the economic sanctions and then have good relations with its immediate Arab 

countries, including conservative Gulf States, as well as major European countries. 

However, this moderate foreign policy that started in late 1990s and through the 

early years of 2000s has changed and become radical in 2005. The major change in the 

Iranian behaviors can be seen in its supports for different radical and revolutionary 

groups in other countries in the Middle East region. Also, Iranian radical behaviors can 

be seen in the expression of some Iranian leaders when they targeted other countries in 

the Middle East as well as outside the region. In addition to the radical actions of 

supporting radical groups and targeting other countries, developing nuclear project and 

probably seeking weapons of mass destruction increase the skeptical about the Iranian 

behaviors. 

There different theories and explanations that have used to explain these different 

Iranian behaviors: radical in 1980s, pragmatic in 1990s, moderate in late 1990s and early 

2000s, radical since 2005. 

Neorealist/systemic approach argues that the changes in the Iranian foreign policy 

came in response to the International system. For example, Iran became very radical in 

1980s as a result of the Iraqi attack and invasion to its territory. Therefore, Iran must 
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behave radically in order to return its lands and restore its dignity. In addition to the Iraq 

invasion of Iran, the increase of oil prices in early 1980s had increased the Iranian radical 

behaviors because Iranian leaders could support their radical policy inside and outside the 

Islamic Republic financially.  

Also, neorealist/systemic approach could explain why Iran became less radical 

and more pragmatic in late 1980s when Iran agreed to stop the War with Iraq. The 

neorealist/systemic approach would argue that Iranian leadership stopped the War with 

Iraq because the international system pressured them to do so, especially after the United 

States involved in the War and attacked some Iranian facilities. Therefore, Iranian leaders 

had to stop the War in order to save their regime and their revolution. Otherwise, Iran 

would face unexpected future.  

Moreover, neorealist/systemic approach could explain to some extent why Iran 

became pragmatic in 1990s. According to this approach, Iran did not want to antagonize 

the United States and/or face strong military defeat and humiliation since the balance of 

power was/is in the side of the United States. Therefore, neorealist/systemic approach 

argues that Iranian leaders had to behave pragmatically in order to save their revolution. 

Moreover, neorealist/systemic approach could explain to some extent why Iranian 

leaders wanted to have good relations with Gulf States in late 1990s. This approach 

argues that Iranian leaders wanted to have and build good relations with all Gulf States in 

order to push the United States outside the region. Neorealist/systemic approach argues 

that Iran’s policy toward Gulf States in late 1990s was rational because the long Iranian 

radical policy toward Gulf States led these countries to look to the United States in order 

to protect them from the Islamic Republic. Therefore, Iranian leaders thought that by 
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reducing the tensions and building good relations with Gulf States would force the United 

States to leave the Arabian Gulf as well as Gulf States. 

Also, neorealist/systemic approach could explain to some extent why Iran has 

become radical recently. This approach argues that the presence of the United States 

military forces in Afghanistan and in Iraq as well as in some Gulf States in addition to its 

threats to strike Iranian nuclear facilities have led Iranian leaders to behave radically in 

order to protect its interests. Therefore, neorealist/systemic approach would justify 

Iranian radical policy and supports its policy over nuclear project as well as having 

weapons of mass destruction.  In addition to the last argument, the dramatic increase of 

oil prices has given Iranian leaders the tool to intensify its radical policy and develop its 

military power, which might include developing weapons of mass destruction. Also, the 

increase of oil prices increases the Iranian budget and strengthens its economy that gives 

Iran the chance not to worry about its relations with European countries. 

However, while neorealist/systemic approach could give some explanations and 

reasons to the changes in the Iranian foreign policy, it could not explain many points that 

affected Iranian behaviors. For example, while neorealist/systemic approach could 

explain why Iran became more radical in 1980s, it did not and could not explain why Iran 

became radical initially. In other words, by the time Iraq invaded Iran as well as when oil 

price increased dramatically, Iranian foreign policy was radical before these two 

international events occurred. Iran was holding American diplomats hostages for few 

months before Iraq attacked Iran. Also, Iran expressed its policy of exporting its 

revolution to other countries before the increase of oil prices. Therefore, we cannot argue 

that international system cause radicalism in Iran. The valid argument would say that 
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these international factors did not cause radicalism as much as these factors gave some 

reasons for Iranian leaders to intensify and increase their radical orientations to shape 

Iranian behaviors. 

Also, while neorealist/systemic approach could show why Iran became less 

radical in late 1980s and more pragmatic after then, it could not explain why Iran shifted 

completely its radical behaviors to pragmatic behaviors after Khomeini’s death in mid 

1989 at the time the international system did not experience strong changes that might 

affect Iran directly. 

Moreover, in case we take the neorealist/systemic approach to explain the shift 

from radical to pragmatic behaviors in 1990s and say that Iran responded to the 

international system, the question would be: why Iran did not establish and have good 

relations with at least Gulf States in early 1990s in order to neutralize these states or get 

their supports as well as protect itself from increasing its enemies. 

Also, while neorealist/systemic approach argues that the United States military 

presence in the Arabian Gulf and in the region forced Iran to build and have good 

relations with Gulf States in late 1990s, I would argue that the neorealist/systemic 

explanation for this point is not valid because nothing had changed in the region during 

the 1990s that would force Iran to look for building good relations with Gulf States. Also, 

there is no explanation for why Iran wanted to have good relations with European 

countries in late 1990s at the time nothing had changed. Also, during that time, oil prices 

did not experience any significant change since mid 1980s. In general, neorealist/ 

systemic approach cannot explain why Iran shifted its behaviors from pragmatic to 

moderate in late 1990s. 
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Furthermore, while neorealist/systemic approach argues that the international 

situations in the Gulf and the United States threats against Iran have led and forced Iran 

to behave radically since 2005, I would argue that the neorealist/systemic arguments is 

not valid because the current situation in the Gulf as well as the threats against Iran did 

not start in 2005. The current situations in the region have existed since the second half of 

2001. Therefore, why Iran does not become radical since 2001 or 2002; that what the 

systemic approach does not and cannot not explain. However, in case some argue that 

Iran becomes radical recently because it becomes more powerful right now than few 

years ago. I would argue that no matter how much power Iran has, it cannot meet the 

United States military power at any level. 

Therefore, while neorealist/systemic can show some reasons about the changes in 

the Iranian behaviors and explain why Iran intensified its radical behavior in 1980s, 

reduced its radical behaviors and increased its pragmatic behaviors in late 1980s and 

early 1990s, became moderate in late 1990s and early 2000s, and becomes radical since 

2005, this approach cannot explain why Iran has become radical, pragmatic, moderate, 

and then radical in the first place. However, although there are some points that 

neorealist/systemic approach cannot explain, we cannot study states foreign policies 

without looking to the international system that neorealist/systemic approach belief in. 

At the time neorealist/systemic approach cannot explain the basic reasons behind 

the different changes in the Iranian foreign behaviors throughout the last twenty-seven-

year, there are different theories and explanations that can explain why Iranian foreign 

policy has changed from time to time during the last twenty-seven-year and show the 

major reasons and factors behind these changes. Domestic political explanations that 
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include societal and statist political factors can bring valid and strong explanations for the 

changes in the Iranian foreign behaviors. Therefore, domestic and statist political 

variables – leaders’ orientations, decision structure, domestic political oppositions, and 

interest groups – are very powerful factors that can explain the changes in the Iranian 

foreign policy since its establishment in 1979 up to now, 2006. 

As we have seen throughout the discussions of the Islamic Republic foreign 

policy, leaders’ orientations have played strong role in shaping and affecting Iranian 

behaviors. For example, Khomeini’s radical views had shaped the Islamic Republic 

foreign behavior for the period that he was in power. As a result of his radical foreign 

policy, Iran started its major radical policy that of exporting its revolution to its 

immediate neighbors of Gulf States as well as supporting radical and revolutionary 

groups in other Muslim countries. 

However, after his death in 1989, Iranian foreign policy became less radical and 

more pragmatic as a result of its new elected leader. President Rafsanjani came to power 

with pragmatic foreign policy program that aimed to de-revolutionize the Islamic 

Republic and engage the world and solve the Iranian political, economic, and social 

difficulties that resulted from the long War with Iraq. As a result of his pragmatic foreign 

policy, Iranian image had changed and found itself in a position where it may end its 

political isolation and economic sanctions that imposed on Iran during its radical 

behaviors in 1980s. 

Moreover, the Iranian foreign policy also had changed its behaviors from 

pragmatic to moderate with the new President that succeeded Rafsanjani. With Khatami’s 

arrival in 1997, the Islamic Republic behaviors became moderate for the first time since 
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its establishment in 1979. Khatami came to power with very moderate foreign policy that 

stood on two major slogans: “tensions reductions”; and “dialogue among civilizations”. 

These moderate behaviors had given the Islamic Republic good reputation in the world 

since Khatami abandoned completely Khomeini’s radical behavior and started new 

foreign polices that respected Iranian neighbors as well as Western countries, including 

the United States. As a result of his moderate foreign policy, Iran could end its political 

isolation and economic sanctions and engage the world, save the United States and Israel. 

However, this moderate behavior changed by the time Khatami left the office at 

the end of his second term in mid 2005. The new President, Ahmadinejad, has taken the 

Iranian foreign policy back to the old days of Khomeini. His radical orientations have 

shaped the Islamic Republic foreign policy since his first days in office. Ahmadinejad’s 

different radical speeches against Israel, the Jews Holocaust, and the United States as 

well as his public supports to radical and revolutionary groups in other countries brought 

Iran back and close to Khomeini’s time. As a result of this radical behavior, Iran is facing 

strong political isolation and economic sanctions. Also, Iran’s neighbors show their 

concerns and worries about the new Iranian behaviors and its ambitions to develop its 

nuclear project and also its supports to radical and revolutionary groups in other 

countries. 

While the domestic factor of leaders’ orientations have played major role in 

shaping the Iranian behaviors over different periods, also there are other domestic 

political factors that have played strong role in directing the Islamic Republic foreign 

policy and cannot be ignored. Otherwise, we cannot bring valid arguments and good 

explanations for the state behavior. 
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The coalition decision structure that exists in the Islamic Republic is a very 

important factor. The Iranian decision structure body allows different political actors and 

groups to participate in the decision process. By distributing the political power among 

different political institutions, different actors and groups within these bodies can push 

their agendas and implement them. Therefore, since the early days of the Islamic 

Republic, different foreign decisions have been made in contradictions to each other 

under the same leadership as well as in different times. 

This type of decision structure has allowed different domestic political 

oppositions to intervene and participate in the decision process. For example, by dividing 

the power among different political figures and groups, domestic political oppositions 

could/can play role in affecting and directing the state foreign policy. Oppositions that 

exist inside the parliament had/have played strong role in shaping the Iranian foreign 

behaviors. While oppositions inside the parliament did not play major role during 

Khomeini’s time as a result of his charisma and his power as a leader of the revolution, 

opposition groups started to play strong role during Rafsanjani’s second term. 

Conservative parliament had opposed most of Rafsanjani’s foreign and economic 

policies, especially toward the United States. Also, conservatives inside the parliament 

could play major role in stopping Khatami’s moderate policy toward the United States as 

well as toward the peace process between Palestinian Authority and Israel. 

In addition to the role of oppositions that existed inside the parliament, also the 

role of the Supreme Leader cannot be ignored in studying the Islamic Republic foreign 

policy. By holding the highest position in the Iranian policy, the Supreme Leader can 

draw and direct the general policy of the state, and then the president and his cabinet 
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implement them. The role of the Supreme Leader can be seen by the strong support to 

Rafsanjani and his pragmatic policy after Khomeini’s death. Without his strong support 

to Rafsanjani in late 1980s, Rafsanjani would face difficulties to implement his pragmatic 

policy. Also, the Supreme Leader had played major role in stopping Rafsanjani and then 

Khatami from advancing their policies toward the United States. Otherwise, the Islamic 

Republic might have good relations with the United States. Therefore, the role of the 

Supreme Leader within the Iranian decision structure cannot be ignored since he is 

Number One figure in the Iranian policy. 

While oppositions inside the parliament and the role of the Supreme Leader are 

very important and major factors to look to, also opposition that comes from the armed 

forces cannot be ignored since it can affect decision makers. The armed forces played 

major role in late 1990s in opposing Khatami’s moderate policy. The armed forces and 

some of its commanders had warned Khatami about his moderate foreign and economic 

policies. Also, the armed forces is playing strong role right now in supporting 

Ahmadinejad’s radical policy, which is very important for him to push and show his 

views by using the armed forces power to show the world the Iranian abilities in 

confronting its challengers. However, the armed forces have less power than other 

opposition groups for an important reason. All of its commanders are appointed by the 

Supreme Leader not the president. So, in case the Supreme Leader is satisfying with the 

policy, the armed forces cannot oppose such policy. Otherwise, its commanders will be 

dismissed by the Supreme Leader. 

While the Iranian decision structure that is built by coalition of different groups 

has allowed different domestic political oppositions to intervene and affect the Iranian 
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policy, also some interest groups have used this advantage to push their agendas and 

affect the decision process. Since the early 1990s, the bazaar guilds and the Dispossessed 

Foundation have played strong role in the Iranian policy. By having good relations with 

different groups inside the parliament, these interest groups could stop Rafsanjani and 

then Khatami from opening the door for foreign investment that might overcome their 

interests and reduce their benefits. 

These domestic and statist political factors have shown and explained the changes 

that have happened in the Iranian foreign policy since 1979 very well. It can explain why 

the Iranian behaviors were radical in 1980s, pragmatic in 1990s, moderate in late 1990s 

and early 2000s, and radical again since 2005. Also, it is important to note that while 

domestic and statist factors could/can show why the state changes its policy from time to 

time, also it is important to say that domestic and statist political factors could/can 

explain the changes in the state behavior even though the regime structure is the same 

throughout the last twenty-seven-year. This is very important point in challenging the 

systemic approach that assumes the continuity in state behavior. Moreover, these findings 

also challenge democratic peace theory and democratization and war approach, which 

claim that regime structures are matter. In the case of Iran, regime structure is the same, 

but the state behaviors are different from time to time and from leadership to the other. 

In sum, it is important to note for the people who work in the filed of International 

Relations and/or Foreign Policy as well as to other researchers that the Islamic Republic 

is very complicated case and it is not easy to understand it unless one look to different 

factors and variables to understand the major political players in that state. Therefore, it is 

very important for the world not to simplify Iran. 
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After discussing the Islamic Republic foreign policy and knowing the major 

political variables that have affected its foreign behaviors in the last twenty-seven-year, I 

want to conclude this chapter by discussing the role of the current international events in 

the Middle East and their affects on the Islamic Republic foreign behaviors in coming 

years. The discussion will look to two levels: the regional level; and the international 

level. 

At the region level, the situation in Iraq is the most important event that can affect 

the Iranian behaviors. The United States invasion of Iraq and the dismission of Saddam 

Hussein regime have given the Islamic Republic the opportunity to strengthen its regional 

power at the expense of other regional powers. While Iran was the only country that ruled 

by Shi’a cleric, the United States action of invading Iraq has given Shi’a sect in Iraq the 

opportunity to hold the power since they are the majority. Therefore, Iran can find an 

important supporter that of Iraq whose new Shi’s leaders share many points of interests 

with Iran. Also, Iran can use this change in the regional balance for its interests by using 

Iraq to achieve its foreign policy with other countries as what is going on in Lebanon 

when Iran uses Hezbollah Party to achieve its policy. In addition, the changes that 

happened in Iraq by shifting the power from Sunni leaders to Shi’a rulers gives Iran the 

opportunity to use the Arab Iraqi Shi’a power to influence Arab Shi’a populations in 

other countries, especially Gulf States. 

However, while Iran is the most country in the region that benefits from the 

United States invasion of Iraq, the collapse and/or civil war in Iraq would affect directly 

Iran. Iraqi civil war that would include different ethnic groups and different religious 

groups will affect directly Iran since it has different ethnic groups and different religious 
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groups. These reasons would lead Iran to work seriously in order to prevent such things 

from happening. 

At the international level, Iran can benefit from the decrease power of the United 

States. In case the power of the United States decreased or disappeared completely from 

the region in the near future, Iran would become very powerful in the Gulf region as well 

as it will be major regional power in the Middle East. Therefore, the current situation in 

Iraq and the strong dilemma of the United States in Iraq come as a blessing for Iranian 

leaders, who can use Iraq to achieve its policy with the United States. However, while 

Iran would be the major winner in case the United States power decreased, the major 

losers would be small states in the region that do not have the power to face the Iranian 

power. 

Finally, it is important to observe the current situation in Iraq and see how 

regional powers as well as international powers response to the political developments in 

Iraq because that will help us to see how these events affect the Islamic Republic and 

how the Islamic Republic responses to the political developments in Iraq as well as to the 

international interventions in Iraq.

  



 

Appendix 
 

Some Articles from the Constitution of the Islamic Republic of Iran that related to 
the political institutions, decision structure, and foreign policy. (The Source is: Iran 
Online Forum: http://www.iranonline.com/iran/iran-info/Government/constitution.html
The Iranian Constitution adopted in October 1979 and amended in July 1989. 
 

6- The Legislative Power  
6.1-The Islamic Consultative Assembly 

 
Article 62: The Islamic consultative Assembly is constituted by the representatives of the 

people elected directly and by secret ballot. The qualifications of voters and 
candidates, as well as the nature of election, will be specified by law. 

 
Article 64: There are to be two hundred seventy members of the Islamic Consultative 

Assembly which, keeping in view the human, political, geographic and other 
similar factors, may increase by not more than twenty for each ten-year period 
from the date of the national referendum of the year 1368 of the solar Islamic 
calendar (in February 2000, the number increased to be 290 members). The 
Zoroastrians and Jews will each elect one representative; Assyrian and Chaldean 
Christians will jointly elect one representative; and Armenian Christians in the 
north and those in the south of the country will each elect one representative. The 
limits of the election constituencies and the number of representatives will be 
deter-mined by law. 

 
Article 65: After the holding of elections, sessions of the Islamic Consultative Assembly 

are considered legally valid when two-thirds of the total numbers of members are 
present. Drafts and bills will be approved in accordance with the code of 
procedure approved by it, except in cases where the Constitution has specified a 
certain quorum. The consent of two-thirds of all members present is necessary for 
the approve of the code of procedure of the Assembly.  

 
Article 66: The manner of election of the Speaker and the Presiding Board of the 

Assembly, the number of committees and their term of office, and matters related 
to conducting the discussions and maintaining the discipline of the Assembly will 
be determined by the code of procedure of the Assembly.  

 
Article 67: (It brings the oath that members of the Assembly must take). 
 
Article 68: In time of war and the military occupation of the country, elections due to be 

held in occupied areas or countrywide may be delayed for a specified period if 
proposed by the President of the Republic, and approved by three-fourths of the 
total members of the Islamic Consultative Assembly, with the endorsement of the 
Guardian Council. If a new Assembly is not formed, the previous one will 
continue to function. 

 

http://www.iranonline.com/iran/iran-info/Government/constitution.html
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Article 69: The deliberations of the Islamic Consultative Assembly must be open, and full 
minutes of them made available to the public by the radio and the official gazette. 
A closed session may be held in emergency conditions, if it is required for 
national security, upon the requisition of the President, one of the ministers, or ten 
members of the Assembly. Legislation passed at a closed session is valid only 
when approved by three-fourths of the members in the presence of the Guardian 
Council. After emergency conditions have ceased to exist, the minutes of such 
closed sessions, together with any legislation approved in them, must be made 
available to the public.  

 
Article 70: The President, his deputies and the ministers have the right to participate in 

the open sessions of the Assembly either collectively or individually. They may 
also have their advisers accompany them. If the members of the Assembly deem it 
necessary, the ministers are obliged to attend. [Conversely], whenever they 
request it, their statements are to be heard.  

 
6- The Legislative Power  

6.2- Powers and Authority of The Islamic Consultative Assembly 
 
Article 71: The Islamic Consultative Assembly can establish laws on all matters, within 

the limits of its competence as laid down in the Constitution.  
 
Article 72: The Islamic Consultative Assembly cannot enact laws contrary to the usual 

and ahkam (primary sources of Islam, Qoran and Sunna or Prophet Mohammad) 
of the official religion of the country or to the Constitution. It is the duty of the 
Guardian Council to determine whether a violation has occurred, in accordance 
with Article 96. 

 
Article 73: The interpretation of ordinary laws falls within the competence of the Islamic 

Consultative Assembly. The intent of this Article does not prevent the 
interpretations that judges may make in the course of cassation.    

 
Article 74: Government bills are presented to the Islamic Consultative Assembly after 

receiving the approval of the Council of Ministers. Members' bills may be 
introduced in the Islamic Consultative Assembly if sponsored by at least fifteen 
members. 

 
Article 75: Members’ bills and proposals and amendments to governments’ bills 

proposed by members that entail the reduction of the public income or the 
increase of public expenditure may be introduced in the Assembly only if means 
for compensating for the decrease in income or for meeting the new expenditure 
are also specified. 

 
Article 76: The Islamic Consultative Assembly has the right to investigate and examine 

all the affairs of the country. 
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Article 77: International treaties, protocols, contracts, and agreements must be approved 
by the Islamic Consultative Assembly.  

 
Article 78: All changes in the boundaries of the country are forbidden, with the exception 

of minor amendments in keeping with the interests of the country, on condition 
that they are not unilateral, do not encroach on the independence and territorial 
integrity of the country, and receive the approval of four-fifths of the total 
members of the Islamic Consultative Assembly.   

 
Article 79: The proclamation of martial law is forbidden. In case of war or emergency 

conditions akin to war, the government has the right to impose temporarily certain 
necessary restrictions, with the agreement of the Islamic Consultative Assembly. 
In no case can such restrictions last for more than thirty days; if the need for them 
persists beyond this limit, the government must obtain new authorization for them 
from the Assembly.    

 
Article 80: The taking and giving of loans or grants-in-aid, domestic and foreign, by the 

government, must be approved by the Islamic Consultative Assembly. 
 
Article 81: The granting of concessions to foreigners for the formation of companies or 

institutions dealing with commerce, industry, agriculture, services or mineral 
extraction, is absolutely forbidden. 

 
Article 82: The employment of foreign experts is forbidden, except in cases of necessity 

and with the approval of the Islamic Consultative Assembly.    
 
Article 83: Government buildings and properties forming part of the national heritage 

cannot be transferred except with the approval of the Islamic Consultative 
Assembly; that, too, is not applicable in the case of irreplaceable treasures.  

 
Article 84: Every representative is responsible to the entire nation and has the right to 

express his views on all internal and external affairs of the country.    
 
Article 85: The right of membership is vested with the individual, and is not transferable 

to others. The Assembly cannot delegate the power of legislation to an individual 
or committee. But whenever necessary, it can delegate the power of legislating 
certain laws to its own committees, in accordance with Article 72. In such a case, 
the laws will be implemented on a tentative basis for a period specified by the 
Assembly, and their final approval will-rest with the Assembly. Likewise, the 
Assembly may, in accordance with Article 72, delegate to the relevant committees 
the responsibility for permanent approval of articles of association of 
organizations, companies, government institutions, or organizations affiliated to 
the government and or invest the authority in the government. In such a case, the 
government approvals must not be inconsistent with the principles and 
commandments of the official religion in the country and or the Constitution 
which question shall be determined by the Guardian Council in accordance with 
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what is stated in Article 96. In addition to this, the government approvals shall not 
be against the laws and other general rules of the country and, while calling for 
implementation, the same shall be brought to the knowledge of the Speaker of the 
Islamic Consultative Assembly for his study and indication that the approvals in 
question are not inconsistent with the aforesaid rules.  

 
Article 86: Members of the Assembly are completely free in expressing their views and 

casting their votes in the course of performing their duties as representatives, and 
they cannot be prosecuted or arrested for opinions expressed in the Assembly or 
votes cast in the course of performing their duties as representatives.  

 
Article 87: The President must obtain, for the Council of Ministers, after being formed 

and before all other business, a vote of confidence from the Assembly. During his 
incumbency, he can also seek a vote of confidence for the Council of Ministers 
from the Assembly on important and controversial issues.  

 
Article 88: Whenever at least one-fourth of the total members of the Islamic Consultative 

Assembly pose a question to the President, or any one member of the Assembly 
poses a question to a minister on a subject relating to their duties, the President or 
the minister is obliged to attend the Assembly and answer the question. This 
answer must not be delayed more than one month in the case of the President and 
ten days in the case of the minister, except with an excuse deemed reasonable by 
the Islamic Consultative Assembly.  

 
Article 89: 1) Members of the Islamic Consultative Assembly can interpolate the Council 

of Ministers or an individual minister in instances they deem necessary.  
Interpolations can be tabled if they bear the signatures of at least ten members.  
The Council of Ministers or interpolated minister must be present in the Assembly 
within ten days after the tabling of the interpolation in order to answer it and seek 
a vote of confidence. If the Council of Ministers or the minister concerned fails to 
attend the Assembly, the members who tabled the interpolation will explain their 
reasons, and the Assembly will declare a vote of no- confidence if it deems it 
necessary. If the Assembly does not pronounce a vote of confidence, the Council 
of Ministers or the minister subject to interpolation is dismissed. In both cases, the 
ministers subject to interpolation cannot become members of the next Council of 
Ministers formed immediately afterwards.  
2) In the event at least one-third of the members of the Islamic Consultative 
Assembly interpolate the President concerning his executive responsibilities in 
relation with the Executive Power and the executive affairs of the country, 
the President must be present in the Assembly within one month after the tabling 
of the interpolation in order to give adequate explanations in regard to the 
matters raised. In the event, after hearing the statements of the opposing and 
favoring  members and the reply of the President, two-thirds of the members of 
the Assembly declare a vote of no confidence, the same will be communicated to 
the Leadership for information and implementation of Section (10) of Article 110 
of the Constitution. 
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Article 90: Whoever has a complaint concerning the work of the Assembly or the 
executive power, or the judicial power can forward his complaint in writing to the 
Assembly. The Assembly must investigate his complaint and give a satisfactory 
reply. In cases where the complaint relates to the executive or the judiciary, the 
Assembly must demand proper investigation in the matter and an adequate 
explanation from them, and announce the results within a reasonable time. In 
cases where the subject of the complaint is of public interest, the reply must be 
made public.  

 
Article 91: With a view to safeguard the Islamic ordinances and the Constitution, in order 

to examine the compatibility of the legislation passed by the Islamic Consultative 
Assembly with Islam, a council to be known as the Guardian Council is to be 
constituted with the following composition:  
1) six ‘adil fuqaha’ (experts in Islamic laws) conscious of the present needs and 
the issues of the day, to be selected by the Leader, and  
2) six jurists, specializing in different areas of law, to be elected by the Islamic  
Consultative Assembly from among the Muslim jurists nominated-by the Head of 
the Judicial Power. 
 

Article 92: Members of the Guardian Council are elected to serve for a period of six 
years, but during the first term, after three years have passed, half of the members 
of each group will be changed by lot and new members will be elected in their 
place.  

 
Article 93: The Islamic Consultative Assembly does not hold any legal status if there is 

no Guardian Council in existence, except for the purpose of approving the 
credentials of its members and the election of thee six jurists on the Guardian 
Council.  

 
Article 94: All legislation passed by the Islamic Consultative Assembly must be sent to 

the Guardian Council. The Guardian Council must review it within a maximum of 
ten days from its receipt with a view to ensuring its compatibility with the criteria 
of Islam and the Constitution. If it finds the legislation incompatible, it will return 
it to the Assembly for review. Otherwise the legislation will be deemed 
enforceable.  

 
Article 95: In cases where the Guardian Council deems ten days inadequate for 

completing the process of review and delivering a definite opinion, it can request 
the Islamic Consultative Assembly to grant an extension of the time limit not 
exceeding ten days. 

 
Article 96: The determination of compatibility of the legislation passed by the Islamic 

Consultative Assembly with the laws of Islam rests with the majority vote of the 
fuqaha’ (experts in Islamic laws) on the Guardians Council; and the determination 
of its compatibility with the Constitution rests with the majority of all the 
members of the Guardian Council. 
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Article 97: In order to expedite the work, the members of the Guardian Council may 
attend the Assembly and listen to its debates when a government bill or a 
members' bill is under discussion. When an urgent government or members' bill is 
placed on the agenda of the Assembly, the members of the Guardian Council must 
attend the Assembly and make their views known.  

 
Article 98: The authority of the interpretation of the Constitution is vested with the 

Guardian Council, which is to be done with the consent of three-fourths of its 
members.  

 
Article 99: The Guardian Council has the responsibility of supervising the elections of 

the Assembly of Experts for Leadership, the President of the Republic, the Islamic 
Consultative Assembly, and the direct recourse to popular opinion and referenda.  

 
8- The Leader or Leadership Council 

 
Article 107: After the demise of the eminent marji’ al-taqlid (source of emulation) and 

great leader of the universal Islamic revolution, and founder of the Islamic 
Republic of Iran, Ayatollah al-'Uzma Imam Khomeini - quddisa sirruh al-sharif - 
who was recognized and accepted as marji' and Leader by a decisive majority of 
the people, the task of appointing the Leader shall be vested with the experts 
elected by the people. The experts will review and consult among themselves 
concerning all the fuqaha' possessing the qualifications specified in Articles 5 and 
109. In the event they find one of them better versed in Islamic regulations, the 
subjects of the fiqh, or in political and social Issues, or possessing general 
popularity or special prominence for any of the qualifications mentioned in 
Article 109, they shall elect him as the Leader. Otherwise, in the absence of such 
a superiority, they shall elect and declare one of them as the Leader. The Leader 
thus elected by the Assembly of Experts shall assume all the powers of the 
wilayat al-amr and all the responsibilities arising from there. The Leader is equal 
with the rest of the people of the country in the eyes of law.  

 
Article 108: The law setting out the number and qualifications of the experts [mentioned 

in, the preceding article], the mode of their election, and the code of procedure 
regulating the sessions during the first term must be drawn up by the fuqaha' on 
the first Guardian Council, passed by a majority of votes and then finally 
approved by the Leader of the Revolution. The power to make any subsequent 
change or a review of this law, or approval of all the provisions concerning the 
duties of the experts is vested in themselves. 

 
Article 109: Following are the essential qualifications and conditions for the Leader: 

1) Scholarship, as required for performing the functions of mufti in different 
fields of fiqh.  
2) Justice and piety, as required for the leadership of the Islamic Ummah 
(community). 
3) Right political and social perspicacity, prudence, courage, administrative 
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facilities and adequate capability for leadership. In case of multiplicity of persons 
fulfilling the above qualifications and conditions, the person possessing the better 
jurisprudential and political perspicacity will be given preference.  
 

Article 110: Following are the duties and powers of the Leadership:  
1) Delineation of the general policies of the Islamic Republic of Iran after  
consultation with the Nation's Exigency Council.  
2) Supervision over the proper execution of the general policies of the system. 
3) Issuing decrees for national referenda.  
4) Assuming supreme command of the armed forces.  
5) Declaration of war and peace, and the mobilization of the armed forces. 
6) Appointment, dismissal, and acceptance of resignation of:  

1. The fuqaha' on the Guardian Council.  
2. The supreme judicial authority of the country.  
3. The head of the radio and television network of the Islamic Republic of 
Iran.  
4. The chief of the joint staff.  
5. The chief commander of the Islamic Revolution Guards Corps.  
6. The supreme commanders of the armed forces. 

7) Resolving differences between the three wings of the armed forces and 
regulation of their relations.  
8) Resolving the problems which cannot be solved by conventional 
methods, through the Nation's Exigency Council.  
9) Signing the decree formalizing the election of the President of the Republic by 
the people. The suitability of candidates for the Presidency of the Republic, with 
respect to the qualifications specified in the Constitution, must be confirmed 
before elections take place by the Guardian Council;, and, in the case of the first 
term [of the Presidency], by the Leadership;  
10) Dismissal of the' President of the Republic, with due regard for the interests of 
the country, after the Supreme Court holds him guilty of the violation of his 
constitutional duties, or after a vote of the Islamic Consultative Assembly 
testifying to his incompetence on the basis of Article 89 of the Constitution.  
11) Pardoning or reducing the sentences of convicts, within the framework of 
Islamic criteria, on a recommendation [to that effect] from the Head of judicial 
power. The Leader may delegate part of his duties and powers to another person. 

 
Article 111: Whenever the Leader becomes incapable of fulfilling his constitutional 

duties, or lobs one of the qualifications mentioned in Articles 5 and 109, or it 
becomes known that he did not possess some of the qualifications initially, he will 
be dismissed. The authority of determination in this matter is vested with the 
experts specified in Article 108. In the event of the death, or resignation or 
dismissal of the Leader, the experts shall take steps within the shortest possible 
time for the appointment of the new Leader. Till the appointment of the new 
Leader, a council consisting of the President, head of the judicial power, and a 
faqih from the Guardian Council, upon the decision of the Nation's Exigency 
Council, shall temporarily take over all the duties of the Leader. In the event, 
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during this period, any one of them is unable to fulfill his duties for whatsoever 
reason, another person, upon the decision of majority of fuqaha' in the Nation's 
Exigency Council shall be elected in his place. This council shall take action in 
respect of items 1,3,5, and 10, and sections d, e, and f of item 6 of Article 110. 
Therefore, the hypothesis that I am going to generate from the previous argument 
of this variable will be, upon the decision of three-fourths of the members of the 
Nation's Exigency Council. Whenever the Leader becomes temporarily unable to 
perform the duties of leadership owing to his illness or any other incident, then 
during this period, the council mentioned in this Article shall assume his duties.  

 
Article 112: Upon the order of the Leader, the Nation's Exigency Council shall meet at 

any time the Guardian Council judges a proposed bill of the Islamic Consultative 
Assembly to be against the principles of Shariah (Islamic law) or the Constitution, 
and the Assembly is 'unable to meet the expectations of the Guardian Council. 
Also, the Council shall meet for consideration on any issue forwarded to it by the 
Leader and shall carry out any other responsibility as mentioned in this 
Constitution. The permanent and changeable members of the Council shall be 
appointed by the Leader. The rules for the Council shall be formulated and 
approved by the Council members subject to the confirmation by the Leader.  
   

9- The Executive Power  
9.1- The Presidency 

 
Article 113: After the office of Leadership, the President is the highest official in the 

country. His is the responsibility for implementing the Constitution and acting as 
the head of the executive, except in matters directly concerned with (the office of) 
the Leadership. 

 
Article 114: The President is elected for a four-year term by the direct vote of the people. 

His re-election for a successive term is permissible only once.  
 
Article 115: The President must be elected from among religious and political 

personalities possessing the following qualifications: Iranian origin; Iranian 
nationality; administrative capacity and resourcefulness; a good past-record; 
trustworthiness and piety; convinced belief in the fundamental principles of the 
Islamic Republic of Iran and the official madhhab of the country.  

 
Article 116: Candidates nominated for the post of President must declare their 

candidature officially.  Law lays down the manner in which the President is to be 
elected.  

 
Article 117: The President is elected by an absolute majority of votes polled by the 

voters. But if none of the candidates is able to win such a majority In the first 
round, voting will take place a second time on Friday of the following week. In 
the second round only the two candidates who received greatest number of votes 
in the first round will participate. If, however, some of the candidates securing 
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greatest votes in the first round withdraw from the elections, the final choice will 
be between the two candidates who won greater number of votes than all the 
remaining candidates.  

 
Article 118: Responsibility for the supervision of the election, of the President lies with 

the Guardian Council, as stipulated in Article 99. But before the establishment of 
the first Guardian Council, however, it lies with a supervisory body to be 
constituted by law.  

 
Article 119: The election of a new President must take place no later than one month 

before the end of the term of the outgoing President. In the interim period before 
the election of the new President and the end of the term of the outgoing 
President, the outgoing President will perform the duties of the, President.  

 
Article 120: In case any of the candidates whose suitability is established in terms of the 

qualifications listed above should die within ten days before polling day, the 
elections will be postponed for two weeks. If one of the candidates securing 
greatest number of votes dies in the intervening period between the first and 
second rounds of voting, the period for holding (the second round of) the election 
will be extended for two weeks.  

 
Article 121: (It brings the oath that the president must take before starts his term). 

 
Article 122: The President, within the limits of his powers and duties, which he has by 

virtue of this Constitution or other laws, is responsible to the people, the Leader 
and the Islamic Consultative Assembly.  

 
Article 123: The President is obliged to sign legislation approved by the Assembly or the 

result of a referendum, after the (related) legal procedures have been completed 
and it has been communicated to him. After signing, he must forward it to the 
responsible authorities for implementation.  

 
Article 124: The President may have deputies for the performance of his constitutional 

duties. With the approval of the President, the first deputy of the President shall 
be vested with the responsibilities of administering the affairs of the Council of 
Ministers and coordination of functions of other deputies.  

 
Article 125: The President or his legal representative has the authority to sign treaties, 

protocols, contracts, and agreements concluded by the Iranian government with 
other governments, as well as agreements pertaining to international 
organizations, after obtaining the approval of the Islamic Consultative Assembly.  

 
Article 126: The President is responsible for national planning and budget and state 

employment affairs and may entrust the administration of these to others. 
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Article 127: In special circumstances, subject to approval of the Council of Ministers the 
President may appoint one or more special representatives with specific powers. 
In such cases, the decisions of his representative(s) will be considered as tee same 
as those of the President and the Council of Ministers.  

 
Article 128: The ambassadors shall be appointed upon the recommendation of the foreign 

minister and approval of the President. The President signs the credentials of 
ambassadors and receives the credentials presented by the ambassadors, of the 
foreign countries.  

 
Article 129: The award of state decorations is a prerogative of the President.  
 
Article 130: The President shall submit his resignation to the Leader and shall continue 

performing his duties until his resignation is not accepted.  
 
Article 131: In case of death, dismissal, resignation, absence, or illness lasting longer 

than two months of the President, or when his term in office has ended and a new 
president has not been elected due to some impediments, or similar other 
circumstances, his first deputy shall assume, with the approval of the Leader, the 
powers and functions of the President. The Council, consisting of the Speaker of 
the Islamic Consultative Assembly, head, of the judicial power, and the first 
deputy of the President, is obliged to arrange for a new President to be elected 
within a maximum period of fifty days. In case of death of the first deputy to the 
President, or other matters which prevent him to perform his duties, or when the 
President does not have a first deputy, the Leader shall appoint another person in 
his place.  

 
Article 132: During the period when the powers and responsibilities of the President are 

assigned to his first deputy or the other person in accordance with Article 131, 
neither can the ministers be interpolated nor can a vote of no-confidence be 
passed against them. Also, neither can any step be undertaken for a review of the 
Constitution, nor a national referendum be held.  

 
9- The Executive Power  

9.2- The President and Ministers 
 
Article 133: Ministers will be appointed by the President and will be presented to the 

Assembly for a vote of confidence. With the change of Assembly, a new vote of 
confidence will not be necessary. The number of ministers and the jurisdiction of 
each will be determined by law.  

 
Article 134: The President is the head of the Council of Ministers. He supervises the 

work of the ministers and takes all necessary measures to coordinate the decisions 
of the government. With the cooperation of the ministers, he determines the 
program and policies of the government and implements the laws. In the case of 
discrepancies, or interferences in the constitutional duties of the government 
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agencies, the decision of the Council of Ministers at the request of the President 
shall be binding provided it does not call for an interpretation of or modification 
in the laws. The President is responsible to the Assembly for the actions of the 
Council of Ministers.  
   

Article 135: The ministers shall continue in office unless they are dismissed, or given a 
vote of no-confidence by the Assembly as a result of their interpolation, or a 
motion for a vote of no- confidence against them. The resignation of the Council 
of Ministers, or that of each of them shall be submitted to the President, and the 
Council of Ministers shall continue to function until such time as the new 
government is appointed. The President can appoint a caretaker for a maximum 
period of three months for the ministries having no minister. 

 
Article 136: The President can dismiss the ministers and in such a case he must obtain a 

vote of confidence for the new minister(s) from the Assembly. In case half of the 
members of the Council of Ministers are changed after the government has 
received its vote of confidence from the Assembly, the government must seek a 
fresh vote of confidence from the Assembly.  

 
Article 137: Each of the ministers is responsible for his duties to the President and the 

Assembly, but in meters approved by the Council of Ministers as a whole, he is 
also responsible for the actions of the others.  

 
Article 138: In addition to instances in which the Council of Ministers or a single 

minister is authorized to frame procedures for the implementation of laws, the 
Council of Ministers has the right to lay down rules, regulations, and procedures 
for performing its administrative duties, ensuring the implementation of laws, and 
setting up administrative bodies. Each of the ministers also has the right to frame 
regulations and issue circular in matters within his jurisdiction and in conformity 
with the decisions of the Council of Ministers. However, the content of all such 
regulations must not violate the letter or the spirit of the law. The government can 
entrust any portion of its task to the commissions composed of some ministers. 
The decisions of such commissions within the rules will be binding after the 
endorsement of the President. The ratification and the regulations of the 
government and the decisions of the commissions mentioned under this Article 
shall also be brought to the notice of the Speaker of the Islamic Consultative 
Assembly while being communicated for implementation so that in the event he 
finds them contrary to law, he may send the same stating the reason for 
reconsideration by the Council of Ministers. 

 
Article 139: The settlement, of claims relating to public and state property or the referral 

thereof to arbitration is in every case dependent on the approval of the Council of 
Ministers, and the Assembly must be informed of these matters. In cases where 
one party to the dispute is a foreigner, as well as in important cases that are purely 
domestic, the approval of the Assembly must also be obtained. Law will specify 
the important cases intended here. 
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Article 140: Allegations of common crimes against the President, his deputies, and the 

ministers will be investigated in common courts of justice with the' knowledge of 
the Islamic Consultative Assembly.  

 
Article 141: The President, the deputies to the President, ministers, and government 

employees cannot hold more than one government position, and it is forbidden for 
them to hold any kind of additional post in institutions of which all or a part of the 
capital belongs to the government or public institutions, to be a member of the 
Islamic Consultative Assembly,  to practice the profession of attorney or legal 
adviser, or to hold the post of president,  managing director, or membership of the 
board of directors of any kind of private company, with the exception of 
cooperative companies affiliated to the government  departments and institutions. 
Teaching positions in universities and research institutions are exempted from this 
rule.  

 
Article 142: The assets of the Leader, the President, the deputies to the President, and 

ministers, as well as those of their spouses and offspring, are to be examined 
before and after their term of office by the head of the judicial power, in order to 
ensure they have not increased in a fashion contrary to law.  

 
9- The Executive Power  

9. 3- The Army and The Islamic Revolution Guards Corps 
 
Article 143: The Army of the Islamic Republic of Iran is responsible for guarding the 

independence and territorial integrity of the country, as well as the order of the 
Islamic Republic. 

 
Article 144: The Army of the Islamic Republic of Iran must be an Islamic Army, i.e., 

committed to Islamic ideology and the people, and must recruit into its service 
individuals who have faith in the objectives of the Islamic Revolution and are 
devoted to the cause of realizing its goals.  

 
Article 145: No foreigner will be accepted into the Army or security forces of the 

country.  
 
Article 146: The establishment of any kind of foreign military base in Iran, even for 

peaceful purposes, is forbidden.  
 
Article 147: In time of peace, the government must utilize the personnel and technical 

equipment of the Army in relief operations, and for educational and productive 
ends, and the Construction Jihad, while fully observing the criteria of Islamic 
justice and ensuring that such utilization does not harm the combat-readiness of 
the Army.  
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Article 148: All forms of personal use of military vehicles, equipment, and other means, 
as well as taking advantage of Army personnel as personal servants and 
chauffeurs or in similar capacities, are forbidden.  

 
Article 149: Promotions in military rank and their withdrawal take place in accordance 

with the law. 
 
Article 150: The Islamic Revolution Guards Corps, organized in the early days of the 

triumph of the Revolution, is to be maintained so that it may continue in its role of 
guarding the Revolution and its achievements. The scope of the duties of this 
Corps, and its areas of responsibility, in relation to the duties and areas of 
responsibility of the other armed forces, are to be determined by law, with 
emphasis on brotherly cooperation and harmony among them.  

 
Article 151: In accordance with the noble Qur'anic verse:  

(Prepare against them whatever force you are able to muster, and horses ready for 
battle, striking fear into God's enemy and your enemy, and others beyond them 
unknown to you but known to God... [8:60]). 
the government is oblige to provide a program of military training, with all 
requisite facilities, fob all its citizens, in accordance with the Islamic criteria, in 
such a way that all citizens will always be able to engage in the armed defence of 
the Islamic Republic of Iran. The possession of arms, however, requires the 
granting of permission by the competent authorities. 

 
10- Foreign Policy 

 
Article 152: The foreign policy of the Islamic Republic of Iran is based upon the rejection 

of all forms of domination, both the exertion of it and submission to it, the 
preservation of the independence of the country in all respects and its territorial 
integrity, the defence of the rights of all Muslims, non-alignment with respect to 
the hegemonist superpowers, and the maintenance of mutually peaceful relations 
with all non-belligerent States.  

 
Article 153: Any form of agreement resulting in foreign control over the natural 

resources, economy, army, or culture of the country, as well as other aspects of 
the national life, is forbidden. 

 
Article 154: The Islamic Republic of Iran has as its ideal human felicity throughout 

human society, and considers the attainment of independence, freedom, and rule 
of justice and truth to be the right of all people of the world. Accordingly, while 
scrupulously refraining from all forms of interference in the internal affairs of 
other nations, it supports the just struggles of the mustad'afun (oppressed) against 
the mustakbirun (oppressors) in every corner of the globe. 
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Article 155: The government of the Islamic Republic of Iran may grant political asylum 
to those who seek it unless they are regarded as traitors and saboteurs according to 
the laws of Iran. 

 
13- Supreme Council for National Security 

 
Article 176: In order to safeguarding the national interests and preserving the Islamic 

Revolution, the territorial integrity and national sovereignty, a Supreme Council 
for National Security presided over by the President shall be constituted to fulfill 
the following responsibilities:  
1) Determining the defence and national security policies within the framework of 
general policies determined by the Leader.  
2) Coordination of activities in the areas relating to politics, intelligence, social, 
cultural and economic fields in regard to general defence and security policies.  
3) Exploitation of materialistic and intellectual resources of the country for facing 
the internal and external threats. 
The Council shall consist of: heads of three branches of the government, chief of 
the Supreme Command Council of the Armed Forces, the officer in charge of the 
planning and budget affairs, two representatives nominated by the Leader, 
ministers of foreign affairs, interior, and information, a minister related with the 
subject, and the highest ranking officials from the Armed Forces and the Islamic 
Revolution's Guards Corps. Commensurate with its duties, the Supreme Council 
for National Security shall form sub-councils such as Defence Sub-council and 
National Security Sub-council. Each Sub-council will be presided over by the 
President or a member of the Supreme Council for National Security appointed by 
the President. The scope of authority and responsibility of the Sub-councils will 
be determined by law and their organizational structure will be approved by the 
Supreme Council for National Defence. The decisions of the Supreme Council for 
National Security shall be effective after the confirmation by the Leader.
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