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ABSTRACT
This paper challenges the ideological versus pragmatic dichotomy which is often used as
paper describes three important themes in Iran’s revolutionary discourse and argues that
Iran’s foreign policy has been and continues to be revolutionary, which does not preclude
then dissects Iran’s revolutionary foreign policy rhetoric of the Ahmadinejad era and
contrasts it with the more nuanced revolutionary tactics during the Rafsanjani and Khatami
presidencies. Iran’s recent history has shown it will tactically retreat on ideology if the
Regime perceives its survival is at risk. However, these tactical retreats should not be
confused with a reorientation of the regime’s strategy. Iran’s quest for absolute security
and its rejection of the Western led international order suggests that its foreign policy
remains strategically revolutionary, yet tactically pragmatic.
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BRANDON FRIEDMAN
Introduction
foreign policy continuously address the question of whether Iran acts pragmatically or
Iran act based on its interests or religious dogma? Is Iran pragmatic or fanatical? Does
recognize the imperatives of realpolitik or is it an ideological regime? This essay will
modestly challenge the utility of this simple either/or proposition, and instead argue that
the Regime’s foreign policy has been and continues to be both pragmatic and revolutionary.
Further, Iran’s 1979 revolution has not ended,1 and over the past thirty years Iran’s foreign
policy has been a primary battleground for the ruling elites of Iran to assert their vision of
the state’s revolutionary identity.2 This, in part, explains the more provocative approach
of current President Ahmadinejad, in contrast to his predecessors ‘Ali Akbar Rafsanjani
R.K. Ramazani, a leading scholar of Iranian foreign policy, has written that the “balance of
ideology and pragmatism in the making of Iranian foreign policy decisions has been one of
3
So what, exactly
do scholars mean when they begin talking about Iran’s pragmatism? Is everyone talking
about the same thing? According to the Western liberal canon of political philosophy, John
4
In
contrast to Western liberal thought, an Iranian scholar has characterized the “Islamic Shiite
5

leadership in Iran has derived its pragmatism from what it perceives as a dynamic ideology.
pragmatism. In other words, Western scholars and statesmen and Iranian diplomats and
A leading scholar based in the Islamic Republic, Kaveh Afrasiabi, argues that the
account for the pragmatic qualities and ethos of Islamic fundamentalism, and that what is
considered pragmatic action occurs on the basis of submerged values.6 That is to say, for
material and strategic interests can be pursued in parallel, where one is mutually reinforcing

perceive Iran’s behavior as pragmatic,7 then there may be a temptation to conclude that
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Iran’s Regime has reoriented itself and is no longer strictly adhering to its revolutionary
identity or ideological principles. This conclusion is problematic because it presupposes
a previous phase of behavior which was not pragmatic and based entirely on ideological
reasoning, and does not differentiate between changes in means and changes in ends.8
As a result of this misconception, there is a tendency to mistake Iran’s tactical concessions
for Regime reorientation,9 and therefore to conclude that the Regime is moderating its
objectives rather than applying different tactical maneuvers, or means, to the same

exemplify Iran’s change in tactical means rather than ends.
The danger of confusing a change in means for a change in ends also has the potential to
lead to confusion regarding how the Islamic Republic of Iran perceives its interests. There
may be some in the West who assume there is an inverse relationship between national
independent of them.10

military, territorial, geographic, demographic, and economic strength. Or, in other words,
In light of this conception of interests, Western observers conventionally conceive of Iran’s
ideological behavior as either irrational or cynically instrumental and serving the ends of
material interests.

on cultural authenticity and national pride.11
In other words, strategic interests in the Islamic Republic of Iran are framed in terms of
both the Imam Khomeini’s revolutionary objectives and material interests. In short, Iran
1979. These goals, derived from Khomeini’s ideology and the 1979 Constitution, have four

12

another, where one can be set at odds against the other.
In order to better understand the context for Iran’s foreign policy under President
Ahmadinejad, particularly his antagonistic and provocative statements toward Israel
expresses its interests.
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Themes In Iran’s Revolutionary Discourse
Iran’s foreign policy discourse and behavior was aggressive and revolutionary during the
and bloody war with Iraq and struggling to consolidate control over state institutions. In
executive branch of the Iranian government was strengthened by constitutional reforms.
crisis and attempted to soften Iran’s image in the international community in order to
rebuild the state’s decimated economic and military capabilities.
Both Rafsanjani and Khatami focused much of their efforts on a diplomatic offensive that
building statements, strengthen relationships with international organizations such as the
the international system.13

logistical support for militant activity carried out by Hizbullah, Hamas, Palestinian Islamic
Jihad, and other groups throughout the 1990s, and began to develop its undeclared nuclear
program during the period of Rafsanjani and Khatami’s presidencies. In the 1990s, it was
the tension between Iran’s relatively moderate presidential statements and subversive
analyzing Iran’s foreign policy a challenge.14
In contrast to the 1990s, one of the central themes of Iran’s third revolution, as the
public attacks on the international system. Henry Kissinger, in his book A World Restored
order or the manner of legitimizing it oppressive, relations between it and other powers will
15

Iran’s current Foreign

16

one pole, in which the relation between this pole and the world remains to be ethnocentric,
17

a complex decision making consensus in Iranian foreign policy, is clearly attacking the
system itself and not the differences within the system.
The Ahmadinejad opposition to the current international system is rooted in Iran’s
13
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7
independence.18 Despite the Imam Khomeini’s historical denunciation of the Western
notion of nationalism,19 Iran’s emphasis on independence is often interpreted in the West
as ‘Iranian Nationalism,’20 because Iran’s emphasis on independence has been a consistent
element of Iran’s political discourse throughout the twentieth century, from Reza Shah
Pahlavi to Imam Khomeini and his followers. Iran’s emphasis on independence stems
th

th

responsible for its dependence and underdevelopment.21 In particular, Iran’s collective
memory of nineteenth century defeats at the hands of foreign powers is still a very
powerful discursive theme which had an important impact on the course of development in
nineteenth and twentieth century Iran.
Iran’s emphasis on independence is different from the Western understanding of nationalism
in international politics,22
23
One creative characterization of this
24

25

dependence or submission to foreign states. For example, during President Ahmadinejad’s
speech to the UN General Assembly in New York in 2005, he attacked “Those hegemonic
nations as a challenge to their monopoly on these instruments of power and who do not
26
Ahmadinejad perceives himself as
defending Iranian independence from foreign domination.
The second principal element of Iran’s revolutionary discourse is the demand for justice
(‘adl
27
One of the central themes of Ayatollah Khomeini’s
revolutionary ideology was the triumph of the oppressed in the face of injustice. This
populist sentiment called for supporting the powerless, disadvantaged masses of
people (
superpowers (mostakhbarin
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Zionists, Fascists, and Communists into the group of oppressors. Khomeini insisted that,
28

Justice is viewed as a universal value and obligation, and this principle is articulated in
Iran considers the rule of justice to be the right of all the people of the world.29
It is through the prism of their principle of justice that Ahmadinejad and his supporters
relentlessly attack the Holocaust, attempt to delegitimize Israel, support the Palestinians and
support on behalf of Israel.30
symbol of Islam, Ahmadinejad said, “Some European countries insist on saying that during
World War II, Hitler burned millions of Jews. And they insist so strongly on this issue
Although
we don’t believe this claim, let’s suppose what the Europeans say is true...let’s give some
land to the Zionists in Europe or in Germany or Austria. We will also support it. They
31
The

populations of the Arab states whose leaders are supported by the West, therefore creating
issue and delegitimizing their regimes. However, despite these arguments, to claim that
Ahmadinejad’s Holocaust denial is strictly instrumental is nothing more than sophisticated
Ahmadinejad’s attacks on the Holocaust are part of the erroneous perception that the
Holocaust led directly to the establishment of the state of Israel. He asserts that there
is a causal link between the Holocaust and the creation of Israel. However, this account
example, the 1917 Balfour Declaration recognized the Zionist efforts to establish a Jewish

Supreme Leader (rahbar
Israel by attempting to cast doubt on the atrocities of the Holocaust. In April 2001, he said,
“There is proof that the Zionists had close relations with German Nazis. The presentation
people express sympathy with them and prepare the ground for occupying Palestine and
32

The political leaders in Iran have used Holocaust denial as one element of broader “vehement
33

literature on nationalism, Jews are not viewed as a nation but rather as a scattered religious
28
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These themes are an
important part of the teachings of Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, the ideological founder
and leader of the Islamic Republic of Iran, and “have guided the Iranian government ever
35

theme, which combined Shi‘i ideology with elements of European Antisemitism. In
the opening paragraphs of his book Islamic Governance (Al-Hukumah al-Islamiyyah)
Khomeini claimed that, “From the very beginning, the historical movement of Islam has
36

In
Khomeini’s earlier book,
(Touzih al-Masa’el) he emphasized
the Shi‘i doctrine of the ritual impurity of unbelievers (nejasat
37

It would seem that President Ahmadinejad and the Supreme Leader, in the spirit of Imam
Khomeini’s ideology, believe that a just solution for the Palestinians is the elimination
who believe that Zionism is part of Western imperialist designs against Islam,38 which are
supported by an unjust international system.39
On 26 October 2005, in Tehran, Ahmadinejad gave a speech at a student conference, and
regime must vanish from the pages of time.’] This language was not new in the history of
the Islamic Republic of Iran. Indeed, Hossein Shariatmadari, the editor of the Iranian daily
newspaper Kayhan and advisor to the Supreme Leader, stated, “The honorable President has
said nothing new about Israel that would justify all this political commotion...We declare
40

In January 2001, the Supreme Leader, Ayatollah Khamene’i, said that Israel was a cancerous
tumor that needed to be removed from the region. In December 2001, former President
Rafsanjani, while leading a Friday prayer service in Tehran, threatened Israel with nuclear
destruction and said “if one day, the Islamic world is also equipped with weapons like those
that Israel possesses now, then the imperialists’ strategy will reach a standstill because
the use of even one nuclear bomb inside Israel will destroy everything. However, it will
41

It is through the revolutionary principle of justice viewed through the prism of Imam
42
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powers in the international system. For example, in September 2005, when Ahmadinejad
referred to the attempt of Western nuclear powers to prevent Iran from enriching uranium

U.S. posture toward the nuclear program of Iran on one hand, and that of India, Israel, and
Pakistan, on the other. These arguments are also part of the ideology of Imam Khomeini
who argued that it is only the logic of the oppressors which rules over the relations between
nations,43 where Iran was part of the oppressed nations and the U.S. was the oppressor.
Resistance is the third element or theme of the Islamic Republic’s revolutionary ideology.
The idea of resistance is and has been a powerful theme in the discourse of many of the
Islamic Republic’s institutions such as the Revolutionary Guards (Sepah-e Pasdaran
the hard line media, the Guardian Council, the Basij, and the Islamic associations.44 The
Islamic Republic’s rejection of the Western dominated international order is deeply rooted
in its discourse of resistance. Israel, which the Islamic Republic views as a colonial tool
its discourse of resistance. The Islamic Republic’s foreign policy has actively cultivated
Republic has provided support to these movements. Hizbullah in Lebanon has embraced
Islamic Republic. Furthermore, Hizbullah and to a lesser degree Islamic Jihad and Hamas,
have provided the Islamic Republic with a means to project the Islamic revolution beyond
Israeli arena, provides it with an important lever to manipulate public opinion in the
conservative Arab states. Therefore, pursuing its revolutionary agenda concerning Israel
has provided the Islamic Republic with concomitant instrumental points of leverage to
use in its relations with its Arab neighbors. In other words, by pursuing its ideological
with diplomatic leverage. Resistance is a theme that goes hand in hand with the idea of
independence, which was discussed earlier.
Iran’s troubled history of experience with Western powers reinforces the idea that Iran
must resist foreign powers that threaten its sovereignty or independence.45 Iran lionizes its
historical episodes that focus on political resistance in order to preserve its independence,
which are episodes explicitly referred to in the preamble of the 1979 constitution. On the
other hand, compromising on Iran’s independence in any form or in exchange for any
46
For example,

47

The Islamic Republic’s Revolutionary Pragmatism
To return to the initial point of reference for this essay, rather than asking if the Islamic
43
44
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pragmatism historically manifested itself in its foreign policy? Or, in other words, how has
it adjusted its means to meet its revolutionary goals?
The historical record has demonstrated that Iran’s leadership has followed the Imam
48
What did Khomeini mean? He was alluding to those situations
where the Islamic Republic’s leadership believes the survival of the Regime is at stake, in
which case the Islamic Republic may compromise on its ideological principles to protect
the Islamic state.49

In the early days of the Islamic Republic, the Imam Khomeini’s rhetoric regarding exporting
the Iranian revolution threatened Iran’s Gulf neighbors. In addition to broadcasting
regional radio messages in Arabic that attacked neighboring regimes that Khomeini
believed to be corrupt or pawns of U.S. imperialism, the Islamic Republic was suspected
of training and arming a group of Shi’is who plotted to overthrow the ruler of Bahrain in

the hajj
Saudi rulers in the region and divest the control of the holy shrines from the contaminated
50
Further, the Islamic Republic used ideology
to mobilize its young teenagers during the war against Iraq. Young Iranian men and boys
were sent to the front in the war against Iraq, where they were employed as human waves
was perceived by the West as being revolutionary and ideological.51 Iran’s foreign policy
52

the Gulf. Since Iraq was not shipping oil through the Gulf, Iran responded by attacking

isolated, lacking adequate supplies of advanced weapons. It was in the context of facing
the possibility of losing a long, bloody war against Iraq, and perhaps even an end to the
Regime, that elements within Iran entered into an agreement with the U.S. and Israel to
exchange kidnapped American hostages in Lebanon for Israeli and American arms and
for oil declined sharply, seriously damaging Iran’s capability to sustain the war against

the war was absorbing nearly half of state revenues leaving little money for anything else.
It was the politics of preserving the Islamic Regime that forced Khomeini to give up “war
48
49
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53

In other words, with the existence of the Regime at stake, the Imam
Khomeini reversed himself to preserve the Islamic Republic.
Six months after Khomeini ended the war with Iraq, and three days after the 10th
Satanic
Verses,
encouraging Palestinians to retaliate against Israel by attacking Westerners. He said,
54

Khomeini’s decree and Rafsanjani’s statement may be interpreted as the Regime’s
reassertion of its revolutionary identity following the compromises required to end the

Khomeini died and Sayyid Ali Khamene’i somewhat controversially succeeded Khomeini
as the new rahbar of the Islamic Republic. The government also amended its constitution
with much stronger executive powers.

Rafsanjani was elected president and faced the

A critical component of Rafsanjani’s plan to rehabilitate Iran’s economy, which was on
the brink of disaster following a decade of war, was improving relations with the West
so that the Islamic Republic would be eligible to receive loans from the World Bank and

development.55 These pragmatic tactics were necessitated by Iran’s economic crisis. These
goals entailed changing the image that Iran presented to the world rather than changing the
revolutionary identity of the Regime.56 Rafsanjani implemented a tactical shift in order to
soften the revolutionary image of the Regime – which in the words of one scholar based in
the Islamic Republic was a form of dissimulation, or taqiyya 57
reorientation of the Regime’s revolutionary identity. In a December 1991 Friday sermon,
President Rafsanjani called for a prudent policy (tadbir
that we can help people without being accused of engaging in terrorism, without anyone
58

be viewed as fanatic. This was the nature of his ‘pragmatism’ if this was the correct word
59
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the aforementioned goals of softening its image with the West to expedite desperately
Palestinian peace accords, supported militant Islamic organizations in the Palestinian
territories, conducted assassinations of prominent opponents of the Regime throughout the
world, and developed a secret nuclear energy program.60
Iran’s foreign policy posture during the 1990s was shaped, in large measure, by the security
arrangements that emerged in the Persian Gulf region following Operation Desert Storm,
Republic maneuvered through the Kuwait crisis as a neutral party seeking to take advantage
of the war between its two major enemies, Iraq and the U.S. It condemned Iraq’s invasion

insure that Iran would remain on the sidelines, made several immediate and important

Iraq and Iran would carry out an exchange of prisoner’s of war, of which there were nearly
three times as many Iranian prisoners. As a gesture of goodwill, Saddam also agreed to
concessions from Iraq, and ultimately presented Iran with the victor’s spoils from its long
war with Iraq.
security of the Gulf. The Islamic Republic believed that the Gulf’s coastal states should be
responsible for Gulf security, and the region should be free from foreign interference.61 It
advocated a regional system of collective security (amniyat-e dast-e jam’ii 62 Further, the
leaders of the Islamic Republic believed that any regional security system that excluded
Iran was illegitimate. However, Iran’s prudent neutrality during the Kuwait crisis was a
security episode for the region, the Islamic Republic marginalized its own position in any
future regional security cooperation.
63

announced a preliminary security plan for the Gulf, the Damascus Declaration, which
included the six GCC states plus Egypt and Syria. Iran was excluded from this new security
arrangement. However, when the Damascus Declaration fell apart in the spring 1991, each
of the GCC states made separate bilateral security deals with U.S. to guarantee their security,
which, not only excluded Iran from any role in regional security, but also entrenched the
Great Satan’s military forces in its backyard. It is hard to overstate the effect of these
in the Gulf and the Arab Gulf states preference for U.S. security rather than a regional
arrangement antagonized the Islamic Republic, which felt it was being slighted.

its historical oppressor in its backyard and presented a direct challenge to the Islamic
60
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63

UAE.

14
Republic’s revolutionary principle of resistance to an increasingly U.S. dominated regional
symbolic resistance to the U.S. regional agenda came in October 1991 when it organized and
Islamist government of Sudan, the parties that attended the conference in Tehran consisted
peace with Israel.
It is important to bear in mind that the Islamic Republic was still extremely vulnerable in
Iran’s cash reserves had received a boost from the rise in oil prices during the war against
Saddam, the Iranian economy was still vulnerable and its military was weak and poorly
his economic reforms and integrate Iran into the global marketplace. The October 1991
opportunity to reassert its revolutionary identity of resistance to the U.S. order and Israel’s
legitimacy. Rather than direct military confrontation however, which was Iran’s approach
weapons, and training to proxy Islamist groups that were ready to confront American and
Israeli interests asymmetrically. This tactical shift allowed the Islamic Republic to pursue a
revolutionary foreign policy that was less likely to jeopardize the Islamic regime’s survival.
Combining savvy public diplomacy with covert and deniable militancy, Iran was able to
pursue a foreign policy that was both pragmatic and revolutionary during the 1990s.
Conclusion
Henry Kissinger noted that the motivation of the revolutionary power may well be defensive,
However, the key distinguishing feature of a revolutionary power, as Kissinger pointed out,
“is not that it feels threatened—such feeling is inherent in the nature of international relations
based on sovereign states—but that nothing can reassure it. Only absolute security—the
64
R.K.
Ramazani, a leading scholar of Iranian foreign policy, observed that Iranian leaders, during
65

Indeed, it is the Islamic Republic’s quest for regime security that has historically come
argued that “a balance needs to be struck between preserving political sovereignty (and

66
of the 21st
Iran, which is still in the throes of its revolutionary development,67
does not appear to have completed this transition.
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