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The Foreign Policy of the Imperial State of Iran (1953-
1979) and the Islamic Republic of Iran (from 1979) 

Vittorio Felci & Ane M. Ø. Kirkegaard 

Introduction 

It is not uncommon to read congruences and continuities into Iran’s foreign 
policy, whether such continuities are perceived as hegemonic ambitions, 
South-South cooperation, independence or nuclear aspirations, peaceful or 
not. This contribution aims to provide a tentative analysis exploring some 
congruences and dis/continuities in Iran’s foreign policy discourse and 
practices from the Pahlavi era to the resumption of talks over the Joint 
Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCOPA). Based on primary and secondary 
sources, we focus on a discussion of Iran’s foreign policy before and after 
1979, i.e., the monarchic Imperial State of Iran under the late Mohammad 
Reza Shah Pahlavi (1953-1979) and the Islamic Republic of Iran (from 
1979). 

Part I of this contribution is located within the discipline of International 
History.1 It pays tribute to Ruhi Ramazani, Shahram Chubin and Sepehr 

 
1 Previously known as Diplomatic History, International History emerged in the 1970s as a 

specialization looking not only at diplomacy and relations between states, but also at do-
mestic sources of foreign policy, economics, transnational activities of non-state actors 
etc. See Paul Finney, Palgrave Advances in International History (London 2005).  

15. EXPLORING DIS/CONTINUITIES 
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Zabih’s works as essential sources for a comprehensive study of Iran’s for-
eign policy under the rule of the Shah Mohammed Reza Pahlavi (1941–
1979).2 Published in the 1970s, this scholarship provided unique details 
about dis/continuities that have characterized Iran’s foreign policy through 
history, and offered extraordinary insights into the Shah’s foreign policy 
and his efforts to create some room for manoeuvre for Iran in a world dom-
inated by the two superpowers, the United States (USA) and the Soviet 
Union (USSR). Drawing primarily on Ramazani, Chubin and Zabih’s 
works, and combining them with Iranian sources as well as a limited num-
ber of selected governmental records from the United States and Britain, 
Part I will explore the Shah’s quest for autonomy in the conduct of Iran’s 
foreign affairs. It is divided into three sections. The first section will pre-
sent historical and cultural patterns that have shaped Iran’s foreign policy 
since ancient times. The second section will explore Iran’s Independent 
National Policy (1963-1979) – Siyasat-e Mostaghel-e Melli – as the pri-
mary expression of Iran’s quest for autonomy in foreign affairs under the 
Shah’s rule. The last section will focus on Iran’s quest for primacy in the 
Persian Gulf region as a natural development of Iran’s Independent Na-
tional Policy. 

Protests against Pahlavi’s rule had marked Iranian civil society since the 
coup against the democratically elected government in 1953 however; the 
protests were directed not only towards domestic policies but importantly 
also the Shah’s handling of Iran’s foreign affairs. The nonviolent Iranian 
Revolution (1977-1979),3 that had roots dating as far back as the 1880s, 
culminated with the referendum on creating an Islamic Republic (March 
1979). While the ‘face’ of the revolution – Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini 
– was the leader of the religiously based rebellion against the Shah, backed 
by widespread popular support, the revolution was also carried forth by 
liberal, nationalist, socialist and Marxist revolutionaries campaigning 
against the colonially framed policies of the Shah’s rule, the brutality of 

 
2 Referring in particular to: Ruhi Ramazani, Iran’s Foreign Policy 1941-1973: A Study of 

Foreign Policy in Modernizing Nations (Charlottesville 1975); Shahram Chubin and 
Sepehr Zabih, The Foreign Relations of Iran: A Developing State in a Zone of Great 
Power Conflict (Berkeley 1974); Ruhi Ramazani, “Iran’s Changing Foreign Policy: A 
Preliminary Discussion,”, Middle East Journal 24:4 (1970) p. 421-437. 

3 Stephen Zunes, “The Iranian Revolution (1977-1979)”, International Center on Nonvio-
lent Conflict, 2009 <https://www.nonviolent-conflict.org/iranian-revolution-1977-1979/>  
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the secret police and immunity of US citizens in Iran,4 under the auspices 
of Western political economic interests, in particular those of the United 
States.5 Departing from the Constitution of Iran, Part II will look more 
closely at the basic tenets of the revolutionary foreign policy of IRI and its 
discursive propositions, focusing on the 1979 Constitution (amended in 
1989). This choice was deliberately made for three reasons: the Constitu-
tion sets the parameters of legal permissibility and consequently the reach 
and possibilities of IRI’s post-1979 foreign policy, and hence the discur-
sive approach to IRI’s space of manoeuvre in relation to both internal po-
litical changes and external events. The Constitution also places IRI 
squarely in an Islamic theosophic and scholastic framework and on that 
basis prescribes foreign policy praxis. Lastly, given the relatively compet-
itive political landscape, and the high degree of institutional political turn-
over reflective of the various factions vying for power, the Constitution 
remains the main document from which all presidential administrations 
and institutional organs have to depart in formulating foreign policy. 
Therefore, the main elements of IRI’s foreign policy present a relatively 
stable core focus, despite the difference in foreign policy preferences be-
tween the presidencies. While all presidents display a theocratic and anti-
colonial predisposition, they span a political spectrum from global welfar-
ist and anti-capitalist Third-Worldist positioning under presidents Khame-
nei and Ahmadinejad, to the West-oriented and neo-liberal leanings of the 
Rafsanjani, Khatami and Rouhani administrations. 

Part I 

The Shah’s Quest for Autonomy in Foreign Policy 

The quest for freedom of action in foreign affairs has permeated Iran’s for-
eign policy since ancient times – and the starting point for an attentive 
analysis of the Shah’s foreign policy is an understanding of Iran’s past. 
Both glorious and traumatic events shaped the Shah’s outlook on regional 
and international affairs. Ramazani explains that “memories of a glorious 
ancient civilization and an imperial past have had significant bearing on 

 
4 See George Bournoutian, Reviewed work(s): “The Privileged American,” p. 1197. 
5 Nikki R. Keddie, Modern Iran: Roots and Results of Revolution (New Haven and London 

2006); R. Mottahedeh The Mantle of the Prophet. Religion and Politics in Iran (New 
York 2008); Rasmus C. Elling Irans moderne historie (Copenhagen 2008). 
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the foreign policy of Iran.”6 This surfaced, for example, on the occasion of 
the lavish 2,500-year celebration of the Persian empire in October 1971. 
Planned to celebrate the combined anniversary of the founding of the Im-
perial State of Iran and the ancient Achaemenid Empire by Cyrus the 
Great, the Shah aimed at showcasing Iran’s ancient civilization to world 
leaders and evoking an historical continuum with his ‘White Revolution.’7 
In the Shah’s view, this event would contribute to forging Iran’s interna-
tional prestige and would grow support for his leadership ambitions in the 
Persian Gulf and beyond.  

But the quest for autonomy did not spring only from Iran’s glorious past. 
As a matter of fact, Iran’s past was not all glorious. The traumatic experi-
ences of actual and attempted colonialism in the 19th and 20th centuries, 
have caused Iranians to be highly sensitive to foreign interference.8 Ac-
cording to Ramazani, this affected Mohammed Reza Pahlavi and his fa-
ther’s conduct of foreign affairs: “Reza Shah and Mohammed Reza Pah-
lavi’s abiding suspicion of foreign powers, to cite a few earlier examples, 
left their imprints on Iran’s foreign policy.”9 The impact of past “traumas” 
on the Shah’s foreign policy decisions was understood by his closest inter-
locutors. The minister of the Royal Court (1967 to 1977), Asadollah Alam, 
was the Shah’s closest advisor. In his diaries, Alam describes the monarch 
as a man unable to trust:   
  

 
6 Ramazani (1975) p. 439. 
7 See Jamshid Amouzegar, Dynamics of the Iranian Revolution: The Pahlavi’s Triumph 

and Tragedy (Albany 1991) p. 9-12; Robert Steele “Pahlavi Iran in the Global Stage: The 
Shah’s 1971 Persepolis Celebration”, in R. Alvandi (ed.), The Age of Aryamehr: Late 
Pahlavi Iran and Its Global Entanglements (London 2018). On the White Revolution, a 
series of ambitious reforms launched by the Shah from 1963 to 1979, see: Mohammad 
Reza Pahlavi, The White Revolution (Tehran 1967); Iranian Government, “The White 
Revolution and Iran's Independent National Policy,” Iran Foreign Policy Series 2 (1973). 

8 Foreign interference in Iranian domestic affairs occurred on several occasions such as 
the Russian conquest of northern parts of the country in the course of the 19th century, 
the tobacco concession of the late 19th century, the British and Russian occupations of the 
First and Second World Wars, and, in the 1950s, the CIA plot to overthrow the democrati-
cally-elected government of Prime Minister Mohammed Mossadeq. For an informative 
history of modern Iran, see: Ervand Abrahamian, A History of Modern Iran (Cambridge 
2008). 

9 Ramazani (1975) p. 439. 
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trusted by his western allies, the Shah himself was never able to recip-
rocate that trust. Suspicion dogged his every move, most often his fear 
that the superpowers would reach some sort of bilateral understanding, 
with Iran caught inexorably between them.10   

The pursuit of an articulated foreign policy of “strict independence”11 that 
would give continuity to Iran’s glorious past required centralised decision-
making. Alam affirms that the Shah was “always keen to control foreign 
policy,” and that “from the late 1950s the Shah’s intervention became in-
creasingly frequent until he and not the government became sole arbiter in 
diplomatic affairs.”12 The British Ambassador in Iran, Anthony Parsons 
(1974-1979) echoes the Minister of Court, noting in 1977 that “it is still 
the Shah’s view of the world which counts here. All-important foreign pol-
icy decisions are still taken by him personally.”13 As Chubin and Zabih 
summarise, the Shah saw centralised power as key to develop a foreign 
policy based on “independence, nationalism and glorification of the Iranian 
past”:   

The Shah is the primary figure in foreign policy. He makes most of the 
important foreign policy decisions and even the minor ones. This ap-
proach in foreign policy has also given the Shah every incentive to as-
sume the pose of the supreme nationalist, pursuing an independent, na-
tional foreign policy and to cultivate each societal values such as inde-
pendence, nationalism and glorification of the Iranian past.14  

The Independent National Policy, 1963-1979 
The Independent National Policy, or Siyasat-e Mostaghel-e Melli, consti-
tutes the theoretical framework behind the Shah’s quest for autonomy in 
foreign affairs. Developed between 1963 and 1979, this policy resulted 
from a change in the Shah’s outlook on the international system. Chubin 
and Zabih point to the changing Cold War context to explain the new pol-
icy. First, in the aftermath of the 1962 Cuban missiles crisis, the Cold War 

 
10 Asadollah Alam, The Shah and I: The Confidential Diaries of Iran’s Royal Court, 1969-

1977. Introduced and edited by Alinaqi Alikhani (London 1991) p. 15. 
11 Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, Answer to History (New York 1980) p. 140. 
12 Alam (1991) p. 15. 
13 Parsons to Owen, “Iranian Foreign Policy,” 30 March 1977 p. 1, Folder 8/2986, Foreign 

and Commonwealth Office (FCO) of the United Kingdom. 
14 Chubin and Zabih (1974) p. 15. 



 

276 

confrontation between the USA and the USSR eased in intensity, and dé-
tente slowly became a reality.15 This made a rigid pro-Western leaning less 
necessary for Iran, thus leaving the Shah some degree of freedom in foreign 
affairs.16 Secondly, the USSR seemed in this period to drop its revolution-
ary aspirations. Hence, Moscow was not perceived to constitute, at least 
temporarily, a threat against Iran’s sovereignty and territorial integrity. 
Third, the American involvement in Vietnam, and China’s stakes with 
Moscow, made regional issues less significant for the superpowers, thus 
leaving the Shah some room for manoeuvre. These emerging factors, to-
gether with significant domestic developments that will not be analysed 
here,17 provided a great opportunity for the Shah to implement his foreign 
policy vision.18  

The new Independent National Policy leaned on the idea and practice of 
“a kind of equilibrium doctrine, which is deep-rooted in Iranian foreign 
policy thinking”.19 Originating from the Shah’s notion of “positive nation-
alism” in the 1950s,20 it centred on the need to reduce dependency on the 
US and appease the neighbouring USSR as a way to guarantee the monar-
chy's survival and the pursuit of national interest.21 Launched in the 1960s, 
the “independent national policy” developed in three directions.22 First, 

 
15 The confrontation is often considered the closest the Cold War came to escalating into a 

full-scale nuclear war. In the aftermath of the 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis both the US and 
the USSR leaned gradually towards an easing of tensions. See for example: Alice George, 
The Cuban Missile Crisis: The Threshold of Nuclear War (Abingdon 2013).  

16 See Ramazani (1975) p. 316-317; Roham Alvandi, “Flirting with Neutrality: The Shah, 
Khrushchev, and the Failed 1959 Soviet–Iranian Negotiations,” Iranian Studies 47:3 
(2014) p. 419-440. 

17 Among them, the repression of internal opposition and the construction of a powerful 
army were necessary preconditions to develop this foreign policy vision. On repression 
see for example: Vittorio Felci, “A Latter-Day Hitler”: Anti-Shah Activism and British 
Policy towards Iran, 1974-1976,” Diplomacy & Statecraft 30:3 (2019) p. 515-535. 

18 Chubin and Zabih (1974) p. 6. 
19 Ramazani (1970) p. 433. 
20 “Positive nationalism, as I conceive it, implies a policy of maximum political and eco-

nomic independence consistent with the interests of one’s country. On the other hand, it 
does not mean non-alignment or sitting on the fence. It means we make any agreement 
which is in our interest, regardless of the wishes or policies of others.” See: Mohammad 
Reza Pahlavi, Mission for my Country (London 1961) p. 125. 

21 Russia, and then the USSR, had threatened Iran’s territorial integrity since the 19th cen-
tury. See footnote 10.  

22 Ramazani (1975) p. 448. 
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Tehran and Moscow established cooperation of unprecedented signifi-
cance in trade and technical-economic aid. In the mid-1960s, Iran sold gas 
to the USSR in exchange for technical assistance in the construction of a 
steel mill, and Moscow sold Tehran conventional weapons. By 1970 the 
USSR became the leading market for Iranian manufactured goods. This 
helped the Shah mollify the Soviets and was utilized as leverage in nego-
tiations with Washington for the purchase of military technology.23  

Second, the Shah developed a more independent policy towards the 
US.24 As a matter of fact, this never translated into foreign policy that ig-
nored, or hindered, the preservation of American interests in the area. On 
the contrary, the alliance with the US intensified in the 1970s and remained 
a pillar of Iran’s foreign policy.25 Reduction of dependence on the US con-
sisted first and foremost in the diversification of suppliers, ranging from 
technical-economic aid to purchase of military equipment, trade and nu-
clear cooperation.26 This is because, as Parsons observed, the Shah in-
tended “to minimise his practical dependence wherever he can”: 
  

 
23 Ramazani (1970) p. 434-435; Ramazani (1975) p. 330-344. It is important to note that the 

Shah’s effort for appeasing his neighbour began in 1962 with the Shah’s pledge to 
Khrushchev that no foreign missile would be installed on Iranian territory. See: Roham 
Alvandi, ”The Shah's Détente with Khrushchev: Iran's 1962 Missile Base Pledge to the 
Soviet Union,” Cold War History 14:3 (2014) p. 423-444. 

24 As Alvandi puts it, the Shah turned from being a mere client in the 1960s into an inde-
pendent partner of the US in the 1970s. See: Roham Alvandi, Nixon, Kissinger, and the 
Shah: The United States and Iran in the Cold War (New York 2014) p. 28-65.  

25 This is why Ramazani argues that “de-alignment” with the US never occurred in practice. 
See Ramazani (1975) p. 311. 

26 The Shah attached great importance to the development of an Iranian nuclear program 
that would fulfil Iran’s energy needs. Nuclear research in Iran was launched in 1957, but 
the Shah’s ambition to develop a nuclear program emerged in the 1970s as an important 
step towards self-reliance. See Vittorio Felci, ”Beyond the NPT: The Evolution of the 
U.S. Non-Proliferation Policy and the Nuclearization of Iran in the 1970s," Mediterrán 
tanulmányok/ Etudes sur la région méditerranéenne 25 (2016) p. 87-97; J. H. Hamblin, 
“The Nuclearization of Iran in the Seventies,” Diplomatic History 38:5 (2014) p. 1114-
1135. 
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Iran has long tended to seek relief from the problems of playing off the 
major sources of regional influence – first Britain and Russia, now the 
United States and the Soviet Union – by developing ties with third 
countries with less direct political axes to grind […]. He [the Shah] also 
believes that Iran cannot rely on friends or allies for defence against 
these threats. He must create the capability, nuclear attacks apart, to 
deal with them without external help.27  

Alam also emphasises this aspect. He recounts in his diary that in April 
1974 the American Ambassador, former CIA Director Richard Helms, ad-
dressed him in private to discuss “ways to deepen and broaden the already 
strong ties.” These included cooperation at different levels. Alam explains 
that the Americans intended to create an exclusive partnership where Iran’s 
oil revenues would be used to purchase American goods and services. In 
conversation with the Shah, Alam warned that “that sort of fixed agree-
ments the Americans propose do not accord with the policy of independ-
ence we have pursued to date.” The Shah appreciated Alam’s words as, he 
observed, “we must not end up an American colony like Saudi Arabia.”28  

The Shah’s quest for diversification helps explain why European coun-
tries became key partners of Iran in the 1970s. The Shah liked the idea of 
developing closer ties with Europe as a way to downsize the American and 
Soviet pre-eminence in international affairs. He was a great supporter of 
the emergence of a strong European Community, and looked at Europe in 
favourable terms because of its Indo-European roots and its geographical 
proximity to the communist world.29 An area where Iran and Europe de-
veloped outstanding cooperation was the nuclear field.30 Ramazani con-
cludes that diversification also incentivised the cultivation of diplomatic, 
military and economic relations with a variety of regional and international 
actors, making Iran more and more of a global actor. 

The changes in Iran’s foreign policy since the mid-1960s have not been 
confined to its relationship with the global superpowers alone; they include 
an unusual array of activities in a growing circle of countries in Africa, the 

 
27 Parsons to Owen, “Iranian Foreign Policy”, 30 March 1977 p. 8, Folder 8/2986, FCO. 
28 Alam (1991) p. 353-354. 
29 The Shah looked at Europe with empathy as Iran and Europe shared the same Indo-Euro-

pean roots and were both on the heels of the Communist world. See: Parsons to Owen, 
“Iranian Foreign Policy,” 30 March 1977, p. 9, Folder 8/2986, FCO. 

30 Hamblin (2014) p. 1129. 
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Far East, South and Southeast Asia, Latin America, and Eastern Europe, 
as well as within regional and international organizations.31  

Regional Ambitions and Beyond 
The third and last pillar of the Shah’s Independent National Policy was 
Iran’s policy in the Persian Gulf. Chubin and Zabih suggest that the roots 
of Iran’s leadership ambitions in the Gulf can be found in Iranian history. 
Based on previous research, they argue that Iran’s leadership in the region 
has always resulted from the coexistence of three factors: a capable ruler, 
a powerful army, and the presence of favourable external circumstances 
“such as the attitudes and relative power of other states.”32 In the early 
1970s, these factors co-emerged and seemed to pave the way for an era of 
splendour. With Cold War détente unfolding, Mohammed Reza Pahlavi, 
an attentive observer of international affairs, realized that a powerful army 
was central to a proactive regional policy. The Nixon Doctrine in 1968 had 
created the strategic preconditions for the construction of an army 
equipped with the latest military technology.33 The decision of American 
President Richard Nixon and National Security Advisor Henry Kissinger, 
in 1972, to give the Shah a blank check for the purchase of any conven-
tional weapon produced in the US, removed any political and bureaucratic 
obstacles to military sales to Iran.34 Lastly, the boom in oil prices – of 
which Iran was a primary advocate – following the 1973 Yom Kippur War 
gave the monarch the financial power to buy whatever he desired. As Par-
viz Radji, Iranian Ambassador to London (1976–1979), explains in his di-
ary, the Shah saw this phase as “the moment to realise his grand vision of 
Iran, as a global force to be reckoned with, economically no less than mil-
itarily.”35  

 
31 Ramazani (1970) p. 435. 
32 See for example Chubin and Zabih (1974) p. 395-396. 
33 See footnote 6. 
34 The extraordinariness of this gentlemen’s agreement, which remained secret for a while, 

was that the sale did not require, unlike any other military sale, approval from the US De-
partment of Defence. See: Memorandum from Kissinger to Laird and Rogers, 25 July 
1972, p. 214, Foreign Relations of the United States (FRUS) 1969-1974. 

35 Parvin Camran Radji, In the Service of the Peacock Throne (London 1983) p. 8.  
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Capable of protecting the area independently,36 the Shah now bore full 
responsibility for the preservation of the status quo in the region, previ-
ously pursued by Britain and CENTO.37 Because of this new role, and the 
boost in confidence that it brought about, Ramazani observes that the Ira-
nian posture in the region tilted from “reactive” to “assertive.”38 In 1973, 
the Shah intervened in support of the Sultan of Oman Qaboos to suppress 
the Dhofar rebellion.39 In the meantime, the Shah believed the time had 
come for solving a series of long-pending issues with neighbouring coun-
tries. As Alam summarises:  

Iran dropped her claims over Bahrain, thus ridding herself of a long-
standing source of tension that had adversely affected her relations in 
the Persian Gulf. At the same time, she stood fast over Tunbs and Abu 
Musa, strategically important islands, which were duly recovered. By 
supporting rebellion amongst the Kurds and maintaining pressure along 
the Iraqi border, the Shah managed to force concessions from Baghdad: 
above all the demarcation of the Iran-Iraq border along the Shatt al-
Arab waterway, in accordance with Iran’s most clear hopes.40  

With the signing of the Algiers agreement in 1975 and the favourable end 
of the long-standing border dispute with Iraq,41 Iran’s ascent in the region 
seemed relentless. The military operations in the Gulf not only showcased 
the newly-equipped Iranian army but it also demonstrated the diplomatic 
power that stemmed from it. According to Alam this constituted a break-
through in the Shah’s conduct of foreign affairs as “prior to the Algiers 

 
36 This would not be the case in the case of nuclear threat.  
37 On CENTO see: Behçet Kemal Yeşilbursa, ” CENTO: The Forgotten Alliance in the 

Middle East (1959-1979),” Middle Eastern Studies 56:6 (2020) p. 854-877. 
38 Ramazani (1970) p. 436. 
39 James F. Goode, “Assisting our Brothers, Defending Ourselves: The Iranian Intervention 

in Oman, 1972, 1975,” Iranian Studies 47:3 (2014) p. 441-462. 
40 Alam, The Shah and I, 15. 
41 The 1975 Algiers Agreement was an agreement between Iran and Iraq to settle long-

standing disputes and clashes concerning their common border. The treaty also ended the 
Iraqi offensive against the country’s Kurdish minority in the north as a move to imple-
ment Saddam’s Arabisation policy to increase the Arab population in the country’s north. 
It also required Iran to stop supplying weapons to Kurdish groups. See: Paper Prepared in 
the Office of Current Intelligence, Central Intelligence Agency, 1 May 1975, FRUS, 
1969-1976. 
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agreement the army was an instrument of foreign policy. After that it be-
came the centre of diplomacy directed by the Shah.”42 

Once the border dispute with Iraq was solved, the Shah’s ambitions 
shifted from regional to global. He first turned his attention to the Indian 
Ocean. Indeed, the Shah motivated his interest with the need to contain 
Soviet expansionism in the Persian Gulf and to protect free shipping 
through the region, referring to “increasing dangers” that required “a policy 
of solidarity between the countries around the Gulf ”:   

So, should the countries around the Indian Ocean (Iran, Pakistan, India, 
Ceylon, Bangladesh, Burma, Malaysia, Thailand, Singapore, Indonesia, 
Australia, New Zealand) combine to guarantee their collective security? 
Therefore, when I visited Australia in 1974, I suggested a common mar-
ket of countries in the Indian Ocean […] After a study of the possibili-
ties and needs of the member countries, a programme of exchanges and 
mutual aid was to come into action. I had declared that Iran, for in-
stance, would be ready to contribute to the industrialization of India, 
and to the development of her mines and her agriculture […] The crea-
tion around the Indian Ocean of a peaceful and stable zone from whence 
American and Soviet intervention were excluded, would have advanced 
the cause of world peace.43  

Ramazani calls this an expansion of the “security perimeter,” namely the 
creation of a direct link between the security of the Persian Gulf and the 
security of the Indian Ocean.44 However, Alam suggests between the lines 
that these arguments were no more than pretexts. Western powers, he said, 
made clear that they were fully capable of ensuring the security of the In-
dian Ocean,45 the expansion of the “security perimeter” revealing the 
Shah’s ambition to expand Iran’s influence in the Indian Ocean. 

Besides that, the Shah looked with great interest at areas where the pres-
ence of the superpowers was less significant. The danger of communist 
takeovers and their repercussions for Iran and the Persian Gulf were argu-
ments the Shah also used to support his interest in expanding Iran’s influ-
ence in Africa:  

 
42 Alam (1991) p. 15. 
43 Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, The Shah’s Story: An Autobiography (London 1980) p. 135-

137. 
44 Ramazani (1975) p. 450. 
45 Alam (1991) p. 14. 
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Iran, which is only separated from Africa by the Arabian peninsula, the 
Red Sea and the Indian Ocean, was concerned to see communism pen-
etrating Africa along three axes. The first, going from Libya towards 
the Chad, Sudan and Somalia, is the Mediterranean-Red Sea-Indian 
Ocean axis; the second aims to link the Mediterranean to the Atlantic 
by land; the third cuts Africa in two from Angola to Mozambique.46  

This explains why, in the years prior to the 1979 revolution, the Shah 
broadened ties with a number of African countries, and provided military, 
financial and economic aid to sub-Saharan countries, in particular Ethiopia 
and Somalia.47  

Part II 

Becoming the Islamic Republic of Iran: Post-1979 Foreign 
Policy 

The revolution of 1979 was manifested through amendments to the 1906-
constitution, some of which are central to the foreign affairs of the Islamic 
Republic of Iran: the Preamble,48 Chapter 1 (Article 2, 3, 9, 11 and 14), 
Chapter 10 and Chapter 13, in which the principles of the Republic’s for-
eign relations are set out.49 Over the course of the following decades, IRI’s 
foreign policy has been presented at the United Nations annual General 
Debate (opening session), in UN resolutions, through various negotiations 
within and outside of the UN system, in legal settlements and bi- and mul-
tilateral agreements, in speeches, statements, lectures, journal and newspa-
per articles, on social media, on internet pages focused on religious guid-
ance, and in debates and hearings. The discussion below is necessarily 
quite limited in scope, and while it rests on these and additional extant 

 
46 Pahlavi (1980) p. 136. 
47 See for example: Houchang E. Chehabi, “South-Africa and Iran in the Apartheid Era,” 

Journal of Southern African Studies 42:4 (2016) p. 687-709; Jeffrey A. Lefebvre, “Iran’s 
scramble for Sub-Saharan Africa,” Insight Turkey 21:1 (2019) p. 133-150. 

48 Dawn of the Movement, Islamic Government, Method of Government in Islam, Econ-
omy is a Means, Not an End, and Ideological Army. 

49 The 1906 Constitution (amended in 1907 and 1909), which was in effect until October 
1979, had no paragraphs dedicated to the state’s foreign relations, save for the regulation 
of foreign troops on Persian (Iranian) territory (General Dispositions, art. 106, concerning 
The Army).  
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sources,50 the Constitution is its focus. This discussion will therefore seek 
to read IRI’s foreign policy not through theoretical models developed by 
and for analysing North Atlantic interstate relations, but in order to dig into 
some aspects of the rich theosophically51 and experience based foreign po-
litical discourse, which took form as IRI came into existence, subsequently 
expressed through the Constitution.   

IRI’s Foundational Principles of Foreign Relations 
The focus here will be the 1979 amendments to the Constitution. For the 
sake of clarity, it is necessary to point out that the political structure, in 
which all laws have to be accepted by a council of religious leaders (legal 
experts or jurisconsults of the Twelver Jaa’fari school52) was enshrined in 
the 1906 constitution of Persia, and is therefore not a revolutionary inven-
tion. This construction is based in religious convictions in which govern-
mental powers are considered tools to realise right and justice, i.e., the 
ulama (such as the Guardian Council53) ensures that “the rulers do not 
abuse their power and exceed their authority.”54 Concerning IRI’s foreign 

 
50 See Homa Omid “Theocracy or Democracy? The Critics of ‘Westoxification’ and the 

Politics of Fundamentalism in Iran,” Third World Quarterly 13:4 (1992) 675-690; Keddie, 
Modern Iran; Ali Akbar Alikhani, “Iran’s Religious Fundaments and Principles in Inter-
action with the International System,” in Anoushiravan Ehteshami and Reza Molavi 
(eds.). Iran and the International System (London 2012); Flynt Leverett and Hillary Mann 
Leverett, Going to Tehran: Why America must Accept the Islamic Republic of Iran (New 
York 2013; Trita Parsi, Losing an Enemy: Obama, Iran, and the Triumph of Diplomacy 
(New Haven 2013); Elling (2019). 

51 When studying states such as IRI, religion cannot be reduced to a tool in a political 
toolbox or a mere theoretical proposition, to be used when suitable for politrixing or anal-
ysis – it represents a fundamental ethical framework for defining political visions and 
guiding action, and is a force beyond the control of any singular political actor. 

52 Equivalent to Doctorate of Philosophy and Law. See Ira M. Lapidus, A History of Islamic 
Societies (Cambridge 2002). 

53 The Guardian Council is one of several institutions with veto powers within IRI’s politi-
cal infrastructure. Not seldom, other organs may veto decisions by the Guardian Council 
leading to stalemates and so-called ‘authoritarian bargaining.’ In these instances, the Spir-
itual Leader’s involvement is primarily one of conflict resolution, using his veto powers to 
negotiate compromise between other conflicting veto players. Even though the Spiritual 
Leader constitutionally has elite bypassing powers (as do the Expediency Council), such 
powers are seldom used as his role is more of a guardian whose prime responsibility is to 
maintain balance, thus preventing institutional hegemony by any one faction or factions. 

54 Omid, “Theocracy or Democracy?” p. 675. See also Alikhani, “Iran’s Religious Funda-
ments.”  
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relations, several Presidents have found themselves in disagreement with 
the Guardian Council. In such instances the Spiritual Leader has been key 
in finding a compromise between the various factions involved in deciding 
IRI’s foreign affairs. However, the Constitution, which is based on reli-
gious fundaments, is legally binding, and as such defines what is under-
stood as “non-revokable Islamic beliefs which constitute the theoretical 
and ideological infrastructures of all Muslims”55 – beliefs, which are “fixed 
and unchangeable from the advent of Islam to eternity.”56 The principles 
delineated from these fundaments are “macro and basic strategies” and are 
“constant within a certain period of time, but can change according to so-
cial conditions over the course of history.”57 In other words, they are above 
governmental and factional disagreements in the political elite.  

Of specific interest here is Chapter 10 §152-154 of the Constitution, 
which in order is “based on the negation of exercising or accepting any 
form of [external] domination;” states IRI’s “non-alignment with domi-
neering powers, and peaceful and reciprocal relations with all non-bellig-
erent States”; explicitly prohibits treaties and agreements resulting in “al-
ien domination over the natural and economic resources, culture, Army and 
other concerns of the country”; and considers the “independence, freedom 
and rule of right and justice as the right of all people of the world,” and 
“therefore, while completely refraining from any interference in the inter-
nal matters of other nations […] supports the rightful struggle of the op-
pressed people against their oppressors anywhere in the world.”58 What 
surfaces from these paragraphs might be summarised in a few simple and 
relatively generic concepts, which allow us to dig further into the foreign 
policy discourse and the discursive practices of the IRI: independence, jus-
tice, freedom, and the struggle of the oppressed. These four also make up 
the essence of what is meant by spreading the revolution: independence 
and freedom from colonial imperialism and hegemony is a prerequisite for 
justice of the oppressed peoples of the world. In this respect, it is reflective 

 
55 Alikhani, “Iran’s Religious Fundaments,” p. 3 
56 Ibid.  
57 Ibid. 
58 The Constitution of the Islamic Republic of Iran, Chapter 10. 
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of the 1960 United Nations General Assembly Resolution 151459 concern-
ing the granting of independence to colonised countries and peoples.  

While independence is clearly spelt out above (i.e. as the rejection of all 
forms of attempts at domination by foreign interests, be it economic, polit-
ical, armed or cultural), it is important to clarify that such independence is 
explicitly contrasted to “dependence of Iran to the world imperialism.”60 
Independence is defined by “totally reject[ing] colonialism” and “foreign 
influence”; through the full reinforcement of the “national defences […] 
for preserving national independence, integrity and the Islamic system of 
the country”; and the “self-sufficiency in science, technology, industry, ag-
riculture, military affairs and the like.”61 The Constitution also defines 
“freedom, independence, unity and territorial integrity” as “inseparable 
from each other.”62 

The Constitution opens with the first lines of a Quranic verse,63 fore-
grounding a requirement of “men [to] stand by justice,” and while this ap-
plies mainly to judicial aspects of the Constitution, we also find references 
to justice in relation to foreign policy, namely in §154, where justice is 
defined as “the right of all people of the world.” In this paragraph justice 
is directly linked to “the happiness of Man in the Human Society” – i.e., as 
applicable to every person and every society on earth. It also understands 
justice as dependent on independence and freedom, and sees “completely 
refraining from any interference in the internal matters of other nations” as 
something that must be set aside in cases where a state is engaged in what 
is perceived of as unlawful repression of its own or other states’ popula-
tion(s) “anywhere in the world.”64 What does this mean, and why does sup-
port for struggling people take such precedence? Justice is seen as a fun-
damental. It is directly linked to dignity, which is understood to be granted 
by God to every single individual, and hence un-revocable by human be-
ings;65 when the priorities and actions of a state or other entities (e.g., ter-
rorist groups) result in injustice to the people(s) of a state, it is understood 

 
59 A/RES/15/1514 (14 December 1960). 
60 The Constitution of the Islamic republic of Iran, 2. 
61 Ivi, Article 3. 
62 Ivi, Article 9. 
63 Qur’an, 57:25 (Chapter on Iron). 
64 The Constitution of the Islamic Republic of Iran, Chapter 10. 
65 Alikhani, “Iran’s Religious fundaments”. 
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as a requirement to work towards the undoing of this injustice. Justice is 
also explicitly centred in Shia political thought – it is so valued, in fact, 
that it cannot be forced upon those who do not want change or to receive 
assistance, because that would require the use of force and possibly vio-
lence, which is defined as a serious form of corruption.66 In practice, this 
has meant that IRI has been, and is directly involved in armed struggles 
both for and against state entities, based on the principle of choice of the 
oppressed to ask for assistance. Where IRI is involved in armed conflicts, 
the principle followed is that violence can be wielded only as an answer to 
violence67 – i.e., non-offensive defence based on retaliation in kind and 
strategic patience rather than pre-emptive strike.68 

Freedom is derived from the religious requirement to work for the per-
fection of humanity,69 and is directly linked to a relatively specific Shia 
interpretation of the relationship between God and humanity, where the 
Islamic community has a responsibility to God in preparing for the return 
of the Imam Mahdi70 and the Prophets Muhammad and Jesus, i.e. to create 
the conditions necessary – peace and justice – for their return.71 Leaving 
the rather intricate theosophical deliberations on this matter aside, it does 
play a significant role in how freedom is interpreted in IRI’s relations with 
other states, as it translates into the repeatedly stated fundamental freedom 
from oppression by, and defence against, external forces. This pertains to 
IRI itself, but also wherever oppression occurs, and wherever oppressed 
people actively resist oppression (e.g. colonial imperialism). Leverett and 

 
66 Ibid. 
67 Alikhani, “Iran’s religious fundaments”. 
68 Negotiations should always take precedence over violence. See: Alikhani, “Iran’s reli-

gious fundaments.” Strategic patience has been referred to in relation to IRI’s signing of 
the JCPOA, i.e., explaining the need to make agreements with an untrustworthy opponent 
for the sake of peace. See: Parsi (2013). Pirseyedi (2013) used the concept of Non-Offen-
sive Defense (NOD) to describe IRI’s defensive strategies. On NOD and IRI’s defence 
discourse see also, e.g., Bjørn Møller, “Perspectives of Disarmament Europe: The Signifi-
cance of Non-offensive Defence Strategies,” Current Research on Peace and Violence 
11:3 (1988); Leverett and Leverett 2013; Govt. of IRI (2019). 

69 The Constitution of the Islamic Republic of Iran, Preamble. 
70 Ivi, Chapter 1, Article 2, § 3, 6 and 6. 
71 H. Dabashi, Shi’ism. A Religion of Protest (Cambridge 2011). 
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Leverett72 help clarify one feature of the freedom-oppression dyad. Free-
dom is inextricably linked to independence through a people’s right to self-
determination, i.e., only a people who have decided themselves (through 
active participation), without external interference, how they should rule 
themselves, based on principles decided by this people (political structure 
and constitution) can be considered having attained freedom. Only a gov-
ernment founded on the participation of the people (e.g., through elections) 
can be said to have the freedom to enter agreements on behalf of the people, 
because the signing of such agreements and covenants are binding in an 
absolute sense.73 

From the above it is clear that the “rightful struggle of the oppressed” 
figures relatively centrally and is linked quite directly to the consequences 
of historical colonial imperial practices and hegemonic aspirations in the 
present, explaining the requirement to support the struggles of the op-
pressed: economic systems geared towards “multiplying wealth and seek-
ing profit” are defined as tools of “destruction and corruption.” In contrast, 
IRI’s economic policy is constitutionally defined as necessarily based on 
the “principle to satisfy the needs” of the population – in other words, a 
state’s economy is seen as a vehicle for development to benefit the popu-
lation, hence welfarism, and not as an end in itself. This means that to be 
independent and enjoy freedom the economy needs to be under the control 
of the state/population, not profit-seeking foreign interests as a matter of 
justice, one of the fundaments of IRI’s foreign policy. The cosmological 
implications are relatively complex, and tie in with the religious require-
ment to do good: What you do here and now matters in a radically profound 
way to the future return of justice, peace and security to all humanity, 
through the return of the Imam Mahdi and Jesus. In the here-and-now, sup-
port for struggles of the oppressed are a matter of concern to every indi-
vidual and to all those who wield some sort of power, e.g., religious, intel-
lectual, economic, community and political leaders – we are all individu-
ally responsible for making the return of justice possible, through our own 
behaviour. There is therefore a pressing need to assist peoples involved in 
struggles against hegemonic power(s), as part of the cosmic struggle to 

 
72 Leverett and Leverett (2013).  
73 See: Alikhani, “Iran’s Religious Fundaments”. The breaking of covenants is prohibited, 

therefore, negotiations with IRI are difficult while also durable, as long as other parties re-
spect what has been signed.  
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achieve the peace and justice necessary for the return of Imam Mahdi. His-
torically as well as theosophically, this struggle is exemplified first by Ali, 
and subsequently by his and Fatima’s sons, Hassan and Hussain, who by 
their actions revealed the kind of corruption which delays the return of jus-
tice to the world, and thereby became models of anti-oppressive struggles 
in their as well as in our time.74  

We have already touched several times on the issue of the struggle of 
the oppressed. However, to understand why oppression figures so centrally 
in the constitution, and hence in IRI’s foreign affairs, we need to remember 
both the religious foundation of IRI, and its particular experiences with 
colonial imperialism, which in various ways tie in with regional aspects, 
as well as the Iranian Revolution’s global characteristics. In quite simplis-
tic terms, we focus on two elements here: the requirements to safeguard 
independence from hegemonic powers (discussed above), and as a conse-
quence, to develop a welfare rather than profit-oriented economy. Directly 
related to this are events and experiences of conflict, war and negotiations 
concerning the very foundations of the growing Islamic empire in the first 
five decades after the death of the Prophet Mohammad. Among these 
events the Battle of Karbala has come to carry enormous significance in 
Shia cosmology and politics, as a religio-political reference point linking 
injustice and oppression directly to hegemonic aspirations, both of which 
are contrary to Islamic fundaments: the pursuit of material interest and 
power for its own sake, and the breaching of covenants.75 Seen through the 
prism of these historical experiences, and their cosmological conse-
quences, European colonial imperialism extending into the present be-
comes a modern-day repetition of the struggles of Ali, Hassan and Hussain 
against Mu’awiya and Yazid’s rule.76 The five hundred years of active col-
onisation and scheming (AD 1492-1994), and the 200+ years of neo-colo-
nial practices, beginning with France’s response to Haiti’s revolution in 
1804, become a focal point of the present in IRI’s discourse and practice 
because we are still living with the violent consequences of historical direct 

 
74 This is particularly true of Imam Hussain, who is also drawn upon by political activists, 

and is compared to modern-day freedom fighters such as Che Guevara (e. g. Dabashi, 
Shi’ism. A Religion of Protest). 

75 Alikhani, “Iran’s religious fundaments”; Dabashi, Shi’ism. A Religion of Protest. 
76 Dabashi, Shi’ism. A Religion of Protest; Michael Nordberg, Asiens historia: från fornti-

den till 1914 (Stockholm 1971). 
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colonialism, and the effects of indirect (neo)colonial imperialism and at-
tempted political, economic, military and cultural hegemony in the present. 
In other words, oppression is everywhere, from the structural violence of 
the global political economy described by scholars of the dependency 
school and development critics, to the colonisation of the mind discussed 
by a number of scholars from the parts of the world still experiencing the 
direct consequences of colonial and hegemonic/imperial practices.77  

From Principles to Regional and Global Policy 
The principle of “unqualified support for all the oppressed nations of the 
world”78 is a translation of the ethics of theosophically grounded justice 
requiring political action. It includes explicit support for peoples experi-
encing oppression, from Afro-Americans and the Black Lives Matter 
movement, to the Bolivian plurinational revolution, and the historical 
backing of the South African anti-apartheid struggle, the long-standing 
support for Palestinian independence, and affinity with the Cuban revolu-
tion.79 However, here we will focus on two representative examples: re-
gional politics, and South-South cooperation.  

Regional Peace and Security  
On the one hand, IRI’s continual engagement in what is seen as regional 
independence struggles, and on the other peace and security initiatives, 

 
77 For a range of examples contributing to these debates over time, see: Kwame Nkrumah, 

Neo-colonialism: The Last Stage of Imperialism (New York 1966); Immanuel Wallerstein 
Historical Capitalism (London 1983); Jalal Āl-e Aḥmad, Occidentosis: A Plague from the 
West (Berkle 1984); Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o, Decolonising the Mind: The Politics of Lan-
guage in African Literature (London 1986); Magnus Blomström and Björn Hettne, Devel-
opment Theory in Transition The Dependency Debate and Beyond: Third World Re-
sponses (1985); Björn Hettne, The Voice of the Third World. Studies on Developing 
Countries, 134 (1991); Achille Mbembe, “Necropolitics,” Public Culture 15:1, p. 11-40; 
Ruhollah Khomeini, Islamic Government: Governance of the Jurist (Tehran 2005); 
Ramón Grosfoguel, “The Structure of Knowledge in Westernized Universities: Epistemic 
Racism/Sexism and the Four Genocides/Epistemicides of the Long 16th Century,” Human 
Architecture: Journal of the Sociology of Self-Knowledge 11:1 (2013) 73-90; Walter Mi-
gnolo and Arturo Escobar, eds., Globalization and the Decolonial Option (London 2009); 
Sylvia Tamale, “UNDIVIDED Lecture: Decolonization of Academia,” UNDIVIDED for 
KU Leuven, (2019) <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AU3zN0_FgeY>; Sylvia Ta-
male, Decolonization and Afro-Feminism (Ottawa 2020). 

78 The Constitution of the Islamic Republic of Iran, Chapter 2, Article 3:16. 
79 Also known as Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant (ISIL), Islamic State in Iraq and Syria 

(ISIS) and Islamic State. 
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must be understood in light of the Constitution and the Islamic fundaments 
and principles on which it is based. Political, economic and military de-
pendency on foreign powers or entities insecures a population, while cul-
tural dependency depletes people’s identities80 – war insecures and desta-
bilizes a population in an absolute sense.81 Hence, while conflict is una-
voidable, war must be avoided; if war is engaged in, it can only be as a 
response to actions of war perpetrated by others and at the same level as 
the attack (retaliation in kind); the response to war, even as you are engaged 
in it, must always be to negotiate for peace; peace always requires inde-
pendence from foreign (including regional) interests; independence, peace 
and justice resides in the population of a state; and finally, hegemony is 
contrafactual to independence and hence to peace and justice. Central to 
all of the peace and security initiatives IRI has suggested since 1979 re-
gionally, is the rejection of hegemony and verbal support for and practical 
assistance to anti-colonial, -imperial and -hegemonic independence strug-
gles (in accordance with the Constitution, Preamble and §152 and 154). 82  

 
80 See Kirkegaard (2020). 
81 This is based in Islamic fundamentals, but importantly also in IRI’s own experiences. In 

September 1980, Iraq launched its invasion of Iran, thereby initiating an eight-year long 
war with enormous consequences not only for the two states and their populations, but for 
the region as such. The invasion came at a point when IRI, still in its infancy, had an-
nounced its cancellation of weapons deals and its wish to sell off weapons already pur-
chased (Pirseyedi 2013). In 1982, IRI reportedly sent envoys to the Persian Gulf states in 
a bid to initiate negotiations to end the war (John Yemma, “Iran shakes fist at Iraq, smiles 
at other Arabs,” Christian Science Monitor, June 8 1982), while having attempted to get 
the UN to act on the aggression – attempts, which would only pay off when it was clear 
that Iraq was unable to win the war (Security Council Resolution 598, UNSC 1987), 
which was negotiated by Jan Eliasson and Mohammad Javad Zarif (SIPRI 2019), among 
others, beginning in 1986. 

82 For examples, see Reuters, “Netanyahu thanks US for blocking push for Middle East nu-
clear arms ban,” Reuters 2015; The Guardian (23 May 2015); Government of the Islamic 
Republic of Iran (2019). “FM Zarif’s Al-Rai article on Hormuz Peace Endeavour”, Govt. 
of IRI [originally published in Arabic], https://irangov.ir/detail/328978; N. Grajevski, 
“Iran’s Hormuz Peace Endeavor and the Future of Persian Gulf Security,” European 
Leadership Network, 2020, <https://www.europeanleadershipnetwork.org/commen-
tary/irans-hormuz-peace-endeavor-and-the-future-of-persian-gulf-security/>; Syrian Ob-
servatory for Human Rights, “Iran devises four-point peace plan,” 2014, < 
https://www.syr-
iahr.com/en/4397/?__cf_chl_jschl_tk__=pmd_lelt24A5dpwT3YcWQdL8n6mbqMEIOt.
MENFo5a50dnE-1633074580-0-gqNtZGzNAdCjcnBszQh9>; ISWNEWS, “Details of 
Iran’s four-point peace plan for Yemen,” <https://english.iswnews.com/7619/details-of-
irans-four-point-peace-plan-for-yemen/>; https://en.mfa.ir/portal/newsview/641060; 
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South-South Cooperation  
While IRI has adhered more or less to a ‘neither East nor West’ principle 
since 1979, of which the negotiation and signing of the JCPOA (Iran nu-
clear deal83) and the recent membership in the Shanghai Cooperation Or-
ganisation are good examples, the focus of much of its international coop-
eration is South-South. The Constitution makes clear that IRI will seek 
“peaceful and reciprocal relations with all non-belligerent States.”84 Fur-
thermore, the 1979-revolution is defined as “a movement for the victory of 
all the oppressed people over their oppressors,”85 and the Constitution a 
guarantee for “the negation of any form of intellectual and social oppres-
sion and economic monopoly,” ultimately aiming at placing “the destiny 
of people in their own hands.”86 Similarly, it is stated that the IRI is re-
quired to set aside resources to “develop and consolidate Islamic brother-
hood and general cooperation among all people.”87 Hence, IRI is by its 
constitution required to actively seek out, support and cooperate with op-
pressed peoples (or states) struggling to gain independence and self-deter-
mination. This has translated into political, cultural, military and political 
cooperation with revolutionary movements; open support to states oppos-
ing colonial imperialism or hegemonic practices; and explicitly seeking 
economic, political and cultural cooperation with movements and countries 
in the Global South which are struggling for independence. In so doing, 
IRI cooperates across conviction-based divides – with Christian, Marxist, 
Buddhist, Socialist states and movements, as well as beyond inter-Islamic 

 
ISNA (2021). “Shamkhani says US even on peace in Afghanistan was not sincere, hon-
est,” Iranian Student’s News Agency, <https://en.isna.ir/news/1400081914971/Sham-
khani-says-US-even-on-peace-in-Afghanistan-was-not-sincere>. See also Leverett and 
Leverett (2013). 

83 JCPOA restricts IRI’s possibilities to develop nuclear weapons. However, as the US left 
the agreement in May 2018, IRI (and any other party to the agreement) are also legally 
free to opt out. IRI waited more than a year before resuming their enrichment activities in 
stages. Worth noting is that IRI has repeatedly and explicitly denounced WMD (including 
nuclear weapons), and have expressed support for making West Asia and North Africa 
nuclear free, similar to Central Asia, which has been a nuclear free zone since the 2010’s. 
Negotiations for a return to the JCPOA were resumed in the late spring of 2021. 

84 The Constitution of Islamic Republic of Iran, Chapter 10, Article 152. 
85 The Constitution of the Islamic Republic of Iran, Preamble (Method of Government in Is-

lam).  
86 Method of Government in Islam, Constitution, Preamble. 
87 The Constitution of the Islamic Republic of Iran, Chapter 1, Article 3, §15. 
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differences. Consequently, IRI has engaged a number of countries in 
South-South cooperation since its inception, bilaterally and multilaterally, 
through Intergovernmental Organisations such as the Non-Aligned Move-
ment (NAM) and the G77 as well as in groups of states formed on an ad 
hoc basis to deal with specific issues, such as the multilateral Moscow For-
mat of Consultations on Afghanistan.88 Since the UN sanctions regime was 
lifted in 2016, IRI has also engaged countries not defined as ‘South’ in a 
number of agreements concerning trade and other forms of cooperation, 
such as Russia, its immediate neighbours and through its membership in 
the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO). 

Conclusions 

Despite the 1979 Iranian Revolution and the creation of IRI being moments 
of dramatic rupture with the last Pahlavi monarchy, an attentive analysis 
of Iran’s foreign policy before and after 1979 cannot overlook the existence 
of elements of continuity. The quest for autonomy and freedom of action 
in foreign policy is peculiar to both the Shah’s “independent national pol-
icy” and IRI’s “non-alignment”. This approach to foreign affairs finds its 
roots in Iranian history. It is characterised by the centralization of foreign 
policy framing in the hands of a single institutional figure – the Shah in 
pre-revolutionary Iran – or determined by the shifting policy orientation 
and the institutional bargaining under different presidential administrations 
in IRI. Iran’s history, whether we look at the “splendours” of Cyrus the 
Great or at the “sacred” origins of Shia Islam, can be regarded as a driving 
force behind Iran’s quest for a leading/guiding role in the Persian Gulf re-
gion and beyond, be it motivated by Iran’s past grandeur or a duty to fight 
against oppression. In this light, peace and stability in the Persian Gulf re-
gion and beyond were and still are among Iran’s declared goals and have 
informed Iran’s attempts at expanding its influence beyond its locality. At 
the same time, foreign interference and colonialism have moulded Iranian 
political discourse and made independence and self-reliance key domestic 
and foreign policy goals. This explains why, despite the profound differ-
ences in discourse and the altered conditions of the international system, 

 
88 The Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, “Joint Statement of the Partic-

ipants in the Moscow Format Consultations on Afghanistan, Moscow, 20 October 2021,” 
2021 <https://www.mid.ru/en/foreign_policy/news/-/asset_publisher/cKNon-
kJE02Bw/content/id/4913908>. 
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both the Shah and IRI have tried to control or stay away from the major 
sources of power and to diversify their range of allies and partners. They 
have done so for the sake of security and independence, however differ-
ently these concepts have been understood during the two periods under 
study.  
  


