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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

(A) Studying Iran’s International Relations Amid 
Changing International and Domestic 

Power Relations

The first decade of the twenty-first century witnessed momentous changes 
in the distribution of power in West Asia as well as within the international 
system. Given those shifting power relations, a fresh evaluation of Iran’s 
international relations during the 2000s imposes itself.

As a starting point for a “critical geopolitics” of Iran’s international 
relations, I would like to take Arshin Adib-Moghaddam’s overture to 
Critical Iranian Studies (CIS). The aim of CIS is to ‘capture the plurality 
of meanings attached to Iran’s Islamic project from within the country 
and without’ with its methodical concern lying in the ‘ambition to put 
contemporary Iran in context, to provide alternative paths of explanation’.1 
The objective of pluralizing the ways in which we comprehend Iran is built 
upon the following inquiries: ‘on the one side, how Iran “enacts” itself 
domestically and in world politics (internal dialectic); and, on the other 
side, how Iran is “enacted” from without (external dialectic).’2 The 
external dialectic consists in critically assessing those ‘discourses 

1 Adib-Moghaddam 2007: 28.
2 Ibid.: 29.
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enveloping Iran [that] tend to reduce rather than extend the meanings of 
the country, singularize rather than pluralize Iran’s identities’.3 An inher-
ent task would be to dispense with ‘one-dimensional verities about Iran in 
general and the Islamic Republic in particular’,4 by highlighting how ideas 
and schools of thought evolve in the context of historical developments:

The horizon of critical Iranian studies is not science per se. Rather, its pur-
pose is to engender dialectical analysis that divides up the diversity of con-
temporary Iran, and to invalidate movement towards positivistic unification. 
So it defines limited spaces where we can engage Iran theoretically, onto-
logically and empirically. [CIS shall be] designed to ask “how” rather than 
“what”, to present alternatives rather than imperatives, to diversify rather 
than unify, to explore the making of politics, culture, norms, institutions 
rather than getting engaged in the grand project of reifying them.5

The present study thus wishes to pluralize the way in which “Iran’s 
Islamic project” can be comprehended, by delving into Iran’s diverse 
political and geopolitical cultures. By so doing, the way in which Iran is 
“enacted” domestically and internationally shall be critically scrutinized, 
by questioning the respective dominant explanations so as to move towards 
“pluralizing Iran’s identities” domestically and internationally. Yet, the 
study does not claim to present an exhaustive account of Iranian political 
or geopolitical culture(s). Rather, in the spirit of Critical Geopolitics (to be 
laid out in Chap. 2), its initial part (Chaps. 3 and 4) attempts to critically 
examine the rationale offered behind geopolitical representations.

The study’s latter part (Chaps. 6 and 7) primarily focuses on the shift-
ing world-order configurations and their ramifications for Iran and its 
international relations. Here, the common view that the world order after 
the brief period of unipolarity has entered an era of multipolarity shall be 
critically scrutinized. Such an examination shall likewise serve the purpose 

3 Ibid.: 188. Against this backdrop, Adib-Moghaddam (2007: 188–189) argues that ‘the 
question of the Islamic Republic can only be posed and answered in the plural, that Iran in 
fact cannot be captured because Iranians number over seventy million, because life and cul-
ture in Lorestan are not the same as in Sistan-Baluchestan, because I don’t know of any 
effective methodology that could capture Iranians in their entirety, from the Iranian-Jew in 
Boroujerd to the Iranian-Baha’i in exile. In short, […] any reduction of Iran along a set of 
easily digestible propositions has a political purpose, typically carried by a myth making 
apparatus.’

4 Ibid.: 25.
5 Ibid.: 194.
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of offering “alternative ways of explanation” for Iran’s international rela-
tions beyond those conventionally diagnosed. Therefore, the present 
study with its own set of foci hopes to make a contribution to this overall 
project of pluralization and diversification.

Hence, the following elements of investigation can be formulated in 
the attempt to respond to our key research endeavour:

Internal dialectic: Exploring political and geopolitical cultures, the domestic 
power structure, the foreign-policy schools of thought and their controversies

How have Iran’s political cultures (or politico-ideological formations) 
as well as geopolitical cultures affected its worldview and grand-strategic 
preferences? How can we comprehend the process whereby the diversity 
of a country’s political and geopolitical cultures is transformed into a prev-
alent state-sanctioned political and geopolitical culture?

How is the power structure in the Islamic Republic of Iran (IRI) con-
stituted and what are its relevant components? And how does the domes-
tic realm affect Iran’s international relations and vice versa?

What have been the areas of convergence and divergence among the 
IRI’s foreign-policy schools of thought? How have they perceived the 
changing international geography of power, particularly the global power 
capabilities held by the U.S. and by non-Western great-powers? And in 
how far has that reading shaped its foreign-policy ambitions and conduct? 
How have shifts in the domestic power structure affected the way in which 
Iran has perceived the world order? And, what are the ramifications of 
those issues for the future of Iran?

The internal dialectic indispensably requires defining Iranian grand-
strategic preferences, self-conception(s) and outlook(s) towards the out-
side world, since the country’s Selbstverortung (self-locating or -positioning) 
impacts the nature and scale of its global interactions. To do so, an exami-
nation of the geopolitical imaginations, narrations and rationales being 
produced can provide useful insights. The theoretical rationale for this is 
rooted in the suggestion that ideational patterns can have important con-
sequences for the shape of international structures. In that vein, investigat-
ing the Arab world, Michael Barnett demonstrated that changing and 
contested notions of Arab national identity help define security threats and 
shape the dynamics of alliance formation.6 Yet, distancing ourselves from a 

6 See Barnett 1996.
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purely Constructivist approach, we shall also be asking for potential mate-
rial underpinnings of ideational stances.

External Dialectic: Exploring the International Geography 
of Power (World Order)

The international system has been undergoing significant changes due to 
the (re-)emergence of non-Western great-powers, a process driven by the 
world’s economic centre of gravity unmistakably heading eastwards. But 
has the redistribution of economic power already translated into that of 
political power as well? What are the ramifications of the shifting interna-
tional geography of power and its inherent (inter-)dependencies for Iran’s 
international relations? What consequences do those bear in terms of ful-
filling Iran’s “national interests”, its grand-strategic preferences and its 
place in the evolving hierarchy of international order?

How have non-Western great-powers (most notably the BRIC coun-
tries) acted towards Iran, taking into consideration their own ambitions 
and interests in an emerging new world order? Given Iran’s key role for 
peace and stability in West Asia, whose unrivalled energy resources are 
crucial for the development of those rising economies, have the latter 
embraced Iran geo-economically or geopolitically also as an indispensable 
part in forging a “post-Western” world order; or have they conversely not 
acted according to this widely held assumption of a mutual interest in the 
forming of an “anti-hegemonic” alliance against the U.S. superpower—
and if so, why? Put differently, what have been the differences (isolation 
vs. integration) and convergences (e.g. the containment of Iran) between 
established and aspiring great-powers when it came to dealing with Iran?

The external dialectic thus necessitates the exploration of the evolving 
international system at the outset of the twenty-first century (that has 
moved from unipolarity to post-unipolarity) and its ramifications for Iran’s 
international relations and the pursuit of its grand-strategic preferences. In 
that context, some relevant questions follow: How is Iran’s foreign-policy 
goal of “independence” to be assessed in light of different circumstances 
at the global (considering varieties of polarity and an increasingly interde-
pendent world) and regional levels (considering Iranian self-conception 
and ambitions)? What does this hold for the issue of alignment? Moreover, 
what interactions or interrelatedness can one decipher when dealing with 
Iranian and Western strategies towards each other?
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The study’s empirical focus will be accompanied by two theoretical 
queries as derived from our upcoming discussion in Chap. 2: on one side, 
the interplay between the outside and the inside realms in shaping the 
trajectories of Iran’s domestic and international politics; on the other, the 
role of ideational and material factors in the agent’s behaviour towards the 
outside world.

Brief Account of International, Domestic and Regional Arenas

On the international level, the decade following the U.S. “unipolar 
moment” of the early 1990s has been marked by the U.S.-led “global war 
on terror” in the “Greater Middle East”, fuelled by neoconservative aspi-
rations to initiate a “New American Century”, as well as by significant 
transformations in international power relations. For both phenomena, 
Iran has occupied a particular place. On the one hand, Iran lies at the very 
core of the U.S.-designated battlefield, and on the other, being at the very 
centre of West Asia, it is crucial in Eurasian geopolitics, which involves 
almost all of today’s relevant great-powers.

The events between “9/11” and the occupation of Iraq one-and-a-half 
years later laid the ground for landmark developments in regional and 
global geopolitics. In 2002, the U.S. superpower set the modus for its 
global strategy. In January, it designated an “axis of evil” composed of the 
formerly coined “rogue states” of North Korea, Iraq and Iran. In the sum-
mer of 2002, the “Iran nuclear crisis” took its course, powerfully over-
shadowing the question of Iran in world politics. In September, the 
U.S. National Security Strategy (NSS) proclaimed a “global war on ter-
ror” with preventive wars being an integral part thereof and thus sought 
to parlay the U.S. post-Cold War “unipolar moment” into an “American 
twenty-first century”, thereby seeking pre-eminence over potential great-
power rivals. Then, by the mid-2000s, tensions between the U.S. and Iran 
peaked. At the height of the “nuclear crisis” and the threat of war against 
Iran, the 2006 NSS bluntly stated that the U.S. ‘may face no greater chal-
lenge from a single country than from Iran’,7 after the 2003 U.S.-led inva-
sion of Iraq had radically altered regional geopolitics in favour of Tehran.

On the domestic level, the 2000s also experienced two equally divergent 
administrations displaying very different worldviews in both Iran and the 
U.S.  While in Washington the neoconservative-minded Bush/Cheney 

7 The White House 2006: 20.
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administration held office for almost the entire decade (January 2001–
January 2009), by the decade’s midway (in August 2005) Iran’s reformist 
administration headed by President Mohammad Khatami was replaced by 
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad’s “principalist”, or neoconservative, faction. At 
the end of the decade, in 2009, a centrist administration under President 
Barack Obama took office in Washington, while in Tehran President 
Ahmadinejad and allies succeeded in preserving power. Finally, in August 
2013, with the election of an equally centrist administration in Iran led by 
President Hassan Rouhani, the stars over the decades-old inimical (non-)
relationship between Iran and the U.S. seemed to finally align, paving the 
way for a new chapter in bilateral relations (which, however, is not the 
focus of the present book). Arguably, in the same way that the nature of 
each of these administrations shaped their international politics as well as 
their counterparts’ perceptions of Iranian foreign policy,8 the realities in 
regional and global politics also did shape their very nature.

On the regional level, the 2000s were marked by an extraordinary 
degree of geopolitical tumult as a result of two U.S.-led military occupa-
tions in conjunction with aggressive Israeli foreign-policy behaviour, 
whose stage was set before 11 September 2001 when the most hardline 
factions in both Washington (with President George W. Bush and Vice-
President Dick Cheney) and Tel Aviv (with Prime Minister Ariel Sharon) 
assumed power. This was followed by two U.S. military occupations (in 
October 2001  in Afghanistan and in March 2003  in Iraq) and various 
Israeli military operations in the Occupied Palestinian Territories and 
Lebanon. While Iran sought to accommodate its interests with the 
U.S. “regime change” operations targeting two of its regional foes (the 
Iraq of Saddam Hussein and Afghanistan under the Taliban), it provided 
support to its two main non-state regional allies (i.e. Hamas throughout 
the decade and Hezbollah most notably in the 33-Day War in the summer 
of 2006), which added the dimension of an Israeli–Iranian proxy war to 
Israeli–Arab confrontations.

A turning point occurred by the mid-2000s when mounting resistance 
in Iraq and Afghanistan produced serious challenges to the U.S. 

8 On the latter aspect, Ansari (2006: 233) observes: ‘Students of international relations 
have a tendency to look at state as actors—rational or otherwise—with an occasional foray 
into the domestic political context of their foreign policy making. Rarely do we look at the 
ways in which these actors relate and communicate with each other or the ways in which they 
have influenced the behavior and perceptions of the other. When we do, more often than not 
any assessment of influence tends to be one way.’
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occupations there, ultimately prompting a change in the U.S. posture with 
the second term of the Bush/Cheney administration (2005–2009). Given 
these increasing problems accompanied by rising Iranian influence in both 
U.S.-occupied countries, Washington decided to hold talks with Iranian 
officials on security in Iraq; in May 2007 the first official talks between the 
two countries in almost 30 years took place. Given the U.S. neoconserva-
tives’ mantra of not talking to “rogue states” such as Iran, those talks were 
a considerable step, signalling a shift from a neoconservative to a prag-
matic foreign policy. Despite these U.S. difficulties in managing its occu-
pations, Washington had already managed to build permanent military 
bases in Iraq and Afghanistan, thus establishing a firm military presence all 
around Iran. Tehran’s sense of vulnerability had thus been immensely 
boosted by U.S. threats of “regime change” directed at it from 2002 
onwards. In sum, the “geopolitical revolution” (to borrow Volker Perthes’ 
notion)9 brought about by the war on Iraq led to Iran turning into the 
indispensable geopolitical power of the region.

Discussing these features at the global and domestic levels in relation to 
each other, by paying special attention to the global position occupied by 
the U.S. and the (re-)appearance of various non-Western great-powers 
onto the main stage of world politics, this book thus aims to fill a crucial 
gap in the literature devoted to explore Iran’s international relations.

Discussing Iran’s International Relations Beyond 
the Iran–U.S. Stand-off

On these regional and international levels the U.S. and Iran have appeared 
most prominently. For the last three decades, the Islamic Republic of Iran 
has assumed a permanent place in the headlines of world politics. This is 
perhaps primarily due to the fact that no other state in the post-Cold War 
international system has found itself in such jangly juxtaposition to the 
world’s most powerful state, the U.S., in the way post-revolutionary Iran 
has. No other regional state has proclaimed active non-compliance to 
U.S. hegemony over the “Middle East”, with the scope of this decision 
being boosted by it being arguably the geostrategically central country in 
that crucial part of the world. Also, no other country than Iran has in such 
a dramatic way undergone a change from the global superpower’s most 
trusted regional ally, deemed the central pillar for U.S. “vital interests”, to 

9 Perthes 2004b.
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the most contested one challenging even those. Indeed, the Iranian revo-
lution of 1979 not only revolutionized Iran’s relations with the U.S. but 
in the same token radically transformed the geopolitics of the region and 
also impacted global power politics, above all by catapulting so-called 
political Islam onto the stage of world politics.

However, with the transition to the twenty-first century, the story of 
Iran’s international relations cannot be reduced to its enmity vis-à-vis the 
U.S., or “the West” in general, as it is the case in the vast bulk of the litera-
ture. Although the impacts of that relationship remain far-reaching and 
thus indispensable in any discussion of Iran’s international relations, it is 
no more sufficient to solely focus on them. In fact, the ongoing redistribu-
tion of global economic, and potentially geopolitical, power eastwards—
from the North Atlantic to the Asia Pacific—increasingly influences the 
Iranian–U.S. relationship, but also the one between each one of them and 
the non-Western (re-)emerging great-powers.

The ways in which Tehran and Washington—but also Moscow or 
Beijing—see the world necessarily impacts their foreign-policy decisions. 
They all harbour different views about the world and international rela-
tions. The U.S., which emerged as the globe’s “sole superpower” after the 
implosion of the Soviet Union, has the unrelenting ambition to keep 
occupying the premier seat in international politics—a global hegemonic 
project also aimed at keeping potential global competitors at bay (be they 
partners such as the EU or contenders such as Russia and China).

The Islamic Republic, on its part, has in 1979 entered the international 
system with a markedly anti-imperial posture, very much directed against 
the U.S. dubbed as “global arrogance”, all the while its pan-Islamic ideo-
logical pedigree can in itself reveal a hegemonic pretence. Thus, since the 
start of this century, both sides have asserted the claim to shape a “new 
world order” while their respective strategic goals appear to be diametri-
cally opposed to each other.

(B) Structure of the Book

Chapter 2 provides the theoretical framework by delineating my account 
of a Critical Geopolitics for the study of international relations (Critical 
Geopolitics of International Relations, CGIR), which combines ideational 
and material accounts within the agent–system arrangement. Chapter 3 
investigates on a more conceptual level the spectrum of dominant political 
and geopolitical cultures to be found in modern Iran. This will be done 

  A. FATHOLLAH-NEJAD



9

against the backdrop of our approach that is informed by CIS and Critical 
Geopolitics, which necessitates that we pluralize as well as critically scruti-
nize our understanding of political or geopolitical cultures. There, we pro-
pose a critical account of Iranian geopolitical imaginations as derived from 
its various political cultures (or politico-ideological formations). Given the 
importance we attribute to the domestic realm when analysing foreign 
policy, Chap. 4 examines the IRI’s state–society complex, that is, the mili-
tary–clerical–commercial complex, as well as the state’s prevalent political 
and geopolitical culture as constructed by the political élite. After delineat-
ing the institutional arrangement for foreign-policy in the IRI, Chap. 5 
introduces the variety of foreign-policy schools of thought in contempo-
rary Iran and then brings them into conversation with each other over 
important foreign-policy controversies of the 2000s. Opening the discus-
sion on Iran’s international relations during that decade, Chap. 6 is 
devoted to an examination of the period between “9/11” and the initial 
phase of the Iraq War (–2004) with its implications for Iran’s foreign pol-
icy and its state–society complex. Chapter 7 discusses the period after the 
mid-2000s until when Iran had emerged as the region’s indispensable 
power through a combination of U.S. occupation “quagmires” and Iran’s 
successful Offensive Realist regional strategy. In a next step, it scrutinizes 
the rationale and outcome of Iran’s “Look to the East” policy in the con-
text of the specific world-order configuration that I propose to call 
“Imperial Interpolarity”. The multifaceted ramifications of the Iran sanc-
tions regime are also accounted for. Finally, the Conclusion evaluates pros-
pects for Iran’s international relations to escape the strategic trap posed by 
Imperial Interpolarity in view of its grand-strategic goals enshrined in the 
so-called 20-Year Outlook document and its salient desire to safeguard 
independence. It therefore asks whether a “developmentalist foreign pol-
icy”, espoused by Iran’s Defensive Realists who inform the grand-strategic 
preferences of the Hassan Rouhani administration, can present an ade-
quate response to those challenges.
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