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Over twO decades after the end of the cold 
war, Iran and the west continue struggling to find 
their way out of their cold relationship. Iran is 
the world’s fourth-largest oil producer, holding 
12,7% of OPec reserves and the second-largest 
holder of natural gas reserves. Yet, Iran although 
a powerful regional player is a country governed 
by a repressive theocratic regime, developing an 
unpredictable nuclear programme, accusing the 
west, and especially the United states of america, 
for a world order of fear and domination. Iran 
sees the United states as a power that seeks 
to expand its influence in the Middle east at 
the expanse of Iran. Its side, however, though is 
getting prepared to avoid and as well as to respond 
to a military strike by the other by all means.
so far though, at a time when world is struggling 
out of recession, the arab world is in revolt, 
afghanistan and Iraq are still striving to gain 
peace and stability, and asia is ascending fast, 
avoiding a crisis with Iran is more crucial than 
provoking one.
Meanwhile, any approach has to take on seriously 
the unique domestic and foreign policy character-
istic of Iranian´s quest for power.

A multifaceted strategy of dogma
and interest

today´s Islamic republic of Iran was formed 
in 1979 after a revolution inspired mainly by 
conservative/anti-liberal clerics overthrown the 
western-backed king of Iran, Mohammad reza 
shah Pahlavi. after the Pahlavi dynasty collapsed, 
Iran approved a theocratic constitution and 
ruhollah Musavi Khomeini became the original 
supreme Leader and founder of the Islamic 
republic of Iran. after his death in 1989 the 
leadership of the country passed to the hands of 
ayatollah ali Khameni. Khamenei´s leadership 
has been declared to be against “deviation,  
liberalism, and american-influenced leftists” 
since his inaugural address in 1981.
the Iranian revolution is at large tied to the shia view 
of history and society. shiites (centred on Persia) 

have, since the early sixteenth century, searched 
for recognition and predominance in the Mus-
lim world. Yet, the overwhelming majority of 
Muslim countries are sunni that fear or despise 
shiism. and although many sunni Muslims share 
Iran´s hostility towards the west, they do not 
seem disposed to enter into a coordinate foreign 
policy with Iran. Iran, on the other hand, has 
never been only a force of Islamic revolution. 

Iran has pursued a multifaceted foreign policy 
strategy that is a response to dogma as well as 
to national interest concerns. Iran’s long alliance 
with sunni syria is one of the most practical 
examples of this reality. this alliance has been the 
most enduring coalition between Middle eastern 
Muslim countries since the end of world war II. 
commonly, since 1979, Iran has become the 
dominant arms supplier and patron to Hezbollah 
in Lebanon, and Hamas and Palestinian Islamic 
Jihad in the west Bank and Gaza strip. By this way, 
Iran gains a strategic advantage in Israel’s backyard. 
Its position in its negotiations with the west and 
Israel is strengthened and the importance of some 
sunni forces in the Middle east, as egypt and saudi 
arabia, is weakened. Indeed, Iran´s dilemma has 
never been only a matter of Islamic revolution. 
Iran´s quest for power in the region and its read-
iness to assert its interests defines its political 
choices. For instance, Iran has asserted its interests 
by force in 1992, when seized the islands of abu 
Musa and the tumbs claimed also by the United 
arab emirates. the islands are vital to control the 
straits of Hormuz, through which nearly one-fifth 
of the world’s oil supplies are shipped.

In the post-cold war period, Iran saw an unprec-
edented opportunity to revise the balance of power 
in the Middle east. the unpopular conflicts, that 
followed 9/11 terrorist attacks in New York and 
washington, along with the chaos in afghanistan 
and Iraq have also convinced the Iranian leaders 
that a new order is emerging in the Middle east. 
this reality offers a unique opportunity for Iran 
to ascend its status in the region. Having a limited 
connection to al Qaeda, Iran enjoys close relations 
with the afghan President Hamid Karzai govern-
ment and is dynamically involved in the recon-
struction of the country, funding projects for 
infrastructure, education, agriculture, power gen-
eration, and telecommunications. similarly, Iran 
was the first country in the region to recognize 
the post-saddam government of Prime Minister 
Nouri al-Maliki, supporting the rebuilding of the 
Iraqian state. these involvements allowed Iran 
to create a sphere of growing economic influence 
in its backyard. this strategy is also directly linked 
to Iran´s perception of the threat posed by the 
United states and the obligation to eliminate that 
threat and his allies from the regional arena.
the former United states President George w. Bush 
in his state of the Union address on January 29th, 
2002 described as the “axis of evil” the govern-
ments that were helping terrorism and seeking 
weapons of mass destruction, labelling as such, 
Iran, Iraq and North Korea. Iran seeks to diminish 
the american power in the Gulf so that he can 
extent its own influence. the main players in 
Iran´s political arena have long been opposed to 
america´s predominance in the region and in the 
world. President Khatami declared the necessity 
for the evacuation of alien forces in the Persian 
Gulf. the current Iranian President Mahmoud 
ahmadinejad, during his presidency, has also made 
some of the most severe belligerent anti-Israel 
and Holocaust-denying statements.

The nuclear dilemma

since its near defeat in the Iran-Iraq war, Iran has 
embarked on an extensive program of strengthen-
ing its military forces. But where has been more 
speculation is about the nature and pace of its nuclear 
programme. according to the International atomic 
energy agency report, of august 2012, Iran stocked 
91,4 kg with 20% nuclear grade, which could be 
processed further to high grade uranium, getting 
closer to an amount sufficient for a nuclear weapon 
to be build. Is also worth noting that in the same 
report the agency reiterates its request for access 
to the Parchin Military complex where various nuclear 
activities have taken place since February 2012, with-
out further delay. Iran has stated, though, that access 
to the Parchin site would not be possible before agree-
ment had been reached on a structured approach.
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Apparently, Arab Spring has 
shed light not only to Iran´s 
nuclear programme but to  
the severe human rights 
violations as well.

OPEC Share of World Crude Oil Reserves, 2010 (billion barrels).
Source: Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries Official Site, http://www.opec.org/opec_web/en/data_graphs/330.htm
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Moreover, Iran’s nuclear program has been a real 
urgent issue for Israel too. the possibility of Israel 
launching a pre-emptive strike cannot be ruled 
out. Israel has launched pre-emptive strikes 
before as in 1981 against Iraq. such an outcome 
could be disastrous for the region and conse-
quently, for the world. the situation has become 
particularly tense especially since the July 2012 
suicide attack against a tour bus carrying Israeli 
tourists in the city of Burgas, Bulgaria. Israel 
quickly blamed Hezbollah, the Iran-backed mili-
tia in Lebanon, and promised a firm response. 
the escalating sanctions by the United states and 
the european Union, the buyer of the 20% of Iran’s 
oil exports, have put some significant pressure 
on Iran. Meanwhile, world oil prices in 2011 in-
creased Iran’s oil export revenue by roughly $28 
billion over 2010. Yet, the sanctions and the de-
preciating currency are fuelling inflation and GdP 
growth remains stagnant. according to Interna-
tional Monetary Fund, GdP growth was down 
in 2011 to 2,0% and is forecast to reach only 0,4% 
in 2012. Inflation has also grown radically in recent 
years up from 12,4% in 2010 to 21,3% in 2011.

Today´s challenges 

revolts of the arab spring in 2011 are posing ad-
ditional pressure on Iran´s strategic arrange-
ments. First of all, the revolts have been upsetting 
a “revolutionary” regime that has repressed its 
own people for decades. In the 2009 elections 
when the Green Movement launched an open 
challenge to the political status quo, the revolu-
tionary Guard of Iran crashed it decisively. the 
Iranian regime got rid of the threat pretty easily. 
However, the people of Iran cannot but loath the 
reality of a regime that restricts civil liberties, tor-
tures and executes. even if a new more popular 
and legitimate government not necessary means 
the end of Iran´s nuclear plans, does mean a dif-
ferent dynamic in the country´s foreign affairs 
strategy. apparently, arab spring has shed light 
not only to Iran´s nuclear programme but to the 
severe human rights violations as well.
the uprising in syria made things even worse, 
posing a threat to Iran’s firm arab ally, a nation 
that borders the Mediterranean and Lebanon and 
has provided a channel for Iran’s support to Hez-
bollah and Hamas. Iran has increased its support 
to the syrian president, Bashar al-assad, even as 
the pressure from the international community 
to stop the bloodshed has increased.
conversely, the Iranian President ahmadinejad 
has repeatedly claimed that he will do anything in 

his power to create stability, peace and under-
standing in syria. Iran’s proposal to the Non-
aligned Movement meeting in teheran on august 
28th to solve the syrian crisis was part of this ef-
fort. ahmadinejad speaking to the associated 
Press, in a wide-ranging interview on the side-
lines of the 67th U.N. General assembly, also pro-
posed forming a new group of ten or twelve 
countries to work to end the syrian conflict. 
the most interesting part of the President´s recent 
affirmations, though, has been the need for a new 
world order to emerge. a new world order away 
from what he called american “bullying and dom-
ination”.
Indeed the west has not shown any innovation to 
its actions any change to its policies whatsoever. 
so far the heavy sanctions have failed in their cen-
tral goal of forcing Iran’s clergy to stop enriching 
uranium. In reality, decades of UN resolutions 
and sanctions against Iran, did not prevent it 
from building approximately 8,000 more centri-
fuges and increase the degree of enrichment by 
20%. Furthermore, Iran was not prevented from 
signing contracts with the chinese company si-
nopec and granting russia major concessions 
and access to the azadegan oil field. these devel-
opments are likely to distance russia and china 
from further supporting U.N. security council 
sanctions against their business partner, Iran. 
Iran also threatened to shut down the strait of 
Hormuz. If sanctions continue penalize the coun-
try beyond limits, Iran may have no choice but to 
put its word into action.
this cycle of distrust, tension, and military build-
up has been around for too long with no results. 

waging war would be catastrophic for both sides 
and for the rest of the world. Yet, the problem 
that remains is not really Iran´s nuclear power 
ambitions as such, but rather the threat posed by 
a repressive theocratic regime with a clear ambi-
tion to change the current world order. 
the complexities of the Iranian policy and the 
necessity for the change to come from the inside 
are undeniable. However, time is running out. ■n

References

Central IntellIgenCe agenCy (CIa) Official Website 
— The World Factbook, Iran, https://www.cia.gov/library/
publications/the-world-factbook/geos/ir.html last access: 
15.09.2012.
Chester, Christopher and sanmInIatellI, maria, 2012 
— “associated Press (aP) Interview: ahmadinejad pushes 
new world order”. Associated Press, september 26th. http://
hosted2.ap.org/aPDeFaUlt/3d281c11a96b4ad082fe88aa0
db04305/article_2012-09-26-Un-ahmadinejad-Interview/id-8d1
f3437ba004bf7b98d944f816c7a64 last access: 27.09.2012.
DeCressIn, Jorg, energy analysis 2012 — “global economy learns 
to absorb Oil Price hikes”. ImF research Department may 25th. 
http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/survey/so/2012/num052512a.htm
InternatIOnal atOmIC energy agenCy — 
Implementation of the NPT Safeguards Agreement and 
relevant provisions of Security Council resolutions in the 
Islamic Republic of Iran (gOV/2012/37), august 30th, 2012, 
http://www.iaea.org/Publications/Documents/Board/2012/
gov2012-37.pdf last access: 19.09.2012.
OrganIzatIOn OF the PetrOleUm exPOrtIng 
COUntrIes (OPeC) Official Website — “share of Crude World 
Oil reserves 2010”, Annual Statistical Bulletin 2010/2011, 
http://www.opec.org/opec_web/en/data_graphs/330.htm  
last access: 15.09.2012.
rOse, gideon and tePPerman, Jonathan, ed. 2012 — Iran 
and the Bomb Solving the Persian Puzzle. Foreign affairs.
Us energy Information administration Official Website, 
Country analysis Briefs, Iran, last updated 17.02.2012, http://
www.eia.gov/emeU/cabs/Iran/pdf.pdf last access: 17.09.2012.

A r a b i a n
S e a

C a s p i a n
S e a

P e r s i a n
G u l f

G u l f  o f  O m a n

PAKISTAN

QATAR

ARMENIA

TURKEY

BAHRAIN

UNITED ARAB
EMIRATES

I R A N

SAUDI  ARABIA

AZERBAI JAN UZBEKISTAN

TURKMENISTAN

AFGHANISTAN

KUWAIT

IRAQ

OMAN

Ahvaz

Tabriz

Kerman

Esfahan

Arak

Neka
Mashhad

Shiraz

Bushehr

Bandar-e Abbas

Ralsanjan

Kermanshah Qom

Qazvin

Dezful

Kangan

Abadan

Shahr-e Ray

Kuwait

Baghdad

Tehran

Doha
Abu Dhabi

Muscat

Ashgabat

BakuYerevan 0 250

km

500

Oilfield

Oil pipeline

Gas-processing plant

Gasfield

Gas pipeline

Agreed-upon maritime boundary

Refinery

Tanker terminal

Iran. Source: US Energy Information Administration, Country Analysis Briefs, Iran, last updated 17.02.2012,
http://www.eia.gov/EMEU/cabs/Iran/pdf.pdf

Oil prices (dollars). Source: Decressin, Jorg, Energy
Analysis 2012. “Global Economy Learns to Absorb Oil Price
Hikes”. IMF Research Department May 25th. 

0

25

20

15

10

5

1970 1980 1990 2000 2010

Prices have quadrupled over the past decade


