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The 1979 revolution in Iran opened a new chapter in the
conduct of Iranian foreign policy. With the establishment of the Islamic Re-
public of Iran (1rr) the nation's foreign policy changed from a basically pro-
Western stance to one summed up by the slogan “neither East nor West” (nah
sharq, nah gharb).! Yet, this slogan, which was introduced to Iranian society
by the new Islamic leadership, has not had the same meaning for the different
factions that have taken their turn in ruling the country. Rather, the foreign
policy of the 1rI since the 1979 revolution has embodied a series of inconsistent
goals that, depending on the ruling faction of the day, have reflected differing
interpretations of the slogan.

Although the Islamic leadership that took over after the collapse of the
imperial regime was made up of different factions, all of them had come to
accept Ayatollah Khomeini's version of an Islamic state, which was based on
the notion of the “rule of the jurisprudent” (velayar-e  fagift). These groups, who
in fact had little in common in their worldviews, together made up the new
ruling Islamic elite. They included, first, the Islamic “liberals,” or the secular
Islamic activists who had been involved in the nationalist opposition to the
Shah’s regime, and, second, the clerics, who tended to view the Islamic state as
a more theocratic entity.

The foreign policy of the 1Rt may be divided into three periods:

1. The period of the “liberals,” February 1979—June 1981, when the so-
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called liberal faction of the new Islamic elite was in charge of 1R1 foreign policy.
This period may be further subdivided into the Provisional Government period
(February—November 1979), when Mehdi Bazargan and his allies were in
charge of 11 foreign policy, and the presidency of Abol Hasan Bani-Sadr
(January 1980—June 1981), whose departure marked the end of liberal rule.

2. The period 198184, when an isolationist trend dominated the IRI’s
foreign policy. This period saw a process of consolidation, competition, and the
polarization of two ruling maktabi {committed and doctrinaire) factions, main-
ly over domestic issues. At this time the “neither East nor West” policy was
implemented according to a strict isolationist interpretation.

3. The periced of pragmatists, 198489, which has witnessed the coming
to power of a reformist faction with a pragmatic approach to foreign policy.
This faction has operated under a new set of rules and has adopted a more open-
door approach to foreign powers.

This chapter will initially analyze Khomeini's view on foreign policy.
Then it will discuss 1Rt foreign policy—making in the three periods and will
conclude by addressing certain important questions about the future path of 1
foreign policy.

Khomeini’s Views on Foreign Policy

With regard to the superpowers, Khomeini said, “*We must settle our accounts
with great and superpowers, and show them that we can take on the whole
world ideologically, despite all the painful problems that face us,” and he
declared, “We will not agree to be dominated by America or by the Soviet
Union. . . . The superpowers wish to dominate human beings.”™ In Kho-
meini’s theory, a state ruled by an Islamic jurisprudent (fagih) was the means by
which a just society could be established. Iran had become the first true modern
Islamic state, but the “Islamic Revolution™ could not be limited to that country
alone. Khomeini's foreign policy doctrine, based on the slogan “neither East
nor West,” should be understood within the context of his trans-Iranian goals.
Not only must the 1R1 remain independent of the superpowers, but it must seek
to promote just Islamic societies in other regions.

In elaborating Iran's foreign policy in 1980, Khomeini said, “We say we
want to export our revolution to all Islamic countries as well as to the oppressed
countries. . . . We want all nations and governments to sever the control of
superpowers over their resources. Export of our revolution means that all
nations grow aware and save themselves.” Thus, his foreign policy formula for
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the 1R1 had two interconnected dimensions: first, its independence vis-a-vis the
great powers, and second, the promotion of Islamic movements in other areas,
or what became known outside of Iran as its attempt to export the “Islamic
Revolution.” Not surprisingly, this cutlook has alarmed several other nations.

To Khomeini's views on the foreign policy of the 1rI must be added the
factor of Israel and South Africa. These two states, according to him, permit no
compromise as far as an Islamic state is concerned.

Khomeini's views are often echoed by the ri’s media and its top leaders.
Ayatollah Mohammad Hosain Beheshti wrote in 1980, “Islam recognizes no
borders. . . . The foreign policy of the 1, therefore, cannot be based on
isolation. Our policy must tell us what to do beyond the borders and what
relations to have with the people beyond these borders.™ And the daily
Jomhuri-ye Islami stated in 1983, “In the view of the Islamic Republic of Iran,
there is no difference between Eastern and Western colonialism. The domineer-
ing powers, as we pointed out before, despite all their differences and rivalries
are coherent and share the same direction in one thing: that is, combating the
Islamic and independence-seeking movements.™®

It is not clear which countries fall in the categories of East and West. One
would think that the Islamic leaders were referring to the Eastern and Western
blocs, or the Soviet Union's East European socialist allies and America's allies,
the West European capitalist democracies and Japan. But in practice, although
acting hostilely toward the United States and, to a lesser extent, the Soviet
Union, the Ir1 has tried to maintain, as much as possible, normal relations with
the allies of the superpowers.

The meaning of exporting the “Islamic Revolution" is also unclear. Does it
merely mean, as Khomeini implied, that the 1r1 should set an example so that
other countries will become aware of their situation as colonies of East and
West? Or does it mean the active promotion of Islamic movements, as happened
when the m1 supported the attempted coup in Bahrain in January 1980, 1r1
supporters bombed Kuwait in December 1983, the Islamic Revolutionary
Guards (pasdaran-e engelab-e islami; hereafter, the Guards) were sent to
Lebanon, and the 1Rt became involved in the hostage situation in Lebanon?
Even the country’s constitution is ambiguous on this subject. This document,
which outlines the main governing laws of Iran, also sets the general foreign
policy objectives of the Islamic state. Article 154 says, “While refraining from
all interference in domestic affairs of other nations, the Islamic Republic shall
support any struggle of deprived people against the oppressing classes any-
where on the face of the earth.”” This, of course, is a paradox: 11 must refrain
from interfering in the domestic affairs of other countries and, at the same time,
suppart movements in other countries to overthrow their governments.
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Foreign Policy—Making in the Islamic
Republic of Iran

The Period of the Liberals (February 1979~June 1981)

The affairs of the new Islamic state, following the success of the revolu-
tion, were entrusted to Mehdi Bazargan and his atlies. The Provisional Govern-
ment was in fact a coalition between the Islamic liberal Freedom Movement and
the secular National Front, which participated as a junior partner and whose
leader, Karim Sanjabi, was the foreign minister of the Provisional Government
during the first few months. Yet the Freedom Movement and its leader, Ba-
zargan (who had formed his government on the basis of a mandate from Kho-
meini), clearly enjoyed hegemony in the cabinet—and indeed, the National
Front elements soon left it.

The Provisional Government had its own interpretation of “neither East
nor West.” According to this interpretation, the IRt should remain an indepen-
dent political entity (as Khomeini wished), but should be more receptive to the
West in order to check the influence and threat of the East. The following
recollection of an American policymaker about the views of Ibrahim Yazdi (the
Provisional Government’s foreign minister after Sanjabi) on this subject helps
explain the Provisional Government's perception of foreign policy:

In foreign affairs, Yazdi outlined a policy of strict nonalignment which he
compared to the U.S. isolation of the past. They would not seek stability
through a military buildup. He stressed the deep popular resentment and
hatred toward the United States for its unconditional support of the shah
since 1953, but he felt that friendly future relations were possible if Ameri-
cans stopped interfering in Iranian affairs. He said Iran had “no betier
memories” of the Russians than of the Americans . . . [but] “at least
Americans believe in God.™®

People like Yazdi and Bazargan were among those whom the U.S. policy-
makers chose to call the moderates of the new Islamic leadership. And it was
this group that American officials thought would replace the imperial regime.

There is an abundance of evidence regarding the Provisional Govern-
ment's pro-West tendencies in the Documents from the Nest of Spies (Asnad- e
Laneh-ye Jasusi; hereafter Documents), selected from the papers seized from
the U.S. embassy after the takeover by the Muslim Students Following the
Imam's Line (SFIL) in November 1979.9 The Documents acknowledge the U.S.
embassy personnel’s awareness of a difference of opinion between Khomeini
and the Provisional Government on the issue of relations with the United States.
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The embassy reported on 31 May 1979: “pcoi [the Provisional Government]
and Khomeini differ on value of U.S. ties. Khomeini's open anti-Americanism
has sparked increase in anti-American activity.”1? This was at a time when the
embassy observed that both Ibrahim Yazdi and Abbas Amir-Entezam (the
Provisional Government's spokesperson) had publicly expressed their govern-
ment’s wish to continue contacts with the West and had hoped that relations
with the United States would “soon take & turn for the better.”1! The last 1.5,
ambassador to Tehran, William Sullivan, suggested to his superiors that both
Bazargan and Entezam displayed much distrust of the Soviets and desired to
maintain close relations with the United States.12

Signs of the Provisional Government’s positive attitude toward America,
but within the context of “neither East nor West,” can also be seen in its
approach to the United States toward the end of its period of rule. The meeting
between Bazargan and Zbigniew Brzezinski in Algiers on I November 1979,
one of the factors contributing to the downfall of the Provisional Government,
further explains the foreign policy objectives of the liberals. The 1t delegation
to Algeria that took part in the meeting with Brzezinski included Bazargan,
Yazdi, and Mostafa Chamran (the defense minister), According to Brzezinski,
the issue of the Shah and his return to Lran, although publicly stressed by Iran,
was not a major concem, indicating that Bazargan's main objective was a
strategic one. Brzezinski reported that the overall relationship between the two
countries was discussed.

The Provisional Government did not last long after the Algiers meeting.
Following the admission of the Shah to the United States and the takeover of the
U.S. embassy in Tehran on 4 November 1979, the Bazargan government col-
lapsed, with both domestic and foreign policy factors contributing to its down-
fall. Domestically, many paralegal institutions had been created by the new
Islamic elite after the revolution. These institutions, which existed alongside
and parallel to the old imperial ones, were autonomous and independent from
the Provisional Government. It may be that a kind of dual power was in place,
with the Provisional Government controlling the old state apparatus. The para-
legal institutions (such as the Guards and the security committees, or komiteh)
were a rallying ground for those in the ruling elite who opposed Bazargan and
his policies. The clergy-dominated Islamic Republic Party (1re) was the man-
ifestation of this group, and powerful personalities such as Ayatollah Beheshti,
Ali Akbar Hashemi-Rafsanjani, Ali Khamene'i, Javad Bahonar, and Hasan
Ayat were among its leaders. The IRP opposed the Provisional Government’s
interpretation of “neither East nor West” and any reconstruction of relations
with the United States. It may be that the IRP was shrewdly playing along with
the mass anti-Americanism then rampant and Khomeini's distrust of the United
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States. In any event, the differences between the Provisional Government and
the IRP ranged from economic to foreign affairs issues, and it was two of the
latter that played a direct role in the Provisional Government’s demise: the
Shah's admisston into the United States and the Brzezinski-Bazargan meeting
in Algiers. A recently published book in Iran on the foreign policy of the IRl
reflects the views of the group that opposed the Provisional Government.
Reviewing the IRl Foreign Policy states: “Then the foreign policy of Iran
reached a point where the prime minister of the Provisional Government met
with Carter's National Security Advisor [Brzezinski] and in order to justify his
action, suggested: “We must reconstruct our foreign policy which has been
damaged during the revolution by apologizing to the United States for the
slogan “Down with America,” "3

The collapse of the Provisional Government was followed in a few months
by the presidency of Bani-Sadr, although he had already clashed with Khomeini
over foreign policy. During the period between the fall of Bazargan’s govem-
ment and the presidential election in December 1979, the Revolutionary Coun-
cil was directing the affairs of the state and had chosen Bani-Sadr to take charge
of the foreign ministry. When, in December 1979, the subject of the American
hostages came before the U.N. Security Council, Bani-Sadr suggested that Iran
participate. This ran counter to the publicly stated position of Khomeini, who
absolutely rejected it and sent a message to Bani-Sadr threatening him with
dismissal. Subsequently Bani-Sadr resigned from his post.14

During Bani-Sadr’s administration { January 1979—June 1981) three major
foreign policy issues preoccupied his government: the lran-Irag war, the U.S.
embassy hostages, and the Afghan war. On the first issue, the 11 faced the
difficult situation of fighting Irag while under strong U.S. and intemnational
pressure to release the American hostages. The Islamic elite believed that both
superpowers were involved in the war despite their public claims of neutrality,
and Bani-Sadr devoted much energy to Iran’s war efforts. On the hostage issue,
the 1r1 was in a direct confrontation with the United States. The American
efforts to isolate the 11 internationally in order to secure the release of the
hostages were successful, and this frustrated Bani-Sadr’s initiatives in foreign
policy. On the Afghan issue, the 1rI was in an indirect confrontation with the
Soviet Union, whose military occupation of Afghanistan gave rise to friction
between the two countries. Thus at a time of isolation from the West, a possible
opening to the East was closed off by the Afghan war. No matter how Bani-Sadr
interpreted *“neither East nor West,” objective conditions left him little room to
maneuver, and his administration remained relatively isolated on the interna-

tional scene.
Bani-Sadr’s foreign policy objectives remained basically the same as those

Trends in the Foreign Palicy of the {slamic Republic 19

of the Provisional Government except that he was perhaps more suspicious of
the United States. He favored close relations with Western European countries,
which he hoped would join with Iran to resist U.S, hegemony.

Bani-Sadr’s preoccupation with the American hostages, which soon be-
came the indicator of who was in charge of foreign policy, was the most time-
consuming aspect of his administration. His plans for centralizing government
and ending the dual power, for economic growth and stabilization, and for
reforming the armed forces went hand in hand with the need to normalize Iran’s
foreign relations. But the hostage situation restrained his actions. He blamed
the hostage-taking for Iran’s economic isolation, feared more direct U.S. re-
taliatory action against Iran, was displeased with the s#1L’s autonomy, and
needed the billions of dollars in frozen Iranian assets in American banks. But
his efforts to secure the release of the hostages and take command of foreign
policy were resisted by his opponents in the 1R, with Khomeini's help. Bani-
Sadr wanted the fate of the hostages to be decided by the Revolutionary Coun-
cil, but on 23 February 1980, Khomeini undercut his position and decided that
the Majles, whose election was set for March 1980, should rule on the issue, a
decision that put off resolution of the situation indefinitely. On 6 March the sFIL
defied Bani-Sadr and refused to hand over the hostages to the Revolutionary
Council.

After the Majles elections in March and May 1980, Bani-Sadr found
himself in a weakened position because his opponents had gained a strong
majority. From this point on his situation worsened. The Majles rejected all his
choices for prime minister and he was forced to accept Mohammad Ali Raja’i, a
rival and IRP member, for the post. Next came the question of cabinet ministers:
Bani-Sadr thought that competence and experience should be the criteria for
choosing them, but Raja’i insisted on their ideological devotion to the system.
Raja’i proposed a cabinet of twenty-one members in September 1980, and
Bani-Sadr rejected seven of them, including the foreign minister. In the end, he
rejected at least six candidates for the foreign ministry and the post remained
vacant throughout his administration. 16

After the hostage crisis was resolved, Bani-Sadr moved to end Iran’s
isolation in the international community, and high-ranking 1t delegations were
sent abroad. But these efforts were limited by his opponents, who had their own
agenda on foreign as well as domestic issues. This opposition, which went
under the unofficial title of maktabi, centered around the clergy-dominated 1rp.

As noted earlier, the maktabis had formed their own paralegal governing
organs to function alongside the old imperial structures, which were controlled
by the liberals. The SFIL members were in close association with the maktabis,
and after the takeover of the U.S. embassy, they selectively used the documents
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they found to expose the pro-West tendencies of the liberals. Hence, after the
collapse of the Provisional Government, documents were published connecting
top members of the Freedom Movement (such as Amir-Entezam, Yazdi, and
Bazargan) to foreign powers. Bani-Sadr's connections to foreigners were ex-
posed only after his dismissal, and such connections on the part of clerics like
Beheshti were not aired. Thus, during the hostage crisis the maktabis unof-
ficially played an important role in the foreign policy of the 1 by using popular
anti-American feeling against the liberals. The maktabis eventually won the
struggle and managed to oust the liberals and take conirol of the state apparatus
as a whole. Following the June 1981 crisis, Bani-Sadr was ousted from power,
and severe repressive measures were taken against the opposition.

The Maktabi Period (1981-84)

From 1981 to 1984, the 11 underwent a deep internal crisis that included
repression of the opposition. The maktabis were strongly influenced by the
SFIL—a reality that manifested itself in Iran’s foreign policy. The maktabis,
naturally, had their own interpretation of “neither East nor West,” and it was
very narrow: the 1r1 adopted a strict isolationist foreign policy; hence this period
may also be called the isolationist period. A high-ranking 111 leader, Ayatollah
Mohammad Hosain Ali Montazeri, expressed the sentiments of this period very
well. In a speech delivered to a group of theology students, he said that the 1Rt
should not be fooled by either the West or the East because the West had helped
establish and maintain Israel and the East had massacred the clergy in
Afghanistan. 7

The causes of the IR1's isolation from the West were both historical and
contemporary. The major historical factor was the United States’ support of the
Shah's dictatorship, including the U.S.-planned coup of 1953; its active part in
implementing the Shah's land reform program; its training and support for the
Shah's military and security forces; and its support of the imperial regime
during the revolutionary struggle of 1978-79. Moreover, the 11 constantly
feared intervention in Iran from the United States. Other factors that helped
promote the isolationist ttend were (1) the 1RI's attempts to export Islamic
revolution, which were perceived by the West as efforts to undermine the
stability of pro-West governments in the region; (2) the role of some Western
powers, especially France, in supplying the Iragi war effort and providing
sanctuary for exiled Ir1 opposition figures; (3) the anti-Americanism of some
1R foreign policy—makers; and (4) the Reagan administration’s emphasis on
restoring America’s prestige abroad and combating terrorism with force. These
factors, as well as the fact that the liberals had become notorious for their pro-
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West tendencies, kept the IRI from undertaking any rapprochement with the
West.

The causes of the IRr’s isolation from the East were somewhat different. To
begin with, the Soviet Union certainly did not share the same historical back-
ground as the United States as far as Iran was concerned. Any direct Soviet
involvement in Iranian affairs had ended with the aborted 1946 Azerbaijan
venture. The Soviets’ interests were manifested indirectly either through the
Tudeh Party or through diplomatic means. Although some strong anti-Soviet
elements within the ruling elite could point to instances of Soviet damage to
Iranian national interests, they were not thought to be comparable to those of
the United States. Other causes for the isolation of the 1r1 from the East were (1)
the Soviet Union’s military support to Iraq; (2) the Soviet military occupation of
Afghanistan; (3) the activities of the Tudeh Party of Iran; and (4) the hostility
toward the Soviet Union felt by same circles within the ruling elite. The Soviet
Union considered both Iran and Iraq to have anti-imperalist tendencies and
therefore took a neutral position toward the war. Nevertheless, this did not
prevent it from fulfilling its military obligations toward Irag, which proved to
be a major impediment to close relations with the IRi.

The Afghan war was an even more contentious issue. The occupation of
Afghanistan by an atheist state and the Afghan mujahedin’s resistance were
reason enough to involve the 1rt in the struggle, undeterred by the fact that the
United States was also deeply involved. Iran’s support for some mujahedin
factions and its demand that the Soviet Union evacuate Afghanistan remained
major problems between the two states.

The activities of the Tudeh became another source of tension after the party
was attacked and disbanded by the government in 1982-83. The confessions of
the Thdeh leaders after their arrests further aggravated Iran-Soviet relations,
especially when party members implied in their statements that they had been
spying for the Soviet Union. Nevertheless, it must be noted that Iran-Soviet
relations never reached the same level of antagonism as did relations between
Iran and the United States. The Soviet Union always kept its embassy in Tehran
open and fully operational, and the level of trade between the two countries was
significant and continued to grow up to the time of the Tudeh arrests. After the
arrests and the confessions of 1983, however, the volume of trade was reduced
by 50 percent and fell to its lowest point.'# This is how Ali Akbar Nateg-Nuri,
minister of state, summarized Iran-Soviet relations in 1982-83: “The East
initially thought that the Islamic revolution would turn to them after it had cut its
ties with America. They only understood the ‘nor West’ portion of the Iranian
people’s slogan ‘Neither East nor West.' The existence of such mercenaries as
the Tudeh supported their belief. But as time passed, they began to realize that
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this revolution will not compromise with the East while it is fighting the
West."19

The decision to attack the Tudeh was part of a larger plan apparently made
in 1980. According to this fifteen-point plan, the oppusition Huommnm.h parties
were ranged into three categories, which the 1R would attempt to QmEmE._m
consecutively. The Tudeh’s name fell in the third category, which meant that its
turn would come after the more dangerous organizations were destroyed.
Hence the assault on the Tudeh was not surprising and had little to do with the
1r1’s foreign relations. 2 The timing of the attack on the Tudeh was mwvﬂm::.w
associated with the defection, in 1982, of Vladimir Kuzichkin, a senior di-
plomat in the Soviet embassy in Tehran. The operation was run by @.Ew.r
intelligence, which subsequently debriefed Kuzichkin. It seems that Kuzichkin
knew the names of a number of Soviet agents in Iran, and according to the New
York Times, this information was passed to the IRt through the ¢1.2! The fact
that the Tudeh came under attack after this event shows that the IRI leadership
must have sensed an immediate threat from Tudeh penetration of the govern-
ment and moved quickly to contain the damage.

Another important component of the IRl's isolationist policy was E.m no-
tion of exporting Islamic revolution. The advocates of isolationism _un“._nﬁma
that their Isiamic Revolution could be maintained only through its expansion in
the Moslem world, if not the world in general. Of course, the notion was not
new. The policy had been part of Khomeini's worldview and was promoted by
the maktabis during the liberal period. The only difference now was that the
maktabis were in full control of the Islamic state. Neither was the idea of
exporting their revolution a uniquely Iranian policy. Other E<o€no=m had
passed through a similar stage—for example, the French and W_._mma_.ﬂ revolu-
tions. The IRI supporters’ activities in the region directed at this end included
attemnpts made on objectives in Kuwait that jed to the car bombing at the U.S.
embassy; the efforts to overthrow the government of Bahrain and the Snni& of
Iranian claims on that island; the annual clashes with the Saudi regime during
the hajj ceremonies; and IR1 support for the Hizbollah (party of god) of
Lebanon, which led to the car bombing of U.S. military installations and
gradually gave the Hizbollah a dominant role in Lebanese affairs. > .

The maktabis included a range of people who basically opposed the liber-
als' conduct of foreign and domestic affairs. Their main organizational base
was the 1xp, through which they controlled the paralegal structures noted ear-
lier. But the unity of the maktabis was both temporary and fragile, and survived
only as long as the liberals posed a threat. As soon as the liberal factor was
removed, a process of polarization in domestic and foreign affairs began to take

shape in the maktabi ranks.
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The isolationist wing of the maktabis was basically in charge of foreign
affairs from mid-1981 to 1984. The advocates of this policy were the sFL
and such personalities as Mir-Hosain Musavi, Ali Akbar Mohtashami, Hadi
Ghaffari, and Hojjat al-Islam Mohammad Musavi Khoeiniha.

The Pragmatist Period (1984-89)

By 1984, a new trend, and therefore a new interpretation of “neither East
nor West,” had begun to take shape. A more pragmatic approach to the conduct
of 11 foreign relations was adopted by a faction within the ruling elite. Only
beginning in this period, it was later consolidated and continues to dominate 1r1
foreign policy to the present day. Pragmatism represented a reaction to the
isolationist policy of the preceding years. Although no one event in 1984 can be
singled out as the turning point, Khomeini’s speech on 28 October 1984 to a
group of IRI foreign representatives signaled the legitimization of the new trend:
“The superpowers and the United States thought that [ran . . . would be forced
into isolation. That did not happen and Iran's relations with foreigners in-
creased. Now, they argue that relations with governmenits are of no use and our
relations should be established with the nations. . . . This is contrary to wis-
dom and shari’'a. We must have relations with all the governments."23

Clearly Khomeini was turning against isolationism. The seeds of the trend
had been planted during previous years, but only now had it enough strength to
claim Khomeini's support, and personalities such as Ali Akbar Velayati, the
foreign minister, and Ali Akbar Hashemi-Rafsanjani, the Speaker of the Ma-
jles, had become its advocates. Conflict over the new interpretation could be
detected in August 1984 in Majles discussions. The elections of the second
Majles ended in June of that year and subsequently the cabinet stoed for a new
vote of confidence. During this process, Velayati came under limited but sharp
attacks from some Majles members for his handling of 1r1 foreign policy.
Mortaza Razavi, a member from Tabriz, criticized his loose interpretation of
exporting revolution and his ministry’s new approach to the West (in this case,
the visit of West Germany's foreign minister to Tehran). Another member, Hadi
Ghaffari, objected to Velayati's open-door policy and the fact that the Maijles
was not kept involved in shaping IR foreign policy.2* And a statement was
distributed in the Majles strongly criticizing the government's foreign policy
and comparing it to that of pro-Western governments.25

To put the development of the new trend in perspective, one should note
the negative effects of the isolationist policy on the conduct of the Iran-Iraq war.
After the victory of the battle for Khommamshahr (the only major city occupied
by Irag), which signaled the expulsion of Iraqi forces from Iranian territory
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(1982), the 1r1 leadership made the decision to advance into Iraq and overthrow
the Ba'ath regime. The principal question was whether the 1rI could, with its
limited economic and military resources, continue the war and at the same time
confront both the West and the East. The isolationists’ answer was positive, but
the advocates of the new trend thought otherwise, To this must be added the
growing economic difficulties faced by the 1r1. Therefore, an objective need for
revising the 1R1's foreign policy was a strong factor in forcing a new interpreta-
tion of “neither East nor West.” The 1Rt had to break out of its isolation in order
to overcome its internal economic difficulties and to continue the war. The
situation called for a pragmatic approach to foreign policy.

The first signs of the reinterpretation in regard to the East were the steps
taken to try, once again, to normalize relations with the Soviet Union. By April
1985, the anti-Soviet propaganda had been toned down and negotiations started
to reopen Tass offices in Tehran with an increased Soviet diplomatic staff.?6 The
IRI also indicated its acceptance of the Soviet position that the Tudeh affair wasa
purely internal matter, thus removing a major source of tension in Iran-Soviet
relations. Rafsanjani summed up the relationship between the two countries in
1985 as follows: “The relations with the Soviet Union have improved a lit-
tle. . . . some problems are being removed. . . . we are informed that Soviet
arms supplies to Iraq have been reduced somewhat. . . . We shall try to cooper-
ate more in trade and industrial fields.”?7 Rafsanjani insisted, however, that
reaching an agreement over Afghanistan was not possible.

Economically, the chilly relations of preceding years began to change,
though at a slow pace. The Soviet Union agreed to open its market to some
Iranian goods, to send back the experts needed to finish industrial projects in
Iran, and to accommodate other IRl economic demands. For its part, the IRl sent
economic delegations to the Soviet Union and other East European countries. 28

The new approach toward the West first became apparent in August 1984,
when Velayati was criticized by Majles deputies for his attempts to move closer
to the Western European countries. But the primary manifestation of the new
trend was the “Irangate” affair, On the Iranian side, Irangate represented their
approaching the West in general, and the United States in particular, in the hope
of receiving assistance for the 1r1's war efforts and its economic crisis. As early
as 1985 pamphlets proposing the need for closer relations with the United States
were distributed among the highest levels of Ir1 leadership; one official said the
pamphlets argued that a closer relationship would help Iran break free from its
cultural and economic poverty. Interestingly, the pamphlets were written by
those who had supported taking the U.S. hostages.2® The short-term objective
of the Irangate contacts seems to have been to get badly needed weaponry in
order to continite the war with Iraq, The Iranian military had been trained and
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supplied by the United States before the revolution, and its dependency on the
Americans was a reality the IR1 policymakers could not ignore. The long-term
objective seems to have been to open a dialogue with the United States, which it
was hoped would lead to closer relations between the two countries. One of the
pamphlets stated, “We must go to those who had the most cultural and econom-
ic relations with us before the revolution.” The IRI's attempts to help solve the
TWA hijacking in 1985 also was part of the new pattern.

The revised approach was the result of a process of polarization within the
maktabi ranks and the gradual emergence of two factions within the ruling elite.
Rafsanjani described the factions in 1986 as (1) those in support of nationaliza-
tion of most industries and (2) those in support of the private sector, 3¢ Although
he described them only in economic terms, from 1986 onward, the factional
differences began to surface in a large range of issues. They had to do mainly
with domestic problems rather than foreign policy, because the latter was
heavily influenced by the war factor, on which Khomeini had taken a firm
position: Iran must devote all resources and sacrifice other interests to advance
the war effort. Since the Iran-Iraq war was instrumental in determining foreign
policy, open debates and disagreements were rare and foreign policy usually
escaped the factional infighting,

The two factions, which can be called statist-reformist (pro-state) and
conservative (pro—private sector), entered a decisive period of struggle in 1987
and 1988. Before this period they had competed for Khomeini’s support, but
now it became evident that he was taking the side of the statist faction. The
abolition of the 1rp, Khomeini's religious decrees (fatvas), and the recent
parliamentary elections have all testified to this fact.3! What had started as the
polarization of the maktabis ended with the domination of the statists within the
state apparatus. Yet it is important to note that the statists’ control of foreign
policy preceded their eventual control of the state. As mentioned before, the
rapprochement with the West and the East between 1984 and 1986 was a clear
sign of shifting policy. Therefore, though the internal consclidation of the
statists was not complete until 19§7—88, they had dominated the 1Rr1's foreign
policy as early as 1984,

Personalities such as Ayatollah Azari Qomi, President Ali Khamene'i,
and the majority of clerics in the Guardian Council (shora-ye negahban) belong
to the conservative faction. But the statist faction, as we shall see below, has
had a more complex structure. Personalities like Rafsanjani and Velayati have
joined such isolationist advocates and “radical” personalities as Musavi,
Kheeiniha, Ghaffari, and Ali Akbar Mohtashami in forming the statist faction.
Hence it has actually been a fragile coalition formed around current issues. It is
composed of the advocates of the isolationist policy, who form the “radical”
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wing, and those who embraced the new pragmatic line in 1984. Between 1984
and the first half of 1988 domestic issues were of more importance and, because
of the war, foreign policy was less a source of confrontation. Thus the two
groups have formed the two wings of a coalition and established a united front
against the conservative faction. The pragmatic wing was in charge of foreign
policy and advocated a rapprochement toward both the West and the East while
it united with the radicals in confronting the conservatives.??

The rapprochement could not have been achieved without Khomeini’s
consent and support. The lrangate affair was a good example of this. Today it
has become clear that those who planned the general policy outline of Irangate
believed they could count on Khomeini’s support, and in fact they received it.
When the Irangate policy came under heavy attack from the conservative fac-
tion, Khomeini intervened directly and silenced the veices of criticism.3?
Hence the faction that had proposed the venture was able to survive the political
storm that followed it and was even able to eliminate the rival radical Hashemi
group that had exposed the Iran—United States contacts.3

The pragmatists, like the other factions, have their own, less ideological
interpretation of “neither East nor West,” which they do not hesitate to exercise
both in foreign and domestic policy disputes. With Khomeini's backing, the
pragmatists managed to turn the Irangate affair to their own advantage. Thus,
though Irangate turned out to be a nightmare for American policymakers, the
pragmatists used it to get some badly needed military hardware, to eliminate the
radical Hashemi group, and to reassure the Iranian public that it was only the
United States, and not the 11, that sought rapprochement by delivering weap-
ons, cake, and a Bible. The worsening relations with the United States that
followed Irangate were basically the result of a shiftin American foreign policy,
not & major shift in the IR1’s position. Attesting to the shift in U.S. policy were
the reflagging of Kuwaiti tankers, the deployment of the U.S. armada in the
Persian Gulf, the naval battles between the 1RI and the United States, and the
shelling of Iranian oil facilities in the Persian Gulf. One American scholar
characterized the shift in American policy as follows: “Crude anti-Sovietism
and blindness to the real forces shaping Iran’s foreign policy have moreover
allowed us to be manipulated by others against our interest. In the Iran-Contra
affair, we were exploited by Israelis and Iranian leaders alike.”33

A look at the foreign policy of the 1R1 between 1986 and 1988 reveals that
unlike the United States the major emphasis was on rapprochement with the
West, not confrontation. Iran’s limited response to U.S. harassment in the
Persian Gulf, although partly caused by the few options open to IRI policymak-
ers, also had strong roots in the new rapprochement policy. Further evidence
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were the steps taken to normalize relations with Britain and France, and the 1r1's
increasing willingness to solve the hostage dilemma in Lebanon.

The same policy may aiso be seen in relation to the East, with the differ-
ence that perhaps because of the new Soviet leadership, the East has been much
more receptive. The Soviet media in 1987 contained numerous reports on the
changing attitude in Iran. On 20 March 1987, Pravda cited media coverage in
Iran about the need to expand economic relations between the two countries,
Pravda also quoted Mohammad Javad Larijani (the 181's deputy foreign minis-
ter and a pragmatist) as suggesting that the R1 and the Soviet Union “take
common stands against the intrigues of American impertalism in the region.
Second, we're neighbours, and this opens up good prospects for trade, econ-
omnic, scientific, technical and cultural exchanges. Relations between us are
beginning to develop once again. . . . the existing obstacles are temporary in
nature. Sooner or later they will disappear, while the bonds of good-neigh-
bourliness with the Soviet Union will remain. ™36

On 9 August 1987, Izvestia reported that “talks on the expansion of Soviet-
Iranian trade ties are now under way."7 The expansion included & gas pipeline,
rail transport, a new rail route in Central Asia, and possibly a new oil pipeline
from Iran through the Soviet Union to the Black Sea. And finally, on 5 Decem-
ber 1987, Pravda quoted the 1Rt ambassador to Moscow as saying, “We value
highly our ties with the Soviet Union and would like to develop them."™% When
the Soviet involvement in Afghanistan reached an end, an additional obstacle to
Iran-Soviet rapprochement had been removed.

A challenging test for the rapprochement policy toward the East developed
in early 1988, when an unruly mob attacked the Soviet embassy in Tehran.
Apparently the attack was prompted by the disclosure that the missiles that were
hitting Tehran during the final phase of “the war of the cities” were Soviet-made
and had recently been supplied to Iraq. Yet the pragmatists’ grip on power was
so strong they managed to contain and control public rage. Rafsanjani publicly
accepted the Soviet explanation that the missiles were actually short range and
that Iraq had managed to alter their capabilities with the help of some Western
countries. Following this explanation, the anti-Soviet rage abated, and it ap-
pears that by 1988 the IRI's relations with the East were improving rapidly.

With the end of the Iran-Irag war, new prospects have opened in the
foreign policy of the 1r1. The war was always a major obstacle to rapproche-
ment with West and East. It was an even stronger factor in Iran—United States
relations, since America openly sided with Iraq in the Persian Gulf confronta-
tions of 1987 and 1988. With the war over and the era of Iran’s reconstruction
approaching, the pragmatists are showing even stronger signs of seeking rap-
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prochement with the West. For example, the daily Ettela’ at (which is published
under the supervision of Khomeini's son, Ahmad Khomeini, and edited by
Mohammad Doa’i, a Majles deputy and member of Khomeini's staff) recently
wrote that the reestablishment of relations with the United States is necessary,
adding, “Now the time has come for the lack of logical and correct relations
between Iran and America to be removed.™

The 1rr's foreign policy and the interpretation of the fundamental foreign
policy slogan “neither East nor West” have gone through three major shifts
since the establishment of the Islamic Republic. The slogan had a more pro-
Western bias during the liberal period and stood for isolationism during the
maktabi period. Today, during the reformist period, especially under Rafsan-
jani's pragmatic guidance, the slogan seems to advocate rapprochement with
both the West and the East. But the policy is already threatening to break up the
reformist coalition that has taken shape around domestic issues. This is to
suggest that the more radical elements in the reformist faction or the former
isolationists may no longer remain united in face of the new situation. Before
the end of the Iran-Iraq war, objective limitations were imposed upon the
rapprochement policy. Now that these limitations are disappearing, the policy
may become a major national issue. Disagreements within the reformist faction
are already surfacing. The resignation of the Musavi cabinet in September
1988, on the ground that many of its members would not receive confirmation
from the Majles, as well as Khomeini's refusal to accept the resignation were
signs of short-term future changes.*? There have also been reports that Musavi
wrote a secret letter to Khamene'i giving as the main reason for his resignation
the failure to consult him on the peace process. He is said to have complained
that decisions on foreign policy had been made without his knowledge.*!

Conclusions

The foreign policy of the IR1 under the slogan “neither East nor West" has
played an important role for the ruling elite, both domestically and interna-
tionally. Domestically, it has helped present an alternative to the pro-Western
policies of the imperial regime. It has also helped the i1 disarm its opposition
by projecting to the Iranian people a politically independent and “‘anti-
imperialist” image. Being able to project such an independent image of the siate
has been an important isste in domestic Iranian politics since the 1979 revolu-
tion. Internationally, the slogan has presented the IRi as a nonaligned govern-
ment that not only consistently resists the domination of the two world blocs but
also challenges their interests, both in the region and worldwide. Yet, as dis-
cussed above, the 1RI's foreign policy has had three distinguishable phases,
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each of which has claimed allegiance to Khomeini's interpretation of “neither
East nor West.”

Answering the following questions can help us understand the dynamism
of 1 foreign policy and its probable future path: What is the relationship
between the trends in IR1 foreign policy and Khomeini's views? How is the IR1's
foreign policy likely to be affected by domestic economic conditions in Iran and
the ideology of the 1R1? And which direction will Iranian foreign policy take in
the immediate future? To answer the first question, the factions that have taken
their turn in running the Iranian state had Khomeini'’s backing and sought their
legitimacy in his support. All the other legitimizing factors (such as the people's
vote or the Majles) were secondary to Khomeini's authority, which stood above
the IRI’s constitutional limits. Khomeini's autherity could indeed break the
constitutional barriers of the Ir1 if the situation called for it as has been demon-
strated throughout the existence of the 1R1. 1t is quite possible that changes in 1R
foreign policy in fact reflected changes in Khomeini’s view. Of course, this
does not mean that one man—Khomeini—decided the fate of a nation indepen-
dently of the objective circumnstances. What it does mean is that the trend that
received Khomeini's support and consequently maintained the initiative also
commanded the state.

Certainly the practicality of a faction’s policy has had a direct effect on this
complex process. Thus, in November 1979 the Provisional Government simply
lost Khomeini's support while its rival faction managed to gain his backing for
the hostage-taking policy. The importance of this point can be seen by examin-
ing the process by which various trends have managed to dominate foreign
policy decision making. Khomeini was the ultimate authority and the factions
sought his approval for their legitimacy, but the factions shaped Khomeini's
view and in turn were affected by the outcome of his decision. The validity of
this notion can be realized by comparing Khomeini’s view with that of the
various phases. Khomeini's initial interpretation of “neither East nor West"
seems to have been closer to the isolationist trend.#2 This included the Ameri-
can hostage issue, the “Great Satan” image of the United States, and the anti-
Sovietism of 1982-84. Yet, as is becoming evident, the trend toward rap-
prochement is changing 1r1 foreign policy to one of normal (if not good)
relations with both the West and the East,

To answer the second question—how foreign policy will be affected by
domestic economic conditions and 11 ideology——two factors must be noted,
First, the 1RI has been built upon Islamic tradition, which is generally seen as
guaranteeing the right to private property. Indeed, none of the Iranian leaders
has ever denied this principle. An Islamic state that does not radically break
with this tradition is unlikely to break with the capitalist economic system. It
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seems likely, then, that a capitalist 1R1 in the long run will remain within the
world capitalist system. One scholar has suggested, “During the two and a half
years that have elapsed since the revolution, despite all the rhetoric, very little
has been done to fundamentally alter the dependent capitalist economic struc-
ture inherited from the old regime.”3

These factors should guarantee the IRI'S ties with the West and provide a
strong anticommunist element in 1R1 foreign peolicy. Ibrahim Yazdi's statement
that “at least Americans believe in God" was not an empty phrase. Similar
beliefs were echoed by Rafsanjani when he said: “We do not have ill feelings
that he [Reagan] has sent a Bible. He is, after all, a Christian and believes in
the Bible and knows that, as Moslems, we accept Jesus and the Bible in
principle. He, therefore, found a common denominator between himself and
us.”* Therefore, though the iRt leadership may want to create an indepen-
dent (mostagell) Iran, both politically (estellal-e siyasi) and economically
(khodkafa'i-e eqtesadi), this may not become a reality. And how a dependent
economy will affect the political independence of the IRI only time will tell.

In answering the third question, concerning the future direction of Iran’s
one must consider the factor that will affect the country’s short-
term future more than any other—namely, its postwar reconstruction. With the
Tran-Iraq war at an end, the reconstruction policies of the immediate future are
becoming an important foreign policy issue. It is evident that Iran by itself
cannot repair the damage to its economy, which is estimated to have run in the
hundreds of billions of dollars; the country will need all the help it can find. At
the time of the cease-fire, the Islamic leaders realized this fact very clearly, and
there soon began talk of collaboration with both the West and the East and even
of allowing investments by multinational corporations.

Nevertheless, although the need for cooperation with the outside world
will moderate 11 foreign relations, it will also widen the gap between those who
wish to conduct the reconstruction with outside involvement and those who
wish to do the job by relying on Lran’s very limited domestic resources. In this
context, factional tension intensified in 1988-89. In a September 1988 speech
Khamene'i, a conservative, complained that the same people who wanted the
nfront the Iragi army with Molotov cocktails now were saying that
t be achieved by relying only on Iran's domestic resources. 3
At the opposite end of the spectrum, Musavi warned about the dangers of
dependency on the multinationals, and added, “If we become careless and build
upadebtofa few tens of billions of dollars in a few years, then America does
not have to fear our political and Islamic slogans since it will have all the levers
for the control of our revolution.” As of 1989, the pragmatists occupy the
ctrum, and their task is either to find a common denominator
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Jmﬁimm_._ the two extremes or to side with one of them against the other, D
tically they sided with the isolationists up to the summer of Emm. wonwnm-
nmnonmwcnmom they have tended to lean toward the conservatives G ﬁ“ i ﬁ“m
Gmm.. H.D._mu_.:ﬂa gave his support to the pragmatists. But his HmEEw.ﬁm ow rec o
struction in October of that year showed a hard-line approach. In a lat 9..7
sage to the people he rejected cooperation with the “criminal mo.snn Cmmwn_mnmﬁ
the “world-devouring United States,” and added, “As long as I live, I m: e
.Mm.os. the Mﬁ& direction of our policies to change.” 7 It is not clear ro,é H”_“nzamm
is was rhetoric and how muc ini si i
i o o h was real, however, for Khomeini sided with the

Epilogue

The Satanic Verses

The crisis over Salman Rushdie’s The Satanic Verses in early 1989 sud
denly gave a new direction to the foreign policy of the wi. After viol .P
amBosmﬁ.Eoum in Pakistan and India denouncing Rushdie Euow:nma in m,nun:
ary 1989 issued a decree calling for Rushdie’s death. A mmi days later, o:M_M
mm_uEE..w. Khomeini openly attacked those liberals who tried to Ezmma th
HMQEMOMJE.w mcﬁ_os.m:m these events some twelve West European mc<n35mah
ww”mmiwwﬂnmwﬂmamzn missions in Tehran to express their objections to

. __m =09m=.m else, the Salman Rushdie crisis showed, once again, Kh
meini’s nmm.nsza and decisive role in the decision-making processes of n.:n Eo-
But why did he decide to take such an extreme action? Did not this m ;
noEEn:.u reversal of the rapprochement policy and thus a strong setback mm.w ﬂrm
vn..mawcmﬁ_.u What factors, other than the book itself, effected such a sudd .
shift of policy, and how strategic was this policy reversal? e
] Khomeini's .::zmm angry reaction to The Satanic Verses and his death

ecree for Rushdie may have been more of an emotional outburst than a pre
planned move against the pragmatists. A similar outburst had occurred mw .
weeks m.ﬁ:m_.. In that case Khomeini had asked for the severe punishme ﬁosm
five radio officials who were responsible for a distespectful program re E_M. N
the daughter of the Prophet Mohammad. A woman interviewed on the m._d a
had suggested that her role model was a Japanese television _unaosm_ivummaa
the prophet’s daughter, Fatima. In his angry response, Khomeini called fi m“:
death of those responsible if it was intentional and heavy punishment if it was
not. A few days later he forgave all of them. e
Whether the outburst against Rushdie was deliberate or spontaneous, the
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outcome was advantageous to the radical-statists and Em: isolationist policy. M_W
terms of the IRU's relations with the West, it looked as if irﬁn,.nn.ﬁﬂ ?Mwﬁg
tists had planned during the last few years was destroyed .o<m:=m H.w e
preparations for normalization with the West were swept mm_n._o by the HE" hdie
storm, On the other hand, not surprisingly, the crnsis resulted in closer relation
v mewmmnr&n turn of events in the IRI’s foreign policy and @omﬂn:””w
apparent tough anti-Western rhetoric, one .:.Emn note that aoamwcn w.: )
power base of the advocates of the mﬂmm_:mzm approach was w::d ¥ ”o_._m M ”
Khomeini may have discarded, for the time being, the Emmam:.n u@?ﬂmn . um
he did not move against the pragmatists in any other form. This left them in
mcdu.m%w ”“MMW mdicam feature of the early 1989 developments was Khomeini’s
vacillation: It was he who supported the rapprochement efforts of ?a Emm.:._“-
tists. It was he who accepted peace with Irag .Ea .mrcnwﬂ the Em_nu_;mnwm”_mum
And in early 1989 it was he who changed aﬁnn:oq._ mmmun and mnmaw mn__ e
supporting the isolationists. Yet this EMSQ of vacillation amgmmm :n”v_ -~
factions also suggested that the latest shift in moéEa.EE policy E._w wuﬁ.osm
long term either. The death decree, although damaging ”.o the IRI's Telatl s
with the West, might very well have helped the state satisfy supporters s.:
were both fanatical and disappointed with the war’s outcome and the rapproche-
Emnﬁqﬂc“w.m a point in revolutionary §o<n:_n§.m <u_rn= the leaders E:omn.:e_n,m
have been devoted to the revolution may stand in its way; they may, mn"_ :Bwu.
start to damage the system they want to save. Mao Nﬂo:m had RmnMn:. mc.nnnw
stage toward the end of his life. Brezhnev's _u.no_oamna ___ammm.éoimr n_m ai 1o
to manipulate his authority. It is entirely mcmm.&_n E“.: ﬁuoﬂ.mﬁ_. amH“ & m_.:_wm
point as well. Because of his authority and his mvme.a. position in the MHE Em g
elite, Khomeini's vacillation between different policies left Iran with no firm

long-term policies while he was alive.

The Post-Khomeini Period

In the aftermath of Khomeini's death on 3 H.zun.Emc. Enn.n have been
strong signs that the pragmatists have resumed m.ﬁ:. drive for the Haw_nam_ﬂwu
tion of their program. To begin with, Khamene'i was .mn_mnﬁn_ to n% mmn ho-
meini as fagih. This move was a political compromise ,an?.{nm.m _n Em E:w
more than anything else. That Khamene'i was a political n#o.ﬁm is clear, for \
does not have the religious authority required 8. be ESE&E 3 nmEunnEwnp.
Khamene'i and the conservatives have no great differences with the pragmatists
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over foreign policy, but they are in opposition to the radicals on almost every
issue.

The IR! constitution was modified in a referendum held on 28 July 1989,
the same day as the presidential election. The most important element of change
was the concentration of power in the office of the president and the elimination
of the prime minister’s post (the radicals’ power base). Rafsanjani won the
presidency by an overwhelming majority. In the Majles, the powerful position
of the head of the foreign affairs subcommittee was taken away from Sadeq
Khalkhali, a radical, and given to Said Raja‘i-Khorasani, a pragmatist and
former I1rt ambassador to the United Nations.

Regarding the Soviet bloc, relations have already improved dramatically.

The multimillion-dollar agreements signed between the 1r1 and the Ussk would
have been inconceivable only two years ago. Regarding the West, Rafsanjani
did not waste much time and sent out friendly signals only five days after
Khomeini's death. In an interview with foreign reporters in Tehran he talked
about the IRI’s desire to have normal relations with the West if domination was
not part of the deal.*® As of August 1989, the domination of the pragmatists
appears to be strong.
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