1.)
The contemporary foreign policy of the Islamic Republic of Iran is under close scrutiny from the international community for multiple issues and concerns, most notably its nuclear program. There are three areas of Iranian foreign policy that are of particular importance. First, of course, is Iran’s nuclear enrichment program which has incited not only sanctions but intense international animosity and enhanced concern in regards to its intentions. Second, the formulation of foreign policy in Iran is highly motivated by Iraq. Since the early days of the Islamic Republic and subsequent eight year war that ensued, Iraq has been a focal point for Iranian foreign policy. Currently Iraq is of grave importance to Iran and the Middle East as a whole. The U.S. led invasion toppled Saddam Hussein’s oppressive government and left the country in a state of disarray which has Iran in a pivotal position to exert her influence on the political development in Iraq.  Finally, the involvement of Iran in regional affairs within the Middle East is of great importance to the construction and implementation of Iranian foreign policy. The international community has made extensive accusations and gathered a large amount of evidence supporting its claims that Iran backs, financially and militarily, the activities of violent rouge organizations such as Hezbollah. 
Iran’s political and economic structure has incrementally affected its foreign policy. Transitioning between the political leadership of the reformist agenda of former President Khatami to the current ultra-conservative radical approach of Ahmedinejad, Iran’s political agenda has fluctuated sometimes drastically with the rest of the world only able to watch with nervous eyes. Oil in Iran, as in most Middle Eastern countries with the same resource, has also affected Iran’s foreign policy as well as introduced a new problem; domestic energy consumptions are straining Iran’s economy and its resources; this coupled with the declining oil production in Iran has helped to put Iran’s economy in dire conditions. Other domestic issues in Iran include its porous borders with other countries, namely Afghanistan which because of poor border security has allowed heroin and other illegal drugs and illicit goods to flow easily into Iran. Unemployment and the low standard of living in Iran have led to ambitious but unfortunately improbable promises of domestic reform by Ahmedinejad. These domestic concerns along with current international sanctions are not thwarting Iran off of her main course to maintain its nuclear program. Although these problems will likely have a deteriorating effect on the country this has not waned the international communities’ concern and their efforts to harness Iran’s current aggressive foreign policy. 
Iran’s nuclear program has been a longstanding issue with the rest of the world. Started almost 50 years ago with a research reactor purchased from the United States in 1959, the Iranian stance on its nuclear development has been attested to be for peaceful purposes. Iran asserts that a nuclear program is essential to the survival of Iran due to rising domestic energy consumption. Although Iran has a vast supply of oil and other natural resources those, argues Iran, are to ensure generation of foreign currency. 
Currently Iran is seeking to complete construction of its commercial-scale nuclear power plant to contain a planned 50,000 centrifuges for uranium enrichment. This particular plant is of international concern because part of the construction is underground, suggesting the lack of transparency to be for reasons concealing a weapons program. Iran also has a pilot-scale plant with a planned 1,000 centrifuges. Another questionable activity in the nuclear realm is Iran’s plutonium enrichment programs. In 2003 Iran revealed that it had conducted plutonium reprocessing experiments. Also, Iran has been developing a heavy water program to moderate and cool a planned IR-40 reactor.   
The United States along with the rest of the global community emphasize the acceptability of a peaceful nuclear energy program; however Iran has not fully complied with the IAEA inspections and several UN resolutions. Iran’s non-compliance has led the international community to urge Iran to cease its enrichment program until the IAEA can inspect and reach an accord of compliance of its requirements. Iran has defied this request and though they suspended enrichment in 2003, reneged in 2006 under Ahmedinejad and continued enrichment. The heavy water production plant has been operational since 2004 and in 2006; Iran announced its plans to double production. These bold deviances have led the UN to issue sanctions against Iran and have also helped to further develop the argument for military intervention. 
Iran’s nuclear program is currently under great international scrutiny and the suspension of its enrichment seems unlikely. This raises significant questions in regards to the proper direction Iran should take in the development of its foreign policy. Continued disregard for international requests (and now, demands) for compliance of IAEA regulations and international standards could very well lead the Islamic Republic to a conflict which they lack the means of engagement to ensure success. Although Iran insists a peaceful intent in its nuclear program, its lack of transparency in achieving this peaceful outcome has brought the country closer to a conflict they cannot win.

Another facet to Iran’s foreign policy objectives is its policies towards Iraq. Iraq has long been an important neighbor to Iran; albeit usually in a negative context. Since the Iraq-Iran war which lasted eight years in the 1980s, there have been multiple issues regarding Iraq and how to deal with them. The early 1990’s saw a newly invigorated diplomacy between Khomeini and Saddam Hussein though tensions were still apparent. Iraq has lately been a pivotal piece of Iranian intent. With the Shia majority in Iran beginning to exert interest in the development of the newly liberated Iraq, tensions within both countries have heightened. Iraq is in a very ignorant state, meaning in very simplistic terms, it doesn’t know what it is going to be when it grows up. Iran wishes to play an influential role model for the developing Iraq with its Shia majority encouraging and supporting both financially and militarily the Shia movement in Iraq to be dominating political party. This will ensure an alliance between two large and powerful Middle Eastern countries and will not only further develop and strengthen Iran’s economy but will give Iran another friend in the region it wishes to dominate. 

Iranian involvement in regional activities and organizations play another important factor in the development and implementation of its foreign policy. The most notable of Iran’s involvement with regional activities and organizations is its involvement in the Islamic militant group Hezbollah. Iran has aided Hezbollah operations financially and militarily by offering arms and funding to them. The aid to Hezbollah is evidence of Iran’s support of the Islamic revolution and support of the Palestinian Authority and denial of the state of Israel. Ahmedinejad has vehemently opposed Israel and has consequently solicited international outrage in regards to Iran’s animosity towards Israel and his doubts on the historical evidence of the Holocaust and his push for further research on the subject. Iran’s involvement in other organizations and regional activities will be discussed in later questions. 

Why has Iran become so aggressive in its foreign policy and why are the major issues of its foreign policy, previously detailed, important to Iran? These answers can be achieved by examining the goals of Iran’s foreign policy. These goals can be understood by focusing on three major points: (1) Iran’s opposition to the United States and Israel; (2) the elimination of outside influences in the region; and (3) building diplomatic contacts with developing and non-aligned countries. 


First, Iran opposes the United States for what it sees as its negative influence in the Middle East; an area which Iran wishes to be a regional leader. Iran’s welcoming of the U.S. led invasion into Iraq in 2003 was blanketed by its distaste for Saddam Hussein; however, now that the dictator has been toppled by the U.S. with Iran’s encouragement and support, Iran has been suspected of supporting attacks on U.S. forces by Shia militia in Iraq. Iran aspires to be of great influence to the newly formed Iraqi government and the U.S. presence there has and will continue to present restrictions to Iranian influence. Iran’s support of the Palestinian Authority and Islamic militant groups such as Hezbollah in Lebanon reiterates its disagreement of the State of Israel. Iran has long been a major supporter of the creation of a Palestinian state and the destruction of Jewish Israel.


Secondly, Iran has sought to eliminate outside influences in the region for reasons that again relate to Iran’s desire to be a regional superpower. Iran sees the U.S., U.K. and other “western” powers in the Persian Gulf as a hindrance for further Iranian influence and control in the Middle East. The desire for Iran to become a dominating figure in the region is evident in its ambitious and defiant nuclear agenda. Though the truth behind Iranian nuclear program is inconspicuous, it can almost surely be assumed that whether for peaceful aspirations of supplemental energy or for becoming a nuclear weapons holder, Iran wishes to be in control of itself and be able to make decisions without the threat of the west. 


Finally, Iran seeks to gain support from non-aligned countries and developing countries. This will be discussed in further detail in later responses, but to offer a generalized answer would be to simply say that Iran cannot become what it wants to become without support. The fact that Iran seeks support from non-Western powers is of no surprise. Iran has improved its relations with Russia, Pakistan and China and has formed economic ties to them as well. Iranian-Syrian relations have also improved and alliances have been formed with other countries in the region. The country with potentially important contributions for Iranian power and influence is, of course, Iraq. With Iraq still in a state of political, societal, and economic chaos, it remains to be seen what will come of Iran-Iraq relations in the future. 


There are not many domestic hurdles that Iran needs to overcome because Iran is in an aggressive mode at the moment lead by a radical administration. Societal concerns have been waned in the current climate. Iran’s high unemployment and rising domestic energy consumption have and will continue to hurt its economy, but with the regional support that Iran has been pursuing along with Russian support and an enhanced nuclear program, Iran may bounce out of economic regression and become a regional supplier of energy. With reliance on Iran, other countries will invest in the country and will boost Iran’s economy. One more domestic issue of note is Iran’s very porous borders, most notably Afghanistan, which has contributed to a massive flow of drugs and other illicit substances into Iran. This is a common problem among many nations however, and assumedly will not be detrimental to Iranian stability. 

2.)
Throughout Iran’s long history, the country has seen many allies and enemies.   Today Iran is looking to the future by industrializing the county through nuclear power.  This issue along with the issue of state sponsored terrorism has made Iran many enemies in the West.  Iran is a resource rich country when it comes to oil.  Behind Saudi Arabia, Iran is currently the 2nd most producer of oil in OPEC.  Because of its amount of oil reserves, Iran has been the target of foreign influence in the past.  Germany and Britain looked upon it as an important strategic region in the Second World War.   After the war, the United States had great influence in the post world war government until the Shah was overthrown in 1979.  Today, Iran stands as a religious Islamic state in the Middle East.  

Iran’s enemies currently are the United States, Great Britain and Israel.  The terrorist attacks on the United States on September 11, 2001, made the Bush administration take the fight to the terrorists where ever they hide.  Later that year the United States began their invasion of Afghanistan and began to influence many Middle East affairs.  Osama Bin Laden and the Talban became the target of the U.S invasion of 2001.  January 2002 brought the first State of the Union address since the attacks.  United States President Gorge W. Bush named Iraq, Iran and North Korea the “Axis of Evil” because of their sponsorship of terrorism and desire to possess weapons of mass destruction.  With those three words, “Axis of Evil”, President Bush had provoked a country that had no ties to the group that carried out the attacks on the United States in 2001.  Early 2003 brought the invasion of the country of Iraq, which was a start of renewed U.S intervention in the Middle East.  Iran now saw the United States as a threat to their national security.  Not only was the most powerful army in the world in their backyard but they invaded a sovereign country without approval from the United Nations.  The real turning point in U.S. and Iranian friendship is over Iran’s nuclear ambitions.  In August 2002, it was brought to the world’s attention that Iran was building a nuclear power plant in a joint venture with Russia.  This agreement for Russia to build a nuclear power plant for the Iranians goes back to the 1970s when the agreement was signed.  The problem is that the Iranians did not tell the world about its nuclear ambitions, prompting many to say that Iran was seeking nuclear weapons.  Top Iranian officials have told both the United States and the world that their nuclear ambitions are for peaceful purposes.  They can see that oil will not last forever and nuclear power in a cheap way to power the countries ever growing industrial needs, allowing oil to be exported for greater profit.  As the United States continues to bully Iran into stopping their nuclear plans, Iran has defied the United States and its allies prompting many western countries including Great Britain and France to seek a resolution in the United Nations to stop Iran from going nuclear.

Another touchy point between Iran and the United states has been Iraq.  Since the overthrow of Saddam Hussein in 2003 Iraq has been a mess with the three largest ethnic groups in a civil war.  The largest group is the Iraqi Shiites who were persecuted during Saddam’s reign but now make up the ruling majority of the country.  Iran also being shi’a Muslims have been accused by the United States for helping Shi’a insurgents in Iraq.  Top United States commanders have accused Iran of supplying weapons and materials for roadside bombs to the insurgents.  Although U.S officials have shown evidence, the Iranian Government has refused to acknowledge involvement. 

Overall, Iran sees the United States as a foe in the ways that the United States is a superpower and is an economically strong country that is exploiting foreign nations for their imperialist ambitions.  They have seen the United States directly interfere in their affairs in the past and can see this maybe happening again.

Another country that Iran sees as an enemy is the state of Israel.  From the beginning Iranian Revolution leader Ayatollah Khomeini announced that Israel is an “enemy of Islam”.  Soon after the revolution, Iran withdrew its recognition of the state of Israel and cut off all official ties.  Under Iranian president Khatami the two nations worked to try to improve relations.  However in 2006 current president Ahmadinejad called for the destruction of Israel and denied that the holocaust had ever happened.  Iran also believes that Palestine should replace the state of Israel.  Israel has publicly announced that if it comes to it Israeli military will stop Iran from going nuclear itself.             

Iran is in an oddball in the Middle East, Iranians are not Arab but Persian, decedents of the Persian Empire.  The citizens of Iran, also, do not speak Arabic but Farsi, a Persian language, instead.  Although they are not considered Arab, Iranians practice Islam.  Even though they are both Islamic, the two groups differ in the way that Iranians are Shi’a Muslims while a majority of the Arab world is Sunni.  Being Shi’a, Iranians and many Iraqis share a religious bond.    

Russia is probably the closest thing to a friend that Iran has.  The Soviet Union was given a contract in the 1990s to build a nuclear power plant for Iran.  The site is 17 kilometers south of the city of Bushehr.  The contract for Russia to build the plant dates back to 1975.  In 1995, Russia agreed to resume work on the plant.  As of 2007, the nuclear power plant is expected to be fully operational by 2010, only three years behind schedule.  The IAEA announced in 2004 that the Bushehr facility is a not an international concern because it was a bilateral Russian-Iranian project intended to produce nuclear energy. The reactor is under full IAEA safeguards.  Throughout its post communist years Russia has become better friends with Iran and other nations that surround Russia.  In October 2007, in a conference of Caspian Sea states, Russian president Vladimir Putin made it clear that outside nations should not interfere in nations that border the Caspian Sea.  He went on to say that that no Caspian Sea state should allow foreign armies to attack another Caspian nation from within their borders.  Putin and Russia have been a strong supporter and ally to Iran regarding their nuclear program.  In 2005, Putin said he was convinced that Russia is not developing thermal nuclear weapons.  Moreover, along with Russia, China has blocked any sanctions that the west has tried to pass against Iran and supported their right to have nuclear power.

3.)
The five domestic variables contribute much in Iranian foreign policy. The five variables are listed below along with how they pertain to Iran and its foreign policy decision making processes.

Idiosyncratic: Currently, this domestic variable may be the most important with the much contested leadership of President Mahmoud Ahmedinejad. His opposition to the Jewish state of Israel and the blatant disregard for respecting of the Holocaust (pressing for further research to prove its existence) has put him in a very negative international context. He is an ultraconservative Islamic revolutionary radical and manages his government accordingly. The separation of the “role” variable with the idiosyncratic is often blurred with Ahmedinejad. He along with Supreme Leader Khomeini, represent staunch affective personalities who have and will continue to shape their foreign policy along the lines of their thinking and beliefs. 
Role: The concept of “role” in Iran is important, however, the ideology attached to that role has to be understood. Iran wishes to see itself as a regional power, so the roles of Supreme Leader and of President have to be fulfilled by strong men. Khomeini has relinquished most authority to Ahmedinejad who, unlike his predecessor Khatami, he is closely aligned ideologically to. The Islamic Republic of Iran has evolved past the reformist leadership in the 1990s and has developed into a radicalist nation with aggressive leadership by Ahmedinejad and aggressive foreign policies.  
Governmental: Iran is a dual government with the highest level being that of Supreme Leader (Khomeini) and also consists of a Council of Guardians. At the Lower level, there is the Executive office of the Presidency (Ahmedinejad) and below him his cabinet consisting of 21 Vice Presidents. There is a legislative branch that is unicameral and consists of an Iranian Parliament (Majlis) who has the power (supposedly) to either approve or disapprove the appointment of the President. There is also a Foreign Ministry, a Defense Ministry, and Expediency Council, and the High Council for National Security. 
Societal: Some highlights of the Iranian societal domestic variable include: national pride; dedication to the ideas of Islam; suspicion of Western influence; a majority of a young population which tends to be more liberal and questions Iranian decisions and foreign policy objectives (they seem to more frequently clash with the Iranian government); a society that is straying away from original ideas and pressing a move towards the more pragmatic approach; a society that is unfortunately contrasted by the strong radical ideas of the government; and finally a harnessed media that enjoyed some liberalist free press under Khatami, but now suffers harsher restrictions under Ahmedinejad.
Systemic: Iran is an oil rich country with few other natural resources.  Its economy is a planned one, meaning the government own and controls the means of production.  This limits the economy from operating efficiently, leading to high unemployment and inflation, factors that are usually inversely related.  Its geographic location puts it literally in the middle of the world.  Unlike the United States who is boarded by two countries and is separated from the rest of the world by to oceans, Iran is bordered by seven other countries and lies along three narrowly controlled seas, making it vulnerable to attack on all side.  The manner in which Iran’s foreign policy is affected by these facts is greatly underemphasized.  Because of porous boarders and a poor economy Iran faces many limitations when formulating foreign policy which could adversely affect the future of the country. 

4.)
The resources available to Iran to implement its foreign policy objectives are by no means vast. Iran relies heavily on outside regional and non-aligned support. Most notably, Russia has invested in Iran’s nuclear program, though probably not completely altruistic, this aid has helped to further enhance and had vigor to Iran’s nuclear advancements. Iran’s dependency on outside resources is probably its greatest threat. If the regional support and funding by other nations such as Russia is retracted, Iran’s unstable economy could crumble and its nuclear programs eliminated.

Economists estimate Iran’s unemployment rate to be at around 20 percent (Iranian government officials put it at around 15 percent). With such high unemployment in a semi-developed transition economy could present an issue to Iran’s aspirations to be a regional power. With an economy reliant on its oil production and a rising domestic consumption of energy, Iran’s pursuance of its nuclear program for peaceful purposes seems validated. Although, if Iran is to sustain its economy, encourage growth of the nation and exert influence on the region, greater transparency of its nuclear program is necessary. Cooperation with the IAEA and UN requests could help alleviate the economic sanctions already in place on Iran and prevent further sanction implementations and possible aggressive action from being taken. 


To assure a Shia Iraq would be to ensure a neighboring ally to Iran. Iran is working closely, albeit at times secret and coercively, with groups in Iraq to influence Shia domination in the newly formed Iraqi government. Iran’s military capabilities to physically exude influence and control in the region pale in comparison to the U.S. and other Western countries but have been attested to be the Middle East’s most powerful armed forces. Iran’s active military personnel numbers at around 545,000 and its armed forces capabilities are largely kept secret. It is suspected that Iran has developed an ABM/IRBM system and has many other secret military capabilities. These secret capabilities of the Iranian armed forces coupled with the suspected nuclear weapons development put Iran in a very influential and feared position. 

5.)
Iran has a strong sense of Ideology and nationalism.  Iran’s rich history has contributed to both of these.  The state of Iran can be traced back to the glory days of the Persian Empire, when the kings of Persia ruled much of Asia.  Although today’s culture and religion are very different from the past many see themselves as being part of a modern day Persian Empire. 

Islamic Ideology is the strongest ideology of all others in Iran.  The Islamic revolution of 1979 produced a state that bases its laws and how its citizens live their lives based on the Koran.  With the emergence of the Islamic Republic of Iran in the 1980s, leaders called for a movement where the countries laws and political systems are based on the teachings of Muhammad and the Islamic holy book.  The founders of the state hoped other Islamic states would embrace Islamic fundamentalist ideals and Iran’s leaders supported Islamic fundamental groups throughout the Middle East.  Although the movement never caught on, it is still very much alive inside Iran today.  One of the reasons that Islamic state control never caught on in many Middle Eastern countries is because of the greater influence and power of the two Cold War super powers.


Scholars of fundamental Islam believe in Islamism in which Islam is not just a religion but also a political system and its teachings should be preeminent in all facets of society.  In Iran today, Islamism is still the central force within the government.  Since the revolution, there has been little conflict in the way Iran is being ruled.  The Supreme Leader still has full authority in the government.   Islamic fundamentalist ideology calls for a weak Executive Branch that has no real decision making power and is mostly a figure head.  It is unclear if a majority of Iranian citizens are strong supporters of Islamic Ideology because they are controlled by government officials and have to be careful what they say about the government.
Iranian ideology drives the foreign policy for the country.  Iran, from the early 1980s has supported many religious fundamental groups including Hezbollah.  Founded in 1982 the group is based in Lebanon and follows Iran’s Shi’a ideology that was developed by Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, leader of Iran’s 1979 revolution.  Hezbollah emerged in the mist of the Lebanon civil war and has received money, training and weapons from Iran.  Hezbollah is not the only Islamic fundamental group that Iran has helped.  Others include; The Islamic Brotherhood and Hamas.  Today Iran looks to industrialize itself and become a great power in the Middle East.  

Nationalists’ parties are banned by the government of Iran; however, this does not stop Iranian citizens from having a strong sense of nationalism.  Iranian nationalism dates back to the Persian Empire under King Darius the great in 5th century B.C.E.  He declared himself a Persian and his son a Persian starting the Persian lineage.  Today, Iran is an oddball in the Middle East.   Iranians are not Arabs instead they are Persians and speak Farsi instead of Arabic.  Some Iranians look down on the Arabs as primitive.  Many of Iran’s citizens feel that they have a cultural dominance in the region.   Iranians feel that they share a common identity through language, history, religion and traditions.  Many Iranians that are in exile feel that nationality needs to be emphasized to overcome the mistreatment by the government.  They feel that the common link that all Iranians share can be seen even under a fundamental religious regime.  Many authors say it is the government and not the people that promote the Islamic world versus the West.  In an article called “Call me Persian, Not Moslem”, Farhad Mafie writes that it is harder for Iranian citizens to express their nationalism and practice their traditions with the government always watching.  One place where the government has been allowing nationalism to prevail is in sporting matches.  Iranian citizens flock by the tens of thousands to see their national teams.  Today, Iranian citizens are finding ways to merge Iranian ideology with nationalism.

Since the 1979 revolution, it is ideology that is the dominate force in Iran.  Some Iranians have learned to mix nationalism with ideology to feel like they have a part in their country.  As Iran industrializes, many feel that they will gain a new sense of national pride.

6.) 
Iran is a member of more than fifty international organizations, ranging from regional organization such as The Organization of the Islamic Conference (OIC), the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM), and Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), to global organizations such as the United Nations (UN), International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), and The World Health Organization (WHO).  Although, Iran is involved in many organizations around its region and in the world, it chooses to actively participate in only the organizations that further its foreign policy objectives, which include but are not limited to, United States and Israel opposition, elimination of outside influence in the region, and diplomatic contacts with developing and non-aligned countries.

Iran sees itself has a regional power in the Middle East due to its nationalistic tendencies resulting from the revolution in 1979.  Because of this, and differing religious beliefs, it does not ally itself with other powerful states in the region such as Saudi Arabia, but is instead many times in conflict with such states.  However, because of this constant potential for conflict, more concern is given to neighboring countries then any others, and therefore involvement in regional organizations is necessary.  Iran’s alliances and involvement in organizations, both international and regional, are based on a set of preferences that decide how much involvement Iran will have.  Because Iran is founded off Muslim ideology, it lends more toward peace resolutions with other Muslim dominate states.  Iran is also involved in groups allying the third world, but is not as active in these groups as the first two mentioned. The last is Iran will involve itself in an organization if it benefits economically from the association.
