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1-INTRODUCTION

Over the past two centuries, Iran’s foreign policy has undergone profound transforma-
tions. These shifts span efforts to safeguard the country’s territorial integrity during
the Qajar era, alignment with Western powers under the second Pahlavi monarchy, and
the emergence of an anti-hegemonic and anti-Western state during the Islamic Repub-
lic. These transitions have shaped distinct conceptions of “self” and “other” within the
historical trajectory of Iran’s foreign policy, raising a fundamental question: Why have
successive Iranian governments during the Qajar, Pahlavi, and Islamic Republic periods
adopted divergent and often conflicting interpretations of “national interests” in their
foreign policy strategies? Furthermore, despite the relative stability of Iran’s geopolitical
conditions and the material dimensions of “national interests” over the past century, why
have definitions of identity and interests, as well as perceptions of allies and adversaries,
undergone significant and foundational changes across these distinct political eras? This
research reveals that the historical confrontation with the West has profoundly shaped
Iran’s foreign relations, resulting in the formation of two overarching identity constructs
within the collective memory of Iranian leaders. These constructs have played a central
role in shaping their understanding of national interests and guiding the evolution of for-

eign policy across different periods.
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2-THEORETICALFRAMEWORK

In constructivist theory, the international system is conceptualized as “socially con-
structed,” grounded in notions such as the “national self” and the “national other,” which
emerge through processes of human cognition and interaction. These interactions serve
as the foundation for identity formation, with constructivism treating the distinction be-
tween national identity and other forms of political or social identities as a fundamental
premise. The construction of identity within constructivist thought is predicated on the
dynamics of the “similar other” and the “alienated other.” Identity is reproduced through
processes of representation, which are inherently tied to language and discourse. No-
tably, silence is as consequential as articulated expressions within these processes. Ac-
cordingly, the similarities of “similar others” are as integral as the differences of “alien-
ated others” in the reproduction of identity and the formulation of national interests.
Alexander Wendt’s constructivist framework situates the concept of “national interests”
on four core pillars: physical survival, economic welfare, independence, and collective
self-esteem. Wendt further emphasizes the dialectical relationship between the “Me” and
the “I where the “Me” refers to the self as it is constructed through the gaze of others, a
perception that may be characterized by either conflict or cooperation. In this context,
both adversaries and allies play indispensable roles in shaping identity through the as-
signment and enactment of roles. Within this paradigm, the “self” conveys signals to the
“other” based on its interpretation of the environment, while the “other” responds in ac-
cordance with its own contextual understanding. This reciprocal exchange of signals un-
derpins the relational dynamics between the self and the other, which manifest in three
primary forms: “friend,” “enemy, or “rival” These iterative interactions lead to the forma-
tion of four distinct types of identity: corporate identity, type identity, role identity, and
collective identity. Each identity type encompasses specific interests that not only shape
behavior but also provide an interpretive framework for analyzing political phenomena.
Through this lens, one can better understand the influence of national identity compo-
nents—such as nationalism, ethnicity, religion, and language—in shaping perceptions of

and engagements with the international environment.

3- METHODOLOGY

This study employs a qualitative research methodology, incorporating a meta-analytical
approach to examine the perspectives of Iranian governments over the past two cen-
turies on the concepts of national interests and nationality. This method is utilized as a
practical framework for applying constructivist theory, offering a significant advantage in
analyzing the dynamics of antagonism between identity paradigms and the discourse of
the “self” versus the counter-discourse of the “other” in Iran’s foreign policy. By adopting
this approach, the study seeks to provide a comprehensive understanding of the interplay
between these paradigms and their influence on shaping Iran’s foreign policy orienta-

tions.
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4- RESULTS & DISCUSSION

The trajectory of Iran’s foreign policy has undergone substantial transformations across
historical periods, influenced heavily by internal dynamics and external pressures. These
transformations reflect the interplay of power politics, identity discourses, and shifting

global alignments.
4.1. Foreign Policy During the Qajar Era

During the Qajar period, the pervasive influence of colonial powers—primarily Russia and
Britain—had a profound impact on the shaping of Iran’s national interests. These interests
were often defined in terms of increased political and economic alignment with these domi-
nant powers. By the late Qajar period, Britain came to assume the role of a “friend” in the Ira-
nian foreign policy framework, leading to a pronounced inclination toward closer ties with
Britain. However, neither alignment with Britain nor with Russia effectively safeguarded
Iran’s national interests during this time. Both powers annexed significant portions of Ira-

nian territory, resultingin irreversible territoriallosses and undermining Iran’s sovereignty.
4.2.Foreign Policy Under Reza Shah

The foreign policy of Iran under Reza Shah was predicated on the delicate task of bal-
ancing power between the Soviet Union and Britain. This policy orientation sought to
navigate the competing interests of these powers while maintaining Iran’s autonomy.
Germany later emerged as a “third force” in this balance of power, further complicating
the geopolitical landscape. During this era, the discourse of “Iranian nationalism” gained
traction as a potent ideological force, becoming a cornerstone for shaping and consoli-
dating foreign policy. This nationalist sentiment translated into efforts aimed at extricat-
ing Iran from Russian and British influence. Despite these ambitions, Iran’s national inter-
ests were not fully realized, as the country faced occupation by Soviet and British forces
during World War II.

4.3.Foreign Policy Under Mohammad Reza Pahlavi

The foreign policy of Mohammad Reza Pahlavi’s reign (1941-1979) can be divided into four
phases: Phase One (1941-1951): Iran pursued a “positive balance” strategy under Prime
Minister Qavam al-Saltaneh, leveraging both domestic and international opportunities
to advance national interests. During this phase, foreign policy was largely led by the
Prime Minister, with the Shah playing an advisory role. Phase Two (1951-1953): Under
Prime Minister Mossadegh, Iran adopted a “negative balance” strategy, aiming to reduce
dependence on foreign powers. However, this approach failed and culminated in the 1953
coup, a significant turning point in Iran’s political landscape. Phase Three (1953-1963):
This period saw the rise of “positive nationalism” as a reaction to Mossadegh'’s policies,
aimed at recalibrating relations with the West while safeguarding national interests. De-

spite minimal external threats, public skepticism about foreign policy remained, shaped
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by the aftermath of the 1953 coup. Phase Four (1963-1979): Iran pursued an “independent
national policy,” striving for greater autonomy in foreign affairs. However, this strategy
did not deliver significant results and contributed to the Shah’'s downfall, culminating in

the Islamic Revolution of 1979.
4.4.Foreign Policy During the Islamic Republic Era

The foreign policy of the Islamic Republic represents a marked departure from previous
eras, characterized by a strong adversarial stance toward the West. This period saw the
emergence of identity discourses such as Islamism and anti-colonialism, which became
central to Iran’s foreign policy narrative. A concerted effort to dismantle pre-revolution-
ary identity roles and a rejection of East-West power dynamics defined the contours of
Iran’s international engagement. Although certain adjustments were made in response
to post-war conditions, the fundamental nature of Iran’s foreign policy remained con-
sistent. Under President Khatami, Iran attempted to align with Western norms through
initiatives such as the “Dialogue of Civilizations.” However, domestic opposition and mis-
understandings regarding Iran’s nuclear program limited the effectiveness of this policy.
President Ahmadinejad later introduced the slogan “Reforming World Management” as
a counter-hegemonic strategy. Yet, this approach faced significant resistance both do-
mestically and internationally. Similarly, President Rouhani sought to project Iran as a
“development-oriented state” by pursuing rapprochement with the West. Despite these
efforts, actions by Western powers, particularly under the Trump administration, under-

mined Rouhani’s policy, rendering it largely unsuccessful.

5- CONCLUSIONS & SUGGESTIONS

In the history of Iran’s foreign relations, the logic underpinning the nation’s national in-
terests—both in the pre-revolutionary (Qajar and Pahlavi) and post-revolutionary (Islam-
ic Republic) eras—is intrinsically tied to how Iranian policymakers have conceptualized
the West. This study seeks to illuminate the critical role that perceptions of the West have
played in redefining Iran’s national interests and shaping its foreign policy strategies. The
findings suggest that Iran’s historical interactions with the West have led to the devel-
opment of two dominant identity paradigms in the collective consciousness of Iranian
leaders: The West as the “Other-Friend” and the West as the “Other-Enemy.” From this
perspective, strategies such as “positive nationalism” and “independent national policy”
in Iran’s contemporary foreign policy reflect a paradigm of national interests based on
viewing the West as an ally. In contrast, strategies like “negative balance” and “neither
East nor West” embody a paradigm rooted in seeing the West as an adversary. Within
this framework, the “third force” strategy emerges as a mediating approach, positioned
between these two prevailing paradigms. Ultimately, however, none of these paradigms

have proven effective in fully safeguarding Iran’s national interests.
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