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REVOLUTIONARY IRAN AND ARAB REVOLTS

Introduction

More than a year has passed since the Arab Spring,* a term coined by politicians, the
media, and the people who made it happen. Although the term is not original to the
Arab world, it somehow found a place in the Arab psyche, perhaps because the word
spring inspires good connotations. Regardless of whether it was an Arab Spring or an
Arab Awakening, it is undoubtedly a milestone that cannot be overlooked when
analyzing modern Arab history, if not the history of the modern world. It is a milestone
because the questions raised are more than the answers available. Aside from the
questions seeking to understand its timing and reasons, there are also questions on the
attitudes and reactions to what happened and what is happening, domestically and
regionally, which makes discussing the standpoint of neighboring Iran, therefore, key.
Geographical proximity is not the only reason behind writing about the Iranian stance
on the Arab revolts in the 21 century as Iran marked the 20™ century with a revolution
that put an end to a monarchy once dubbed as the most “despotic” and that served, at
the time, the interests of the United States.

The Surprise Factor

Iran was no exception in being surprised at what happened in the Arab world. The
element of surprise is linked to three key dimensions: the first is related to the
emergence of revolutions; the second is the revolution’s ability to rapidly change four
political regimes, and the third is their ability to continue - both in countries where
changes have occurred and where revolts are still ongoing. The revolutions that toppled
Egypt’s regime, that of President Zine El Abidine Ben Ali, and that of Colonel Muammar
Qaddafi, were positive surprises to Iran. This is due to Iran’s complicated relationship
with those ousted regimes.

Relations with Egypt were fuelled by suspicion and hostility that prevented the two
countries from upgrading their diplomatic representation in the respective countries to

! The term “Arab Spring” was first used in 2005, in an article published by a neo-conservative American
in the Seattle Times on March 27, 2005. However, the use of the concept of “spring” to describe the
awakenings demanding change can be traced to 1848, when the so-called “spring of peoples in Europe”
took place. It started in Bologna in 1846, but the real momentum did not happen until 1848. These
revolutions played a prominent role in the dissemination of liberal thought demanding more freedom.
http://seattletimes.nwsource.com/html/opinion/2002214060 krauthammer21.html

For further reading:

Mike Rapport, 1848: Year of Revolution, (New York: Basic Books, 2009), p. 201; Jonathan Sperber, The
European Revolutions: 1848-1851, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), pp.109-156;
http://www.age-of-the-sage.org/history/1848/revolution of 1848.html.
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the rank of ambassador. Undoubtedly, the changes that took place in the region in the
late 1970s, following the Camp David Treaty, prompted a change in the nature of
political alliances in the Middle East. The Iranian Islamic Revolution of 1979 transformed
Iran from being an ally to the United States and Israel to becoming an enemy. As for
Libya, the disappearance of Shiite Imam Musa al-Sadr during his trip to Libya remained
a sore point between Iran and the Libyan regime even if it did not hamper diplomatic
relations between the two states. The relations between Iran and Tunisia underwent a
crisis due to soured relations between the Tunisian regime and the Islamic movement in
Tunisia, in particular with the leaders of the Renaissance (Nahda) movement, due to
the close ties linking the Tunisian Islamists to the Iranian regime. However, the change
that took place in Iran in 1997 with the election of Mohammed Khatami as president
was followed by a change in Iran's foreign policy with the aim of defusing tensions.
Relations however still stagnated due to the countries’ geographical remoteness and
lack of contact, until the collapse of Zine El Abidine Ben Ali's regime. It is worth noting
that the decline in the relationship of Islamists in Tunisia with Iran, following the
occupation of Iraq and the political presence of Iran on the Iragi scene (and its
sectarian motives) actually improved relations between Iran and the Tunisian regime
when compared to the 1980s and 1990s.

The revolutions and the ability of revolutionaries in Tunisia, Egypt, and Libya to bring
down political regimes were not the only surprises for Iran. The ability of revolutionary
movements to carry over to other Arab countries was a third big surprise. Revolutionary
movements moved to countries that had a distinct relationship with the Islamic Republic
of Iran.

The momentum of the revolutionary movements in the Arab world did not help Iran,
and possibly other countries, build a consistent position toward the revolts. It is,
therefore, challenging to talk about a single Iranian position; rather the discussion must
be of multiple positions, evolving in response to the developments taking place on the
ground. The nature of the relationship between Iran and the state witnessing a
revolutionary act is in this way important.

Iran’s Multiple Positions

For a better understanding of Iranian positions on the Arab Spring, one should focus on
two levels of analysis — the first is linked to the official political regime in Iran and the
second to the reformist opposition movement. Though the official Iranian position was
seemingly in favor of public movement in Tunisia, Egypt, and Libya, observers noted a
shift in reactions that changed according to the different stages of the revolutions. This
is especially so in the case of Libya. For Tehran, the disposal of Muammar Qaddafi’s
regime through the support of NATO and the United States was not welcome. Iran
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believes the United States and European countries, such as France and Britain, seek to
control the nuances of the political scene taking shape in Libya. In the same vein came
a repeated criticism by Iran against the murder of citizens and devastation of Libyan
cities as a result of NATO assaults. Iran even considered this as an escalation of
violence.?

Iran saw the beginning of the public movement and the consequential rise of Islamists
in the three countries as an extension of the Islamic Revolution or as an “Islamic
awakening”.? However, the interpretation was unacceptable to the countries witnessing
revolts. Islamists did not claim they were behind the revolution. Such a claim would
face fierce criticism from the public who knew only too well that Islamists constituted
only one part of the Arab Spring. The Iranian definition of the “Islamic Awakening”
didn't seem to echo the general sentiment felt among Arabs, who saw the Arab Spring
as a movement towards dignity, elimination of tyranny, and the founding of a state of
law and citizenship that accommodates every citizen and respects the heritage of
communities.

This skewed perception coming from Tehran is not in harmony with the driving forces
that lived the state of Arab revolts, nor did this standpoint bode well with the opposition
reformist movement in Iran. They saw, and perhaps wished, that the forces of Arab
revolutions would not behave like the Islamic Revolution in Iran, especially following
their own experience of exclusion from the political arena since 1997 when Mohammad
Khatami was elected president. It seems Iran’s reformists are focusing on what they
experienced after the Iranian presidential elections of June 2009. At that time, there
were talks about a systematic rigging of the elections to keep Mahmoud Ahmadinejad in
power. The government faced criticism and protests by the opposition, who the
government dismissed in an iron fist manner, culminating with the imposition of house
arrest on opposition leaders, Mir Hossein Mousavi and Mehdi Karroubi. A wide gap
between official Iran and the opposition was evident when Iranians tried to take to the
streets in support of Egypt’s protesters but were stopped by authorities fearing that the
opposition would take advantage of the protests and use them for their domestic
interests.

The disparity in the positions of official Iran vis-a-vis reformist Iranian opposition
toward the developments of the revolts in Tunisia, Egypt and Libya is even more
pronounced in the case of Syria. The Iranian political regime strongly backs the Syrian
regime, and provides reasoning similar to that of the Syrian regime, which claims that

2 “Ahmadinejad: NATO's mission in Libya exacerbated conflict,” CNV US, October 21, 2011,
http://articles.cnn.com/2011-10-21/middleeast/world meast _iran-ahmadinejad-interview 1 peaceful-
nuclear-activities-islamic-revolutionary-guard-quds-force? s=PM:MIDDLEEAST.

3 “Senior Cleric Deplores West's Hostile Policy towards Syria,” Fars News Agency, April 27, 2012,
http://english.farsnews.com/newstext.php?nn=8101301183.
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internal protests may be legitimate, but there are parties that abuse it to settle
accounts with the Syrian regime. Compromises are linked to the policy pursued by Syria
particularly with regards to the support of armed resistance movements, such as
Hezbollah, Hamas, and Islamic Jihad. In the same vein, there is also the issue of
relations between Damascus and Tehran, which have been developing for over three
decades, resisting pressures and situations that sought to undermine them. The Iranian
Government seems convinced with the conspiracy theory, at least as shown through
media rhetoric. Iran tried to adopt a position similar to the official Syrian position
maintaining the need for reform in Syria and that the regime is serious about such
reforms. This position seems to be an attempt by the political regime in Tehran to
remain consistent with the principles it upholds as a champion defending the
oppressed. Iran’s official position, however, does not clearly state that the Syrian
people are suffering injustice. Perhaps Iran's attempt to communicate with Syrian
Islamists to ease the pressure on the regime did not receive a sympathetic ear, but may
have angered the Syrian regime, which disapproves of negotiations with Islamists (i.e.,
the Muslim Brotherhood).

In this context, we can talk about a discrepancy in the official position on the
developments in Syria.* While the supreme leader voices support for Syria,” others talk
about Syria’s need for reform.® Such discrepancies can be understood as internal
political differences, not necessarily as deep discrepancies in official standpoints. The
Iranian position seems contrary to that of the opposition, which believes that what is
happening in Syria is a use of force against civilians claiming their rights, and compares
what is happening in Syria to what happened to the Iranian opposition in 2009 after the
presidential elections. Iran’s opposition does not seem convinced about the conspiracy
theory propagated by Syria. This heightened the pressure on the Iranian government
with regards to their stance on Syria.

The stance the Iranian government sought to propagate on the developments in Syria
and Bahrain has cornered Iran into a position it has long tried to avoid — that of a
‘sectarian state’. Any attempt to explain the Iranian position on the events in the two
countries leads to a sectarian interpretation or an economic one, with Iran potentially
having economic interests in Syria. The reasoning behind the situation in Bahrain, on
the other hand, seems purely sectarian oriented. In this context, Iran’s dissatisfaction

* Mahjoob Zweiri, “Iranian-Syrian relations and the public Syrian movement,” (in Arabic) Aljazeera Studies
Center, August 24, 2011, http://studies.aljazeera.net/reports/2011/08/2011824131918157377.htm.

> “Supreme leader: Iran defends Syria,” Fars News Agency, March 30, 2012,
http://english.farsnews.com/newstext.php?nn=9012153651.

® “ran reiterates support for President Assad’s reforms and Iranian diplomacy,” August 26, 2012,
http://www.irdiplomacy.ir/en/page/1905995/+Iran+Reiterates+Support+for+President+Assad%26rsquo
%3Bs+Reforms+.html.

4


http://studies.aljazeera.net/reports/2011/08/2011824131918157377.htm
http://www.irdiplomacy.ir/en/page/1905995/+Iran+Reiterates+Support+for+President+Assad%26rsquo%3Bs+Reforms+.html
http://www.irdiplomacy.ir/en/page/1905995/+Iran+Reiterates+Support+for+President+Assad%26rsquo%3Bs+Reforms+.html

REVOLUTIONARY IRAN AND ARAB REVOLTS

with sending Saudi troops to Bahrain cannot be separated from the political rivalry
between Tehran and Riyadh due to Iran’s continued meddling in Iraq (as seen from
Saudi Arabia’s point of view). Concern over the risk of Iran taking advantage of some of
the effects of the Arab Spring may be real for some parties. Such concern leads to a
key issue: Iran’s gains and losses approach with regards to its position on the Arab
Spring.

Arab Revolts and Iran’s Gains and Losses Approach

Iran had a political presence that stirred a lot of debates and controversy because of a
factor missing in the core of the debate — how others regard Iran or Iran's image in the
eyes of others. For over three decades, Iran has emerged as a revolutionary power
founded on religious and popular legitimacy, adopting rhetoric that defends the issues
of concern to millions of oppressed people across the region, especially when it comes
to the fundamental issue of Palestine. This was all happening in a political environment
where rampant corruption and tyranny had reached a peak in the region. Iran had to
only raise its voice when others were deadly silent. Iran moved forward when the Arab
governments chose to lag behind, or wanted to be pragmatic, trying to persuade their
seemingly poor people with their silence, retreat, and decline from supporting what the
people believed was right. These governments helped their people see Iran as a
tempting model.

The way the people of the region regarded Iran was part of Iran’s inherent strength.
The Arab Spring, though, posed a big question with regards to Iran’s image — a
question Iran probably did not wish to see raised, particularly if the result would be
putting such admiration to a test.

Iran's image has been negatively affected since 1997, when the reformist movement
and its prominent leader Mohammad Khatami won the presidential seat, leading to a
state of internal conflict on the reforms pushed forward by Khatami and his supporters
that ended with the exclusion of the movement in 2005, when Ahmadinejad took over.
These elections were in fact only a prelude to another crisis, with yet deeper effects,
following the presidential elections in 2009, which the opposition claims were rigged.
This led to protest movements across Tehran and other cities, but the authorities
managed to contain them through tough security measurements that led to the house
arrest of Mir Hossein Mousavi and Mehdi Karroubi. The Arab region was closely
following these developments, particularly the people who followed the Iranian model.
The outcome of the developments changed the features of the Iranian model. With the
beginning of the Arab Spring, the Arab public opinion distanced itself from the Iranian
model. The decline of Iran's image among Arab public opinion became clearer, and the
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numbers began to change since 2006, demonstrating a clear waning in admiration. A
poll conducted by Zogby demonstrated that the deteriorating image of Iran had further
worsened, particularly in Morocco, Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Jordan, and the United Arab
Emirates.” Such negative perceptions, however, did not change the view of the majority
of Arab public opinion, which still saw Israel as the first source of threat, followed by
the United States, and Iran third.®

The Iranian position on developments in Syria is incompatible with the belief prevalent
among Arab public opinion, which sees the Syrian people demanding freedom and
being murdered for it. This holds Iran accountable, especially with more reports
indicating Iran’s direct assistance to the Syrian government vis-a-vis the revolutionary
movement. This issue appears to have influenced the little that remains of the image of
the Iranian model to the Arab public.

A decline in Iran’s perceived image does not seem to be the only loss for Iran following
its stances on Syria and Bahrain. There are many questions raised on the performance
of Iran’s foreign policy as a whole. Since 2005, Arab-Iranian relations have declined on
the political side, compared with the times of President Khatami. This might also be
attributed to President Ahmadinejad’s prioritizing Iranian domestic affairs. The political
discourse brought forward by President Ahmadinejad, which was said to be paving the
way for the Third Republic in Iran, gave the impression that Iran was returning to a
revolutionary rhetoric that has long been criticized by the Arab world. In addition, Iran
focused primarily on Iraq in order to economically compensate for sanctions imposed on
it.

The attempt to focus on making a leap in economic growth and minimizing the
repercussions of economic sanctions were an added burden on the regime. This put the
government of President Ahmadinejad under a barrage of criticism even from those
who supported him in elections.’ The disagreement over the agendas turned into a
political confrontation that spread to affect the relationship between the supreme leader
and the president. Such developments were strengthened by the decline of foreign
policy, which largely depended on reaction and that did not involve taking initiatives.

Iran’s approach of reacting to developments was reinforced with the start of the Arab
Spring. As noted above, the element of surprise threw regional and international players
into confusion, including Iran. The element of surprise, along with internal

’ For further reading, refer to the survey conducted by Zogby Polls in 2011, “Arab attitudes toward Iran,
2011": http://aai.3cdn.net/fd7ac73539e31a321a r9mé6iy9y0.pdf.

8 For further reading, refer to the “Arab Opinion Index 2011”, the Arab Center for Research and Policy
Studies, http://english.dohainstitute.org/release/5083cf8e-38f8-4e4a-8bc5-fc91660608b0.

°“Iranian parliament challenges Ahmadinejad's economic plan,” Payvand Iran News, March 21, 2012,
www.payvand.com/news/10/mar/1194.html.
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developments, made a country like Turkey play an avant-garde role on the scene.
Turkey’s role seemed solid despite its apparent reluctance on Libya at the beginning of
the revolution on February 17, 2011. *® Turkey quickly took the lead and joined the
international NATO-led effort. Iran could not remain silent in the face of Turkey’s
adopted role, and the Friday preacher at Tehran’s mosque described what Turkey was
doing as propagating its “"Turkish” model which is backed by the United States, and that
the Arab revolutions wanted to create political regimes with new faces to serve US
interests. '

Iran’s position on the Syrian revolution almost ruined Turkish-Iranian relations, long
considered an example of the two countries ability to overcome differences and work
together. Perhaps the talk of Turkish mediation on Iran's nuclear program is the only
evidence of the importance attached by Iran to its relations with Turkey. The rising
tensions, however, were obvious. The cooling of relations between the two was
reflected in the Turkish inspection of shipments that came from Iran and passed
through its territory to Syria, both air-borne or land transported. Such measures
indicated a state of mistrust that lasted for a few months.

Both the Iranian and Turkish sides tried to mitigate the difference by changing
discourses. Tehran believes Turkey wants to get rid of the Syrian regime and support
the Islamist liberals’ takeover of power. This forms part of the US agenda in the region,
through which Washington tries to redefine its interests in the moderate Islamic trend,
which has broad popular support. On the other hand, Turkey felt that what is
happening in Syria, and because of its common border, forced it to intervene; Syrians
fleeing violence went to Turkey, and Ankara had to act. It seems that Turkey was trying
to remind everyone of the Iraqi experience and how it affected both Iran and Turkey. It
is difficult for states to remain spectators while political developments were taking place
right at their borders.

Iran’s Foreign Policy In Light of the Arab Revolts

It is clear that Iranian foreign policy faced many challenges in the past three decades,
most notably its perceived image both in the Middle East and in the world. This image

10ran and Turkey open rift over Syria,” The Guardian, April 5, 2012,
http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/iran-blog/2012/apr/05/iran-turkey-rift-syria2INTCMP=SRCH.

1 »Senior cleric: Syria paying price for resisting against Israel,” Fars News Agency, April 6, 2012,
http://english.farsnews.com/newstext.php?nn=9101140564.
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has two dimensions; the first, as discussed is positive in the eyes of some people,
including the Arabs. The second has to do with Iran and its government being
perceived by governments as a "rogue" state driven by interests of expansion and
sectarianism. During the eighties, most Arab countries, except Syria, believed that Iran
was mobilizing people against existing governments, and that the position on Israel is
only a tactic to stir up public opinion against the existing regimes. This negative
perception of Iran did not wane even when Iranian/ Arab relations were restored in the
early 1990s. The security and political concern with Iran’s sectarian streak remained.

Although Iranian foreign policy has raised the slogan “neither Eastern nor Western,”
since the establishment of the Islamic Republic, it remained influenced by political
developments, whether domestic or those events that have associated Iran with foreign
countries, experienced by Iran. This is so when it comes to the Iraqgi-Iranian war. In this
period, there are four prominent stages that defined Iranian foreign policy toward the
Arab world which were influenced by internal and regional developments, and more
specifically ones that are related to Iraqg.

The first stage followed the establishment of the Republic and was influenced by
internal conflicts between the liberal and Islamic political forces as well as the course of
the war with Iraq. At that time, Iran adopted in its foreign policy an anti-Western
rhetoric, especially toward the United States and Israel, which made Iran admirable,
both in the Muslim world and outside it. The Iran-Iraq war divided its Arab neighbors
and their governments, as in the case of Syria, Lebanon, and other Arab countries that
supported Iraq, another kind of division among some governments that supported Iraq
and the Islamic opposition, which saw war at the time as a plot to destroy the Islamic
Revolution. Perhaps the example of Egypt seems more applicable here. Iran's foreign
policy in that period focused on promoting successes that drew the support of Arab and
Islamic public opinion responsive to Iran. The regime knew that its conflict with
governments does not take away public support. On the contrary, the support and
admiration of some political regimes turned into a threat to security and stability.

The second stage began with the second Gulf War in 1991, when Iran stood with the
coalition led by the United States. The Arab states here saw Iran as an opponent
against the Iragi invasion of Kuwait during a war that massively weakened the military
power of Iraq and, followed by sanctions, finished the regime and contributed to the
political overthrow in 2003.

During the third stage, Iran had lost some of the admiration it enjoyed since its stand
with the United States brought its foreign policy slogan “neither Eastern nor Western”
into question. With the end of the war, however, Iran returned to its anti-American
rhetoric, affirming that the justification for its stance on the war on Iraq was its concern
not to change the political status quo in the region. It also strongly opposed the Madrid

8



REVOLUTIONARY IRAN AND ARAB REVOLTS

Peace Conference in 1991, and considered it a pursuit for giving up on Palestine,
despite the participation of its important Arab ally, Syria. In the meantime, political-
diplomatic relations were resumed with most Arab countries, but that did not mean the
demise of the security political reading deeming Iran as a source of threat.

The final stage witnessed the triumph of the reformers (led by Mohammad Khatami),
claiming the presidency for two terms (1997-2001 and 2001-2005), an important
Iranian internal development that redefined and re-shaped Iranian foreign. In this
period, the rhetoric of Iranian foreign policy focused on the principle of “defusing
tensions,” particularly with Arab neighbors. This stance did not mean that Iran had
abandoned its principle of hostility toward Israel. The policy of defusing the crisis was
meant to reduce all factors that would fuel the atmosphere of mistrust between Iran
and its Arab neighbors. From here, Iran tried to work on its relationships with
governments, rather than the political opposition in those countries. It also focused on
a rhetoric that seemed balanced in relation to the Palestinian issue, which dictated that
Iran accepts what the Palestinian people accept. This position did not last because of
the pressure from the religious and the military institutions on the reformist
government.

What was happening in Iran was not received positively in many Arab countries. The
political movement and the elections, which were repeated approximately every two
years, as well as the nature of the political debate that was going on inside the regime
itself, had a troublesome echo. With the experience of reform, Iran began to turn to a
model of domestic political effectiveness that many Arab countries lacked, especially
with its great influence in the late 20™ century. The reformist movement in Iran turned
Tehran to a different kind of threat for the authoritarian regimes in the Arab world. It
was a threat that those governments wished Iran would settle internally through the
military and religious institutions, which eventually happened in 2005. Both the religious
and military institutions backed President Ahmadinejad and besieged the reformist
movement and weakened its political effectiveness.

In this period, another factor linked to the Iranian foreign policy appeared: Iran’s
nuclear program. The first images of the Iranian Natanz nuclear reactor were published
in August 2002. The West then launched a campaign against Iran, accusing it of
developing nuclear weapons. Soon this fear caught on in Arab countries, who
understood the nuclear program as a political and military threat to them, particularly in
light of it increasing Iran’s superiority in the Arab region. The nuclear program has left a
positive impact in the picture drawn or imagined by others for Iran, as Iran seemed
capable to progress in spite of all the alliances and policies adopted by its opponents
against it. These developments brought things back to square one in the sense that
Iran is still a threat in the eyes of the governments that continuously fail economically
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and politically. In this period, the sectarian dimension was less compared to the first
stage that was previously discussed, and so was the case for the following third stage.

The third stage began with the US invasion of Iraq in 2003. At this stage, Iran was once
again in line with the stance of the Americans, supporting the war on Iraqg, and the rule
of the Baathists ended there. This was, however, only a prelude to what was more
important and influential. Iran politically and religiously supported the Iraqgi Shiite
opposition to take over the reins in Iraq on the premise that Shiites represented the
majority. Influential Arab states gave up on Iraq, and dispersed in the criticism of Iran's
foreign policy in Irag. Iran, according to Arab public opinion, returned, on its position
regarding Iraq, to the vicious circle of sectarianism, which it was trying to distance itself
from, and defended its political approach as being against oppression, whatever its
source.

The split in opinions with regards to what Iran was doing remained as visible as it was
in the early 1980s. The division was reinforced by the sectarian tensions that resulted
from the occupation of Iraq and caused a split within some countries in the region, in
addition to the emergence of a policy of axes and the emergence of the so-called “axis
of moderation” that was steered by the United States. It included Arab states like
Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and Jordan, and on the other hand the axis of resistance or
defiance appeared to be led by Iran and included Syria, Hamas, and Hezbollah.
Divisions were further established after events such as the war in Lebanon in 2006 and
the war on Gaza in 2008. The two alliances started strong political verbal confrontations
where the sectarian dimension was present. The atmosphere of suspicion and mistrust
was enhanced in the period after 2005, with the inauguration of President Mahmoud
Ahmadinejad's presidency for a second term, which happened as a result of undeclared
alliance between the religious and military institutions represented by the Revolutionary
Guards. With the intensification of the Iranian nuclear program and its interactions, Iran
came to suffer a kind of political isolation from its Arab neighbors with the exception of
Syria and Lebanon.

The Iranian presidential elections in 2009 increased the burden on Iranian foreign
policy. Domestically, there was a split in the ruling establishment embodied in the
dismissal of the top nuclear negotiator, Ali Larijani, who turned out to be in controversy
with President Ahmadinejad. In addition, Foreign Minister Manouchehr Mottaki was
sacked. These differences moved to a level of disagreement between the Supreme
Leader Ali Khamenei and President Ahmadinejad. The division was merely a minor
challenge to Iran's foreign policy because the crux remained focused on the negative
impact left by the election results and the tough security measures adopted that left a
dent on Iran’s image in the region. This increased the questions about the validity of
talking about the Iranian model, particularly in a time when the Turkish model was
more credible in terms of political performance internally, regionally, and internationally.
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The Arab spring came and a new stage started its course for Iranian foreign policy.
Iran’s foreign policy at this stage seemed divided between loyalty to principles and
fulfillment of interests. The results of the revolutions in Egypt and Tunisia were
seemingly consistent with Iranian interests. They won support and western claims of
respecting the choice of the people. The clash between principles and interests became
apparent in the case of Libya, where Iran was calling to respect the choice of the
Libyan people, but refused any role to be played by its opponents such as the US,
France, and Britain or its regional rival Turkey.

Iranian foreign policy was even further challenged with the start of the revolution in
Syria, a regional and Arab ally to Iran. There came the choice between, on the one
hand, the principles Iran has long embodied, particularly the defense of the oppressed
and, on the other hand, the interests pledged to maintain the authoritarian regime that
was after all not too different from the Iranian monarchy the Islamic revolution rebelled
against. Iran chose the interests and went with the explanation of conspiracy to justify
its position of what is happening in Syria. As for the case of Bahrain, it seems clear to
Iran, that principles to defend the oppressed Shiite were consistent with interests to
oppose the intervention of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), and criticism of the
intervention of Saudi forces to quell the Shiite protests.!?

Conclusion

The expectations of the Arab Spring are not fulfilled yet, making it difficult to say
whether the positions that are being taken today are final, be they from Iran or from
other countries. The region is witnessing a change, which was experienced by other
nations and people in Europe in the mid-1800s, and in Latin America and Eastern
Europe in the 1900s. These are movements that took more than a decade in these
places, though it has barely been a year and a few months since the Arab Spring.

The change is going through multiple stages. The first was toppling four leaders: Zine
El Abidine Ben Ali, Mohammed Hosni Mubarak, Muammar Qaddafi, and Ali Abdullah
Saleh. The second is founding a new state, conducting elections, and starting a
transition period where pitfalls and failures are always possible. In this stage, there are
revolutions that are incomplete and have not begun yet. The dilemma remains the
situation in Syria, in which many elements contribute. The first element is linked to the

12 Tranian relations with the countries of the GCC are liable to more tension, especially after the visit of
Iranian President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad to the island of Abu Musa and the Iranian deployment of
vessels in the area of the islands (Abu Musa, Greater and Lesser Tunbs), has received a unanimous Gulf
condemnation. “Gulf States back UAE over islands,” The National, April 18, 2012,
http://www.thenational.ae/news/uae-news/qulf-states-back-uae-over-islands.
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internal Syrian situation and the security and political power of the regime reinforced by
the support of Russia, China, and Iran. The second is the weakness and division
suffered by the opposition, which weakened their access to international support,
justifying their inaction by the failure of the opposition to unite. The third is the concern
of so called “influential” countries with domestic issues; in Washington and Paris there
are the presidential elections, and in the EU countries there is an economic crisis. All of
these components have strengthened the role of states that are pro-Syrian government,
including Iran.

Iran is still trying to develop its position on Syria, and takes into account the fact that
the Syrian regime may fall, though it certainly does not want to lead to this fall. This
urged Iran to persuade Iraq to support it in its defense of the Syrian regime, which
reinforced the hypothesis of the sectarian dimension that charts out the course of Iran’s
foreign policy since 2003. Tehran will seek, through its relations with Russia and China,
to secure a political presence in any new political scene emerging in Syria, as part of a
strategy that mitigates losses that may affect it in post-Baathist Syria.

Arab revolutions have imposed new challenges on Iran’s foreign policy toward the Arab
states. The challenges taking shape will intensify given the negative perspective on
Iran, which is being increasingly considered a sectarian state. This will aggravate the
challenges on Iran, if Islamists take over the region through elections. If this is the
case, they will be in critical situations if they choose to approach Iran. If non-Islamists
win, Iran will be deemed as a political challenge.
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