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The re-imposition of U.S. sanctions on Iran in 
November 2018 has been aimed at limiting Iran’s 
power in the Middle East by putting pressure on 
the economic, social and political life of Iranians. 
These sanctions were ultimately designed to 
exhaust Iran’s economy to the degree that the 
regime would no longer have the capacity to 
sustain its support for allied groups across the 
region and that it would face growing domestic 
unrest. The tragic depreciation of the Iranian Rial 
is just one consequence of the second round of 
these sanctions. 

The sanctions are not only aimed at the petroleum 
industry: they also include an embargo on foreign 
companies dealing with Iranian firms in other 
industries, putting any company that carries 
dealings with any Iranian company working in 
oil imports and petrochemical products at risk of 
sanctions. Furthermore, the sanctions also prohibit 
trading through Iran’s ports, any dealings with its 
maritime industry, shipbuilding and the maritime 
transport services or affiliated companies. The 
financial industry and the banking system will 
also be hit hard, as the sanctions will prohibit any 
foreign company from carrying out any dealings 
with the Central Bank of Iran or Iranian financial 
institutions. These sanctions also prohibit money 
transfers, insurance services or any other dealings 
with the Iranian energy industry. According to Mike 
Pompeo, the new sanctions include a list of fifty 
Iranian banks and their branches. In the shipping 
and energy industries, the sanctions include 
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Abstract: In May 2018, U.S. Secretary of 
State Mike Pompeo laid down twelve 
conditions for Iran to meet in order to 
end the sanctions that the U.S. had re-
imposed after withdrawing from the 
nuclear deal. The conditions directly 
addressed Iran’s power and influence in 
the region, taking aim at the coalition 
agreements Iran had concluded in Iraq, 
Syria, Lebanon, Yemen and Palestine. 
The U.S. administration demanded 
that Iran end these alliances with 
non-official political players, which it 
has been investing in for decades in 
order to expand its influence in the 
region. In other words, the Trump 
administration is demanding that the 
Islamic Republic entirely redefine its 
political and ideological framework 
and change a foreign policy that is still 
governed by revolutionary rhetoric 
largely inferred from the thought of 
Ayatollah Khomeini – a change that is 
inconceivable for the Iranian regime. 
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200 people, many ships and 67 Iran Air 
aircraft. In total, more than 700 Iranian 
nationals, companies, aircraft and ships 
are facing the burden of U.S. sanctions. 
Furthermore, 20 other countries are 
abiding by the U.S. sanctions and have 
stopped importing oil from Iran. More 
countries are expected to join the 
sanctions after a series of threats from 
U.S. Treasury Secretary Steve Mnuchin.1 

Furthermore, the SWIFT international 
transfer system will also be subject 
to penalties if it offers any services 
to sanctioned Iranian financial 
institutions. The implications of this 
could be overwhelming, especially 
after the complications and obstacles 
that the Rouhani government faced 
when it attempted to begin facilitating 
transactions between Iranian and foreign 
banks after the lifting of sanctions in 2015. 

Iran’s Obsession with ‘Role’
Although it seems evident that the 
influence of Iran across the region 
takes on a revolutionary and ideological 
character, explaining Iran’s foreign policy 
requires more than understanding its 
underpinning ideological motivations 
and Iran’s foreign policy is complex to 
be reduced to ideology alone. Political 
science can provide us with an analytical 
framework for the understanding of 
Iran’s foreign policy, especially in terms 
of what has led to its continuous support 
for its allies despite the economic 
stagnation that has inflicted the country. 
The paradox raised by this tenacity has 
been the subject of disputes every time 
new sanctions are imposed on Iran.2 
In particular, we find that role theory 
can help us understand Iran’s foreign 
policy, given that it has been guided by 
the duality of threat and of opportunity 
in three manifestations: the land factor 
as constituent, the geography factor as 

geopolitics, and the human factor as 
mediation. 

Iran’s preoccupation with and interest 
in taking vital regional and recognized 
international roles is the motivation 
underpinning its continuous support for 
its allies despite the difficult economic 
situation the country faces. Political 
science scholar K. J. Holsti calls this 
phenomenon “role fulfillment”, referring 
to the political elite’s formulation of a 
country’s role as defined by its economic, 
social and cultural conditions.3

On this topic, I conducted a content 
analysis study entitled ‘Iran’s Foreign 
Policy orientations after the nuclear 
deal: on roles and priorities’.4 The figure 
below (chart n. 11) shows that 86 percent 
of Iranian politicians mention Iran’s role 
in their speeches while only 14 percent 
of these speeches include no mention of 
the subject. 

Figure 1 .Chart n. 11.  showing the 
percentage of speeches making 

reference to Iran’s ‘role’, Al Jazeera 
Center for Studies
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In the first quarter of 2017 (figure 2. / chart 
n.11/2017), 90 percent of Iranian politicians’ 
speeches mention Iran’s role while only 10 
percent did not. 

Figure 2 . chart n.11/2017 showing the 
percentage of speeches making reference 

to Iran’s ‘role’.

Going back to the nature of Iran’s role, we can 
observe that the statements made in 2016 
by Iranian politicians focus on Iran’s leading 
role in the region and the world (41%), its 
role in fighting terrorism (40%), and Iran’s 
integration in the international system (5%), 
while only 1% call on listeners to propagate 
its revolutionary vision. Whereas the first 
quarter of 2017 was marked by a surge in 
interest in Iran’s potential leading role 
(52%) followed by statements focusing on 
Iran’s role in fighting terrorism (29%), only 
7% addressed the necessity of integration 
into the international community and 2% 
of statements were concerned with Iran’s 
revolutionary message. Although we are 
now seeing negligible interest in Iran’s 
revolutionary ideology compared to the first 
decade of the rise of the Islamic Republic, we 
can still argue that the state’s mission has 
an ideological dimension that is indirectly 
implied through, what Iranian politicians 
call “Iran’s leadership role”. 

Based on theories of state behavior that 
aim to understand states’ behavior and 
explain the motivations driving their 
foreign policies – largely influenced by 
the region in which a state operates – 
we observe that Iran’s relationships with 
its neighbors, especially Arab states, lack 
trust and are underpinned by a perception 
of mutual threat. 

We should not overlook the ideological 
motivation at the basis of Iranian 
foreign policy, yet we should also be 
aware of the multifaceted nature of 
that motivation. The theory of classical 
realism in international relations, 
contending that power and security are 
the two main goals at the basis of states’ 
behavior, offers an adequate analytical 
lens to understand Iran’s foreign policy.5 
In this regard, we can observe how Iran 
simultaneously boosts its power and 
attempts to impair its enemies as a way 
of gaining a competitive advantage in the 
region (consider Yemen as a case study of 
this). Accordingly, Iran’s performance is 
best described as a state that perpetually 
aggregating power resources while 
perceiving other countries as competitors 
unless their power rests in its own hands.6  

Iran’s behavior can also be understood 
through what we refer to as a state’s 
national interest. This rhetoric is 
formulated through familiar religious 
tropes, some relating to the “divine order” 
and others to the “natural order”.7 As 
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such, we can expand the “role” analytical 
model  to included two levels – internal 
and external – whereby the former refers 
to the internal political framework and 
discussion of its roles and their dynamics 
while the latter is concerned with the 
comprehensive format of political roles 
within the international system and 
focuses on the roles of politicians, groups 
and states.8 The Islamic Revolution Guard 
Corps (IRGC) and al-Quds Force are two 
players operating within this interlocking 
system of internal and external conditions 
driven by the end goal of pursuing and 
boosting power. 

It is no exaggeration to say that even 
though Iran’s foreign policy does not 
explcitely refer to its revolutionanary 
motivations, the state’s ideology is what 
really drives its ambitious behavior. Iran’s 
sustained support for groups across the 
region seems to be intended to change 
the geopolitical map of the region. The 
deputy general of the IRGC, General 
Hassan Salami, expressed this himself, 
saying: “In Iraq, we have a popular army 
linked to the Islamic revolution. In 
numbers, the army is ten times greater 
than Hizbullah. In addition, [we have] the 
central resistance in Syria. On the ground 
we have dedicated people committed to 
the Islamic revolution.... This ashura-
inspired resistance has the ability to 
change the balance of power in the region 
in favor of the Islamic Republic.”9 

Although some IRGC generals refer to 
Iran’s regional ambition in geopolitical 
terms, others still refer to it in ideological 
terms as a means for the expansion of 
the Islamic revolution’s goals which, 
according to IRGC Major General Qasim 
Sulaymani, “should be clear to everyone 
by now; it has reached Yemen, Bahrain, 
Syria, Iraq and North Africa.”10 If it was not 
for this ideological dimension, Iran would 

not be able to speak of an influence that 
“stretches from Yemen to Lebanon”.11

Yemen: Saudi Preoccupation and 
Attrition 
Iran’s intervention in Yemen has not 
incurred the same costs for Iran that 
the intervention in Syria has. We might 
instead say that the intervention in 
Yemen has cost Iran the least and borne 
it the most benefits. The competition 
over Yemen between Iran and Saudi 
Arabia brings to mind the conflict 
over Afghanistan between Britan and 
Russia a century ago. Similarly, the 
fight over Yemen represents an ongoing 
competition between Saudi Arabia and 
Iran – a competition manifested both in 
ideological and strategic terms.  

Iran officially denies supplying the 
Ansar Allah group (Houthis) with arms, 
claiming that it only supports the group 
politically. In this regard, the editor-in-
chief of Iran’s Fars News Agency contends 
that “the country [Yemen]  that was the 
backdrop of Saudi Arabia and the Qaida 
is witnessing a revolutionary movement 
inspired by the principles of the Islamic 
revolution of Iran. The movement was 
able to bring down the old conspiratorial 
regime and is currently in the process 
of forming an independent popular-
based government”.12 These statements, 
denying any military involvement by Iran 
in Yemen, were discredited by those of 
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Iranian military generals praising Iran’s 
achivements in Yemen. Furthermore, 
this non-inteventionist rhetoric was also 
challenged by a report issued by the UN 
in 2017 showing the source of the missiles 
used by the Houthis. 

From 2004 to 2010, the six military 
confrontations that the Houthis led 
against Ali Abdallah Salih had, to a 
large extent, shaped their ideological 
identity. Constructivism shows how the 
changing dynamics underlying group’s 
understanding of their own self-interest 
and identities. Following this logic, we 
can consider how the Houthis’ identity 
formation and interest consolidation 
during the 2004–2010 period was marked 
by the group’s identification of its own 
interests with Iran.13 

Politically, the consolidation of the 
Houthi movement and its integration 
within the political order is ultimately 
aligned with Iran’s interests in the region. 
Further investments in this political 
achievement would grant Iran a better 
strategic position in West Asia and North 
Africa. Along these lines, Iranian studies 
and other political sciences theses 
submitted at Iranian universities observe 
that the rise of Houthis in Yemen has 
led to the formation of a fourth pillar 
of Iranian alliances across the region. 
Consequently, Iran has gained strategic 
advantage in the region and secured 
a Shia presence in countries around 

Saudi Arabia. The Yemeni-Houthi pillar 
will ultimately present a threat to Saudi 
Arabia and incite further competition 
between Saudi Arabia and Iran.14  The 
Zaydi presence in Yemen (approximately 
one third of the population) presents a 
strategic opportunity to Iran. The full 
integration of Zaydis in the government 
and the consolidation of its political role 
and power will likely lead to changes 
in Yemen’s foreign policy in favor of a 
stategic alliance with Iran. 

Iran views any attempts at suppressing 
or dissolving the Houthis in Yemen 
as a strategic and ideological threat 
to its interests. From this perspective, 
the presence of a strong, stable and 
influencial Shia group in Yemen secures 
Iran’s strategic advantages in the region; 
hence Iran’s continuous support for the 
Houthis despite the economic turmoil 
the country is witnessing. 

Syria: Regional and International 
Enmities 
In 2015, the price of oil dropped by 50 
percent. Despite this dramatic chance, 
there was little evidence of Iran shrinking 
its military support to its allies across 
the Middle East. Iranian-allied groups 
however reduced their spending on their 
social programs and economic projects. 
In Syria, for instance, Iran continued 
supplying the Assad regime with arms 
and consultants. More than at any time 
before, Iran also appeared assertive about 
its continued support for the regime 
despite the fall in oil prices. 
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The Iranian regime was therefore perturbed 
by the uprising in Syria, given that its own 
stability depends in large extent on the 
stability of the Assad regime. Beyond its 
national security, the Islamic Republic’s 
regional and international interests are 
closely tied to those of the Syrian regime
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Despite Iran’s ideological views on the 
Syrian revolution, its reactions and policies 
towards the political turmoil in Syria 
have reflected a commitment to political 
realism as expressed by realist theory and 
neorealism in political science.1516 In other 
words, protecting the Syrian regime is 
correlated with protecting the stability 
of the Iranian regime and its national 
and regional interests. Furthermore, 
the intervention of other players in the 
Syrian war, coupled with the absence 
of any mutual trust among them have 
catalyzed into a geopolitical competition 
whose only outcome is win-or-lose.17 

The Iranian regime was therefore 
perturbed by the uprising in Syria, given 
that its own stability depends in large 
extent on the stability of the Assad regime. 
Beyond its national security, the Islamic 
Republic’s regional and international 
interests are closely tied to those of the 
Syrian regime.18 According to Randall 
Schweller’s balance of interest theory,19 
states’ foreign policies are understood 
to be driven by fear (security) and greed 
(gains)20 and the balance between the 
two.21 Along these lines, Iran’s foreign 
policy is the result of the balance between 
its attempts to maintain power and seek 
its own interests. For that reason, Iran has 
continually invested in protect the Syrian 
regime in order to secure maximum 
stability and maximum power. Therefore, 
the Iranian regime has fostered alliances 
not only to maintain a strategic balance 
in case of loss but also in order to expand 
its gains and benefits.22  

When the Syrian revolution caught fire, 
Iran was already under severe sanctions 
targeting its banking and oil industries. 
Iran’s crude oil market was hit hard as oil 
exports dropped by 1.1 million barrels per 
day by the end of 2013 compared to 2.5 
million barrels per day exported in 2011. 
Consequently, Iran’s economy shrank 5 
percent in 2015, its private sector struggled 
and fewer loans were granted amid general 
capital shortages. Despite the rough 
economic situation, these sanctions did 
not prevent Iran from supplying the Assad 
regime with money, weapons and soldiers. 
Similarly, Iran also maintained its support 
for Shiite militias in Iraq, the Houthis in 
Yemen, and other allied groups across the 
region.23

The recent unfolding of events in Iraq and 
the dismissal of Haydar al-Abadi after he 
released a statement confirming that Iraq 
would abide by U.S. sanctions against Iran 
all point to Iran’s powerful influence in 
Iraq that it can deploy whenever necessary. 
And despite Muqtada al-Sadr’s rhetoric 
against Iran, the truth is that he has been 
receiving support from his neighboring 
country for years. Iran has also supported 
the al-Sadr organizations and has helped 
built a network of social services for the 
movement’s supporters.24 A leaked U.S. 
report released on Wikileaks show that the 
Iranian support for Iraqi militias reached 
between $100–200 million per year.25 

Iran’s supreme leader representative in Iraq, 
Mujtaba al-Husayni, was quick to respond 
to al-Abadi’s statement. He described al-
Abadi’s position as “irresponsible” and 
said that he regarded it as an “expression 
of his surrender to the U.S.”. Soon after, 
it appeared that Iran was not simply 
criticizing political developments in Iraq: it 
took serious actions to protect its interests 
in the country. 
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“Changing Iran’s behavior” 
Ongoing regional events marked by 
growing tensions between Iran and Saudi 
Arabia coupled with an Israeli-Saudi 
rapprochement are demonstrating that 
Washington’s desired outcome from 
the sanctions; that is, changing Iran’s 
behavior, is unlikely to be accomplished. 
On the contrary, these sanctions might 
encourage Iran to further cultivate its 
influence in the region. While Washington 
perceives Iranian intervention as a 
threat to the stability of the region, Iran 
considers it a precondition for its national 
security and regional stability. Iran also 
views the Middle East as a region that 
should confront the U.S. 

Inside Iran, not all policymakers seem 
to agree on the extent that Iran should 
intervene in the region while overlooking 
the demands of its citizens in everyday 
life. Iranian political science scholar 
Hasan Ahmadian refers to the harsh 
critique the interventionist vision has 
been subject to;26 one example are the 
slogans condemning Iran’s foreign policy 
raised throughout recent demonstrations 
in July 2018. And while protestors oppose 
their government’s foreign policies, 
supporters of the interventionist policy 
claim that the investments Iran deploy 
in the region are negligible compared to 
what its regional competitors are putting 
in; and that Iran’s national security is 
more important than economic losses.  

On the other hand, we cannot understand 
Iran’s intervention in Syria without taking 
into careful consideration the nature of 
the relationship between Saudi Arabia 
and Iran. Iran’s policymakers consider 
that the fall of the Syrian regime would 
threaten its regional influence vis-à-vis 
Saudi Arabia and weaken its alliances in 
Iraq. Furthermore, it is necessary to note 
that the Iranian–Syrian alliance has given 
Iran a strategic advantage over both Saudi 
Arabia and Turkey. 

Many Iranian policy makers are openly 
articulating Iran’s economic interests 
in Syria. Former IRGC general Rahim 
Safavi has expressed Iran’s interest in 
investing in Syria’s phosphate industry 
and establishing long-term economic 
agreements with the Syrian government.27 
Safavi’s controversial statements sparked 
debates inside Iran. Ahmadinejad’s 
far right movement harshly criticized 
Safavi’s words, pointing to the shame 
his vision represents to the volunteers 
fighting in Syria for noble causes such 
as “protecting the family of the prophet” 
and “protecting the axis of resistance”. 
Iran’s media has also been a sphere for 
debates over the reconstruction of Syria. 
More than any time before, the discourse 
about interests prevails. 

Conclusion 
Gary C. Hufbauer, a specialist in economic 
sanctions, and his team believe in 
the effectiveness of sanctions. They 
make their case in the book “Economic 
Sanctions Reconsidered” that has become 
a reference for economic sanctions 
advocates.28 Their analysis of one hundred 
cases (from WWI until today) shows that 
only one third of the countries under 
economic sanctions change their course 
of domestic or foreign policy. Other 
scholars, namely the director of German 
institute of global area studies research 
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program on peace and security, Christian 
Von Soest, challenge that percentage by 
claiming that only 5 percent of countries 
under sanctions alter their behavior.29 

In Iran, policymakers believe that 
maintaining Iran’s influence in the region 
is a prerequisite for its national security 
and stability despite the undesirable 
economic repercussions the interventions 
might lead to. Beyond security, Iran does 
not shy away from its mission of changing 
the geopolitical map of the region in 
favor of its interests and advancing its 
power to negotiate on key issues. For 
these reasons, it seems likely that Iran 
will continue to support its allies in the 
region in spite of U.S. economic sanctions 
and their consequences. 
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