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Maria Kourpa

Towards the end of the 1970s, a series of events took place in Iran changing

forever the Middle East and global politics: the Islamic revolution. What started

as popular demonstrations against the Shah, in two years' time it gave birth to a

new form of governance, the Islamic Republic, and became a point of reference

for the anti-Western movement in the Third World, making Iran's existence

globally revolutionary. Nevertheless, as we immerse in the 21st century, the

Islamic Republic of Iran has de-ideologicalized its politics, as it has not only

welcomed western-inspired influences in Iranian’s theocracy but also lost the

principal position in the anti-western Islamic revolutionary practice in the

Middle East. This article will walk through the de-ideologicalization process of

the Iranian Revolution, both domestically and globally.

REVOLUTIONARY
POLITICS
Has the Islamic Revolution
survived post-modernity?



The ideas of 1979 and the perception of the revolution

URING THE ISLAMIC REVOLUTION, many groups of the opposition fought over the spoils of the dissatisfaction against the Shah but fi-

nally, it was the clergy who prevailed with the help of other groups such as secular liberals and Marxists.1 During the previous years,

the clergy of Iran and its prominent ideologue, Ayatollah Khomeini, had gained great power within the Iranian society. While the

popular discontent with the Shah was rising, Khomeini’s Islamic ideas reached and expressed a vast majority of the society, paving

his way to power. As a product on the verge of tradition and modernity, Ayatollah used modern means in order to declare his theocratic

and traditional ideology (such as recorded tapes of his sermons), merged with ideas of third-worldism, Marxism and the ideological

basis of Ali Shariati, through a network of mosques and religious institutions. Khomeini treated Islam not only as a religion but as a

political ideology. This ideology, of revolutionary Shi’ism, was based on global resistance, justice, martyrdom and the rule of clergy

over the state (Velayat-e faqih). 

The republican theocratic state 

The Islamic Revolution was a pivotal event on behalf of the anti-colonial movement and inspired other post-colonial states and ideas

against the West, while it was also praised by intellectuals in the western world; such as, and most notably, Michel Foucault. The

Iranian Revolution rose against the western type of governance and Western imperialism by supporting Islamic governance and pan-

Islamism, therefore, signifying the emergence of political Islam as a global force.2

The Islamic Republic is a revolutionary means in the ideological war against the West itself, as it is based on Islam and Persian

tradition. However, the Iranian state had to fit in the international system of modern nation-states in order to form internal and

external alliances, sustain its institutional continuity and face its ideological foes. Therefore, its constitution is based on Shari’a law,

but also modeled on French and Belgian secular constitutions, creating a mix of governance that involves cooperation but also friction

between the religious and secular pillars.3

As a result, the state created in Iran was a mix of modern institutions and technologies with a strict theocracy based on Islam and

Shari’a law. The Islamic state that Khomeini created is considered to be in a permanent state of revolution, pronounced also by the

role of its supreme leader as the leader of the revolution and

the existence of the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps. The

Supreme leader –always a high-ranked cleric–has absolute

power over any other governmental body, such as the Presi-

dent, the Parliament, and the judiciary. At the same time, the

state, while in constant revolution, has to sustain its legit-

imization by a presidential cabinet and parliament, which both

submit to social demands through democratic elections. 

4 Μiddle East Bulletin | June 2020 - vol. 38

U N I V E R S I T Y   O F   T H E   P E L O P O N N E S E

D



As the years progressed, Iran’s regime has abolished its hard lines, while after a number of popular revolts, such as the Tehran

Spring and the Green Revolution, the role of religion in policymaking has weakened, thereby reducing the clergy’s influence overall

in Iranian society.4 The clergy has lost its prominent role even in the Parliament; in the first parliamentary elections in 1980, clerics

owned 61% of the parliamentary seats, while in 2019 the percentage decreased to 6%, their number being surpassed by that of

female members.5

Overall, from the 1980’s onwards, secular social movements and moderate groups in the Iranian politics demanded and partially

achieved reforms both on social life and on the accountability of the regime. The newfound liberties and sociopolitical rights have

profoundly challenged the equilibrium between state and the clergy; the latter undergone changes in order to replace the traditional

orthodoxy with governmental-Shi’ism.6 Meanwhile, the increasing exposure to Western lifestyle, have led to partial secularization

and growth of individualism in society, which enjoys more freedoms in the personal and social sphere, slowly changing everyday life

for the Iranians.7 Moreover, and despite the condemnation of capitalism and globalization in the early years of the revolution, Iran

has privatized and opened its economy to foreign investors during the last decades of the 20th century for the sake of its economic

prosperity. 

Global revolution and insurgency 

The exportation and globalization of the Islamic Revolution to other Islamic states affected by western oppression and colonialism,

is a pivotal idea in Khomeini’s political Islam. The focus on the global revolution shaped Iranian foreign affairs, since the first years

of the revolution; Ayatollah Khomeini waged a religious war against the West, mainly through terror acts and the formation of proxies

in wars in the Middle East against the US or its allies. Within the first months of the establishment of the Islamic Republic, Iran or-

chestrated attacks, mostly against the US, first being the seizure of the US Embassy in Tehran on November 1979, while Iran-

affiliated Hezbollah militia in Lebanese civil war came to existence through heavily televised terrorist attacks in the 1980s and

1990s, such as the Beirut bombing of US and French forces’ barracks in 1983.

During the years though, terrorist attacks by Iran became rare. Iran's foreign affairs no longer aspire to export the revolution,

but to sustain the regime’s sustainability. Having sacrificed part of its ideological character, Iran now focuses on economic affairs

and regional power operations. For some, “Iran’s ideology is often a mask for realpolitik” and while Tehran is still focusing on the

global resistance, its motives are based on cold national interest concerns.8 The financial and organizational support of militias is

based less on ideological criteria and more on strategic aims, such as the weakening of hostile governments, power projection, and

intimidation of the West.9 In the meantime, previous revolutionary groups such as Hezbollah are more institutionalized parties, which

pursue their own interests and agendas in Lebanon with the help of Iran, rather than a terrorist organization. 

It is important to note that the revolutionary discourse of the Iranian leadership has not changed within the years, and it is still

very ideologically driven and militant.10 Indeed, it is the focus of foreign affairs which is more pragmatic and aims at exerting influence
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on the region by meddling into the politics of Syria, Yemen, and Lebanon –to name a few– though well-trained and equipped militia.

Despite certain radical-oriented speeches and inimical tweets by Iranian leaders –notably Khamenei–, Iran’s foreign policy is not

based on ideology. Instead, their main reference is on the economy, oil, weapons, and military bases. This is evident by Iran’s will to

collaborate with the ‘enemy’ for the sake of the economy and in order to terminate the country’s global isolation, such as the Iran-

ian-US nuclear deals which resulted in the lifting of economic sanctions. 

Overall, and while big ideologies fail and international politics are deeply de-ideologicalized altogether, Iran has been aiming at

sustaining its regime at the expense of global revolution and Islamic insurgence. Meanwhile, the monopoly of violence against the

West and the theory over the Islamic State is being held by less institutionalized Sunni extremist organizations such as al-Qaeda

and the Islamic State. As the Islamic Revolution has lost its power to inspire, it seems as if Sunni extremism has been strongly in-

fluential for groups and “lone wolfs” both in the Middle East but also in the West.
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Following the signing of the Iranian nuclear deal (JCPOA) in 2015 and the

subsequent lift of previously imposed sanctions, Iran’s economy

flourished. However, the period of recovery was short-lived. In the face of

the 2018-US withdrawal from the JCPOA and the unilateral reimposition of

sanctions, Tehran has once again taken great pains to preserve the

resilience of its economy. Yet, albeit remarkable, resisting the US economic

pressure is one thing. Fighting back an escalating embargo amid a global

pandemic and a severe oil crisis is another; and, at the current juncture,

Iran needs to make it through the “Clashing Rocks”.

Catch me
if you can
before the
elections

Iran’s crash test
on multiple
economic
battlefronts

Ilias Mitrousis



RUMP’S CAMPAIGN OF “MAXIMUM PRESSURE” led the Iranian economy to shrink by almost 10 percent in 2019, whereas between

2016 and 2018, it grew by 7 percent annually. By targeting strategic sectors of the Iranian economy such as the oil, the automotive,

and the minerals industries, as well as the financial institutions sector, the new broad-spectrum US sanctions have indeed inflicted

considerable damage on Iran. Oil sales dropped to nearly 300.000 barrels in 2019 from 2.6 million in 2017, the country’s ability

to access its hard currency in foreign banks has once again shrunk exponentially, and foreign investment has dwindled. Moreover,

as a direct result of the sanctions, the rial’s value collapsed in 2018 and inflation soared.1 Nevertheless, despite its profound detri-

mental impact, the new sanctions regime per se has up to this moment arguably failed. The US have managed to impede neither

Iran’s regional activity nor the development of its ballistic program -which were the Trump administration’s stated purposes-, let

alone to cause the collapse of the country’s economy that would force it back to the negotiating table. Iran continues to be regionally

active in Syria, Yemen, and Iraq, while most recently, it has successfully launched its first military satellite. Hence, the question that

comes to the fore is how Iran manages to avoid economic collapse under the pressure of the toughest sanctions ever imposed from

the US to an adversary.

Iran’s coping strategies evolve mainly around two pillars: the restructuring and the diversification of the economy; and the ex-

ploitation of existing gaps in the sanctions. Initially, an export diversification through the shift from oil to petrochemicals, gas, and

non-oil products –not adequately covered by sanctions– is attempted to compensate for the loss of oil revenue.2 Furthermore, the

sanctions have triggered an increase in the already strong manufacturing sector, which accounts for about one-fifth of the country’s

overall employment and is less exposed to the global economy than the oil sector. As Iran’s economy is already highly diversified

after years of international isolation, domestic production of some goods has even increased to substitute imports and decrease

the dependency on foreign investment. Tellingly, this reflects the Supreme Leader’s envision of a ‘resistance economy’.3 Additionally,

the booming manufacturing sector partially contributes to the noteworthy soaring of the Iranian stock market. The liquidity resulting

from governmental money-printing, the absence of parallel markets to absorb it, and the scarcity of foreign competitors, render the

stock market surprisingly profitable. Therefore, it is no coincidence that the government plans to partly finance its budget deficit

through the sale of extra state properties in the stock market. Likewise, the government has reportedly initiated partial privatization

in the economy, hoping to generate profits and create market depth.4

Aside from the notable efforts to restructure its economy, Iran has also been able to exploit certain gaps in the sanctions, with

the primary among them being the latters’ purely US origin. As the sanctions do not stem from binding UN Security Council resolutions

–as was the case before 2015–, and they only cover dollar-denominated transactions, Tehran has been able to simply circumvent

them. By turning to business partners, who do not maintain trade relations with the US and, therefore, cannot be sanctioned, it has

managed to continue –to some extent– monetary exchange on an international level. These partners include small banks and financial

institutions, as well as a network of exchange companies, whose coverage by the sanctions remains abstract. Moreover, the Islamic

Republic has signed bilateral contracts with countries such as Turkey, India, and China –who remains Iran’s largest trade partner– in
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order to trade in local currencies. It even joined the Russian SPFS system, SWIFT’s equivalent, to unlock trade with Russia and the

countries of the Eurasian Union in local currencies.5 Finally, with the American sanctions waiver still active for Iraq due to its severe

dependency on Iranian energy and non-energy exports, Tehran continues to eye for growing commercial relations with Baghdad. In

March 2020, exports to Iraq totaled $13bn, giving the Iranian economy considerable breathing space. It is noteworthy though that

while the US recently renewed Iraq’s waiver, it reduced its duration from 120 days to 30, aiming to apply more pressure on Iran.6

However, while the government in Iran has managed –for the time being– to contain the economic damage of the US embargo,

it has nonetheless failed to curb the growing discontent among the population. The increase in taxation, cut of subsidies, high un-

employment, and job insecurity put further strain on the backs of civilians, who are increasingly asked to tighten the belt for the

sake of the ‘resistance’. The high frequency of economically-motivated demonstrations indicates that a prolonged ‘state of resistance’

may not be sustainable in the long term.7 In this context, the assumption that Iran may hardly be in a position to withstand another

four years of sanctions under a renewed Trump term seems to stand up to scrutiny. Consequently, while Tehran remains adamant

in rejecting negotiations with the US, its stance probably entails the hope of Trump’s defeat in the 2020 presidential election.8 Iran

has reason to hope that a potential ascendancy of Joe Biden -Obama’s Vice-President when the JCPOA was signed- at the US’ helm,

could contain the hawkish policymakers in Washington and open way for pragmatic negotiations. 

Yet, while Iran has long braced for the results of the upcoming US elections, the outbreak of the new coronavirus pandemic has

come to fill the gaps of Trump’s maximum pressure campaign. Economic sectors that were relatively unaffected by the sanctions,

namely tourism, domestic, as well as cross-border trade, have been on the receiving end of the shockwaves from the severe outbreak

of the pandemic in the country. Ironically, the timing of the outbreak could not have been worse, since it evolved shortly before

Nowruz, the Iranian New Year, during which domestic and international travel, and consumer activity peak. The Iranian ministry of

Tourism estimates the country’s losses to reach about $4bn. Furthermore, the economic downturn following the closure of several

businesses and the restrictions on movement forced the government to provide emergency aid for three million citizens and even

apply for a $5bn loan from the IMF in order to finance its growing budget deficit. Regardless, the US have sought to block Iran’s loan

request, in a move that reflects Trump’s intention to further escalate pressure before the elections, even amidst an ongoing health

crisis. On top of that, the global fall of oil prices constitutes

one more of hit to the country.9 While Iran will indeed be less

affected than other oil exporters due to its already declining

and diversified exports, this by no means implies comfort.

Oil revenue, even if shrunk, is deemed instrumental for fi-

nancing the reopening of the economy, and mitigating the

budget deficit. What is more, the government’s plan of using

$1bn from the country’s sovereign wealth fund to finance the
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deficit underscores a dangerous lack of alternatives.10 The reduction of Iran’s already depleting foreign currency reserves can decrease

the country’s ability to absorb shocks in the future, let alone its ability to withstand further US economic pressure.

To conclude, Iran has demonstrated remarkable adaptability on the face of chocking US sanctions. After all, the country has been

accustomed to economic isolation in the past and possesses valuable experience to deal with it. However, this cannot by itself offset

the detrimental effects of the US embargo in the long run, as is also demonstrated by the mounting civilian discontent. Moreover,

the devastating impact of the coronavirus pandemic and its side effects put considerable strain on the country’s already battered

economy. Even though, according to experts, there is no imminent danger of complete economic breakdown, estimates put the up-

coming recession between well above 10 percent.11 On top of that, Trump’s seeming determination not only to maintain but to in-

crease the pressure on Tehran as he heads for the elections will test the Iranian regime’s ability and capacity to recalibrate and

adjust the economy in this period of multiple crises. Yet, one should not rule out the possibility for Iranians to ‘rally around the flag’

precisely motivated by the US’ brutal embargo. In any case, under these circumstances it remains to be seen how long Iran can keep

breathing underwater; and when it emerges at the surface, who will wait for it at the White House and maybe at the negotiating

table.
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T H E  S T A T U S  O FREFUGEES in a deteriorating

Iranian economy
Charitini Petrodaskalaki

In the last decades, Iran has experienced continuous influx of refugees, and has managed to take formal responsibility, offering access

to healthcare, education and work permits throughout these years. However, as it currently hosts the fourth largest refugee population

in the world, their number has become a burden for the endlessly deteriorating Iranian economy, especially after the re-institution of US

sanctions of Iran and the recent COVID-19 outbreak. As the status of refugees in Iran and their quality of life has worsened significantly,

more and more refugees are leaving Iran for Turkey and Europe, or opt for repatriation.



INCE THE FOUNDATION OF THE ISLAMIC REPUBLIC OF IRAN, the country has experienced multiple large-scale refugee inflows. The first

significant wave of refugees started in 1979 with the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, and many others followed, with the Iran-Iraq

war, the Gulf war, the Taliban insurgency, the US invasion of Iraq, up until today. At the peak of their presence, in 1991-1992, the

total number of refugees in the country reached 4.5 million.1 Currently, Iran hosts a population of 979,410 recognized refugees,

the fourth largest in the world, of whom 951,142 are Afghans and 28,268 Iraqis. Approximately 97% of the refugees live in urban

and semi-urban areas, while the remaining 3% reside in 20 refugee settlements.2 Additionally, there are approximately 1.5 million

undocumented Afghans, and the lines between refugees and migrants are often difficult to distinguish.3 Iran has managed more or

less to absorb the cost of hosting refugee population, despite the economic limitations, international isolation and the political and

social challenges the country has been facing. 

Unlike most countries in the Middle East, Iran is signatory to the Geneva Convention of 1951 as well as the 1967 protocol, thus

has established legal standards for refugee protection. Recognized refugees have numerous of rights including access to work

permits, primary healthcare, basic education, travel documents – though some restrictions do apply – and subsidized food; those

who remain in refugee camps, receive a monthly stipend as well.4 According to Iranian officials, nearly half a million Afghan children

attend public primary and secondary schools for free, many side by side with Iranian children.5 In 2011, a new Health Insurance

Scheme was implemented, ensuring free primary health care for refugees. Impressively, most them were initially recognized prima

facie refugees, without needing to prove that they met the criteria of the refugee status. Iran distributes three types of identification

cards (Amayesh) for refugees. The Afghans, who crossed the borders between 1979 and 1992 were recognized as “Mohajerin” or

“Involuntary Religious Migrants”, and were offered a blue identification card, allowing them access to free health care and food,

primary and secondary education, and employment in low-wage manual labor. Iraqi refugees that arrived until 2003 had similar

benefits but were given green identification cards. There are also the white identification cards for those known as “Panahandegan”,

which offer more rights, as per the 1951 convention; yet these are mostly reserved for highly educated individuals and established

professionals - thus are more often given to Iraqis than to Afghans- and for those whose status is determined though the Government

Refugee Status Determination Procedure. However, there are also about 450,000 Afghan passport holders, some former Amayesh

card-holders. Due to its stance towards asylum seekers and refugees, Iran was generally perceived as a supportive host country. 

What is more, Iran tries to be presented as a supportive host country to Afghans, as reports of discrimination against them harm

its ability to exercise soft power in Afghanistan.6 In 2012, the governments of Iran, Pakistan, Afghanistan and UNHCR signed the So-

lutions Strategy for Afghan Refugees” (SSAR), outlining the need for increased voluntary repatriation as the best solution for refugees

in protracted displacement and as a way to relieve the host countries. On the other hand, Iran frequently uses the refugees in order

to exert pressure on the Afghani government; in 2012 Tehran threatened to deport Afghan nationals should Kabul signed the US–

Afghanistan Strategic Partnership Agreement. However, a potential deportation of Afghan nationals will harm greatly the Iranian-

Afghani relations, and Iran tries to preserve its cultural, political and economic influence as well as long term strategic interests in
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Afghanistan. Tehran has condemned the recent US-Taliban Agreement, which will allow the withdrawal of US troops from the region,

claiming that peace could be achieved only through intra-Afghan talks and with the active participation of neighboring countries.7

The situation in the recent years has changed, primarily due to the deteriorating Iranian economy the prospects of local integration

are limited, and the country’s refugee policy is shifted towards facilitating voluntary repatriation and resettlement. The US decision

to reinstate of all the nuclear-relate sanctions on Iran in 2018 has negatively affected the Iranian economy, which in turn has a great

impact on the refugees. The rise of prices on basic food items, medicine and clothes has made them out of reach for many refugee

families, while sanctions negatively impact the international aid agencies in Iran, including the UNHCR, to provide humanitarian as-

sistance in an effective and timely manner.8 There are also protests against the poor treatment and sometimes physical abuse of

Afghans at the hands of Iranian authorities, as well as some reports of legal refugees being deported or preventing Afghans to legally

claim for asylum. What is more, the government of Iran is having trouble in addressing the need of the refugees, as the Iranian Interior

Minister stated, while others have warned that Afghans Iran may be forced to leave should the economic crisis continues.9 Indeed,

many Afghans have sought the route towards Turkey and Europe, as Turkey currently hosts more than 170.000 registered Afghans,

many of whom were either born or lived in Iran for years.10

The outbreak of the COVID-19 in Iran has further aggravated the situation of refugees as most of them live on crowded urban

areas. Although, the government has made efforts to ensure that all refugees will have access to health services in order to be

included in the national COVID-19 response, the unemployment along with the concerns over the capacity or willingness of the

Iranian health system to assisted them, forced many Afghans to repatriate. It is estimated that 150.000 Afghans spontaneously

crossed the borders in March, possibly spreading the virus in Afghanistan.11

To sum up, in spite of the experience that Iran in hosting and maintaining a large number of refugees within its borders, it becomes

increasingly difficult for the Iranian economy to cater for them, when at the same time the dire economic conditions heavily impact

their livelihoods. The latest developments, particularly the US sanctions and the COVID-19 pandemic, are forcing many refugees in

Iran to take difficult decisions, either to return back to their countries of origin, where the conditions that made them flee in the first

place might persist, or to leave Iran in order to start another life somewhere else, thus enhancing refugee flows towards Turkey and

Europe. Should the economic conditions deteriorate further,

it is difficult to say what the refugee situation will be; only

time will tell the extent of damage on the refugees by the

current crises.
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As Iran is struggling to contain the Covid-19 pandemic, its

effects on the already strained economy, as well as the

simmering social anger have increasingly raised concerns

for the Iranian government. The December 2017 and the

November 2019 widespread protests are still fresh; so does

the latter’s unprecedented bloody crackdown. Considering

that the factors, which fueled the recent unrest not only

endure but have also been exacerbated amid the

coronavirus crisis, new waves of protests are very likely to

occur before long. Whether these protests could threaten

the regime depends on various factors related to the social

movements’ features and the state’s resilience.

From Dey Mah 2017
to November 2019
Iran’s protest movements:
an ongoing process of rupture
with the past?



RAN HAS BEGUN TO GRADUALLY LIFT the coronavirus restrictions since April 11 despite the high death toll in the country (4.357

deaths as for April 11, 2020). The authorities justified their decision for easing the measures by contrasting it with the impact of

the lockdown measures on the economy which was already strained by the renewed 2018 U.S. sanctions and the “maximum pressure”

campaign promoted by the Trump administration. Considering the link between the bleak economic conditions and the protest move-

ments, in addition to the fact that the recent unrests of 2017 and 2019 were triggered by economic grievances, one should expect

that a new social unrest is only a matter of time.1

The features of the two large protest waves in December 2017 and November 2019 in terms of participants, demands and

action repertoire suggest that the dynamics of political protests in Iran are changing. Indeed, while keeping in mind that the last

decades have seen numerous rounds of protests in Iran, the latest ones differ significantly regarding their form and demands. There-

fore, it appears that there is an ongoing process of radicalization and mobilization, which might turn into a political alternative

provided that the protest movement will further develop in terms of strategy, organization and solidarity.2

In regard to the participants, one major development is that unlike the protests of the last decades, where the middle classes –

whose aspirations are largely represented by the Reformers – were at the forefront, both waves of 2017 and 2019 were essentially

independent, leaderless protests by the lower strata of the society – the working class and the poor – against the government. In

fact, these parts of society were affected the hardest by President Rouhani’s neoliberal policies of the last years, which included se-

rious cuts to the public sector along with the subsidies’ increase in the price and duties of services and goods. Hence, amidst the

high inflation rate (expected to reach 40% in 2020) and collapsing rial, between 23 and 40 percent of Iran's population live under

the absolute poverty line.3

The radicalization of the lower classes has been particularly ominous for the regime, which had labeled itself as the “Republic of

the Dispossessed” or “Oppressed” (Mostaz’ afin) and had drawn its legitimacy from it. For Khomeini, the Oppressed referred to the

most religious and poor parts of the Iranian society, politically and culturally marginalized under Pahlavi’s rule. The crack in the re-

lationship between the Islamic Republic and its longstanding and traditional powerbase – the rural and economically marginalized

urban populations – has widened during these last protests in both terms of legitimacy and ideology, further highlighting the Islamic

Republic of Iran’s failure to address their grievances.4

These mainly working-class uprisings, being rooted in the enduring and cumulative discontent vis-à-vis the economic and political

impasse, have been brewing for the last years. What is more, although both protest waves were triggered by economic factors, they

quickly became political and more radical. In particular, on December 28, 2017 demonstrations occurred in the second-largest

Iranian city, Mashhad, over the sharp increase of the price of food and quickly swept across the country. The protests soon turned

anti-regime, including grievances over corruption, environmental degradation – i.e. water shortage, lack of appropriate water policies

and air pollution – and other issues.5

During 2019, spontaneous protests took place in many cities nationwide following the abrupt and overnight announcement of
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the increase of fuel price on November 14, 2019. Announcing such a decision with direct economic impact on people’s lives on a

Friday – a day off – at midnight was not accidental, and probably accounted from attempting to take people by surprise and prevent

large-scale demonstrations. This decision has been viewed as an additional blow on people’s dignity leading to further popular anger. 

Furthermore, economic demands intertwined quickly with political ones, as it was evident not only in slogans and demands, but

also in the targeting of structures of ideological and symbolic importance to the Iranian state. Indeed, the initial economic slogans

became more radical and political, targeting the regime as a whole, while the protest repertoire became violent including torching

state buildings, banks, police stations, Basij and Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC) outposts and other symbolic infrastructure

of the Iranian regime’s power. Moreover, the occupation of the public space was evident in the road and highway blockades and in

the control of parts of a city, as in Shiraz.

The movement’s defiant and fervently anti-establishment rhetoric, as well as its resort to violence have constituted its significant

differences with major previous dissent movements in Iran, such as the mainly middle-class 2009 Green Movement which opted for

a non-violent tactic. The 2019 protests could therefore be interpreted as a shift from a passive to an open confrontational resistance,

a tactic which certainly has much to do with the actors of these protests – the subaltern classes – and with the evolution of the

protest methods via the learning experience from other dissent movements and their own trajectory.6

Historian Peyman Jafari saw in the November 2019 protests a qualitative change stemming from a learning process, despite

the movement’s lack of leadership and organizational structure. However, there have been signs of alternatives and working class

grassroots organizations from which new leaders might emerge: the teachers’ union which lately staged large strikes; and, especially

from the strong Haft Tapeh Sugarcane Workers’ Syndicate and the steel workers of Foolad Ahvaz National Group.7

In addition, the geography of the protests highlights the internal divisions and the discrimination policies against ethnic minorities

in Iran, which constitute longstanding issues. It should be noted that while major protests used to take place mostly in Tehran and

important urban centers, the 2017 and the 2019 protests particularly, escalated within the periphery and in the margins of urban

centers, where subaltern classes reside. Specifically, provinces and cities with high rates of poverty and unemployment and inhabited

by non-Persian ethnic minorities – such as Arabs and Kurds – who have long faced discrimination and marginalization by the Iranian

state, saw intense protests and faced harsh repression. In other words, the bloodiest repression took place in the city of Mahshahr

(in the Khuzestan province), predominantly inhabited by Iran-

ian Arabs, and in the Kurdish-majority provinces of Kerman-

shah and Kurdistan.8

Harsh repression is not novel in Iranian politics; yet, the

widespread use of lethal force might mark a new page in the

relationship between the Iranian state and its society. Indeed,

the protests of November 2019 faced heavy-handed repres-
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sion, which has been the bloodiest crackdown since the 1979 Revolution. According to reports by the Amnesty international and

the Reuters press agency, the death toll varies from at least 304 to 1500 people, with thousands injured, while thousands of people

were arrested and arbitrarily detained. The unprecedented use of such violence was made in order to show the state’s determination

to crush any opposition, aligned with Iranian Supreme Leader’s, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, principle of demonstrating power instead

of compromising; otherwise, it would be viewed as a concession and therefore as a weakness. In addition to the harsh crackdown,

protesters were labeled by the regime, inter alia, as “thugs” and as associated with foreign powers seeking to destabilize the country.

Moreover, before resorting to the crackdown, the regime made sure that the outside world would not be aware of what was about to

follow. Consequently, the second day of the protests, it shut down the Internet and limited access to the domestic intranet network

for almost a week, in order to prevent information flow at home and abroad, coordination and updates among protesters.9

Although the bloody crackdown did pause the protests, the Islamic Republic sought later to use General Qasem Soleimani’s as-

sassination by US drones in Baghdad on January 3, 2020 in order to restore its blemished image following the bloodbath of the

protests. In fact, it managed – alas only temporarily – to project a sense of national unity but ultimately lost its opportunity after

only five days, on January 8, 2020 with the downing of the Ukrainian International Airlines passenger flight by the IRGC anti-aircraft

force which shocked and reactivated the disdain among Iranians who took again to the streets demanding the Supreme Leader’s res-

ignation and the culprits’ prosecution. That has undoubtedly highlighted the fragility and volatility of the state of affairs. However,

security forces showed this time restrain and no fatalities were reported; this could be interpreted as a sign of concession from the

state.10 Yet, the legitimacy of the regime has not been restored since the economic and political grievances since a general sense

of hopelessness persists; that was evident in the lowest turnout (42.7%) since the establishment of the Islamic regime in 1979 and

the parliamentary elections held on February 21, 2020. 

In conclusion, some analysts do not consider the 2017 and 2019 protests as a current threat for the regime mainly because

these movements are not homogenous, but are divided along cultural, ethnic and political lines. They lack political leadership and

seem therefore weak to seriously threaten the regime, which remains strong and is relying on its effective security and intelligence

forces.11 However, what is disregarded is the fact that despite these (current) deficiencies, these movements have displayed a power

to break with the fixed political norms implying thus the formation of a third way, an alternative to the establishment and its two fac-

tions, the Hardliners/conservatives and the Reformers, which constitute in fact a unified clique of power. The Iranian working class

has attempted to form a distinct social movement with its own demands – essentially different than those of the middle-class – and

to articulate a counternarrative. The popular slogan “Hardliners! Reformists! The game is over!” widely chanted initially during the

2017 protests indicates this evolution.

Lastly, as the Iranian state is gradually lifting the coronavirus measures, the day after is expected to be grim for the regime. The

Iranian state’s belated, opaque and inefficient response to the pandemic as well as its initial cover-up of the real situation has further

injured the already wounded trust and confidence of the Iranian people in the government and its information channels.12 The mistrust,
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coupled with the economic grievances, more aggravated amid the coronavirus crisis, might fuel new waves of protests. Since a

process of rupture has already begun as evidenced by the 2017 and 2019 protests, it remains to be seen how the coronavirus crisis

will affect the fragile relationship between the lower segments of the society and the regime.
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Officially unofficial

HILE IT IS ESTIMATED THAT 61 percent of the Iranian population (approximatively 80 million) is Shi’a Persian, the remaining 39 percent

is comprised of Azeri, Kurdish, Arab, Balochi and Armenian communities, in addition to religious denominations of Christians, Sunnis,

Baha’is, Zoroastrians, and Jews which further accentuate the diverse ethnic and religious mosaic of Iran. It should be noted that only

the Muslim, Jewish, Zoroastrian and Christian faiths are officially recognized religions in Iran. Non-Muslims represent approximately

1 percent of the population. As is often the case in the region, population censuses are seldomly conducted, with the last dating back

to the 1970s. As a result, the Iranian parliament has merely five seats attributed to the religious minorities’ representatives: one each

for Jews and Zoroastrians; two for Armenian Christians; and one shared between Assyrians and Chaldean Christians.1

Christians and Jews are estimated at 300,000 and 20,000, respectively. However, the followers of newer Protestant and Evangelical

churches are considered converts and are not recognized, as proselytization and apostasy from Islam is forbidden. In order to prevent

conversion, religious services in Persian are prohibited, in addition to excluding religious minorities from teaching the kindergarten

curriculum due its inheritably Muslim values. Nonetheless, this exclusion was withdrawn after public pressure from the Zoroastrian

community.2

What is more, the Baha’i religious community, while amounting to 350,000 followers, is not officially recognized. Largely marginalized

from society, Baha’is are unable to gain education and employment in public sectors, and their houses of worship and cemeteries are

considered illegal. The updated Iranian identity cards no longer list an option for “other” faiths besides the recognized ones, providing

food for thought regarding religious discrimination, second-class citizenship and the islamization of the Baha’i population.3

At the epicentre of protests

The Islamic Revolution of 1979 led to the establishment of a Shi’a theocratic framework, which was eventually merged with a national

identity narrative based on the Shi’a Persian identity. The latter had two immediate and major aftereffects: first, the marginalization

of the Azeri and Kurdish minorities, approximatively 16 and 10 percent of the population, respectively; and, secondly, the subsequent

rise of the fear of Azeri and Kurdish irredentism. The majority of the ethnic minorities of Iran reside both in its least developed regions

(mainly in the northwest where Kurds and Azeris are concerned) and near the Iranian borders with its neighbouring countries (i.e. Azer-

baijan, Armenia, Turkey, Iraq and Pakistan), rendering the proximity with their home states a danger to Iranian sovereignty. To make

matters even more complicated, the majority of these regions are also rich in energy depositories, a lifeline for the Iranian economy.4

This presents Iran with a conundrum: either to further develop the border provinces, improve the living conditions and minimize

potential irredentism; or to attempt to slowly change their demographic fabric and enhance security measures in order to curtail ethnic

ties with home countries and drive the minorities away. It seems that the Iranian leadership opted for the latter, as the already poor

living conditions in the border provinces have further deteriorated, or, at the very least, have failed to follow the other centrally-located

provinces’ improvement. The lack of adequate health care, the rise of poverty and discriminatory practices regarding employment,

W



education and services are coupled with water mismanagement and dam construction issues, which divert water from minority regions

and worsen living conditions.5

Azeri and Kurdish minorities are commonly viewed through the prism of conspiracy theories as American and Zionist agents due

to their ethnic affiliation with Azerbaijan and with the Kurds of Iraq, Syria and Turkey, which in turn are considered to maintain working

relationships with the West. Hence, US sanctions reflect directly on them, successfully labelling the minorities as enemies, operating

against Iranian sovereignty.6

The economic crisis and the sanctions’ renewal hit the minority provinces the hardest, leading to their support regarding the many

countrywide demonstrations since 2017. What is more, the protests in minority regions were met with detainment and imprisonment,

loss of life and even stronger security measures.7

In-between reformists and conservatives

The parliamentary elections of February 2020 led to an overturn of the majority previously held by the reformist government of Pres-

ident Rouhani and to a reenergized return of conservative elements close to the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC) and Supreme

Leader Khamenei. The elections took place in the midst of several ongoing crises: first, the countrywide protest movement on economic,

social and human rights issues; secondly, the killing of General Soleimani by the US; thirdly, the accidental downing of Ukrainian flight

752; fourthly, the electoral candidature process fiasco by the Guardian Council committee; and, finally, the looming health crisis by

the Covid-19 epidemic. The above ensured a disillusionment vis-à-vis the government by a large majority of the population, who ab-

stained from the electoral process; the low turnout allowed the conservatives to regain previously lost ground.8

One of the problems which – Kurdish, especially – minorities face is the fact that an important number of the members of the IRGC,

and current judges, began their career during the 1980s Kurdish insurgency, and are therefore primed against any hint of minority ir-

redentism. As a result, the post-2017 protest movement triggered a rise in ethnic minority discrimination, dehumanization, and rights

violations.9

Furthermore, in the following months, and when the Covid-19 epidemic spread across the country, the minorities were hit harder

in part due to the lack of sufficient health services, eventually

presenting a higher mortality rate than in majority Persian-

populated provinces. What is more, Iran is reopening its trade

channels with neighbouring countries in order to reenergize

its ailing economy, leaving the border provinces to their own

devices, and at the frontline of a potential resurgence of the

virus outbreak.10

In the end, both religious and ethnic minorities are caught
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within Iran’s socio-political dichotomy, as expressed by the lasting presence of the Iranian diverse and pluralistic society against the

monolithic vision of a one-religion and one-nation. As is often the case, non-integrated or unrecognized minorities are marginalized

and a source from which to inspire unity in society. Nonetheless, it remains to be seen whether the time after the current health crisis

is over, the protest movement will rage on, and give their due to the minorities at the frontlines.
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This article delves into the Iranian Shi’a politics since the Islamic

revolution. Shi’a politics are perceived as dynamic and ever-

changing. What we argue is that after 1979 the antinomies that

characterized the Iranian clergy as largely representative of the

contradictions that penetrate the social, political and economic

driving forces of the Islamic Republic.
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E ARE FIGHTING AGAINST international communism to the same degree that we are fighting against the Western world”. Those 

were the words of Ayatollah Khomeini as he was addressing a vast amount of people in Tehran for the celebration of both Nowruz

and the anniversary of the Iranian Revolution, in March 1980. The beginning of the “neither East not West” dogma was being estab-

lished by the intellectual leadership of the Shi’a clergy that was about to set the pace for the ideological doctrine of “revolutionary

shi’ism” in order to spread Islamic revivalism. This doctrine, though, reflected the contradictions of Shi’a politics. 

The extent of the revolutionary character of Shi’ism, nevertheless, is contested. For example, Ismailism, a historical strand of

Shi’ism, has been labelled as one of the most rebellious Shi’a manifestations, with the instances of the Qarmatians or the Assassins

being particularly prominent.1 However, the ideology and strategies of these movements remain separate from the mainstream Shi’a.

Especially after 1979, any deviation from the official orthodoxy that could provoke Mahdist expectations and visions was designated

as a heresy that arose agitations. 

Notwithstanding, many western analysts still see Iranian Shi’ism as a unified and a homogenous state-sanctioned Islamist ideology

that does not distinguish between “hardliners” and “moderates” and is forged under certain anti-western, anti-sunni and anti-Jew

predispositions.2 But this picture is far from real. A number of contentious issues, such as power and ideological struggles, economic

and social disputes and foreign policy orientations have rendered the Iranian clergy a corpus of differentiated stimuli. In an early ex-

ample of power struggles a cadre of Iranian clerics, such as Mohammad Montazeri, Jalal al-Din Farsi, Ali Akbar Mohtashami or Ay-

atollah Shariatmadari, expressed their disagreements over Khomeini’s supreme religious authority as Marja’ Taqlid and his doctrine

of Velayat e-Faqih. This dispute was not only linked with intellectual and theological disputes but also reflected the orientations of

the Iranian foreign policy, such as regarding the thorny issue of sponsoring the Palestinian resistance in Lebanon.3

The social structure of the Iranian society has always allowed for the structuring and restructuring of several social alliances, in

order to promote certain class interests. Overtly, the Iranian clergy used state institutions and ideals in order to promote certain

economic interests inside Iran, which were perceived as “just” and Islamic” but also to spread Shi’a doctrines and influences outside

the country. Economic interests divided the clergy, as early as 1979 and throughout the next decades, as the Iranian religious es-

tablishment was involved in major or minor economic activities with the bazaar class that mirrored strong social and kinship networks

that transcended official religious doctrines. Realism’s prevalence over religious duty in politics was portrayed even further after

the death of Khomeini (1989), when a more pragmatist approach overruled in politics and economics especially in the post-Cold

War period. Indeed, president Khatami tried to curtail the clergy’s influence in order to bolster his powers.4 This “opening”, which

was also eased by the emergence of new clerics due to the deaths of many clerics belonging to the older generation, paved the way

for building a coalition of dissident clerics, intellectuals and middle-class professionals by 1997.5 The regression that occurred with

the election of president Ahmadinejan in 2005, further developed contentious socio-political dynamics in Iran, leading to the Green

Movement in 2009 and the questioning of religious predominance in governance.

In addition, another facet of Iran’s clergy politics is the transnational dynamics affecting its peripheral and international politics.
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Even since the aftermath of the 1979 revolution and for many years to come, Tehran tried to exert influence on the Iraqi Shi’a, but,

as the evidence suggest, not always successfully. Nevertheless, Tehran through a complex web of translational networks has managed

and, to a certain degree, achieved to shape regional Shi’a ideology and politics, as in the case of Lebanon and the formation of

Hizbollah. After 2003 and the fall of Saddam Hussein in Iraq, Ali Sistani, the acknowledged spiritual Shi’a leader, in Najaf gradually

became more influential in regional Shi’a politics, casting also doubt on the concept of Velayat e-Faqih. Yet, the Iraqi Shi’a leader’s

relationship with the Iranian cleric establishment has not always been easy. For instance, his repeatedly denunciations of Iran’s hege-

monic grip over Shi’a militia and popular mobilization in Iraq, brought him to the latest move to urge a number of brigades to secede

from Iran-backed Popular Mobilization Forces.6 In fact, as shown, Shi’a political empowerment was further boosted after the defeat

of Daesh in Iraq. Further evidence that suggest emerging Shi’a autonomy itineraries in Iraq are a result of Hezbollah’s mounting in-

fluence on Shi’a militias in the country after the murder of Qasem Suleimani, and its quest for independent retaliations. This move,

as analysts suggest, could mark Hezbollah’s military and ideological expansion of its role in the region.7

To further underline the antinomies in Shi’a politics, we should also mention the patterns of conflict and cooperation between

Shi’a spiritual leadership in Qom and the political one in Tehran. One of the main causes of rifts between the spiritual and political

leadership occurred from the implemented policies of the latter that deviated from the spirit and context of shari’a. Such a rift was

been mainly appeased by attempting to make the Qom seminaries dependent on political power.8 In fact, as the evidence indicate,

the controversies between factions of clerical groups are not only limited to hegemony issues; they are related to socio-political

and economic hardships, as for example happened with the recent social movements and their reactions to a number of political and

economic issues at stake for the Iranian population. In this case, the Iranian clerical establishment and the otherwise quietist oppo-

sitional clergy had to weigh in regarding the thorny protesters’ demands. Deepening an already shattered distrust and widening rift,

the latest coronavirus crisis, which widely affected Iran, brought to the fore divisions regarding the need for pragmatic policies and

transcendental spiritualism; the government, even though asserts that religious shrines and mosques are physical sanctuaries against

disease, had to close down spaces of worship to prevent the spread of the disease.9 Therefore, Khamenei’s succession will definitely

be affected by the balances of power between factions of Iranian clergy choosing between a hardliner and a reformist spiritual

leader.10

Ostensibly, Shi’a loyalties lie with Iranian national inter-

ests. Nevertheless, as shown above, a number of Shi’a insti-

tutions and actors use the concepts of religious affiliation,

spiritual indoctrination and nationalism in order to mobilize

social, political and religious groups for their interests that

occasionally intersect with other groups’ interests and, at

other times, reflect competitive perspectives.
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Eleni-Panagiota Stoupa

In the Middle East region, Iran represents one of the oldest historical lineages, identified by multiple historical

stages. The social, political and economic challenges that the modern Iranian state has experienced,

displayed a new set of tensions in Iranian society, which are also addressed in traditional institutions such as

family. Under this spectrum, a powerful analogy is developed between the values of the Iranian family and

the Iranian nation in the domestic and the political spheres, respectively, by sharing a common cultural

understanding. The Iranian state and kinship as institutions are penetrated by the same moral and religious

concerns that cultivate the ethical, social and political identities of kins and citizens.

Kinship and the state building of Iran
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The Iranian nation

NE OF THE RICHEST HISTORICAL LINEAGES in the Middle East region lies, breaths and beats in the heart of Iran. The Persian origins

of “land of Aryans” as a civilization goes back to almost 2500 years ago. Throughout the centuries Iran -known also as Persia- has

been characterized by many fluctuations and distinct historical stages. Its territory has experienced a slew of significant economic,

political, and social changes, which have marked and shaped the modern nation-state. Under these changes, a new set of tensions

has appeared in the Iranian society, which has also affected cultural institutions such as family. The Iranian family has been exposed

to changes, has evolved during the past centuries, but maintains a high degree of continuity, which could be detected in the cultural

understanding of the Iranian national state. 

The 1979 Islamic Revolution became the focal point of Iran’s modern nation-state. The revolution brought together Iranians

across many different social groups, performing a revolt of society against the repressive regime of Reza Shah western policies.

The uprising transformed the Iranian nation into an Islamic Republic, binding together the values of an Islamic theocracy with ele-

ments of Western-style democracy. Under the ideological choices promoted by Ayatollah Khomeini, Shia Islam became inextricably

linked with Iran's political structure, transforming its religious and political landscape dramatically.1 In the following years, the Iran-

Iraq War of 1980-1988, one of the longest conventional interstate wars, reshaped the Islamic state, by introducing a new historical

phase and socio-political condition. During these years, a new kind of devotion to the state developed along with an imaginary of

religious sacrifice for the Marja al-Taqlid, which was reproduced through the concept of martyrdom. Following the “Arab Spring”,

the Islamic fundamentalism issues, the nuclear deal with the United States in the face of nuclearization, along with the current

outbreak of COVID-19 compose some of the most important milestones of the Iranian modern state that have been performed,

experienced and narrated throughout the prism of “insiders” -pious, moral and devoted supporters of the states- and “outsiders”

-the dangerous corrupted exteriors of the West and opponents of the Islamic Republic. 

Regardless of the extent of changes that the modern state of Iran has been confronted with, it still remains tied at all levels of

society with the family institution. The norm of kinship defines and demarcates social relations by permeating a broad range of in-

stitutions, from interpersonal relations to economic enterprises

and political alliances.2 The theocratic nation state of Iran, not

only as an administrative entity, but also as an ideological car-

rier, has been influenced, marked and shaped by informal insti-

tutions. Art, language, traditional cultural practices, as well as

daily activities and interactions such as praying, cooking and

feeding have special relevance for the nation and its politics,

forming the backbone of the espousal of Islamic rule. Therefore,

political representations, and social organizations in Iran, as in

O



other Middle East countries such as Turkey and Israel, are influenced by collective identities shaped and formed in their cultural

context. In Iran, this cultural spectrum is detected in kinship and its symbolic representations.

Kinship and nation 

Kinship underlies a representation of relationships between individuals, nominated commonly by family ties developed not only bio-

logically but mostly through cultural constructions.3 These ties and their cultural representation are going beyond the house walls, af-

fecting society as a whole. The dynamics of kinship as a symbolically moral system of values and meanings have the ability to shape

perceptions, galvanize ideologies and navigate practices in the realm of politics.4 The imagery of kinship, as a fundamental element in

the development of citizenship conception and national identity that encourages the nation-making process, is extremely widespread

in Middle East countries. Issues of rights and power are often expressed through symbolic associations with family and blood ties,

while the models of “proper” political behaviors are inextricably linked with the values and ethics that family relations embody.

The ideas, values and practices that undergo the religious state-building of Iran are addressed in the bonds of Iranian family.

Family represents the most important cultural element of the nation, defined by the Iranian Constitution as the cardinal unit of so-

ciety.5 Kinship and family share an influential role in the process of modernizing individuals, as well as a significant value in Iranian

society. Since the institutional development of Iran, notions of family, politics and religion have shaped Iranian societal structure

and social relationships.6 Economic, political and other forms of institutional activities have been coloured through families’ bonds

and the production of kinship networks as a system of protection, which has the power to affect the level of investments, and shape

the acquisition of political power.7

The political, social and domestic sphere in Iran is underlined by the concept of morality and purity over the separation of “in-

sider” and “outsider” and their interpretation over “good” and “bad”. In the aftermath of the Islamic Revolution, the imperative to

create the inner purity of the Iranian state and Shi’i family became the main focus of Iranian politics.8 The uprising originated a re-

quest to recreate an authentic Islamic interior of the nation consisted of virtuous Shi’i brothers and sisters, first and foremost

inside the family nest.9 The logic that is embodied in the Iranian family about the purity of the “inside” is also incorporated in the

Iranian governmental mindset about “right”, moral, and ethical of the nation. The modern Iranian household has been shaped in

the separation of darun –the protected interior– with birun -the dangerous exterior. The inner underlies the inner purity, while the

outside encloses the possibility of corruption.10

The powerful analogy that has been developed between the values of the Iranian family in the domestic sphere and the Iranian

nation-making in the political sphere starts to fade in the new generations. Being more influenced by the concept of globalization,

the new generations desire to liberate from the strict tutelage of their family. Using their flexibility from their emotional and epic

level, they are mostly submitted to their kinship networks and the sociopolitical pressure these networks produce, which still can

cultivate the ethical social relationships not only between kins, but also among national Muslims citizens.
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The coronavirus global pandemic seems to

have put the ongoing rivalry between

regional powers on hold. While in some

sectors the rivalry deepens, in others

cooperation persists, as the mere prospect of

American presence continues to be a defining

factor for the future of their relations. Rather

than meeting people’s demands in the short

term, Iran hopes for a swift economic recovery

after the end of the health crisis, while also

having to deal with many underlying
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HE SEVERE ECONOMIC ISSUES IN IRAN, which included cuts on fuel subsidies and a threefold increase in gasoline prices last November

and led to widespread protests across the country, predated the public-health threat that loomed before the regime. When the coro-

navirus outbreak placed its toll in the country, Russia was one of the countries willing to offer help for curbing the spread of the in-

fection in late February and March, with Moscow sending testing systems able to identify the coronavirus as well as additional

humanitarian aid. As Russia wanted to present itself as a responsible pole of power on this occasion by providing humanitarian aid

to those who asked for it, Iran came closer with other countries to exploit the opportunity and attempt relaxation of the sanctions,

initiated by the United States against them.1 Amid accusations that its coronavirus strategy favored economy over the health of the

public, a coalition of states was formed in the international scene, such as Syria, Venezuela, Nicaragua, North Korea and China,

which appealed to the UN for halting the sanctions as morally untenable in this pandemic crisis, as this made it even harder to counter

Covid-19. 

As Iran was hitting the world headlines with the coronavirus drama in the country, the oil price war between Russia and Saudi

Arabia was raging, setting the Iranian reflexes into motion. Russia refused to join OPEC production cuts, Saudi Arabia kept its ground

and demand collapsed due to the global pandemic resulting in a huge fall in crude oil prices, which in turn pressured Tehran's economy

even more. However, the implementation of a long-term strategy remained a priority for Iran, despite the huge loss of revenue for oil

producers and the repercussions by the drop of prices and considering that the current crisis made its economy deteriorate further.

This is not an easy task however, as, unlike Iran, Saudi Arabia and its clients in the Gulf may be able to use its cash reserves and borrow

from international capital markets to deal with the blow in the short term. Tehran's plan focused on the exploitation of the low price

oil environment to improve its financial clout and position itself for any opportunity that may arise, due to the presumed Saudi inability

to cover all the potential demand in the coming period. The effects of the last missile attack in the Saudi oil facilities by Yemen's Houthi

rebels are still felt in Riyadh and are going to hinder the total output level. As the per barrel lifting cost is the same in Iran as is in Saudi

Arabia, every incremental barrel price increase is deemed precious for Tehran. Iran is therefore not expected to agree to long-term

deals based on the belief that these contracts will now obtain only meager income due to the still average pricing reference points.2

However, Russia is not willing to remain idle, and the competition for a claim in the market share is going be vibrant. 

As they both remain key players in the civil war in Syria,

their  involvement  there  is  thought  to be a crucial  factor.

Moscow and Tehran may seem to be on the same page in

Syria now, having backed the restoration of the Assad regime

during this period, but for Iran, Syria's significance has risen.

Among others, Syria has become Iran's largest oil importer,

as its other big customer, China, reduced its imports in Jan-

uary and February due to the coronavirus pandemic.3 This

T



might be one of the reasons that forces of Tehran's allies have reportedly been recently sent to the frontlines in Idlib during the

Assad regime's military offensive against the last major rebel stronghold  as Iran flexes its muscles,4 while Russia, although instru-

mental in the Assad regime’s survival, is seemingly losing its patience over the time and resources it takes to restore its hold in the

country.5 It remains to be seen whether the assassination of powerful Iranian leader Qassem Suleimani has been an actual problem

and whether it is going to have a deep impact on Tehran's capacity to influence the Assad regime, and, mostly, on the mobilization

ability of Iranian allies in the country.6

In Syria, Tehran also found itself on opposing sides with Ankara, as Turkish forces clashed with the Assad regime about its actions

in Idlib in February and Russia had to balance competing interests with both sides.7 Considering that Turkey has established local ad-

ministrations in Afrin and beyond in northwestern Syria and along with Russia’s expanding influence in Syria, this triangle, with Iran as

only one of its edges, is rather multidimensional. As US sanctions seem to catch up with the Iranian regime and place extra burden on

the economy, where GDP has decreased by almost 10% and the inflation has been soaring, cooperation with Turkey is surely needed.

To corroborate this, Iran and Turkey decided to partially re-open their land borders and let in trucks carrying goods in order to boost

trade, which has been greatly reduced due to the pandemic. Enhancing its relationship with Turkey could prove useful, as Iran has

used it before to get around US sanctions and even facilitate the transit of goods intended for the Syrian regime and its allies.

The long-shot effort by Iran to loosen sanctions is likely to remain unsuccessful, despite all attempts to place responsibility on

the United States for the current situation, which is bound to continue while the conservatives increasingly tighten their grip on all

foreign policy institutions. Attempting to set up a pattern for its future international contacts, Iranian foreign minister Mohammad

Javad Zarif called on the US to lift the sanctions after his April meeting with Bashar al-Assad, while the Syrian president claimed

that the pandemic was being used for “political exploitation" by the U.S. and its allies.8

Although Russia and Iran approach the issue very differently, they tend to share the view that the United States is a primary se-

curity threat, since it’s a massive air and sea power, but unpredictable too. In this strategic competition between two extra-regional

powers and the aspiring hegemons in the Middle East, Syria might seem as a testing ground, one where Russia along with Iran and

Turkey engage with each other, craving to displace the United States. However, this extends beyond Syria across the whole of the

Middle East and relates to the much-debated potential US withdrawal from the Middle East. Through military and diplomatic maneu-

vers, Russia has signaled its stance against further US intervention in the region and this involves Iran. For example, Russia and Iran

along with China held their first trilateral naval exercise in the Indian Ocean and the strategically sensitive Gulf of Oman, in what

could be seen as a sign for siding with Tehran during the latest of the geopolitical tensions.9 Russian air defense units have been

closely monitoring airspace over and around Iran and probably share intelligence with Tehran which has had to resist the massive

pressure by the United States. This might be a subtle challenge to the current status quo in the region, but all of these countries

share the desire to weaken the rationale for a US military presence there. This common desire provides the ground for the strength-

ening of their relations until now.
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Ever since the Islamic Revolution, the relationship between Iran and the Gulf States has been quite turbulent and the struggle

for power with Saudi Arabia has sparked an antagonism that evolved to what is today known as the new Middle East Cold War.

The close relations and family ties between Saudi Arabia and other Gulf states have created the illusion that the stance of all

Gulf countries towards Tehran is unified. However, albeit its competition with Riyadh, Iran does maintain relations with most of

its Gulf neighbors, and it is thus interesting to examine how Gulf states maintain the balance between their strategic

partnership with Saudi Arabia and their –mainly economic- cooperation with Iran.

I R A N  A N D  T H E  G U L F
Beyond Saud i Arab ia

Alexandra Nikopoulou



EHRAN’S RELATIONSHIP WITH THE GULF is largely perceived as a hostile one, seen through the lens of its regional competition with

Saudi Arabia. As Riyadh is one of the two main U.S. allies in the Middle East and Tehran has a decades-long rivalry with Washington,

it was expected that the enmity between the two aspiring leaders would spiral after the U.S. gradually withdrew from the region over

the last years. In fact, following the Arab Spring uprisings, Saudi Arabia and Iran were involved in proxy conflicts in several operational

theaters across the Middle East and the rift created between the two seemed irreconcilable. The escalation of the rivalry and the

close relations between Riyadh and its neighboring Gulf allies have thus created an illusion that relations with all Gulf states fall

under this spectrum. That is true to a certain extent. The GCC, with the exception of Oman, has collectively participated in the

Operation Decisive Storm in Yemen and most of the states (with the exception of Qatar), would not risk going against Saudi Arabia

when it comes to strategic and political decisions. However, that is not the case concerning their economic and trade relations. Qatar,

Oman, Kuwait and even the U.A.E. maintain a certain level of relations with Iran in the shadow of their strategic partnership with

Saudi Arabia and it is thus interesting to examine how those relations have evolved in the recent years and what is the effect of

recent developments (as the assassination of General Soleimani and the spread of COVID-19) on their unexpected cooperation. 

One of the Gulf states maintaining a high level of relations with Iran is Qatar. Doha’s ambitious and, to an extent independent,

foreign policy along with its significant Shiite element, has turned the small Gulf kingdom into a scapegoat for other Gulf states that

have accused Qatar of providing support to alleged terrorist elements, i.e. the Muslim Brotherhood, and spreading terrorist propa-

ganda. The decision that marked the growing enmity and rift among the Gulf states and Qatar was the imposition of the embargo

against Doha in 2017.1 Despite Iran and Qatar having close cooperation prior to 2017, the embargo proved to be a significant mile-

stone that increased the dependence of Doha on Tehran. Since 2017, economic relations and trade between the two has doubled,

while the withdrawal of Doha from OPEC is expected to further enhance their cooperation as Qatar will seek alternative ways to

develop its energy scheme. Furthermore, the two have already an established collaboration in the South Pars gas fields.2 Despite

close economic cooperation, Doha remains skeptical of Iran’s leadership aspirations in the Gulf and fears a rise in sectarian tensions.

However, following the death of General Soleimani, President Rouhani announced the decision of the two states to expand their re-

lations, a move indicating that Doha is gradually moving away

from neutrality and closer to a strategic partnership with Tehran.3

The relations with Oman are equally good as Tehran and Mus-

cat maintain a long term relationship, based mainly on the close

personal ties of the deceased Sultan Qaboos with Tehran. The

amity between the two sides dates back to the 1970s when Iran

helped Qaboos during the civil war in the country.4 Ever since –

and despite the regime change after 1979-the two countries

have signed several trade and energy agreements, while Muscat
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also mediated with Washington regarding the nuclear deal back in 2012. Despite that, financial pressure imposed on Oman from

Saudi Arabia and the U.A.E. due to its relations with Iran, along with economic issues the country is recently facing, may push Muscat

closer to its Gulf neighbors. That is also why the country maintains a neutral stance regarding political issues concerning Tehran.5

The neutrality that Oman managed to maintain during the last decades is today under question, after the death of Sultan Qaboos.

The succession to the throne presents a window of opportunity for fellow Gulf states that wish to increase their political influence

on Oman. Despite the fact that the Sultan Haitham bin Tariq al-Said has vowed to follow the strategy of his predecessor and implement

a policy of peaceful coexistence with all nations,6 it is likely that the lack of personal relations to Iran may create a window of oppor-

tunity for Saudi Arabia. That being said, even though the Sultan does not appear eager to take sides in the rivalry between Iran and

Saudi Arabia, it is expected that Tehran will have to try more to sustain the special relationship forged under the rule of Sultan

Qaboos. In a sense, Tehran might lose one of its most important allies in the region, without managing to reap all the benefits of

their relationship.7

The most interesting relationship between Iran and its Gulf neighbors is the one with the U.A.E. Abu Dhabi is a traditional ally to

Riyadh and the two led the alliance against Iran in Yemen, before parting ways due to conflicting interests in the south of the country.

Despite that, Abu Dhabi remains in an opposing camp and thus, one would believe that cooperation between the two would be in-

considerable. However, the U.A.E. are home to several Iranian curriculum schools and universities and more than 500.000 Iranian

residents, while Tehran is the country’s second export destination. During the last two years, and as the conflict in Yemen, where

the U.A.E. are actively involved, is evolving, the exports to Iran saw an increase of 16,8% and revenues skyrocketed. The U.A.E. are

supporting the country even during the sanctions and are one of the few Gulf states that did not break its relations to Tehran in

2016.8 The U.A.E.’s stance is particularly contradicting as it is standing against Iran in local conflicts across the Middle East (Yemen,

Syria), while it maintains extensive economic relations and does not follow the hard approach of Saudi Arabia towards Iran in a

political level. Lately, the reaction of the U.A.E. to General Soleimani’s death was moderate as the Minister of Foreign Affairs called

all parties to prioritize political solutions over confrontation and escalation of the conflict. The reaction of Kuwait was similar. The

small kingdom that maintains a neutral stance towards Iran, called for the abstention from emotional reactions that would harm the

country’s interests and for prioritizing Arab cohesion.9

Recent developments have also highlighted growing cooperation between Iran and its Gulf neighbors, despite political rivalries.

Following the death of General Soleimani and the effort of many Gulf states to reduce tensions, the novel coronavirus presented an-

other opportunity for extending a friendly hand towards Tehran. As Iran was one of the first countries affected by the virus, and the

one with the most cases in the Middle East, almost all Gulf states have offered humanitarian support to the Republic, despite renewed

sanctions by the U.S. It is notable that the only two states that have not offered medical or humanitarian support to Iran are Saudi

Arabia and Bahrain, while Kuwait, the U.A.E., Qatar and Oman have either delivered humanitarian and medical aid or are in talks to

do so in the near future.10
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It is evident that despite popular belief, Iran does maintain significant relations with its Arab neighbors, at least on an economic

level. The strained relationship with Saudi Arabia and conflicting interests do not allow cooperation on a political level, however the

differences with other Gulf states are not irreconcilable, when it comes to mutual financial interest and there is actually more to the

politics of the Gulf states than their relations to Riyadh. What needs to be highlighted is the fragile balance all Gulf states aim to

maintain in their effort not to disrupt their strategic alliance with Saudi Arabia. Despite that, Tehran remains a significant player in

the regional sub-system and has managed to maintain a certain level of relations to its Gulf counterparts, despite supporting opposite

sites in several conflicts in the region.
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S i no - I ran ian Relat ions
A Much Simpler Affair

The Sino-Iranian relations are usually expounded in

relation to Washington’s approach on Tehran and

Beijing, largely due to the US-China trade war and

US-Iran rivalry. There is no doubt that there are

opportunities for China created by the US sanctions

on Iran and, in turn, the restrictions on Iran limit its

global outreach, thus making it dependent on a

few. However, the Chinese financial and diplomatic

outlets provided to Tehran go beyond my-enemy’s-

enemy-is-my-friend logic, questioning the nature

of partnership between the two. An issue that is

more pressing now, given that the relationship is

being further scrutinized due to the Convid-19

pandemic outbreak.
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HE EXTENSIVE ECONOMIC COOPERATION between China and Iran is perhaps the foundation of their relations. Since the late 1970s,

this cooperation has translated into the so-called ‘comprehensive strategic partnership’. The Chinese have increased their investments

in key sectors in Iran from infrastructure to trade, not to mention that China is one of the largest Iranian oil consumers. However,

since the end of 2019, China has curtailed its oil imports from Iran. Iran’s oil exports to China have dropped drastically in comparison

to 2018 – from “2.5 million barrels of crude daily” to “just 170,000 barrels a day, with China taking 82,000 barrels and the rest

going to Syria”.1 While this drop is mainly attributed to the US sanctions on Iran, Tehran continues to reach out to Beijing. Following

the Iranian Foreign Minister’s, Zarif, visit to China, in late 2019, a petroleum industry publication characterized the Sino-Iranian

strategic partnership as “a possible seismic shift in the global hydrocarbons sector”.2 The main advanced form of this geo-economic

partnership is the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) that initiated already since 2013; a “flagship foreign policy initiative" of China to

connect Asia to Europe, where Iran’s geographical position is key.3 Not only will Iran be the link in a China–Europe rail route, circum-

venting Russian territory, but given its location it is “to become the hub of the International North–South Transit Corridor (INSTC)”.4

There is no doubt of the importance that Iran has in Beijing’s geo-economic plans and aspirations. However, they do not ‘rest’ solely

in Tehran.

More often than not, it is considered that China is equally partnered under the same ‘comprehensive strategy’ with Iran’s rivals,

such as Saudi Arabia, UAE and even with Israel. From China’s perspective, as pointed out by Yin Gang, a Middle East analyst at the

Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, Beijing’s logic regarding the region is to cultivate and maintain “friendly ties with its four main

groups: Arabs, Turks, Persians and Jews”, indicating a regional overreach built on geo-economic interests, which –paradoxically–

allows China to stay out of the regional conflicts.5 This attitude can be traced back to the 1980s in other issues such as military co-

operation. During the Iran – Iraq war, China was selling arms to both parties. Throughout the decades that followed, Beijing’s military

support to Tehran continued through providing technologies for missiles and expanding their military cooperation. The latest joint

naval drill between Iran, China and Russia in the Gulf of Oman, near the Strait of Hormuz, an important entry for tankers travelling

between Iran and China,6 has alarmed the analysts. However, it may be argued that it is far from a defence alliance and is more

modest than assumed. Instead, the joint drill is perhaps a statement that within a framework of a strategic partnership among nations

that oppose the bullying of the US and its unilateralism on the international system. In many instances, the Chinese have demonstrated

that they are neither willing to aggravate the US nor unconditionally support Iran. 

This is evident in China’s approach in the Iranian Nuclear Deal and the US sanctions. As part of the deal, China assisted in ad-

dressing the non-proliferation requirements by restructuring Iran’s Arak IR-40 heavy water reactor;7 which as any other global player

has presumably no desire to see Iran attain nuclear weapons. When the US pulled out of the deal, Beijing’s reaction was limited to

mere efforts to de-escalate tensions between Iran and the US, without pursuing further proactive steps. Not wanting to escalate its

own ‘war’ with the US and become isolated by opting to oppose international action, China has maintained a stance of non-commit-

ment in an attempt “to delay and dilute any sanctions”.8 By the same token, China’s restrained reaction to the assassination of Iranian
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general Qassem Suleimani by the US was indicative of its lack of desire to become involved in the conflicts of ‘others’ in order to

pursue its foreign policy priorities: namely, to maintain stability in the region in order to pursue the economic aspirations and the

BRI integration plan.9

Although, for the past four decades, the two have attempted to substantiate that they share common views and notions vis-à-

vis to the international system, there is not much to be said from an ideational perspective. The notions of economic development

and non-involvement in each other’s domestic affairs are perhaps the only principle that they have in common. On the one hand,

Iran’s inclination to cooperate with China, even in relatively unfair terms at times, is based on its limited options dictated by the US

restrictions on Tehran both politically and economically. On the other hand, Beijing’s commitment to economic development, the

principle of non-interference in internal affairs of others and non-involvement in the political conflicts within the region renders it

rather attractive for Tehran. In this sense, whether the Sino-Iranian partnership is a result of necessity or of choice, it depends on

whose perspective. The asymmetry of power between Beijing and Tehran, renders the latter closer to a partner of choice for China,

while China is surely more of a necessity that gives the impression to the Iranians that it is their choice. 

The outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic and its implications have exposed the depth and sensitivity of the relationship between

Iran and China. Iran was one of the first countries after China to be hit by the pandemic with enormous human cost. The Chinese stu-

dents in Qom, the Chinese infrastructure project in various parts of Iran and the Iranian Mahan airlines that continued flights in con-

taminated areas in China until at least the end of February are few of the many explanations provided for the swift spread of the

pandemic in Iran. While most of the media in Iran focus on the ongoing mutual assistance to confront the pandemic, there was a

rather subtle diplomatic incident between Tehran and Beijing due to a comment by the Iranian Health Ministry spokesman, Kianoush

Jahanpour, where he described “China’s official figures on the coronavirus outbreak as a joke”, which was swiftly backtracked

following the criticism from the Chinese ambassador and Chinese representations in the Iranian Foreign Ministry.10 This frustration

probably reflects the public opinion in Iran. On a popular level, there has already been an underlying grievance with the Chinese. Al-

though, foreign investments are always a glimpse of hope for the Iranian economy, there is also a certain level of discontent among

the Iranians, especially among small business owners that have been suffocated by Chinese competition.11 If people start taking

into consideration the Chinese government’s lack of responsibility

in regards to the Covid-19 pandemic, it will certainly fuel the pop-

ular frustration. Nevertheless, public opinion has never amounted

to much for the Iranian decision-making. Finally, regardless of the

financial disaster that will follow the post-Covid-19 era, much of

the geo-economic and geo-political dynamics remain in place; sub-

sequently, so will the calculations of the Sino-Iranian relations.
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INSTEX and StickINSTEX and Stick
Europe’s quest to gain Tehran’s confidence

and salvage the JCPOA agreement

Dimitris Papanikolaou

The US unilateral withdrawal from the JCPOA deal and the re-imposed sanctions against Tehran, have

jeopardized Iran’s compliance with its nuclear obligations. France, Germany and the UK are asked to

salvage the deal under two overlapping conditions: foster Iran’s economy and bypass US sanctions. The

E3 established a mechanism meant to facilitate its commercial relations with Iran as a proof of

commitment to the agreement. The COVID-19 impact on Iran finally started up this mechanism and laid

down new terms for the ordeal that both Iran and Europe are called to surmount.



N JANUARY 2019, the European co-signers of the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA), France, Germany and the UK (E3)

announced the creation of the Special Instrument In Support of Trade Exchanges (INSTEX), a mechanism designed to facilitate legit-

imate trade between Iran and European economic operators. INSTEX is a barter system meant to boost commercial ties between the

two sides, circumventing US sanctions, initially through transactions which involve pharmaceutical – medical devices and agri-food

goods.1

The E3 pledged to commonly safeguard Iran’s compliance with the respective terms regarding its nuclear program deriving from

the deal, despite the unilateral US withdrawal from the agreement in May 2018. However, at present, each state is also individually

tied with Tehran and has its own interests contingent on the developments. 

France has experienced a fierce impact of the re-imposition of the US sanctions. Indicatively, the French behemoth energy com-

pany, was forced to shut down its operations in Iran because of its strong dependence on the US banking system. President Emmanuel

Macron has attempted many bilateral and multilateral approaches in order to minimize the damage to Iran’s economy since he came

into office. For instance, within the G-7 summit in August 2019, he suggested that INSTEX give a 15 billion dollars credit line to

Iran, in order to purchase goods through the mechanism.2

Germany is the most important European economic partner for Tehran, with exports worth billion to Iran, even before the signing

of the JCPOA deal. However, the trading volume between the two countries in 2019 was half compared to previous years. Regarding

INSTEX, after a year of its existence, German officials characterized it as a political trick to raise Iran’s expectations since Europe

does not have the capacities required to fulfill its goals. Moreover, the trade volume between Iran and the UK is much lower than the

one with France or Germany. In any case, UK’s pledge to the efforts of rapprochement between Iran and its European partners is an

uncharted territory, given the country’s traditionally strong bonds with the US and its transatlantic commitments as well as the

BREXIT aftermath uncertainty.3

In the shadow of the COVID-19 tremendous impact on Iran, INSTEX conducted its first transaction from Europe to Iran on 31

March 2020, selling medical equipment to Tehran. Said transaction put INSTEX in motion for the first time. Although European

officials seemed optimistic for future operations, the mechanism had not carried out any transactions for more than a year since its

establishment, significantly reflecting the reach and capabilities of the E3 as opposed to the US “ultimate pressure” doctrine towards

Iran.4

Notwithstanding the E3 rhetoric of not adopting the re-

imposition of the sanctions, in practice, many big European

companies keep their exposure to the US market and finan-

cial system. This could bring considerable consequences, in

case they dodged US sanctions and performed commercial

activities which involve Iranian entities. In fact, some Euro-
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pean firms with links to the US market got penalized for maintaining activities within the Iranian market, such as Unicredit AG, a Ger-

man based bank which paid a 1.3 billion dollars fine, owing to “illicit” Iran-related transactions through the US financial system.5

The aspiration of the E3 to foster commercial relations between Iran and Europe under such circumstances through INSTEX, make

the latest a challenging initiative by definition. Starting from its compliance preconditions, INSTEX would need to establish the conduct

of meticulous due diligence concerning the parts involved in each transaction. On top of that, in February 2020, Financial Action

Task Force (FATF) announced that it would increase the scrutiny of global banks towards Iran’s financial system. A good omen from

Iran’s side though, is that the workload of STFI, INSTEX’s Iranian counterpart, has been assigned to private entities and not public

enterprise, avoiding that way any further bonding with state institutions which might imperil its compliance.6

Nevertheless, Europe’s efforts so far to foment its relations with Iran may be interpreted by Tehran as a straw man’s futile struggle.

Even after INSTEX successfully carried out its first transaction, Iranian President Hassan Rouhani described the mechanism as a pos-

itive, but insufficient step on the part of its European partners and emphasized that INSTEX should extend its commercial activities

towards the energy market. President Rouhani also asked his European allies to pressure the US to lift the sanctions, and presented

the withdrawal of all sanctions as an indispensable condition in order for Iran to comply with its nuclear obligations.7

No one could blame an economically strangulated Tehran if it requested more than political gestures and promises from its Eu-

ropean partners, in exchange for complying with its nuclear obligations. Iran demands actions that could have substantial improve-

ments in its commercial relations with Europe and not small scale steps that sugarcoat the post-US sanctions situation. Additionally,

Iran knows well that whatever the size of the economic support received from Europe is, it will be serving as carrot and stick, accom-

panied by the sanctions crippling its economy. Thus, as Rouhani declared, Europe would have to reconsider a future spillover of its

commercial activities with Iran, towards more profitable sectors, such as energy.

Be that as it may, the prevailing situation of the COVID-19 outbreak might present an opportunity to enhance relations between

Iran and Europe. Regarding INSTEX, the execution of its first transaction could bring up the gradual amplification of its operational

scope. Both sides could work on establishing the requirements in order for the mechanism to progressively incorporate transactions

involving oil, gas and other products of more economically significant industries. 

If the INSTEX initiative finally leads to a fruitful and constant cooperation with Iran, Europe could also benefit in many aspects.

First, Europeans could gain more influence in Tehran and better control over their main issues of concern such as non-proliferation

of nuclear arms or Iran’s possible policies in its wider region which might clash with Europe’s interests and might be considered as

destabilizing. Second, by showing an assertive approach in its Iran policy, Europe could demonstrate that its sovereignty is not at

stake and its policies could sustain the impact of major external factors such the US sanctions. Finally, a solid commercial bridge

with Iran could possible secure Europe a gradual independatization from its traditional energy suppliers such as Russia, as well as

the increase of its exports to a country with which it used to maintain solid trade relations.  

Furthermore, the scars the pandemic is bound to leave on Iran could set Europe’s humanitarian values in motion. Europe would
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have to take decisive actions and assist Tehran during those hard circumstances, distancing itself from any suspicions of complicity

to Iran’s economic debilitation. Europeans could also use the unfolding pandemic crisis as a leverage to pressure the US to exclude

humanitarian goods from the sanctions and to progressively promote further essential reductions on their imposition.8

The political will so far demonstrated by the E3 for the preservation of the Iran-Europe relations is certainly notable. The designing

of a mechanism for the purpose of dodging US sanctions is a good first step for that cause. Seemingly however, it will take much

more for the Europeans to gain Iran’s confidence. If they really wish to safeguard Iran’s compliance with the JCPOA, the E3 might

consider seizing the opportunities that emerge in order to substantially foster relations with Tehran whether through INSTEX or not.

Realistically elaborated policies capable of containing the economic hardships generated by the US sanctions and substantially

helping Iranian economy breathe should predominate over merely political discourses. The post-COVID-19 situation could be con-

sidered a turning point for this transition to be initiated.
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Archaeological
practice in Iran

Amalia Chappa

Modern Iran’s complex history of dynastic changes and foreign

affairs has brought incoherence in the archaeological survey of the

region and contradictory understandings of the country’s pre-

Islamic and Islamic past. Nevertheless, archaeology in Iran today

has managed to claim for itself a more unbiased role whereby all

periods are proportionately recorded and examined. This has

helped towards a more comprehensive appreciation of the nation’s

heritage that treats all monuments and sites as assets and sources

of pride.



RAN IS HOME TO A PLETHORA of world-known cultural monuments and sites, twenty two of which are included in UNESCO’s World

Heritage List. They reveal cultural and archaeological sequences that span four millennia. Sites such as the Parthian desert city of

Bam, the Achaemenid capital of Persepolis, medieval Isfahan, Rayy (famous for its 12th to 14th century glazed ceramics), Nishapur

(the most important metropolis on the eastern part of the country on the Silk Road) and Siraf (the historic port noted for its role in

medieval maritime trade) are all considered national treasures intertwined with the lives of Iranians.1 Nevertheless, their importance

and value for the region’s cultural sequence was not always recognized.

By the late 19th century, albeit independent, Iran was a buffer zone between the Russian and the British empires in Asia. When

the Qajar dynasty was deposed in 1925 and Reza Shah ascended to the throne, one of the primary government goals became its

modernization. At the dissatisfaction of the clergy, the Shah launched a secularization propaganda, part of which aimed at awakening

the memory of pre-Islamic Iran, particularly the Achaemenid and the Sasanian past, and glorifying Zoroastrianism. As part of an

effort to abolish foreign influence and antagonize the Arabs, the fall of the Sasanian Empire after the 7th century Arab invasion was

treated as a humiliating event in history that forced the Iranians to abandon their original faith and culture. 

For archaeology, this meant better documentation for pre-Islamic sites, the foundation of a National Archaeological Museum

(1937), the registration and the scientific recording of antiquities under possession of the state and the support of projects that

emphasized the cultural contribution of Iran to world civilization.2 After giving an end to a French monopoly established in archaeo-

logical excavations in previous years, the government opened the door to researchers from other countries, particularly from the

US. The large-scale excavations at Persepolis (1931-1939) conducted by the Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago proved

to be of particular significance while many other archaeological expeditions were directed at prehistoric sites, such as Turang Tepe

(east of the Caspian Sea by the US), Tepe Gian (eastern Luristan), Sah Tepe (also Caspian Sea), Tepe Hesar (Damgan) and Tepe Sialk

(near Kasan). Early Islamic Nishapur and later layers in the vicinity of Persepolis were also excavated.3

By the late 1930’s and due to the allocation of foreign resources for the war effort during World War II, archaeological survey in

Iran became stagnant. After the assumption of power in 1941 by Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi and the occupation of the country

by the Allies, archaeological activities, except those at Persepolis, were stopped, only to gradually resume after 1945. The period

between 1958 and 1978 marked an explosion for archaeological activity, with France, the US, Great Britain, Japan, Italy, West Ger-

many, Denmark, Belgium, Canada and Austria sponsoring significant fieldwork and new archaeological methods being introduced

signaling a shift from single-site to regional surveys. At a time in which the role of the British, the Russians and the Americans was

resented for their interference with Iranian affairs and despite the fact that the Shah promoted an agenda that aimed at reviving pre-

Islamic traditions, these new conditions in the archaeological practice a more objective and unbiased approach to the past. 

Following the Revolution of 1979, anything associated with monarchy was despised. Textbooks on the history of Iran were rewrit-

ten with an emphasis on the Islamic period, and ancient Iranian kings were treated as oppressive figures and symbols of tyranny. In

the first ten years after the revolution, the new pan-Islamic agenda threw archaeology into disfavor: the Department of Archaeology
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was temporarily closed, most foreign archaeologists were forced to leave the country and fieldwork activities were limited to scarce

bureaucratic and poorly funded projects. In the 1980’s, as revolutionary enthusiasm was diminishing, several private and govern-

ment-sponsored institutions dedicated to re-approaching history were created, historical archives and studies were re-opened and

pre-Islamic Iran was gradually re-approached by the new Islamic regime.4

In the early 1990’s, provincial and regional functions for the protection of tangible heritage were re-structured, academic, prob-

lem-oriented archaeology re-emerged and excavations, symposia and joint projects with US and German teams were organized

again. After 2000, the country hesitantly re-opened itself to more non-Iranian collaborations with local officials seeking wider

scientific contacts. In 2005 for example, under the auspices of the government, teams from the United States, Poland, France, Ger-

many, Italy and Japan worked together in the Fars Province for uncovering potential sites in the Tang-e Bolaghi Valley before the

construction of the Sivand Dam.5

While international collaborations remain problematic and sporadic due to tensions with the West and the sanctions by the US,

the current news on the archaeology of Iran reveal a ton of fieldwork carried out by the state-funded Iranian Archaeological Service,

which issues permits for both pre-Islamic and Islamic-era sites.6 On April 2020 for example, following the discovery of an Iron Age

tomb in Germi, the government announced a new archaeological season across a five-hectare area in the Arbadil Province aiming at

surveying a full local sequence extending all the way to the Achaemenid and the early Islamic period. Just recently, the tourism

chief of Natanz, central Iran, announced the discovery of 14,000 year old petroglyphs near the village of Arisman, stressing the im-

portance of researching late Paleolithic open-air evidence for documenting human presence in the Iranian plateau. On December

2019, the Research Institute for Cultural Heritage and Tourism carried out excavations in the northern Mazandaran province leading

to the study of pre-historic and Islamic-era findings extending from the Ilkhanate times (13th-14th century) and the Safavid era

(16th-18th century) all the way to the Qajar period.7

These projects do not simply reflect a dynamic change towards formulating a systematic approach to the past. Given that the

government wants to improve the country’s international profile and assert a higher place in the list of top global tourism destinations,

a smarter management of its archaeological programme is part of the understanding that the protection and promotion of archaeo-

logical  heritage  brings  in  revenue  from  cultural  and  historical

tourism.8

On the 5th of January 2020, amid tension from the US assas-

sination of  commander Qasem Soleimani, US President Donald

Trump threatened to strike Iranian sites, “some at a very high level

and important to Iran and the Iranian culture”. Iran’s response was

swift: “Through MILLENNIA of history, barbarians have come and

ravaged our cities, razed our monuments and burnt our libraries.
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Where are they now? We’re still here, & standing tall”, tweeted Mohammad Javad Zarif, Iran’s foreign minister. Considering that the

US have signed conventions for the protection of cultural property in the event of armed conflict (1954) and the protection of the

world’s cultural property (1972), violating these agreements would constitute a war crime under international law. But outside in-

ternational criticism, Trump’s threat pulled together the voices of both secular and religious Iranians, uniting them into joint con-

demnation.9

Due to changing political circumstances in the modern history of Iran, archaeology went through different and contradicting

stages of metamorphosis before acquiring its current scientific inquiry. Today, the Iranian Archaeological Service is on top of the

country’s archaeological activities and conducts significant fieldwork with a regional approach and the unbiased acknowledgement

of all sites into the archaeological record. 
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