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Iran has consistently attempted to portray the Arab spring as an “Is lamic
Awakening” and a continuation of its  own Iranian revolution of 1 9 7 9 , in an attempt
to further its  main goal, the consolidation of its  role as regional power. By
choosing to ignore the c learly political, and not religious, context of the Arab
upris ings, Iran has failed to mobilize the Muslim world under its  wing. Its  goal of
achieving a “leader” status in the region, could be threatened even more by the
risk of failure of the ongoing nuc lear talks , and also by the menac ing presence of
the Is lamic  State in Iraq and Syria. 

A current appraisal
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If there has been one immediate change the Arab Spring forced on the countries of the Middle

East, it was the urgent need to reassess their regional policies. The uprisings of 2011 managed to

radically affect the status quo of the entire region. Countries in revolutionary turmoil, such as Egypt,

Tunisia and Bahrain were trying to cope with new realities, and neighboring countries experiencing the

effects of these revolutions, like Israel, Saudi Arabia, Iran, did not waste any time to evaluate these

developments, and adjust their policies. Israel, worried by the fall of Mubarak in Egypt, which was

threatening the peace treaty between the two countries, was very hesitant about the uprising in Egypt.

Saudi Arabia was concerned with the uprising of the Shia community in Bahrain, as it could potentially

threaten her hold over the country. While the Arab Spring was viewed by many governments in the

Middle East as a threat to the status quo, Iran saw in it an opportunity.

The uprisings in the Arab world constituted an excellent opportunity for Iran to establish its role as

the main regional power, as the leader of the Muslim world, and to promote its Islamic Revolution of

1979, as a viable alternative across the region.1 The export of the revolution has been and still is a major

aspect of Iran’s foreign policy spanning three decades. Its strategy for securing its place as regional

power has been the perpetuation of its political hold over Iraq and to a lesser extent Turkey and Saudi

Arabia, the facilitation of its Shi’ite network of allies, mainly Syria and Hezbollah in Lebanon, and the use

of soft power, in order to win the favor of the Arab people. Its condemnation of the relationship between

the United States and Israel, coupled with the backing of almost all popular uprisings in the region in

2011 are prime examples of this attempt for a hegemonic approach in the region’s affairs by the Iranian

governments.2

On February 11th 2011, just a few days after the toppling of Zine El Abidine Ben Ali in Tunisia, and

the day that Hosni Mubarak fell in Egypt, and coinciding with the day of the anniversary of the Iranian

Revolution, the Iranian supreme leader, Ali Khamenei, described events across the Middle East as “a

natural continuation of the Iranian Revolution of 1979 […] It was the same as the ‘Islamic Awakening’,

which was the result of the victory of the big revolution of the Iranian nation”.3 The attempt to brand the

uprisings as Islamic in nature, served the purpose of directly connecting them to the Iranian revolution,

and therefore placing Iran at the helm of this awakening. Iran chose to ignore the fact that the main

demands of the rebellions had nothing to do with Islam,4 but rather were calls for freedom, democratic

reforms, and an end to corruption.

Almost four years after the Arab revolts, Iran’s policy of exploiting them for its own ends hasn’t gone

unhindered. The narrative of “Islamic Awakening” has come under heavy fire, domestically and abroad.

The opposition in Iran, the Green movement, which organized the massive demonstrations of 2009,

rejected the notion of the Islamic nature of the revolts, and offered a different approach. In January 2011,

Mir Hossein Mossavi, one of the movement’s leaders, and till this day still under house arrest after the

suppression of the protests, declared that “the events in Tunis, Sana, Cairo, Alexandria and Suez could

be traced back to June 2009, when millions of Iranian protesters demanded that their democratic rights

be respected”.5 One could argue that Mossavi was closer to the truth, as the demands and the dynamics

of the Arab uprisings of 2011 resembled more those of the Iranian demonstrations of 2009, than those

of the Islamic revolution of 1979. Outside Iran, the Iranian narrative has also faced difficulties achieving

acceptance and legitimacy. In Egypt, the Muslim Brotherhood completely dismissed Khamenei’s

statement about the Islamic nature of the revolution, stating that they regard it “as the Egyptian People’s

revolution, not an Islamic revolution”.6 In his visit to Iran in 2012, Mohamed Morsi -then Egyptian

President - stated that “Egypt is a Sunni state”, clearly showing that sectarian differences still played a

key role in the relationship of the two countries.7

The Iranian model, as it was dubbed in the official Iranian discourse, has struggled gaining

legitimacy in the Arab world, mostly because of the constant questioning of Iran’s intentions by the other

Arab countries.  This sanctimonious approach by Iran towards the Arab Spring has done nothing but

reinforce these feelings of suspiciousness. The way that Iran handled the Syrian uprising showed the

limits of its policy. Syria has been the closest ally of Iran since the latter’s Revolution and a strategic asset
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to its regional interests. Losing its support, due to the uprising, would seriously affect Iran’s status in the

region. Therefore, when the Syrian uprising began, Iran expressed its support for the Assad regime, and

interpreted this revolt in a different way than it did with the other uprisings in the Arab world. It viewed it

separately as a “civil war”, one which had been incited by foreign interests.8 The Iranian press around

the time of the Syrian uprising avoided mentioning the developments in Syria, while at the same time it

was very informative concerning the Arab uprisings in other countries.9 Iran’s stance was in danger of

undermining its own narrative of an “Islamic Awakening” in the region. The critique, domestically, was

fierce and led by the Green Movement – the opposition party in Iran -, accused the government of only

supporting the uprisings suiting its interests all the while condemning the ones that undermined its

strategic plans. 

This contradiction regarding Iran’s ambiguous stand towards regional uprisings was amplified in

the case of the Bahraini uprising, where Iran fully endorsed the Shia demonstrations, which were

ultimately suppressed by Saudi Arabia. Iran supported the uprising as a clearly secular revolt, which it

was in essence, opting to ignore the Shia aspect of the revolt, as it would undermine the “Islamic

Awakening” narrative it was promoting. Saudi Arabia’s stance in this matter was on the opposite side of

the spectrum. It blamed Iran of supporting a Shia uprising against the Sunni regime of Bahrain instead

of a popular revolt. Saudi Arabia attempted to add a sectarian element to the uprising, by choosing to

ignore its clearly secular characteristics. This uprising was threatening the stability of the regime and

undermining the Sunni predominance in the Gulf States, making it impossible for Saudi Arabia to allow

it to grow. Iran’s narrative of the Arab Spring as an “Islamic Awakening” has proven problematic, turning

its model’s prospects as an alternative into a challenge. While Iran is facing difficulties in achieving this

craving for legitimacy, progress has been made. Its use of soft power has been, in certain instances

(such as its support for the Palestinian cause) successful, and has relatively managed to oppose, or at

least offer an alternative to the anti-Shia, anti-Iranian doctrine that Saudi Arabia has been promoting in

the region.10

Iran currently has to face a considerably more complicated situation regarding its own geopolitical

status, in contrast to 2011, when the Arab uprisings broke out. Its goal of achieving regional power status

depends less on its affiliation with the Arab street, and more on the two fronts it has to deal with presently:

the nuclear talks with the West, the outcome of which will undoubtedly affect its internal and foreign

policies, and the threat that the Islamic State (IS) poses for Iran. While the government of Iranian

president Hassan Rouhani has followed a rather moderate foreign policy, the international community

remains highly suspicious of Iran and hesitant in accepting an improvement of the relationship with the

Iranian administration.

The talks between Iran and P5+1 (consisting of the USA, Russia, China, the United Kingdom,

France and Germany) concerning its nuclear program have failed for the time being to produce results.

While significant progress has been made according to both sides, strong disagreements are still

present. However, the talks, which were concluded on the 24th of November, have been extended for

another seven months, till June 2015, with both sides looking rather calm about this development. The

Iranians are aware that a failure in reaching an agreement would mean even harsher sanctions, which

could produce friction or more volatile developments inside Iran. An agreement on the other hand, would

mean the gradual lifting of sanctions that have been chocking the Iranian economy, and would avert

thoughts of civil unrest in the country.11

Regarding the threat of IS, Iran is currently one of the main opponents of the jihadists in Iraq and

Syria, offering military support, training and strategic coordination. Moreover, Iran’s support is essential

in recruiting the Shia majority in Iraq against the fight with the Islamic State.12 Even if the US and Iran still

don’t consider their relationship as a friendly one, events on the ground may bring them closer together.

In the fight against IS, they share a common interest: The United States and Iran both need a functioning

government in Baghdad, one able to confront the Islamic State in the North of the country. Iran also

needs to preserve its control of the southern Shia Iraq and its oil flow against the threat of IS, while the
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US, under these circumstances, is forced to remain in the region, contrary to its self-proclaimed objective

of troop withdrawal. Taking into account the atmosphere of good will from Iranian nuclear program

negotiations, there may be an opportunity for some sort of tactical cooperation in dealing with the Islamic

State. In light of these changing dynamics in the area, Saudi Arabia is really worried by the mending of ties

between the two countries, as it could potentially and severely threaten its regional status. Hence, Saudi

Arabia needs the weakening of the Islamic State, in order for the forming bond between the US and Iran

to subside.13 Notwithstanding the presence of the Islamic State in the region and its openly hostile stance

towards it, Iran will have to be careful not to undermine its own narrative of successfully opposing the West. 
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