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Abstract 
Iran’s complex and strained relations with Arab states are often 

portrayed as the main reason of instability in the region. But the fact is 

that the geopolitics of the Persian Gulf region and economic and 

security needs have pushed Iran to adopt a moderate and pragmatic 

policy to foster relations with its neighbors. Iran is primarily interested 

in regional stability and co-operation with regional states vis-à-vis 

protection and promotion of its national interests. The aim of this 

article is to examine the influence of Iranian foreign policy in the 

Persian Gulf region, tracing the changes in Iranian policy towards the 

region during post Islamic Revolution era. It will also analyze the 

geopolitical circumstances which shaped the Iranian foreign policy 

during this era.  

 

I. Introduction 
 Foreign policy of any country is shaped by many determinants, domestic as well as 

global. Iranian policy after Islamic revolution has been viewed as an outcome of its 

ideological commitments but the fact is that Iranian foreign policy with the time period 

has been more realistic as far as ‘Persian Gulf region’ is considered. Since the Shah’s 

regime, Iran has illustrated itself as a strategic, independent state in the Middle East due 

to its geographic location, demography and resources. Ayatollah Khomeini promoted the 

idea of a strategically independent and neutral Iran in its geopolitical alignment. Since 

then, Iran has efficiently transformed itself from being a marginalized state to an assertive 

and independent power in the affairs of the Persian Gulf region. It has effectively washed 

its hands of the Shah’s policies by figuring out a sphere of influence from Lebanon to 

Yemen and then Afghanistan, thereby altering the balance of power in Persian Gulf 

region. Iran prioritizes her strategic independence while taking full advantage of its 

security by increasing its regional influence. The key question of this research is to 

analyze the influence of Iranian foreign policy on the Persian Gulf region in the post-

Islamic revolution era. The study also carries the assumptions that Iranian policy makers 
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have tried to adopt a more pragmatic approach while keeping their ideological sentiments 

of the Islamic revolution intact. 

 

II. Revolutionary Iran’s Policy in the Persian Gulf 

 Iranian foreign policy has undergone many changes after 1979, especially to 

neutralize the ‘Western threat’ (Osiewicz, 2014). Iranian policy makers immediately after 

the revolution have emphasized the creation of a new identity for the country rooted in 

anti-Western, revolutionary sentiments. These “anti-western orientations” of Iran were 

taken as an obstacle to maintain peace and stability in region (Nia, 2012, p. 37; Osiewicz, 

2014).But despite the predicament arising from her hard stance against the Western 

world, there were many periods and regimes
1
 in which Iran was ready and able to 

cooperate with the international community in the Persian Gulf region. The foreign 

policy of Iran, from 1979to onward has proved itself not to driven out only by ideological 

determinants but pragmatic at the same time which is described by scholars as “spiritual-

pragmatic paradigm” (Ramazani R. K., 2013, p. 196; Deshiri M. R., 2010; Osiewicz, 

2014).Deshiri and Majidi have characterized Iranian foreign policy as “reformist” 

because of its dissatisfaction with the existing international political system and its desire 

of a different kind of international framework within which the Iran could survive by 

achieving her goals of national development  (Deshiri & Majidi, 2009, p. 104). M. M. 

Nia has argued, “Iran’s foreign policy discourse consists of several signifiers such as non-

domination, independence, anti-arrogance campaign, nationalism, Islamic unity, and 

responsibility” (Nia, 2012, p. 37). Nasr is of the opinion that the ‘past policy record of 

Iran during the last few decades shows that though Iran’s behavior has remained 

problematic, but still Iranian policy has been shaped by the pragmatic calculation of 

security, survival and national interest’ (Nasr, 2013, p. 12). Though the waves of 

dominance of ideology in the name of idealism have alternated with periods of 

dominance of pragmatism in the name of realism, it can be observed that the fundamental 

goals of Iran’s foreign policy in the Persian Gulf have remained constant. 

 During the regime of Prime Minister Mehdi Bazargan, Iran’s policy was not 

different from that of the Shah. While Bazargan did not like to be the policeman of the 

Persian Gulf, he was also not prepared to dismantle the Shah’s military establishment or 

terminate the existing treaties with the United States (Milani, 1993, p. 307).In recognition 

of the country’s vulnerability to possible external attack, he maintained relations with 

Washington to protect Iran’s pre-eminent position in the Persian Gulf, while at the same 

time cultivating friendly relations with neighbors based on mutual respect except Iraq. 

After the resignation of Barzargan in November 1979, the ‘fundamentalists’ and 

hardliners acquired the front seat in the Iranian foreign policy making process (Ramazani, 

1992, pp. 59-67). Iraqi aggression unified the entire Iranian nation under the leadership of 

Ayatollah Khomeini who was not only a nationalist but a devoted Islamist. When Iraq 

pushed for war, he was determined to punish Iraq and spread the ideals of the revolution 

in the region to become the ideological regional hegemony. It was owing to that passion 

that in 1982, after control over Khorramshahr and an offensive on Iraqi soil, Iran rejected 

                                                           
1Article 125 of Iran’s constitution describes that  “ the president and his legal representative has the authority to 
sign treaties, protocol, contract  and agreements concluded by the Iranian government with other governments 

as well as agreement pertaining to international organizations after obtaining approval from the Islamic 

consultative assembly”..  However, approval is always required from their supreme religious leader in every 
case.  
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the proposal for a cease fire as well as payment of huge damages by Arab League (Milani 

M. M., 1994, p. 333). 

 While Saddam’s ambitions blinded him to the reality that aim of western support 

was to make Iraq sufficiently strong to contain the Iranian threat but not to make it a 

regional superpower, Khomeini’s ideology blinded him to the realization that the United 

States neither desired an outright victory for Iran, for such a victory would have been 

“detrimental to their interests” (Shah, December 6, 2011).The reasons of Iranian isolation 

in the region have been numerous, from its confrontation with Washington to its demand 

for an Iraqi admission of defeat. The presence of a sizeable Shia population in the 

Sheikhdoms, coinciding with inflammatory rhetoric from Iranian officials who criticized 

all the regional monarchies, served to build up this fear. All regional states
2
 supported 

Iraq in the war, especially Saudi Arabia and Kuwait with financial contributions of up to 

US$35 billion (Ramazani, Revolutionary Iran, 1986, p. 76).Saudi Arabia even violated 

the terms of its contract with the United States and provided Iraq with an undisclosed 

numbers of Mk-84 2000 pounds bomb in 1986 (Los Angeles Times, April 20, 1992; 

Deshiri & Majidi, 2009).The United States increased its military involvement in the 

region under the guise of protecting Kuwaiti ships and US navy demolished at least half 

the Iranian navy and offshore oil platforms. The US also adopted a strategy to contain 

Iran by strengthening Saudi Arabia as a counterweight against Iran and Iraq 

(Patrikarakos, 2012, p. 106). Meanwhile, Iraq intensified its efforts and fired almost a 

hundred scud missiles at Tehran and other cities. In July 1988, the US Vincennes downed 

an aircraft of Iran killing all the passengers (Seliktar, 2012, p. 66). Isolated, Iran was 

unable to gather international support to condemn the incident and had to accept the UN 

ceasefire resolution in July 1988.HenryKissinger, a former US Secretary of State stated 

that both countries were losers in that war. Neither Saddam could become the dominant 

regional leader and destroy the Islamic revolution nor did Ayatollah Khomeini export his 

revolution and overthrow Saddam (Mofid, 1990, p. 147).This war caused the total oil 

revenues of Iran and Iraq to dwindle, depleted their resources, devastated economies and 

infrastructure, thousands of people killed, millions injured and more than millions 

homeless. Thus at end of the war, the Persian Gulf was more unstable than before with no 

clear hegemonic power and many competing rivals in the region. 

 

III. Moderate and Pragmatic Shift in Iran’s Persian Gulf Policy 

 Khomeini left Iran far different than as he had taken it from the Shah. It was an 

economically devastated and internationally isolated country whose war exhausted 

population had experienced a 50 percent reduction in their real per capita income 

(Amirahmadi, 1990, p. 292).Ali Akbar Rafsanjani priority of economic reconstruction 

rather than extremism (Washington Post , August 18, 1989) and his five years plan was 

for attracting foreign capital, importing technologies, increasing oil revenue and 

borrowing 27US$ billion from the international market (Petrossian, January 9, 1990). His 

era witnessed new posture for Iran by rapprochement with the West and improving 

relations with neighboring states. These new directions of Iran’s foreign policy were 

visible very soon in the Persian Gulf’s affairs. Rafsanjani new policy was based on the 

calculation that improved relations with all Gulf countries would increase Iran’s chance 

of regaining its leadership status within the organization of the Petroleum-Exporting 

                                                           
2  Four months after the start of war, GCC was formed by Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and 
United Arab Emirates.  The aim was to prevent the spread of war (Kechichian, 1992, pp. 146-65). 
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Countries, in turn allowing Iran to earn higher oil revenues and contain Iraq (Bakhtiari, 

1992, pp. 69-93).Rafsanjani followed a four-pronged strategy with the objective of 

containing Iraq, of allowing Iran to rebuild its economy and protect its regional interests 

and of developing a relationship with regional Arab states (Kemp, November 1, 2005). 

He was committed to the idea of regional stability. He also emphasized the avoidance of 

making enemies, intervening in the internal affairs of the Persian Gulf States and gave a 

clear signal that exporting the revolution is not a policy objective. Tehran tried to 

convince the Arab States that Iraq was a greater threat to their rule. While Iran tried to 

improve relations with Iraq, no clear treaty could be signed between these two countries. 

Iran believed that good relation with neighbors and Western countries would be a 

bargaining position for Iran. On several issues of internal involvement, Iran and Iraq were 

still divided. Tehran started a dialogue with Riyadh to reduce tension. But relations were 

not improving quickly because the memories of 400 pilgrims killed during the political 

demonstration   were still fresh in the mind of Iranian people. Despite these problems 

Tehran did not stop normalizing relations with Saudi Arabia. The major component of the 

Rafsanjani policy towards Gulf States was befriending them and this strategy proved 

successful in his regime. While Iran was adjusting itself, Iraq invaded Kuwait forcing 

Iran to reformulate its policy in the region. 

 Iran and Iraq emerged from an insane war in different circumstances. Iran’s 

economy and military was seriously damaged and weakened. While Iraq possessed a 

highly militarized economy, an impressive arsenal of weapons of mass destructions and a 

large battle-hardened army, the foreign debt amounted to 80 to 100 US$ billion (Sciolino, 

1991, p. 188).The presence of United States troops in the region placed Iran in a delicate 

position and thus made it more dangerous than Iraq could ever be. It was a difficult 

situation for Iran to favor or oppose both Bagdad and Washington. The pragmatism of 

Iran saved it from taking side of any party and she decided to remain neutral without 

antagonizing either Baghdad or Washington in order to promote its national interest 

(Milani M. M., 1992, pp. 41-60). 

 After the withdrawal from Kuwait, Iraq faced internal confrontation by Kurds in 

the North and Shias in the South. Iran had sympathies with Iraqi Shias and called for 

Saddam Hussain’s resignation. Consequently, Iraq crushed the Shias population while the 

world watched the brutality in cynical silence. Iran also did not want to undermine what 

he gained by the policy of neutrality because Iranian national interests were more 

compelling to the foreign policy makers than the solidarity with Iraqi Shias. 

Iran was a beneficiary of the Kuwait crisis. Financially Iran earned much from the 

increase in the price of oil. (New York Times, September 8, 1992) It also improved its 

relations with United Nations by not violating the sanctions of United Nations imposed 

on Iraq. United States released the frozen assets of Iran. It was easy for Tehran to expand 

its influence in the region but the collapse of Soviet Union meant that Iran could not rely 

on Moscow and that created instability on the Northern border. Iran found instability all 

around as a civil war in Afghanistan and the creation of semi-autonomous Kurdistan in 

Iraq also had serious consequence for her. (Osiewicz, 2014) 

 Iran was eager to expand her role to influence the newly established Central Asian 

states after the disintegration of USSR. Iran had religious, cultural and linguistic 

affiliations with these former Soviet States and was interested to strengthen those ties. 

Iran continued reconciliation with GCC members and Iraq in Persian Gulf. However the 

presence of United States forces was a great challenge to Iran. Bush administration used a 

carrot-and-stick approach; on the notion of good will beget good will. Therefore United 
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States continued diplomatic, economic and military campaign to isolate, if not to 

undermine Iran. Although Iran liked to improve trade relation with United States but 

Washington did not respond positively. United States has not only sold modern 

armaments to GCC members but also signed defense treaty with Kuwait and other GCC 

members that permitted to have a joint military exercise in the Persian Gulf. America also 

opposed Iran’s participation in any security arrangement in the Persian Gulf. 

 Rafsanjani tried to avoid confrontation in order to reduce tension and drive a 

wedge in the G-7 Camp by strengthening productive commercial ties with many of its 

members like Japan and Germany. These countries’ need of oil resources pushed them to 

pursue constructive engagement with Iran and the inability of United States to make new 

security arrangement and continuing weakness of GCC proved positive for Iran. 

However, the Abu Musa dispute fueled Gulf suspicions about Iran’s hegemonic aims. In 

1993, when Iran expelled migrant workers from the island, Egypt and other Gulf States 

took a stand against the action and finally the case reached in United Nations (Deshiri & 

Majidi, 2009). 

 Khatami, after a landslide victory in August 1997 election, tried to improve 

relations with neighbors in the Persian Gulf. He was of the opinion that Iran should have 

established relations with neighboring countries to assure peace and stability in the 

region. He also kept Iraq in check and tried to improve relations with the West (Marshall, 

2003, p. 142). Tehran’s relationship with GGC states apart from Bahrain continuously 

improved in 1990s and a meeting of OIC members countries held in Tehran was not only 

a great success of Iranian government (Los Angeles Times, December 7, 1997) but a sign 

of a substantial improvement of Iran-Saudi relations. President Khatami visit to Arab 

states, especially Saudi Arabia in May 1999, also indicated the growing relations between 

the two countries. But there were many issues and problems still to be resolved which 

marred relations between Iran and Saudi Arab due to absence of relationship between 

Iran and US (Clawson, October 1998). Despite Khatami desire to have dialogue with 

Washington, the mutual hostility still persisted. The growing military bases of United 

States in Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and UAE were a cause of great 

concern for Iran (Shen, 2008, p. 168). 

 Most scholars share the viewpoint that the Iranian Nuclear Program was the most 

burning issue in the Persian Gulf region at the dawn of the new millennium (Osiewicz, 

2014; Patrikarakos, 2012).Most of the regional Arab states posed the Iranian nuclear 

program as a threat to the region’s security and this program remained an issue for Arab-

Iranian rapprochement and mutual trust during the period of Ahmadinejad. Ahmadinejad 

was in favor of establishing good relations with their Persian Gulf neighbors and clear 

evidence of his willingness was a number of proposals made by him to establish a 

security system in the region. Iran also urged to have bilateral economic ties with the 

Gulf States (Hunter, 2010, p. 199) but it was not possible for her to improve her relations 

with Gulf countries especially with Qatar, Iraq and Saudi Arabia because of her tense 

relations  with United States (Foreign Service Journal Vol. 78, P.52, 2001; Osiewicz, 

2014; Hunter, 2010). The invitation of the Saudi King to the Iranian president was a 

significant step in the Iran-Saudi relation framework, and it was accepted by 

Ahmadinejad who visited Riyadh in March 2007.However this approach failed for some 

reasons as Saudi Arabia was still under the influence of USA and hostile relations 

between Iran and United States affected Iran-Saudi rapprochement. Second Saudi Arabia 

perceived nuclear program of Iran as a threat to the security and peace of Persian Gulf 

and particularly Saudi Kingdom. Although Iran denied the military dimension of the 
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nuclear program but other States of the region were of the opinion that Iran wanted to 

dominate the Persian Gulf through enhanced nuclear capability. Another difference of 

opinion between Iran and Saudi Arabia was noticed in the case of Bahrain and Syria. Iran 

backed Syria and Saudi Arabia was supporting some opposition groups of Syria (Pierret, 

2013, pp. 248-249; Hokayem, 2013).According to Zaweiri, ‘regional states were also 

suspicious of Iranian networking of search for economic cooperation with Arab States to 

fulfill her increasing military expenditures’ and “initiative like Iran-Iraq pipeline for both 

oil and products between Basara oil refinery in Iraq and Abadon oil refinery in Iran is one 

of them” (Maleki, 2008, p. 99; Osiewicz, 2014). Iran’s main concern was about the 

American forces in Persian Gulf and regional Arab States were worried about Iranian 

nuclear program and its impacts on the stability of the region. Another source of tension 

as Zaweiri describes was the “emergence of new political class in Iraq, and re-emergence 

of the debate about identity and citizenship which was becoming real challenges in the 

Middle East” (Zaweiri, 2011, p. 117). 

 Uprisings in other Arab countries or “Arab Spring” were another factor of 

consideration for Iranian policy makers. Iranian involvement in social protests in 

Bahrain
3
 seemed to be the most representative case in this regard. Tehran’s stance during 

unrest in Kuwait and Saudi Arabia is the best example in this regard. Iranian policy 

makers characterized the Arab Uprisings as an ‘Islamic Awakening’ and started 

supporting those local revolutionary movements which were demanding democracy in 

their respective countries. Though Iran many times reemphasized its traditional position 

not to intervene in their internal affairs (Soltaninejad, 2012, p. 131) but Bahrain and 

Saudi Arabia did not accept Iranian claim of non-interference in their internal matters. 

The tension increased much in late 2011when US accused that Iran is involved in the 

assassination of Saudi ambassador in Washington (New York Times, December 15, 

2011). So despite his will and efforts, Ahmadinejad could not claim any progress either in 

bilateral relations with Bahrain or with Saudi Arabia. However, it can be said that Iranian 

policy remained influenced by more pragmatic consideration than by ideological or 

supposedly revolutionary pursuit (Kamrava, 2013, p. 104).    

 Iran was facing economic sanctions by the Western World imposed as a reaction 

of Iran’s nuclear program which caused economic insecurity in the country and became a 

key factor of Rouhani’s victory in presidential elections. A visible change has been 

witnessed in Iranian foreign policy in the region since Rouhani’s regime.  He took 

concrete measures to improve Iranian relations with the Western world (Osiewicz, 2014). 

The current Iranian rapprochement with Group P5+1 and visit of Iranian foreign minister 

to almost all states of the region are clear manifestation of his eagerness to develop 

friendly relations with neighbors. His meetings with the prime minister of Iraq show the 

great importance of reconciliation in the Persian Gulf (Cordesman, 2014, p. 75). Iran and 

Qatar established a Joint Political Committee in Tehran in March 2014 which is also a 

new direction of Iranian foreign policy. For the first time in their relationship, Iran and 

Qatar formally decided to cooperate on the matter of humanitarian crisis in Syria (FARS 

News Agency, April 15, 2014). But Iran still supports the Assad Regime in Syria while 

Qatar is with anti-Assad groups of Syria. The Syrian situation seems complicated and 

cooperation between Iran and Qatar might not be enough to settle conflict. Good relations 

                                                           
3Bahrain is dominated by Shia Muslim population but ruling class is Sunni. Iranian authority often stated that 

Bahrain government is oppressing Shia population. Bahrain and Saudi Arab complained about Iranian 
intervention in Bahrain (Osiewicz, 2014). 
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with Persian Gulf states will also be a requisite to establish good relations and Rouhani 

seems to share such points of view. Though Oman has had good relations with Iran in the 

past, during the last two periods of Ahmadinejad and Rouhani’s Regime the diplomatic 

relations have been upgraded. Analysts and scholars are taking the Rouhani and Sultan 

Qaboos’s meeting on March 2014 as the beginning of the policy of détente in Persian 

Gulf Region (Osiewicz, 2014; Patrikarakos, 2012). Iranian president “stressed the 

development of relations between these two countries in different spheres including 

Harmuz Strait security”. Iran-Qatar relations also have significance for other Persian Gulf 

States because both jointly control the Strait of Hormuz and any serious tension between 

them can create blockade of maritime transport of oil in the Strait of Harmuz which can 

lead to an oil crisis in the world (Payvand Iran News, March 12, 2014). The Iran and 

Saudi relations has been soured over the years due to political and religious differences. 

Syria and Bahrain have become threats to Iran-Saudi competition recently. Rouhani 

expressed his wish to improve relations with Saudi Arab in March 2014 while meeting 

with newly appointed Saudi ambassador to Iran (Mohanty, 2014, p. 1).Though the 

initiatives by the Rouhani Government can be considered a positive and indicative of new 

Iranian foreign policy towards Persian Gulf but Tehran’s relations with Riyadh and Doha 

pose a threat to the stability and cooperation in the region. Undoubtedly, at the same time 

Arab-Iran rapprochement in the Persian Gulf is not possible unless Iran normalizes her 

relations with the western countries particularly United States. The breakthrough with 

regard to the P5+1 and the process and the consequences of Iran-West negotiation seem 

to be essential if Iran really intend to cooperate. 

 

IV. Conclusion 

 Iran has had a constantly changing relationship with the other states of the region 

since Islamic Revolution of 1979 but the Iranian desire to end her isolation has not been 

easy at any stage. Iranian Persian Gulf policy has been overshadowed by her national 

interest; resulting in the shift from her desire of ideological supremacy to regional 

dominance. On the other hand Arab states of the Persian Gulf have been influenced by 

Arab nationalism and distrust toward their Persian neighbor. Tehran’s attempt to improve 

relations with neighboring states, as well as the current event of Tehran’s rapprochement 

with the western countries, particularly the US, on the nuclear program makes Iran able 

to improve her relation with the regional states and assert her influence in the Persian 

Gulf. To sum up, the Iranian policy has become more pragmatic based on geopolitics and 

the only thing required to strengthen good relations among Iran and its neighbors is to 

develop confidence building measures which is only possible by taking concrete steps by 

both sides. 
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