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In the final days of the 14th century of the Iranian calendar, Iran’s nuclear case emerged
as one of the most critical and contentious issues in the country's foreign policy,
intricately linked with the lives of Iranian citizens and the very existence of the political
system. Given this significance, the present article investigates the effects of the
political culture of decision-making and policy-making elites on the development of
the nuclear case. Since the direct executors of decisions and policies have continuously
changed throughout the two decades following the emergence of this controversy—
and considering the diversity of discursive characteristics among these elites,
particularly in the executive branch and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs—it is
necessary to analyze how elite political culture has influenced the trajectory of the
nuclear dossier by examining the discourses and developments during the dual periods
of reformism and neo-principlism. Within this framework, the main research question
is: How has the political culture and discourse of political elites influenced the
decision-making process in Iran’s nuclear case? To address this question, the core
hypothesis posits that the differing political cultures of elites have led both to
transformation and a form of continuity within the framework of a culture based on
official Islamic doctrines in nuclear-related discourses. Furthermore, with the shift in
foreign policy elites during each period, the tactics used to pursue Iran’s objectives in
the nuclear file have also changed. Ultimately, the study’s findings indicate that the
progression of the nuclear case has been directly governed by the deeply historical and
entrenched political culture of Iranian elites, which has been fused with the overarching
discourse of the Islamic Revolution and its hegemonic influence on foreign policy in
the post-revolutionary era. This fusion has resulted in the attrition of Iran’s political,
economic, and social capacity on both domestic and international levels, as the
dominant discourse strategy appears to be one of maintaining the unresolved status
quo, neither fully resolving the issue nor allowing it to collapse.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

In the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, Iran’s nuclear dossier emerged as one of the
most pivotal and controversial subjects in its foreign policy landscape, deeply affecting national politics,
society, and the state's international positioning. At the core of this issue lies not merely the technical
dimensions of nuclear energy but a layered interplay of elite political culture, national identity, and
competing foreign policy paradigms. Since the Islamic Revolution of 1979, Iran’s political elite have
framed their foreign policy within a discourse of resistance, autonomy, and Islamic legitimacy. Within
this framework, the nuclear issue has functioned as a discursive arena through which different factions
within the political elite—particularly during the Khatami (reformist) and Ahmadinejad (justice-oriented)
presidencies—have articulated their visions for Iran's role in the international system. The primary
question addressed by this research is how the political culture and discursive strategies of Iran’s foreign
policy elites influenced the decision-making process related to the nuclear case between 2002 and 2013.
The central hypothesis posits that while distinct elite cultures led to observable changes in foreign policy
tactics and diplomatic rhetoric, there remained a continuity rooted in the broader ideological structure of
the Islamic Republic, particularly the hegemonic discourse of the Revolution that shaped elite behavior
and strategic preferences (Ehteshami & Mahjoob, 2008; Rasouli Sani-Abadi, 2015).

The methodology employed is qualitative discourse analysis, focused on the discursive elements
within official speeches, diplomatic behavior, and foreign policy decisions. Using Laclau and Mouffe’s
theory of discourse, the research identifies nodal points, floating signifiers, and central signifiers within
the political rhetoric of each presidency. Under Khatami, the nuclear dossier was approached with an
emphasis on moderation, dialogue, and de-escalation. This manifested through discursive elements such
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as “dialogue among civilizations,” “transparency,” and “mutual confidence-building,” reflecting a
political culture grounded in institutionalism, international law, and engagement with the West (Izadi &
Rezaei Panah, 2013). These values were articulated as part of a broader reformist strategy to recalibrate
Iran’s image internationally and to resolve the nuclear dispute through multilateral cooperation. In
contrast, under Ahmadinejad, the discourse shifted dramatically. Ahmadinejad’s administration invoked
a political culture anchored in revolutionary idealism and defiance, presenting the nuclear program as a
matter of national dignity and Islamic resistance. Key discursive elements included “nuclear rights,”
“resistance against imperialism,” and “justice-seeking,” portraying diplomacy not as negotiation but as
confrontation with hostile Western powers (Dehghani Firouzabadi & Ataei, 2015; Ehteshami & Mahjoob, 2008;
Hazeri & et al., 2011).

During Khatami’s presidency, the reformist elite constructed a political discourse centered around
civil society, legalism, and soft power. The nuclear file was seen as a technical and political issue to be
resolved through lawful cooperation with the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) and the
European Union. The dominant discursive framework was that of “rational internationalism,” which
viewed foreign relations as a space for inter-civilizational dialogue and peaceful coexistence. This was
evident in Iran’s willingness to sign the Additional Protocol to the Non-Proliferation Treaty and to accept
voluntary suspension of uranium enrichment. The elite political culture at the time emphasized
transparency, soft diplomacy, and the prevention of Iran’s international isolation. Despite some internal
resistance, the reformist discourse succeeded in deferring the nuclear crisis from escalating into full-blown
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conflict, preserving Iran’s diplomatic standing while avoiding Security Council sanctions. However, the
discourse also faced structural weaknesses. It lacked sufficient domestic consensus among power centers
such as the Supreme Leader’s office, the Revolutionary Guards, and conservative factions in Parliament.
These tensions limited the reformists’ ability to fully institutionalize their foreign policy vision and
eventually led to their marginalization in the policy process (Dehghani Firouzabadi & Ataei, 2015; Hazeri &
etal., 2011).

With Ahmadinejad’s rise to power in 2005, the elite political culture governing Iran’s foreign
policy underwent a fundamental reorientation. The justice-oriented discourse he championed fused
populist rhetoric, Islamic revolutionary ideology, and an aggressive posture toward international norms.
The nuclear dossier was no longer seen as a negotiable issue but as a platform for ideological confrontation
and symbolic resistance against global hegemony. The administration’s political culture was infused with
dualistic notions of “us versus them,” portraying the West as inherently hostile and Iran as the vanguard
of a moral global order. Ahmadinejad’s foreign policy behavior—reflected in provocative speeches at the
United Nations, open defiance of Security Council resolutions, and increased uranium enrichment—
stemmed from this cultural logic. His discourse emphasized independence, self-sufficiency, and anti-
colonial struggle, often blurring the line between tactical negotiation and ideological assertion. While this
discourse galvanized nationalist sentiments and solidified the administration’s domestic political base, it
also led to unprecedented international isolation, multilateral sanctions, and significant economic hardship
for ordinary Iranians (Barzegar, 2009; Darvishi & Tazeh Kand Fardi, 2008).

This comparative analysis reveals that despite stark differences in rhetorical tone and diplomatic
tactics, both reformist and justice-oriented elites operated within the structural constraints of the Islamic
Republic’s ideological and institutional framework. The political culture of Iran’s elites is not solely a
matter of individual temperament or factional alignment but is deeply embedded in the post-revolutionary
state structure. Concepts like independence, resistance, and Islamic identity remain non-negotiable across
all administrations, regardless of their approach to foreign policy. However, the way these values are
articulated and operationalized varies significantly based on elite political culture. Reformists tend to
universalize these values, interpreting them through the lens of international law and diplomatic
engagement, while neo-principlists emphasize exclusivity and confrontation. These variations reflect not
only different political strategies but also different visions of national identity and global order. The
nuclear dossier thus serves as a mirror reflecting the broader contestations within Iran’s elite political
culture, where competing discourses vie for hegemony in defining the Islamic Republic’s foreign policy
orientation.

In conclusion, this study demonstrates that the trajectory of Iran’s nuclear policy from 2002 to
2013 cannot be understood without examining the political culture of its ruling elites. While technical
factors, international dynamics, and institutional constraints all play roles, it is the interpretive frameworks
of decision-makers—their worldviews, cultural predispositions, and discursive practices—that ultimately
shape foreign policy outcomes. The reformist era emphasized cooperation, legality, and engagement,
seeking to integrate Iran into the global community while preserving its sovereign rights. The justice-
oriented era, by contrast, emphasized resistance, independence, and ideological assertiveness, framing the
nuclear issue as a moral battle rather than a technical dispute. These contrasting discourses produced
different diplomatic strategies, domestic consequences, and international reactions, highlighting the
centrality of elite political culture in shaping Iran’s approach to its nuclear program. Ultimately, the
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unresolved nature of the dossier reflects not just external pressures but also internal contradictions and
competing visions within Iran’s political elite.
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