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The objective of this study is to examine how foreign policy was formed in the
highest power centers of the Islamic Republic of Iran during the years 1989 to
2021. The research methodology is descriptive-analytical in terms of its
objective, and the data collection instrument is library-based. In the present
study, causal analysis is centered on cause and effect. That is, on one hand, the
highest power centers and foreign policy are treated as cause and effect, and
on the other hand, the internal elements of the highest power centers are also
considered as cause and effect. The findings indicate that the dominance and
superiority of the Supreme Leader in the foreign policy management system of
the Islamic Republic of Iran reflect both a structural and intuitive truth within
the Islamic Republic’s system, in which the Supreme Leader of the Revolution
is regarded, both domestically and internationally, as the sole powerful figure
in the regime. Although the prevailing view that the Supreme Leader is the
absolute decision-maker in foreign policy is widely circulated, this belief is not
empirically substantiated and is regarded as simplistic. It should be
distinguished from the assertion that "foreign policy leadership" is the
responsibility of the Supreme Leader. The study finds that during the research
period (1989 to 2021), encompassing four presidents, the Supreme Leader
consistently attempted to ensure that presidents would face no restrictions in
expressing their views on foreign policy. Instead, he managed the scope of
action and warned against crossing the defined red lines. Overall, and aside
from foreign policy, this study refrains from using the term "governance
duality" because it perceives an implicit ideological bias within it. However, it
acknowledges the managerial duality within the executive branch as a
structural reality.

Keywords: Foreign policy, Supreme Leader, presidency, structural-functional
theory, Ministry of Foreign Affairs
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The formation of foreign policy in the Islamic Republic of Iran (IRI) from 1989 to 2021 reveals a
complex interplay between institutional structures, individual agency, and ideological imperatives. This
period, beginning with the post-war reconstruction and the consolidation of power after the death of
Ayatollah Khomeini, is marked by the strategic dominance of the Supreme Leader, who not only embodies
the highest spiritual authority but also exercises substantial political control over foreign affairs. While
the Constitution assigns the Supreme Leader the power to define major policies in consultation with bodies
like the Expediency Council, operational ambiguities persist due to the duality in the executive branch
where the President also exercises notable influence. Despite the popular belief that the Supreme Leader
is the unilateral decision-maker in foreign policy, the evidence suggests a more nuanced dynamic in which
the Leader defines red lines while allowing Presidents to maneuver within those boundaries. The study
refutes simplistic views of absolutist control, highlighting instead a structurally conditioned managerial
duality. Moreover, foreign policy in the IRI is deeply intertwined with ideological projects such as the
Islamic Revolution and the Republic’s political identity. Hence, the policies often reflect a desire to
reconcile revolutionary objectives with pragmatic considerations of governance and international
engagement.

The methodological approach of this study is descriptive-analytical, focusing on causal analysis
by treating the highest power centers as independent variables and foreign policy outcomes as dependent
variables. The research relies on documentary data collection, with particular attention to constitutional
texts, presidential statements, and public speeches by the Supreme Leader. The study spans four
presidencies—Rafsanjani, Khatami, Ahmadinejad, and Rouhani—each characterized by varying degrees
of pragmatism, ideology, and institutional coordination. Rafsanjani’s tenure was marked by post-war
reconstruction and economic development, supported by a realistic approach to international relations and
a temporary delegation of foreign policy leadership to the presidency (Naqibzadeh, 2009). Khatami’s era
reflected a constructivist approach with a focus on dialogue and norm-building in global politics.
Ahmadinejad, in contrast, symbolized a return to revolutionary rhetoric and ideological rigidity,
advocating for a globally transformative vision rooted in anti-Western sentiments (Dowlatabadi & Shafiei
Seif, 2018; Ramazani, 2001). Rouhani’s presidency aimed to restore rationality in foreign policy through
legalism, engagement, and economic pragmatism, culminating in the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action
(JCPOA). This temporal analysis enables a deeper understanding of how different administrations
operated within, against, or parallel to the supreme authority.

Empirical findings underscore that foreign policy during this period was shaped by the
interdependence of constitutional mandates, bureaucratic competition, and evolving regional threats.
Structurally, three interlocking circles conceptualize the decision-making system: a central circle
consisting of the Supreme Leader, President, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and the Supreme National
Security Council; a second circle comprising constitutional constraints; and a third encompassing the
broader political system. Despite the apparent separation of powers, the Supreme Leader wields ultimate
authority, including the power to veto presidential foreign policy decisions in the name of national interest
or Islamic values (Damavandi, 2017). Meanwhile, the Supreme National Security Council, although
formally chaired by the President, is heavily influenced by appointees loyal to the Supreme Leader. The
Ministry of Foreign Affairs functions largely as an executive arm rather than a policy formulator, a fact
repeatedly affirmed in the Leader’s public speeches (KHAMENEILIR, 2021). Nevertheless, ministers like
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Mohammad Javad Zarif have, at times, asserted agency in diplomatic affairs, particularly when they
aligned their strategies with prevailing ideological trends or geopolitical imperatives.

Historically, the eight-year war with Iraq had a lasting securitizing effect on Iran’s foreign policy,
prioritizing survival and territorial integrity over economic growth or regional cooperation (Dowlatabadi
& Shafiei Seif, 2018). This security-centered paradigm persisted well into the 1990s and beyond,
influencing interactions with both the West and regional actors. Incidents such as the Mykonos
assassination in Berlin (1992) and the resulting diplomatic backlash from Europe further entrenched Iran's
defensive posture. Such events reinforced the perception that national security outweighed economic or
normative concerns in international engagements. Moreover, the research shows that moments of
alignment between ideological identity and foreign policy—such as Khatami’s "Dialogue of
Civilizations"—garnered greater international legitimacy but often lacked institutional follow-through due
to internal resistance or structural ambiguity. Conversely, periods of assertive foreign policy under
Ahmadinejad led to diplomatic isolation, sanctions, and internal bureaucratic fragmentation (Khalili, 2018).
This divergence between ideological aspiration and practical governance has created a persistent tension
within the Islamic Republic’s foreign policy apparatus.

A critical insight emerging from this research is the inconsistent role of the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs across administrations. Although constitutionally regarded as the executive organ for
implementing policy, its influence fluctuated depending on the political capital and strategic alignment of
the serving Foreign Minister with the Supreme Leader and other power centers. In some periods, the
ministry enjoyed relative autonomy and visibility, particularly during negotiations such as the JCPOA. In
others, parallel institutions like the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) and its Quds Force
wielded more influence in regional and security-related affairs, especially during military interventions or
proxy engagements. The study emphasizes that such institutional competition reflects deeper issues of
coherence and strategic unity. It also contributes to Iran’s inconsistent international image, which
oscillates between revolutionary assertiveness and pragmatic diplomacy. This duality further complicates
the country's foreign relations, particularly when attempts to reconcile ideological goals with international
norms encounter resistance from either domestic institutions or foreign adversaries.

The structural-functionalist lens employed in this study, particularly drawing from Parsons’
systems theory, provides a useful framework for understanding the interactions among Iran’s political
institutions. The theory’s emphasis on functional interdependence and systemic integration helps explain
the cyclical patterns of policy inconsistency and reactive decision-making in Iran’s foreign policy. The
research finds that Iran's political system often fails to meet the four functional prerequisites of adaptation,
goal attainment, integration, and pattern maintenance due to internal rivalries, lack of institutional
coordination, and ideological rigidity. Indeed, the structural inconsistencies—such as the absence of a
single authoritative institution for foreign policy formation—produce overlapping mandates and
bureaucratic inefficiencies. The prevalence of informal networks and factional politics undermines the
state's capacity to formulate a coherent and adaptive foreign policy strategy. Additionally, post-
revolutionary identity shifts and war-induced trauma have further embedded a culture of distrust and
dualistic thinking in Iran’s strategic behavior, as evidenced in recurrent self-victimization narratives and
the rejection of Western-dominated international order (Azghandi, 2003; Fromm, 2008).




In conclusion, the formation of foreign policy in the Islamic Republic of Iran from 1989 to 2021
is best understood through the prism of institutional dualism, ideological contestation, and historical
contingency. While the Supreme Leader remains the principal authority, various actors—including
Presidents, Foreign Ministers, and security institutions—have influenced the trajectory of Iran’s
international relations depending on their alignment with the regime's strategic vision and internal power
dynamics. The study highlights the need for a more integrated, legally grounded, and economically attuned
approach to foreign policy that transcends the episodic and personalized nature of Iran’s past strategies.
Only by resolving its internal contradictions and adopting a more systemic model of governance can the
Islamic Republic move from reactive diplomacy to proactive international engagement.
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