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Abstract

After the outbreak of the Islamic Revolution in Iran in 1979, Iran’s relations
with the United States and other major Western nations changed from
friendlyship toward hostility. For more than 30 years, the United States has
been trying to force Iran to make concessions on major issues by coercion,
while Iran has been giving the U.S hatred for hatred, tit for tat, pursuing a
radical and hard-line foreign policy line. As a result, Iran-US relations have
not yet gone out of the vicious circle till now. As a small country in the
world, Iran has long pursued a tough policy opposing to superpowers, and
often went to the brink of war, which constitute a landscape on the world
diplomatic stage. The reason why Iran pursues such a foreign policy is
naturally multifaceted, but Khomeini’s diplomatic thought must be the most
important factor of it. Khomeini as the main founder of the Islamic Republic
of Iran, his diplomatic and international strategic thought determines Iran’s
foreign policy in a large scale.

Being born into a religious family, Khomeini lived a turbulent life
as an orphan in his early years, meanwhile received the strict religious
education. With his fortitudinous personality and a keen sense of political
timing and ability to seize the opportitunity, Khomeini selected the highly
respected Ayatollahs as his masters angain and angain, and thus climbing

onto the vertex of Ulema’s ladder in Iranian society. During his early
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years, Khomeini had harbored a dream of entering the political system like
his master, after several unintentional inattentions by the Shah, however,
he embarked on a road of no return against the Shah and the monarchy
stubbornly. During his early internal anti-government struggles and lives in
exile, Khomeini devoted himself into the research of Islam and wrote papers
and books, and thus gradually formed a comprehensive and systematic view
of human nature, political philosophy and diplomatic thought. At the same
time, he was closely watching the developments of the situation inside Iran,
and kept affecting the trend of domestic anti-government activities through
his writings and tapes. Once the opportune time appeared, he led a ferocious
Islamic revolution which led to the overthrowal of the Pahlavi dynasty in
one fell swoop.

Khomeini’s diplomatic thought is based on his Islamic political
philosophy, the basis of which is his view of Human Nature with a binary
dichotomy between the good and the bad. He believes that people stand in
front of two paths: the right path and the wrong path. The right path leads to
Allah and heaven, while the wrong path to Satan and hell. Human himself,
however, is unable to distinguish between these two paths, and only in the
revelation of Allah, and the guidance of prophet and Imams, can he embarks
on the right path and thus achieve perfection. Therefore, the basis of
Khomeini’s view of human nature is the reform of people, but only relying
on Islam can people be transformed into good men. Since Islam needs to be
interpreted by the jurists, at the time of the “occulation” of Imam, Khomeini
proposed his viewpoint of “Guardianship of Faqih”. Specifically, the Islamic
jurists with supreme authority would act as the sovereign, supervising the
political regime and power system so as not to deviate from Islamic track.

During his academic research and political struggle, Khomeini
formed the three important political identities, i.e., the Khomeini as an
Ayatollah, the Khomeini as an anti-authoritarian fighter, and the Khomeini

as an Iranian. These three identities decided the perspective and starting
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point from which Khomeini watches the world. Also, they constitute the
riching sources for his ideas on international relations and diplomacy. Due
to the impact of these three identities, Khomeini’s diplomatic thought has
three distinct characteristics: (1) a strong color of Islam, mainly shown
in exporting revolution and jihad ideology; (2) the unique viewpoint of
democracy based on the “Guardianship of Faqih,” according to which
Leader and President share decision-making authority while Leader keep
the ultimate authority; (3) the distinctive characteristic of nationalism, the
specific manifestion of which is his opposition to imperialism, colonialism,
superpowers and foreign interference in Iran’s internal affairs, as well as the
special emphasis on being treated as an equal member by major powers.

Khomeini’s diplomatic thought is a complex system. Its contents are
composed of six tenets: (1) the unity of Muslims throughout the world; (2)
the idea of exporting revolution; (3) the idea of Islamic Jihad; (4) the distinct
nationalism; (5) peaceful co-existence with other nations; (6) selective
absorption of Western civilizations. These thoughts reflect a dichotomy of
binary oppositions, which manifests itself in three ways: Muslims and non-
Muslims, the oppressors and the oppressed, Iran and the outside world.
These three aspects produce three boundaries, i.e., the boundaries of Iran,
the Islamic world, and the Third World. In diplomatic practice of the Islamic
Republic of Iran, Khomeini’s diplomatic thought exerts its influences along
the three borders, resulting in binary oppositions and tensions in three areas.
First, exporting revolution policy leads to the tensions between Iran and
the Islamic world; second, revolutionary diplomacy leads to the tensions
between Iran and the international system; and third, harboring the grea-
power-ambition by a small country like it always makes Iran’s diplomacy
the focus of world attention.

This preliminary study of Khomeini’s diplomatic thought tells us four
conclusions. First, Khomeini diplomatic thought is the highest guiding

principle of the Iranian diplomacy, as well as the fundamental orgin of Iran’s
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pursuing the revolutionary anti-systemic diplomacy; Second, Khomeini’s
diplomatic thought has its roots in Iranian personality disorder, and panders
to the conservative, extreme side in Iranian national psychology; Third,
Khomeini diplomatic thought is the theory adapted constantly in practice,
while the long rigidity of Iran’s Foreign policy is because that no one has
enough authority to develop and innovate it. Fourth, although Iran has
not abandoned its exporting revolution and anti-system diplomacy, in
fact, it has been and will continue to follow a tortuous diplomatic route of
integration into the international community. This is the general trend, and
the great direction, of the Iranian diplomacy with constand tortuousness
even retrogression, just like the recent diplomatic crisis triggered by the
execution of Sheyh Nimr by Saudi government.

On the basis of the above analysis, the international community should
be highly concerned with the following four aspects in its dealing with Iran.
First, Iran is a retrospective nation bearing a “historical burden.” Iranian
people always keep extremely sensitive to external threats, and highly
distrust to major powers, thus constantly exaggerating, even surmising, the
threat from the major powers. Second, Iran is a “small country harboring
a great-power-ambition,” which has a special need to be treated as a great
power in its foreign relations. Otherwise, the Iranian government would
rather endure a diplomatic crisis, only to gain a symbolic status of a big
state. Third, Iran is a Shiite Muslim country. Islam has been long oppressed
in the world, while Shiites are a minority within the Islamic world, which
combine to make Iranians no less sensitive to religious threat than to
national security threat. Fourth, Iran is a non-Western as well as non-Eastern
country, whie closer to the West in its national identity and cultural values.
Although Iranians oppose to the US and Western countries in a lofty tone,
they pay more attention to their relations with them, more eager to get the
friendship and support of Western countries.

It should be stressed that Iran, as a small country, has long pursued an
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anti-system diplomacy. In the absence of a reliable backing contry, it never
plays the “mouse teasing a cat” game to the point of getting out of control,
showing a high degree of diplomatic astuteness and flexibility. Iranian
leaders express their demands with extreme way, forcing the major powers
to listen to their voices. They use the “cliff-edge diplomacy” to achieve the
goal originally impossible to them, but never closed the door of settlement
of the dispute through negotiations. They firmly grasp the initiative in their
diplomacy, and decide secret bottom line in their confrontation with the
major powers, never allowing the bottom line be crossed and the situations
deteriorate to the point out of control. This is what should be used for

reference by small, and even big, countries.
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