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FOREWORD

In November 2014, tense negotiations over the sta-
tus of Iran’s nuclear program resulted in a 7-month
extension of a compliance deadline. In June 2015,
negotiators will once again be grappling with the
same intractable issues, where neither Iran nor the
United States and its allies appear able to make the
substantive concessions that would be necessary for a
permanent agreement.

This monograph, completed ahead of the Novem-
ber 2014 deadline, examines some of the underlying
factors which will be constant in dealing with Iran un-
der President Hassan Rouhani, and which will help
determine the success or failure of talks in 2015. It
surveys Rouhani’s eventful first year in office in order
to provide pointers to what may be possible—and to
some key limiting factors—for Iran under his leader-
ship. During that time, Rouhani was forced to balance
his own progressive instincts with the instinctual cau-
tion of more conservative elements of the Iranian rul-
ing elite. As a result, foreign hopes for his influence
on Iran’s place in the world have moved from initial
optimism to a more sober assessment of the options
available to him.

This monograph provides an essential backdrop to
the forthcoming renewed negotiations by providing
an introduction to the complex interplay of issues and
interests which constrain the Iranian leadership. The
Strategic Studies Institute recommends it not only to
researchers and policymakers with an interest in Iran,
but also, given Iran’s central role in a number of cur-



rent Middle Eastern security issues, to those working
with the Middle East more broadly.

Qzﬁ/ﬁ%@%

DOUGLAS C. LOVELACE, JR.

Director

Strategic Studies Institute and
U.S. Army War College Press
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SUMMARY

At the end of September 2014, Iranian President
Hassan Rouhani made his second appearance at the
United Nations General Assembly in New York. His
previous visit, in September 2013, had seen the first
telephone conversation between a U.S. President and
an Iranian leader since 1979. Despite the domestic
controversy it caused in Iran, the fact that this was pos-
sible was indicative of the significant changes in Ira-
nian foreign policy that had already taken place since
Rouhani’s election as Iranian president, replacing
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad.

President Barack Obama noted that, “I think this
new president is not going to suddenly make it easy,”’
but the prospects for a significant easing of tensions
with Iran appeared good. Since his election, the new
president had sent conciliatory messages to a range of
Western governments, as well as to neighboring Arab
Gulf countries, and in particular seemed willing to
take a different approach on nuclear negotiations to
that of Ahmadinejad. Nevertheless, President Obama
still felt it necessary to specify that direct military ac-
tion by the United States against Iran remained an
option: “Iran should avoid thinking that the United
States would not launch a military strike in response
to Tehran’s nuclear program just because it has not
attacked Syria. . . . They shouldn’t draw a lesson that
we ... won't strike Iran.”?

One year later, Rouhani returned to New York
under entirely different circumstances. The option
of military strikes in response to Iran’s nuclear ambi-
tions had given way to stalemate over the extension
of a groundbreaking agreement between Iran and the
West that had seemed to promise a peaceful resolu-
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tion. Despite positive movement, the intervening
year had clearly demonstrated the limited freedom
of movement of the president in improving external
relations — there was no prospect in 2014 of anything
so daring as a telephone conversation with President
Obama.’> A deadline for reaching further agreement
on the status of Iran’s nuclear program was close, and
the consequences of failure to reach this agreement
seemed alarming.

This monograph reviews the period since Rou-
hani’s election in terms of these shifts in what seems
possible and achievable for Iran, in order to draw con-
clusions about the likely future vectors for Iranian for-
eign policy. Although external relations regionally and
internationally feature prominently on the agenda of
the new Iranian leadership, they cannot be separated
from Iran’s domestic issues. Key junctures through-
out Rouhani’s first year of office emphasize that Iran
is not a monolithic political body. The Iranian regime
is constituted of a variety of political forces, and their
influence on both nuclear negotiations and foreign
policy more broadly is significant and pervasive. Any
new approach adopted by an incoming Iranian Presi-
dent thus results from a shift in the thinking of other
influential Iranian institutions, stemming from inter-
nal pressure. President Rouhani’s initiatives enjoy the
support of Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khame-
nei, but this support is qualified and may have a
limited duration.

ENDNOTES

1. Laura Rozen, “Obama Corresponds with Iran’s Rou-
hani, Holds Out Hope for Nuclear Deal,” Al-Monitor, Septem-
ber 15, 2013, available from backchannel.al-monitor.com/index.
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3. “Rouhani: Time Not Right for Another Phone Call with
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PROSPECTS FOR IRAN’S NEW DIRECTION

Introduction.

At the end of September 2014, Iranian President
Hassan Rouhani made his second appearance at the
United Nations (UN) General Assembly in New York.
His previous visit, in September 2013, had seen the
first telephone conversation between a U.S. President
and an Iranian leader since 1979. Despite the domes-
tic controversy it caused in Iran, the fact that this
was possible was indicative of the significant chang-
es in Iranian foreign policy that had already taken
place since Rouhani’s election as Iranian president,
replacing Mahmoud Ahmadinejad.

President Barack Obama noted that, “I think
this new president is not going to suddenly make it
easy”!—but the prospects for a significant easing of
tensions with Iran appeared good. Since his election,
the new president had sent conciliatory messages to
a range of Western governments, as well as to neigh-
boring Arab Gulf countries, and in particular seemed
willing to take a different approach on nuclear nego-
tiations to that of Ahmadinejad. Nevertheless, Obama
still felt it necessary to specify that direct military
action by the United States against Iran remained
an option, he said:

Iran should avoid thinking that the United States
would not launch a military strike in response to Teh-
ran’s nuclear program just because it has not attacked
Syria. . . . They shouldn’t draw a lesson that we . . .
won't strike Iran.?

One year later, Rouhani returned to New York
under entirely different circumstances. The option



of military strikes in response to Iran’s nuclear ambi-
tions had given way to stalemate over the extension
of a groundbreaking agreement between Iran and the
West that had seemed to promise a peaceful resolu-
tion. Despite positive movement, the intervening
year had clearly demonstrated the limited freedom
of movement of the Iranian president in improving
external relations—there was no prospect in 2014 of
anything so daring as a telephone conversation with
Obama.’> A deadline for reaching further agreement
on the status of Iran’s nuclear program was close, and
the consequences of failure to reach this agreement
seemed alarming.

This monograph reviews the period since Rou-
hani’s election in terms of these shifts in what seems
possible and achievable for Iran, in order to draw con-
clusions about the likely future vectors for Iranian for-
eign policy. Although external relations regionally and
internationally feature prominently on the agenda of
the new Iranian leadership, they cannot be separated
from Iran’s domestic issues. Key junctures through-
out Rouhani’s first year of office emphasize that Iran
is not a monolithic political body. The Iranian regime
is constituted of a variety of political forces, and their
influence on both nuclear negotiations and foreign
policy more broadly is significant and pervasive. Any
new approach adopted by an incoming Iranian presi-
dent thus results from a shift in the thinking of other
influential Iranian institutions, stemming from inter-
nal pressure. Rouhani’s initiatives enjoy the support
of Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, but this
support is qualified and may have a limited duration.
It follows that in order to assess the current prospects
for maintaining Iran’s trajectory toward cooperative
engagement and compromise, we need to begin with
the manner of Rouhani’s arrival in office.



Retrospective: An Unexpected Victory.

June 2013 marked an unexpected turn of events
in Iranian politics, one that even some of the most
optimistic commentators and analysts had failed to
predict. Hassan Rouhani—a moderate and pragma-
tist cleric whose views on individual freedom, social
issues and foreign policy diverged substantially from
the ultra-conservative political establishment of the
Islamic Republic—won a landslide victory in an elec-
tion which many thought would be boycotted by the
majority of Iranians supporting change and reform in
the country’s political system.

This result was highly significant, for a number
of reasons:

* Rouhani was the only candidate representing
pro-reform policies, against five conservative
rivals.

* The election was held against the backdrop of
the biggest political unrest the Islamic Republic
had experienced since its victory in 1979. The
Green Movement, which erupted across the
country following the disputed 2009 presiden-
tial election resulting in Mahmoud Ahmadine-
jad’s second term in office, had been suppressed
by the regime, leaving the country divided and
pro-reform voices in isolation.

* Opposition leaders Mir Hossein Mousavi and
Mehdi Karroubi, the two reformist candidates
of the 2009 election who led the subsequent
street protests, had been placed under house
arrest by the authorities since 2011.

* Some members of the public who had taken
part in the protests felt disillusioned with the



political system, believing that the elite would
rig any further election if they saw fit. There-
fore, there were widespread calls for boycotting
the election. Many opposition and pro-reform
forces were of the belief that taking part in the
election would be a betrayal of Mousavi and
Karroubi and would only strengthen the ultra-
conservative establishment.

Nevertheless, nearly 37 million eligible Iranians
voted in the election, an unexpected turnout of 72 per-
cent. Rouhani, who had the backing of former presi-
dents Akbar Hashemi-Rafsanjani and Mohammad
Khatami, secured 51 percent of the votes, putting him
well above the second candidate Mohammad Bagher
Ghalibaf, the mayor of Tehran, with 16 percent.*

During election rallies, Rouhani had promised his
supporters to find a way to end international sanctions
against the Iranian economy, which had halved its oil
revenues, thus bringing the economy to its knees. This
new direction in international relations for Iran was
signaled without delay. In a press conference 3 days
after his victory, Rouhani pledged to resolve confron-
tation over Iran’s nuclear program through “construc-
tive interaction” with the world. He said that Iran was
ready to show “more transparency” on its nuclear ac-
tivities, while still ruling out suspension of uranium
enrichment procedures. Most Western powers “cau-
tiously” welcomed the change of tone in the Iranian
president’s remarks, which were in direct contrast to
Ahmadinejad’s aggressive and often hostile rhetoric
toward the West.

Rouhani was sworn into office on August 4, 2013.
In his first speech as president in the Iranian parlia-
ment, the Majlis, Rouhani urged the West to use the



“language of respect,” rather than sanctions, toward
Iran.® At the same time, he said that amending ties
with regional neighbors would be his first priority in
foreign policy, after relations with many Arab coun-

tries, prominently Saudi Arabia, had worsened under
Ahmadinejad.”

Syria: The First Challenge.

This ambition was immediately put to the test by
the civil war in Syria. While Rouhani was still busy
forming his cabinet and proposing his ministers to the
Majlis, the United States and other Western powers
accused President Bashar al-Assad’s forces of having
used chemical weapons, which had previously been
defined as a “red line” by U.S. President Obama.? The
result was the highest likelihood to date of a U.S. strike
on Syria.

As Iran’s key ally in the region, Syria is instrumen-
tal in what Iran calls “the resistance front against the
Zionist regime,”® primarily through support for the
Lebanese Hezbollah. Therefore, Iran had defied global
outrage against the Syrian government and President
Bashar al-Assad since the beginning of the Syrian cri-
sis, knowing that the departure of Assad would leave

allies weaker and more vulnerable against Israel and
the West.

Iran and Israel.

Iran has had no relations with “the Zionist re-
gime,” otherwise known as Israel, since the Islamic
revolution in 1979. Israel is regarded as “an occupying
regime” that has waged war on Muslims. The founder
of the Islamic Republic of Iran, Ayatollah Ruhollah



Khomeyni, referred to Israel as “a cancerous tumor”;
and “liberation of Bayt al-Muqgaddas,” an Iranian term
for Jerusalem, is considered one of the objectives of
the Islamic revolution.”

Public remarks by former President Ahmadine-
jad in 2005, to the effect that Israel should be “wiped
off the map,” did little to improve the atmosphere.!
The two countries are prone to confrontational ver-
bal exchanges, and the threat of Israeli air strikes
on Iran’s nuclear facilities became serious during
Ahmadinejad’s presidency.

Immediately after taking office, President Rouhani
said that his administration would do all it could to
prevent a possible U.S. strike on Syria. He acknowl-
edged that chemical weapons had been used in Syria,
but refused to blame government forces."? The Iranian
authorities —backed by some major powers such as
Russia—maintained that it was the rebels, backed by
Western powers, who had used these weapons, in or-
der to provide a pretext for the United States to attack
the Assad government.

This challenge, at the very start of Rouhani’s presi-
dency, provided an immediate confirmation of the
continuing factionalism of Iranian politics, and the un-
diminished influence of hard-liners. While Supreme
Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei confined himself to
saying that the United States would “suffer loss” if
it chose to attack Syria,"® some conservative elements
within the establishment went as far as threatening
that any U.S. strike against Syria would result in re-
taliatory attacks on Israel. Chief of Staff of the Iranian
Armed Forces, Major-General Hassan Firouzabadi,
stated that “any military measure against Syria will
draw the Zionists deep into the fire [as well].”**



If this threat had become reality, Israel, far more
accessible than the United States, would have been
Iran’s main target. While unlikely to directly wage
war on Israel, Iran could have used the militias of its
proxies in the region, like Hezbollah and Hamas. With
the undoubted influence of hardliners on Iranian ac-
tion, despite presidential rhetoric, any strike on Syria
could therefore have set the stage for full-scale hostili-
ties in the region.

At the same time, while Russia’s intervention in
producing a plan for removal of chemical weapons
from Syria prevented a potential war, Iranian influ-
ence also played a significant role in the eventual
peaceful resolution. Iran exerted regional sway and
maintained a stance which was more or less in line
with that of Russia, making sure that in keeping with
its strategic interest of saving its key ally Syria from
war, it had backing from a significant partner like
Russia if the United States went ahead with strikes.
In Iranian and Russian perceptions, the combination
of strong diplomatic maneuvering and the threat of
action against Israel was successful in constraining the
United States. Rouhani thus headed to New York for
his first UN General Assembly session buoyed by the
news that a potential disaster in his first year in office
had been successfully averted.

Breakthrough in Nuclear Talks.

From the beginning of his presidency, Rouhani
made it clear that finding a resolution to the nuclear
standoff with the West and easing the sanctions on the
Iranian people was his main focus in foreign policy.
Although Iran under Ahmadinejad had attended a
few rounds of talks with the European Union (EU), the



two sides seemed to have reached a deadlock, with no
short-term solution in sight.

This changed quickly under the new administra-
tion. Rouhani assigned the task of handling nuclear
negotiations to the Foreign Ministry, thus putting For-
eign Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif in charge. Be-
fore that, nuclear negotiations had been in the charge
of Iran’s Supreme National Security Council, a council
headed by the president whose members are directly
appointed by the Supreme Leader. Rouhani appeared
to have taken this decision for two reasons: 1) He
would have direct supervision on the progress of the
nuclear talks; and 2) He trusted his personal friend,
Zarif, to push Rouhani’s agenda forward. Zarif, a vet-
eran diplomat, had served in a range of posts in the
Foreign Ministry. Educated in the United States, he
had been Iran’s permanent representative at the UN
for several years and retained good connections with
a large number of senior foreign diplomats.

It should be noted that despite this change, Su-
preme Leader Ayatollah Khamenei maintains the final
say in all decisions regarding the nuclear program. It
appeared that Rouhani had been given approval by
Khamenei to move nuclear issues forward with a
more open, transparent, and engaging agenda after
2 years of international sanctions had hit the Iranian
economy hard.

Rouhani’s nuclear maneuverings started as early
as September 2013, on the sidelines of the UN Gen-
eral Assembly in New York. Zarif held a meeting
with all the foreign ministers of the P5+1 (the five
permanent members of the UN Security Council:
the United States, the United Kingdom (UK), France,
Russia, and China, plus Germany) and EU foreign
policy chief Catherine Ashton. The meeting itself al-



ready constituted an unprecedented breakthrough,
as most major Western countries had refused to hold
high-ranking meetings with Iranian officials during
Ahmadinejad’s presidency.

Zarif then held a bilateral meeting with U.S. Sec-
retary of State John Kerry to discuss the nuclear is-
sue, which made headlines the world over and rep-
resented a real change in Iranian foreign policy. This
too was a first; with very few exceptions, direct nego-
tiations with American officials had been a taboo in
Iranian politics.

Iran and the P5+1 set out a platform in New York
for further rounds of talks in the upcoming months.
The two sides met in Geneva, Switzerland, in October
the same year, but despite apparent progress, failed to
agree ona deal. All the same, some Western diplomats
attending the talks stated that they had seen “the most
serious, intense” negotiations ever held with Iran."

The response to these new developments within
Iran confirmed the support for Rouhani’s initiative
from Ayatollah Khamenei. Opposition to the talks
included hardliners opposed to Rouhani’s “soft tone”
on the West, who let it be known that they were “con-
cerned” the government would offer significant con-
cessions to the West for a deal. This was dismissed by
Ayatollah Khamenei, who showed unequivocal back-
ing for the talks: “No one should accuse our negotiat-
ing team of reconciling or compromising. These are
our own children, the children of the revolution, who
are doing a very difficult task.”¢

Even with the backing of Khamenei, Rouhani had
to ensure his negotiating team would not cross the
Islamic Republic’s immutable red lines. Khamenei,
meanwhile, insured his position by making it clear
that he was not optimistic about the outcome of the



negotiations “because the Americans are not honest
in talks and cannot be trusted.””” This would allow
Khamenei the best of both worlds; if the talks failed to
reach a resolution he would tell the nation that he was
pessimistic from the very beginning, and if the two
sides did agree to a deal, he could say that it was he
who allowed the Rouhani administration to go all-out
to secure it.

The real breakthrough, though, took place in No-
vember 2013 in Geneva. After marathon talks which
included all the foreign ministers of the six world
powers, Iran and the P5+1 agreed on a ground-break-
ing 6-month deal on November 24, which they named
the “Joint Plan of Action.”*® Iran agreed to curb some
aspects of its nuclear program in return for relief
from some sanctions. After the deal came into effect
on January 20, 2014, the two sides would then engage
in further negotiations to find a comprehensive solu-
tion which would effectively resolve the decade-long
standoff between Tehran and the West. July 20 was
chosen as the deadline for agreeing to a comprehen-
sive resolution. According to one assessment, the key
factor in reaching the agreement was a decision by
both sides to isolate nuclear negotiations from other
contentious issues.” This allowed progress without
either side’s negotiating position falling hostage to
external considerations.

The impact of the agreement within Iran was en-
tirely in keeping with its groundbreaking nature. The
picture of Zarif shaking hands with Kerry after the
deal had been agreed upon made the front page of the
majority of Iranian papers the following day. The news
was announced in Iran by the president himself, who
hailed it as “a victory for the Iranian nation.” Rouhani
said that, as a result of the Geneva deal, the “archi-
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tecture of sanctions had cracked,” and urged foreign
investors to travel to Iran and use the opportunity
to trade with Iranian businesses.*® On their return to
Tehran, the negotiating team led by Zarif was mobbed
by crowds celebrating the fact that their country had
managed to strike a deal with the West.*!

Predictably enough, however, while it seemed that
the Joint Plan of Action deal had the backing of the
majority of Iranians, it made the hardline and ultra-
conservative campaigners more vocal in their criti-
cism. They believed that Iran had given up too much
for too little, some of them going as far as to say that
Rouhani and the negotiating team had “betrayed our
nuclear martyrs” —a reference to the assassinations of
a number of Iranian nuclear scientists, for which Iran
holds Israel responsible.*

Restarting Regional Relations.

President Rouhani’s next foreign policy target fol-
lowing the nuclear deal in Geneva was active diplo-
macy in Iran’s immediate neighborhood. Some Arab
states had expressed their concern about Iran’s nucle-
ar program in the past, specifically under Ahmadine-
jad’s hardline administration. Now, with an interim
deal in hand, Rouhani could start rebuilding relations
with regional states. Zarif began an intensive round
of diplomatic visits. He visited Kuwait and Oman,
and met his counterparts from Turkey and the United
Arab Emirates (UAE) in Tehran. Zarif even expressed
willingness to make a visit to Saudi Arabia.”

Iran had offered unconditional support to Presi-
dent Bashar al-Assad since the beginning of the civil
war in Syria in 2011. The issue was an obstacle to
relations with several countries in the region. Now,
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although the Syrian crisis was still at the heart of
Tehran’s diplomatic efforts, Iran also hoped that rec-
tifying its disturbed relations with regional states
would pave the way for reaching a lasting agreement
with the West on the nuclear issue —bearing in mind
that several Gulf states, especially Saudi Arabia, are
perceived as key U.S. allies in the region.

Talks with Turkey were held in attempts to ad-
dress the Syria issue. Turkish Foreign Minister Ahmet
Davutoglu travelled to Tehran to attend the 21st meet-
ing of the Council of Ministers of the Economic Co-
operation Organization (ECO) in November 2013, and
held a joint press conference with his Iranian counter-
part, Zarif, which reported progress. “We have shared
stances on many issues and also some differences on
the crisis in Syria and we hope that we can resolve
these differences with the help of each other,” Zarif
said.* Davutoglu further announced that Rouhani
would visit Turkey in January 2014.

With Arab states in the region, the main focus
besides direct bilateral relations was to address con-
cerns about Iran’s nuclear program. UAE Foreign
Minister Shaykh Abdallah Bin-Zayid Al Nuhayyan
arrived in Tehran on November 28 on a rare offi-
cial 1-day visit. The two countries have had a long
dispute over a number of bilateral issues, including
sovereignty over three islands in the Persian Gulf. In
his meeting with Zarif, Al Nuhayyan and his Iranian
counterpart called for opening a new chapter in bilat-
eral ties. Zarif followed up with a visit to Kuwait and
Oman. Relations between Iran and Kuwait had been
strained for the previous 3 years, after accusations of
Iranian espionage activities in Kuwait. Meanwhile,
the Omani Sultan was the first foreign head of state
to visit Tehran after Rouhani took office. Oman was

12



reportedly instrumental in making possible Iran’s
nuclear deal with the P5+1, thanks to months of secret
talks between U.S. and Iranian officials in the Omani
capital, Muscat.”

Iran and Saudi Arabia have been rivals over past
decades, both aspiring to be the major power in the
Persian Gulf. In addition to Iran’s disputed nuclear
programs, the two oil-rich states were at loggerheads
over influence in some other countries including Iraq,
Bah