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From perceived threat to
diplomatic opportunity

Redefining role of diaspora as honorary ambassadors of Iran
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Communities that, by their own
choice and for various reasons
such as investment, education,
or living abroad, decide to em-
igrate and change their place
of residence — in other words,
live away from their homeland
— represent a strategic asset
for their countries of origin
that is worthy of consideration.
Iranians abroad, estimated at
between four and five million,
comprise a broad spectrum of
professionals, academics, entre-
preneurs, and cultural activists.
Despite the threat-oriented
perspectives of the past three
decades, I argue that this pop-
ulation can act as “honorary
ambassadors” for the Islamic
Republic of Iran. Unlike official
diplomacy, honorary ambassa-
dors are free from political obli-
gations and enjoy greater trust
and socio-cultural influence in
host societies. Drawing on the
theory of public diplomacy and
the concept of transnational so-
cial capital, facilitating two-way
interaction between the Islamic
Republic and Iranians abroad
can not only improve Iran’s im-
age globally but also pave the
way for scientific, economic, and
cultural cooperation. Finally, a
policy framework is proposed
to transform perceived threats
into national opportunities.

In the era of globalization and
the communications revolu-
tion, a country’s image in global
public opinion plays a decisive
role in its soft power. Due to its
geopolitical position, ancient
civilization, and scientific and
human capacities, the Islamic
Republic of Iran — owing to
Western hostility, particularly
from the terrorist Zionist re-
gime — has consistently been
subjected to conflicting inter-
national narratives. Undoubt-
edly, one of the greatest hidden
assets for correcting this image
is the multi-million population
of Iranians abroad.
Unfortunately, in Iran’s political
climate, the view of Iranians
abroad has often been ambiv-
alent: on one hand, they have
been seen as a “threat,” and on
the other, as the “missing link”
in development. It is appro-
priate to transform this dual
perspective into an opportuni-
ty-driven strategy using a polit-
ical-sociological approach. The
main question is: how can the
position and networks of Irani-
ans abroad be utilized to reflect
an accurate and balanced image
of Iran in host societies and the
world?

By shifting the paradigm from
threat management to strategic
facilitation, Iranians abroad can
play the role of honorary am-
bassadors, provided that the Is-
lamic Republic of Iran rebuilds
mutual trust and expands the
channels of non-governmental
interaction.

Diasporas: opportunity
or threat?

In the literature of international
relations and political sociology,
there are two dominant per-
spectives on diasporas:

 The security-conflict perspec-
tive (derived from realism), which
views diasporas as potentially
threatening to the state of ori-
gin.

e The network-oriented per-
spective (derived from globalization
theory and institutionalism), which
recognizes diasporas as trans-
national bridges active in eco-
nomic, cultural, and public di-
plomacy domains.

Concept of honorary
ambassador in public
diplomacy

Public diplomacy, unlike tradi-
tional diplomacy, targets not
governments but the public
opinion, civil society, and cul-
tural elites of host countries.
Within this framework, an
honorary ambassador is an
individual who, without for-
mal appointment, presents a
positive image of their country
of origin through their social
credibility, expertise, or net-
work. The majority of Iranians
abroad (including university profes-

sors, physicians, artists, engineers, and
entrepreneurs) inherently possess

these characteristics.

Transnational social
capital

French sociologist Pierre
Bourdieu and American phi-
losopher Hilary Putnam de-
fine social capital as the set of
resources that emerge through
networks of trust-based rela-
tionships. Iranians abroad can
be considered a form of capi-
tal across the following four
spectra:

1. Scientific-technical capital

2. Economic-entrepreneurial
capital

3. Cultural-media capital

4. People-centered political cap-
ital

Deploying this capital in the
form of honorary ambassadors
requires a new design in gov-
ernance and the formulation
of progressive policies aligned
with the developmental diplo-
macy pursued by the Islamic
Republic of Iran.

Opportunity-driven
capacities of Iranians
abroad

« Anti-distortion narrative ca-
pacity: International media of-
ten present a one-dimensional
image of Iran, focused on politi-
cal and security issues favorable
to the West — an image far from

reality. Iranians residing abroad
can produce a balanced and
superior narrative countering
Western distortions by sharing
daily experiences of Iran’s sci-
entific advances, cultural diver-
sity, and social achievements.

« Scientific and technological
diplomacy capacity: Many top
universities worldwide have
Iranian-origin faculty members.
These individuals can serve as
bridges for academic cooper-
ation and present an accurate
picture of Iran’s scientific prog-
ress.

¢ Economic and investment
capacity: Iranian entrepre-
neurs abroad can contribute
to Iran’s economic growth by
investing in domestic value
chains, and the reflection of
such investments will signal a
return of confidence.

¢ Art and cultural diplomacy
capacity: Iranian artists, direc-
tors, and writers abroad can de-
pict Iran’s historical depths and
civilizational authority for glob-
al audiences. Because of their
independence from the govern-
ment, such works are more ef-
fective than official statements.

Approval and
communication of Law
on Supporting Iranians
Abroad

Iranian diaspora and anti-war

protesters hold flags of Iran and
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The prevailing
threat-oriented
paradigm toward
Iraniansabroadis
both empirically
incorrectand
strategically
harmful. The
community of
Iraniansabroad,
possessing
transnationalsocial
capital, represents
aunique capacity
toactashonorary
ambassadorsfor
thelslamicRepublic
oflran.These
ambassadors—not
outofpolitical
obligation butfrom
culturalattachment
and mutualinterest
—canconveya
correctand humane
image of Iranto the
world.

A person holds up an Iranian
passport in Yerevan, Armenia, on July
9,2021.
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Following the serious pursuit
by Iran’s Ministry of Foreign
Affairs, the Law on Supporting
Iranians Abroad was finally
approved and communicated
by the president. This law ad-
dresses many of the systemic
issues facing Iranians abroad.
By providing a clear definition
of the Iranian diaspora commu-
nity, it obliges executive bodies
to attract elites, facilitate in-
vestment, provide online ju-
dicial services, ease passport
issuance, create a database of
Iranians abroad, grant access to
the national smart-government
service window, and even offer
special support in emergencies.
This is an important step to-
ward revisiting and defining an
opportunity-oriented perspec-
tive on the Iranian diaspora.

Strategies and
recommendations

Based on the analysis, the fol-
lowing recommendations can
be made:

¢ Strengthening the Secre-
tariat of the High Council for
Iranian Affairs Abroad: The
High Council for Iranian Affairs
Abroad adopts a cross-faction-
al and specialized approach to
Iranians abroad. Accordingly,
strengthening its Secretariat
as the Council’s executive arm
would be effective.

e Appointment of honorary
ambassadors: Any distin-
guished Iranian residing abroad
who meets certain conditions
could receive the title or badge
of “Honorary Ambassador for
the Culture and Peace of Iran”.
Since this title carries no politi-
cal value, it would be a symbolic
honor within the host society.

¢ Annual conferences with
invited prominent Iranians
abroad: Gathering distin-
guished Iranians from abroad
on an annual basis around sci-
entific, cultural, and economic
themes, can convey a message
of peace and progress to host
societies.

The prevailing threat-orient-
ed paradigm toward Iranians
abroad is both empirically in-
correct and strategically harm-
ful. The community of Iranians
abroad, possessing transna-
tional social capital, represents
a unique capacity to act as
honorary ambassadors for the
Islamic Republic of Iran. These
ambassadors — not out of po-
litical obligation but from cul-
tural attachment and mutual
interest — can convey a correct
and humane image of Iran to
the world.

The prerequisite for realizing
this role is a shift in attitude
from control to facilitation, the
establishment of cross-sectoral
intermediary institutions, and
the rebuilding of mutual trust.
Once implemented, not only
will Iran’s public diplomacy be
strengthened, but the ground
will also be prepared for the re-
turn of scientific and economic
capital. Iranians abroad, rather
than being a security concern,
are honorary ambassadors for
a prosperous, peaceful, and pro-
gressive Iran.



