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respect as the fundamental con-
dition of interaction, criticism of 
international institutions signify-
ing the rejection of existing unjust 
structures, non-alignment with the 
slogan of neither East nor West as 
strategic independence in balanc-
ing, resistance economy signifying 
de-dependency and self-sufficien-
cy, and scientism signifying pow-
er-building through knowledge — 
all fall within this category.

4. Historical evolution of the 
discourse across four decades
In the decade of the 1360s [roughly 
1980s], the bipolar atmosphere of 
the Cold War, Iran’s international 
isolation following the Islamic Rev-
olution, and the Iraqi war against 
Iran caused a confrontation-ori-
ented discourse to prevail in the 
foreign policy arena. In this period, 
the slogan “neither East, nor West” 
was at its zenith, and the approach 
of combating the hegemonic sys-
tem was presented as the sole op-
tion. Ayatollah Khamenei, as pres-
ident and subsequently as leader, 
emphasized resistance, exposure, 
and support for the front of the 
oppressed. The prevailing atmo-
sphere minimized the possibility 
of engagement with the West, and 
the priority was the survival of the 
Revolution against the coalitional 
threats of its adversaries.
After the cessation of the war and 
with the commencement of the 
reconstruction era in the decade 
of the 1370s [1990s], the foreign 
policy discourse underwent trans-
formation. Although the principle 
of anti-hegemony remained intact, 
the interactionist approach became 
more prominent. In this period, 
emphasis on reconstruction, attrac-
tion of foreign investment, détente 
with Europe, and active participa-
tion in international institutions 
increased. Ayatollah Khamenei, 
with emphasis on dignity, wisdom, 
and expediency, opened the way for 
engagement with Europe as well as 
Asian and regional countries. Nev-
ertheless, relations with the United 
States remained shrouded in oth-
ering, and America continued to be 
presented as the primary symbol 
of domination. Importantly, in this 
very decade, the concept of the ex-
port of the Revolution shifted from 
an outward-looking ideological 
project to an inward-looking ap-
proach based on modeling domes-
tic progress.
The decade of the 1380s [2000s] 
must be regarded as the period of 
maximum confrontation. With the 
start of the Ahmadinejad adminis-
tration, the confrontation-oriented 
discourse regained momentum. 
The referral of Iran’s nuclear file to 
the Security Council, the passage 
of six sanction resolutions, the 
intensification of anti-American 
and anti-Zionist rhetoric, and the 
strengthening of the Axis of Re-
sistance all indicated a movement 
toward maximal antagonism. In 
this period, Ayatollah Khamenei 
emphasized resistance against 
bullying, inspiration for the Islam-
ic world, Islamic awakening, and 
resistance economy. His discourse, 
during this interval, assumed a civ-
ilizational-confrontational strat-
egy more than at any other time, 
and the West was presented not 
merely as a political rival, but as a 
modern ignorant civilization. This 
period witnessed the apex of oth-
ering of America and the West, and 
the slogans of “Death to America” 
and “Death to Israel,” as identity 
markers of the discourse, were at 
their peak.
With the start of the Rouhani ad-
ministration in the decade of the 
1390s [2010s], a new horizon 
emerged in foreign policy. The 
JCPOA nuclear agreement, as a wa-
tershed moment in engagement 
with the West, although defined 
within the framework of active re-
sistance, simultaneously signified 

entry into a period of interaction. 
In this period, although Ayatollah 
Khamenei consented to the JCPOA, 
he repeatedly emphasized pessi-
mism toward the West, distrust 
of European promises, and resis-
tance economy as an alternative 
to dependency. Following the US 
withdrawal from the JCPOA, the 
discourse of resistance was repro-
duced with a new approach un-
der the rubric of active resistance 
against sanctions, centered on the 
policy of looking Eastward, coop-
eration with China and Russia, and 
neighborhood diplomacy. At this 
juncture, the sign of Asia-centrism 
emerged as a new strategy, and 
the concept of interactionism with 
priority to the East and South ac-
quired a special position.

5. Anti-hegemony bloc, othering, 
and coalition-building
One of the fundamental pillars of 
the foreign policy discourse of Aya-
tollah Khamenei is the concept of 
the anti-hegemony bloc. This con-
cept, in addition to the othering it 
does with the hegemonic system, 
signifies coalition-building with 
countries and currents that are de-
fined in opposition to that system. 
Within this framework, the world 
is divided into two principal parts: 
the dominator countries and the 
systems dependent upon them on 
one side, and the freedom-seek-
ing, independent, and non-aligned 
countries on the other.
The prominent other of this dis-
course is the West, with America 
and Israel at its core. Ayatollah 
Khamenei, in this regard, explicitly 
introduced the network of global 
Zionism and the current govern-
ment of the United States of Amer-
ica as the embodiment of enmity 
and domination. This othering is 
not a tactical and temporary mat-
ter, but rather an identity-based 
principle rooted in his perception 

of the nature of Western civiliza-
tion.
He explains the cause of the deep 
and irreconcilable enmity of arro-
gance toward the Islamic Republic 
through two components of nega-
tion and affirmation: on one hand, 
the negation of exploitation, the ne-
gation of domination-acceptance, 
the negation of the humiliation of 
the nation by the world’s political 
powers, the negation of political 
dependency, the negation of the 
influence and interference in the 
country by the world’s dominant 
powers, and the negation of ethical 
secularism and libertinism; and on 
the other hand, the affirmation of 
national identity, Iranian identity, 
the affirmation of Islamic values, 
the defense of the world’s op-
pressed, and the endeavor to attain 
the zeniths of knowledge.
From his perspective, America is 

absolute evil, and relations with it 
constitute a master-servant rela-
tionship. The Middle East holds a 
special position in this context; for 
America, through discrimination, 
both supports dependent regimes 
and, under the pretext of democra-
cy and human rights, attacks inde-
pendent countries. This perspec-
tive regards any negotiation with 
America not as a strategic choice, 
but as naivete and submission to 
arrogance.
Nevertheless, the noteworthy point 
is that othering in his discourse is 
not uniform and unilayered. Based 
on a rereading of his statements, 
three levels of othering can be iden-
tified within this discourse. First, 
the identity-civilizational other, of 
which the West-America is an in-
stance, and which is fundamentally 

considered non-interactable. Amer-
ica and Israel, as symbols of global 
arrogance and domination, stand 
in fundamental opposition to the 
identity and values of the Islamic 
Republic, and any engagement with 
them signifies compromise on prin-
ciples. This level constitutes the red 
line of foreign policy.
Second, the strategic-competitive 
other, of which some regional coun-
tries are instances and which are 
interactable and even transform-
able. For example, the relationship 
with Saudi Arabia demonstrated 
the flexibility of the discourse in 
confronting changing conditions.
Third, the situational-temporary 
other, of which some European 
countries are instances. At this lev-
el, othering is defined on the basis 
of behavior, not identity. For exam-
ple, European countries during the 
JCPOA period were considered in-
teractable others, but with the US 
withdrawal and Europe’s hesitation 
in fulfilling its commitments, they 
transformed into untrustworthy 
others. This level indicates his sit-
uational view of international re-
lations.
This typology demonstrates that 
his discourse, despite its emphasis 
on principles, possesses consider-
able flexibility in confronting in-

ternational realities, and othering 
therein is not absolute, but rather 
highly dependent on the type of 
behavior and strategic calcula-
tions. In contrast to the dominator 
countries, his discourse emphasiz-
es coalition and convergence with 
freedom-seeking and independent 
countries.
This coalition-building is pursued 
at three levels. First, convergence 
with the Islamic world, wherein the 
unified Islamic ummah is present-
ed as an identity framework for 
coalition-building. Second, conver-
gence with the Axis of Resistance, 
which at the regional level, includes 
Lebanon, Syria, Yemen, Iraq, and 
Palestine as a chain that is on the 
same level as the hegemonic sys-
tem. Third, convergence with the 
emerging powers of the East. With 
the shift in the balance of power in 
the international system and the 
increasing role of China, Russia, 
India, and the BRICS countries in 
recent years, the approach of Look 
East has been highlighted as a new 
strategy in his discourse. This ap-
proach has, in practice, resulted in 
the conclusion of a 25-Year Strate-
gic Partnership with China, mem-
bership in the Shanghai Coopera-
tion Organization, and accession to 
the BRICS group.

6. Resistance economy and 
economic self-sufficiency
One of the most important and 
coherent components of the for-
eign policy discourse of Ayatollah 
Seyyed Ali Khamenei is the con-
cept of resistance economy. This 
concept, which was formulated 
in response to Western economic 
pressures and international sanc-
tions, constitutes, in effect, a mac-
ro-economic-political strategy for 
de-dependency and self-sufficien-
cy in opposition to the hegemonic 
system. Resistance economy, in his 
discourse, is not merely an eco-
nomic program; rather, it is part of 
the anti-hegemonic identity of the 
Islamic Republic.
From this perspective, resistance 
economy possesses three fun-
damental dimensions. The first 
dimension is the reduction of 
dependency on the West. Within 
this framework, self-sufficien-
cy and domestic production are 
presented as the primary strat-
egy for reducing vulnerability to 
sanctions. The second dimension 
is the diversification of economic 
partners. In this dimension, em-
phasis is placed on economic mul-
tilateralism and the diversification 
of export and import markets. This 
approach has, in practice, led to 
the strengthening of relations with 
China, Russia, India, and Central 
Asian countries, as well as mem-
bership in regional organizations 
such as ECO, SCO, and BRICS. He 
emphasized the priority of East 
Asia and the look to the South as 
alternatives to the West. The third 
dimension is the knowledge-based 
economy and scientism. Resis-
tance economy, in his view, signi-
fies not only self-sufficiency, but 
also the production of indigenous 
knowledge and technology. In this 
perspective, the hegemonic sys-

tem in the world is founded upon 
taking maximally and giving mini-
mally, and the most significant fac-
tor in this process is knowledge. 
From this standpoint, the nuclear 
program, defense industries, in-
formation technology, nanotech-
nology, and biotechnology are all 
defined within the framework 
of resistance economy and pow-
er-building through knowledge. 
These three dimensions, collec-
tively, form a coherent strategy 
in which the economy is defined 
as the groundwork for political 
independence and an instrument 
for confronting domination, and 
self-sufficiency is presented as a 
condition for dignity in the inter-
national system.

7. Palestine question and Axis of 
Resistance
The Palestine question holds a 
central position in the discourse 
of Ayatollah Khamenei. This issue 
is presented not as an Arab or re-
gional matter, but as a fundamental 
and principled issue for all Muslims 
and the Islamic ummah. In this dis-
course, Palestine is depicted as the 
epicenter of confrontation with the 
hegemonic system and the sym-
bol of the oppressed status of the 
Islamic world in the face of global 
arrogance, and its issue can be 
pursued through three paths: first, 
the rejection of Western solutions; 
second, the presentation of a dem-
ocratic and just solution in oppo-
sition to Western solutions; and 
third, the Axis of Resistance as the 
primary strategy.
In opposition to the New Middle 
East project proposed by certain 
Western powers, particularly the 
United States, his discourse em-
phasizes the Axis of Resistance 
and the unified Islamic ummah. 
From his perspective, the West’s 
New Middle East project means 
the formation of a region centered 
on Israel and its economic and 
political dominance over Arab 
countries and the oil regions of the 
Persian Gulf; in contrast, the Axis 
of Resistance seeks an Islamic-Re-
sistant Middle East centered on 
the defense of Palestine and the 
rejection of Zionist domination. 
This confrontation is, in effect, the 
opposition of two discourses at 
the regional level: the discourse 
of domination and dependency 
versus the discourse of resistance 
and independence. Palestine, in 
this context, is the symbol and epi-
center of this discursive battle, and 
any retreat in support of Palestine 
is regarded as an exit from the Axis 
of Resistance and an entry into the 
axis of domination.

8. Nuclear diplomacy; symbol 
of confrontation or tool of 
engagement?
Iran’s nuclear file is one of the most 
complex and controversial subjects 
of foreign policy in the discourse of 
Ayatollah Khamenei. This issue, 
apart from its technical and le-
gal dimensions, is regarded in his 
thought as a symbol of civilization-
al confrontation with the West and 
an instrument of power-building 
for the Islamic Republic. 

In the discourse of 
Ayatollah Seyyed 
Ali Khamenei, the 
concept of power 
is defined as a 
continuum that 
encompasses both 
soft power and 
hard power. This 
comprehensive view 
of power is rooted in 
his understanding 
of national power 
as a combination 
of material and 
spiritual capabilities 
that are employed 
in the service of 
national dignity 
and independence. 
In the dimension 
of hard power, 
deterrence and 
comprehensive 
defense are among 
the principal pillars 
of this discourse. 
Ayatollah Khamenei 
holds the belief 
that the power and 
effectiveness of 
diplomacy are not 
inferior to military 
power, PR, and 
economic capability, 
and in many cases 
are even greater; 
however, defense 
and military power 
simultaneously 
play a vital role 
as the support of 
diplomacy and a 
deterrence factor.

Palestinian resistance leaders, including 
Hamas Political Bureau chief Khaled 
Meshaal (C) and Islamic Jihad of Palestine 
Secretary General Ramadan Abdullah  
Mohammad Shallah (R), meet with Leader of 
Iran’s Islamic Revolution Ayatollah Seyyed 
Ali Khamenei on February 27, 2010.
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Iran’s top security official Ali Shamkhani 
(R), China’s top diplomat Wang Yi (C), and 
Saudi National Security Advisor Musaid al 
Aiban pose for a photo after Iran and Saudi 
Arabia agreed to resume bilateral diplomat-
ic ties after several days of deliberations 
between top security officials of the two 
countries in Beijing, China, on March 10, 
2023.
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