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Iran’s Hegemonic Drive and the Nuclear 

Talks

Precisely at a time at which Iran appears to be seeking to close an agree-
ment with the P5+1 powers over the future of its nuclear program, Tehran 
shows greater indications of harboring hegemonic ambitions to dominate 
the Middle East. The Iranian leadership vociferously denies this charge. In 
2013 President Hassan Rouhani told CNN’s Christiane Amanpour, in what 
has become the regime’s standard refrain, that “...in the past 200 years or 
so, Iran has never attacked another country.” 

0RUH� VLJQL¿FDQWO\�� WKH�6XSUHPH�/HDGHU�RI� ,UDQ��$\DWROODK�$OL�.KDPHQHL��
related to the charge that Iran has hegemonic ambitions vis a vis the sur-
rounding states in the Middle East; in April 2015, he declared: “Iran has 
never been and will not be a threat to regional and neighboring countries, 
but it will act with full force in the face of any threat.”1 Obviously, Iranian be-
havior is perceived as increasingly aggressive in recent years by most of the 
states of the Middle East region, raising the question of whether a meaning-
ful nuclear agreement can be reached with the West while Iranian actions in 
the Middle East persist.

First, it is critical to understand what exactly Iran has been doing on the 
ground with respect to its neighbors and what are exactly the sources of its 
hegemonic drive. As will be seen below, Iran’s present-day drive to domi-
nate the Middle East began with the Islamic Revolution itself in 1979, but 
DOVR�UHFHLYHG�WZR�VLJQL¿FDQW�ERRVWV��WKH�,UDT�:DU�LQ������DQG�WKH�EUHDN-
down of many Arab governments with the advent of the Arab spring in 2011, 
both of which Tehran fully exploited. 

The Perception of Iranian Activism in the Arab World 

The Arab states have had no doubts about Iran’s regional ambitions. It was 
-RUGDQ¶V�.LQJ�$EGXOODK�ZKR�¿UVW�VRXQGHG�WKH�DODUP�EDFN�LQ������ZKHQ�KH�
warned in an interview in the Washington Post�WKDW�D�QHZ�6KLLWH�&UHVFHQW�ZDV�
HQFLUFOLQJ�WKH�$UDE�ZRUOG��,Q�������WKH�HGLWRU�LQ�FKLHI�RI�WKH�.XZDLWL�GDLO\��al-
Siyassa, warned, “The entire Arab world is in danger.” He explained that “Iran 
is trying to extend its aggressive policies to all the Gulf countries and to Egypt.” 
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In many respects, these fears grew as leaders of the Arab states realized that 
ZLWK�WKH�RYHUWKURZ�RI�6DGGDP�+XVVHLQ��ZKR�FDPH�IURP�D�6XQQL�$UDE�EDFN-
JURXQG��,UDT�ZRXOG�KHQFHIRUWK�EH�OHG�E\�D�6KLLWH�GRPLQDWHG�JRYHUQPHQW��
Moreover, with the growing sense that Iraq might break up, it could no lon-
ger play its traditional role as a strategic barrier against Iranian expansion-
ism. The gateway to the Arab world was now open. 

$� \HDU� DIWHU� WKH� .XZDLWL� HGLWRU¶V� FRPPHQWV�� WKH� IRUPHU� %DKUDLQL� IRUPHU�
FKLHI�RI�VWDII��*HQHUDO�.KDOLID�LEQ�$KPDG��JDYH�D�KLJK�SUR¿OH�LQWHUYLHZ�WR�
the prestigious Arabic daily al-Hayat on May 16, 2008, in which he com-
pared Iran to “an octopus” whose tentacles reached everywhere in the Mid-
dle East. 

There was a guiding hand coordinating these Iranian expansionist moves 
DFURVV�WKH�0LGGOH�(DVW��+LV�QDPH�ZDV�*HQHUDO�4DVVDP�6XOHLPDQL��WKH�FRP-
mander of the Qods Force of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) 
who already introduced himself in 2008 in a message to General David Pe-
WUDHXV�� WKH�FRPPDQGHU�RI� WKH�8�6�� IRUFHV� LQ� ,UDT��³*HQHUDO�3HWUDHXV��\RX�
VKRXOG�EH�DZDUH� WKDW� ,��4DVVDP�6ROHLPDQL�� FRQWURO� ,UDQ¶V�SROLF\� IRU� ,UDT��
/HEDQRQ��*D]D�DQG�$IJKDQLVWDQ�´2

6XPPLQJ�XS�,UDQLDQ�DFWLYLWLHV�LQ������LQ�DQ�DUWLFOH�HQWLWOHG�³,UDQ¶V�+XQJHU�
for Regional Hegemony,” Abdulrahman al-Rashed, the former editor-in-
chief of Asharq al-Awsat wrote: “Iran is currently in an offensive state, the 
OLNHV�RI�ZKLFK�ZH�KDYH�QRW�VHHQ�LQ�PRGHUQ�KLVWRU\��,W�LV�GLUHFWO\�¿JKWLQJ�LQ�
6\ULD�DQG�,UDT��DQG�KDV�SUR[LHV�LQ�/HEDQRQ��*D]D��<HPHQ�DQG�HOVHZKHUH�´3

Iranian Military Intervention on the Ground 

What is undeniable today is that Iranian forces are on the ground, in a num-
EHU�RI�0LGGOH�(DVWHUQ�FRQÀLFWV��LQ�JUHDWHU�QXPEHUV�WKDQ�LQ�WKH�SDVW��,Q�6\U-
ia, the Qods Force of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) has 
had forces in place since 2011 in order to bolster the embattled regime of 
,UDQ¶V�DOO\��%DVKDU�DO�$VVDG��,Q�DQ�LQWHUYLHZ�LQ�$SULO�������.LQJ�$EGXOODK�RI�
Jordan noted that “we are seeing Iranian boots on the ground” just over the 
-RUGDQLDQ�6\ULDQ�ERUGHU��

$EGXOODK�ZDV�FRQ¿UPLQJ�ZKDW�ZDV�DSSHDULQJ�LQ�WKH�$UDELF�SUHVV��WKDW�WKH�
,5*&��DORQJ�ZLWK�6KLLWH�PLOLWLDV�IURP�,UDT�DQG�$IJKDQLVWDQ��ZHUH�SRVLWLRQHG�
QHDU�WKH�-RUGDQLDQ�NLQJGRP��$�PRQWK�HDUOLHU��*HQHUDO�4DVVHP�6XOHLPDQL��
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the commander of the Qods Force of the IRGC, was quoted as saying that 
Iran could now control events in Jordan, the same way it controlled them in 
,UDT�DQG�/HEDQRQ��7HKUDQ�GHQLHG�WKH�6XOHPDQL�TXRWH��EXW�DQDO\VWV�MXGJHG�
that it was in all likelihood completely accurate.� 7KH�$UDE�6SULQJ�LQ������
led to the weakening of multiple Arab governments which lost control over 
whole portions of their territories. Iran exploited this vacuum across the 
Middle East. 

7KH� UHJLRQDO� ,UDQLDQ� IRUFH� GHSOR\PHQWV� H[WHQGHG� EH\RQG� 6\ULD� WR� ,UDT��
ZKRVH�6KLLWH�GRPLQDWHG�UHJLPH�KDV�EHHQ�DW�ZDU�ZLWK�WKH�FRXQWU\¶V�6XQQL�
PLQRULW\��JHQHUDOO\��DQG�ZLWK�WKH�MLKDGLVW�DUP\�RI�WKH�,VODPLF�6WDWH��SUHYL-
RXVO\�NQRZQ�DV�,6,6���0RVW�UHFHQWO\��,UDQ�EHFDPH�LQYROYHG�LQ�WKH�ZDU�EH-
WZHHQ�WKH�<HPHQL�+RXWKL�FODQ��FRQVLVWLQJ�RI�=DLGL�RU�)LYHU�6KLLWHV��DQG�WKH�
<HPHQL�JRYHUQPHQW��,UDQLDQ�ZHDSRQV�VKLSV�ZHUH�LQWHUFHSWHG�LQ������WKDW�
ZHUH�ERXQG�IRU�<HPHQ�WR�UH�VXSSO\�WKH�+RXWKLV��,UDQ�KDG�D�SUHVHQFH�LQ�6X-
GDQ�IRU�PDQ\�\HDUV��EXW�QRZ�LW�FRXOG�UDLVH�LWV�SUR¿OH�LQ�WKH�5HG�6HD�DUHD�DV�
a whole. 

8�6��VRXUFHV�KDYH�FODLPHG�WKDW�,UDQ�KDV�EHHQ�WUDLQLQJ�WKH�+RXWKLV�RQ�WKH�
JURXQG�LQ�<HPHQ�DV�ZHOO��7KH�,UDQLDQV�WKHPVHOYHV�VXPPHG�XS�WKH�QHZ�UH-
ality that was emerging in 2015as follows:5�$OL�5L]D�=DNDQL��D�PHPEHU�RI�
WKH�0DMOLV� �,UDQLDQ�SDUOLDPHQW��ZKR� LV� FORVH� WR�.KDPHQHL�� GHFODUHG�GH¿-
DQWO\���³7KUHH�$UDE�FDSLWDOV��%HLUXW��'DPDVFXV��DQG�%DJKGDG��KDYH�DOUHDG\�
fallen into Iran’s hands and belong to the Iranian Islamic Revolution.” With 
WKH�IDOO�RI�6DQD¶D��WKH�FDSLWDO�RI�<HPHQ��WKH�QXPEHU�RI�$UDE�FDSLWDOV�WKDW�KDG�
fallen to Iranian surrogates rose to four.6

,Q�WKH�VDPH�YHLQ��=DNDQL�DGGHG��³7KH�<HPHQL�UHYROXWLRQ�ZLOO�QRW�EH�FRQ-
¿QHG�WR�<HPHQ�DORQH�´�+H�LPSOLHG�WKDW�WKH�ZDU�LQ�<HPHQ�ZRXOG�HYHQWXDOO\�
H[WHQG� LQWR�6DXGL� WHUULWRULHV�� 6LPLODUO\��*HQ��0RKDPPDG�$OL� -DDIDUL�� WKH�
FXUUHQW�,5*&�FRPPDQGHU��UHFHQWO\�DVVHUWHG�WKDW�WKH�6DXGL�OHDGHUVKLS�ZDV�
on the verge of collapse and would be toppled soon, adding the phrase “God 
ZLOOLQJ�´�%\�PDNLQJ�WKLV�FRPPHQW��KH�ZDV�VXJJHVWLQJ�WKDW�PRUH�$UDE�FDSL-
tals would soon come under Iranian domination. 

The Historical Roots of Iranian Policy 

What are the sources of this Iranian behavior? Is it possible to explain what 
appears to be Iran’s drive for regional hegemony? To answer this question it 
is important to recall that the Islamic Republic of Iran owes its origins to the 
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6DIDYLG�(PSLUH�WKDW�H[LVWHG�LQ�WKH���WK�FHQWXU\��,W�ZDV�ZLWK�WKH�IRXQGLQJ�RI�
WKH�6DIDYLG�(PSLUH�WKDW�,UDQ�DFFHSWHG�6KLLWH�,VODP�DV�D�VWDWH�UHOLJLRQ��ZKLFK�
GLVWLQJXLVKHG�LW�IURP�LWV�6XQQL�QHLJKERUV��7KUHH�OHDGLQJ�0LGGOH�(DVW�DQD-
O\VWV��LQFOXGLQJ�D�6KLLWH�WKHRORJLDQ��H[SODLQHG�WKH�SLYRWDO�UROH�,UDQ¶V�6DIDYLG�
history played in molding modern Iran’s hegemonic ambitions.7

$W�WKH�KHLJKW�RI�WKH�6DIDYLG�SHULRG��,UDQ�VWUHWFKHG�IURP�%DJKGDG�DQG�PXFK�
RI�,UDT��DV�ZHOO�DV�SDUWV�RI�6\ULD��LQ�WKH�ZHVW�WR�+HUDW��$IJKDQLVWDQ��DQG�SDUWV�
of Pakistan, in the east. Within its current borders, Iran is thus a truncated 
state relative to its geographic expanse at that time. For many in the Arab 
ZRUOG�� WKH� UROH� RI� WKLV� 6DIDYLG� EDFNJURXQG� FRXOG� QRW� EH� XQGHUHVWLPDWHG��
6RPH�DQDO\VWV�WUDFH�,UDQ¶V�LPSHULDO�LQVWLQFWV�WR�LWV�6DIDYLG�SDVW��

$FFRUGLQJ�WR�RQH�DFFRXQW��WKH�ODWH�PRQDUFK�RI�6DXGL�$UDELD��.LQJ�$EGXOODK�
ELQ�$EGXOD]L]��ZDUQHG�D�KLJK�OHYHO�8�6��RI¿FLDO�LQ�WKH�DIWHUPDWK�RI�WKH�,UDT�
:DU��³<RX�KDYH�DOORZHG�WKH�3HUVLDQV�� WKH�6DIDYLGV�� WR�WDNH�RYHU�,UDT�´�%\�
LQYRNLQJ�WKH�6DIDYLG�G\QDVW\��$EGXOODK�ZDV�UHIHUULQJ�WR�,UDQ�DV�DQ�LPSHULDO�
power with ambitions of recovering its lost glory.8

There are multiple expressions from Iran’s senior leadership that it is 
keenly aware that it once ruled much of the Middle East. Thus an Ira-
nian Member of Parliament quipped in 2007 that most of the Arab states 
³ZHUH�RQFH�SDUW�RI�,UDQLDQ�VRLO���´�$�VHQLRU�,UDQLDQ�RI¿FLDO�QDPHG�$OL�$N-
EDU�1DWHT�1RXUL��ZKR�ZDV�$\DWROODK�.KDPHQHL¶V�KDQG�SLFNHG�FKRLFH�IRU�
SUHVLGHQW�RI�,UDQ�LQ�������GHVFULEHG�WKH�LQGHSHQGHQW�VWDWH�RI�%DKUDLQ�DV�
,UDQ¶V���WK�SURYLQFH���

$IWHU� WKH� DUULYDO� RI� ,UDQLDQ� WURRSV� WR� KHOS� WKH� UHJLPH� RI� %DVKDU�DO�
$VVDG�� RQH�RI�.KDPHQHL¶V� FOHULFV� HYHQ� UHIHUUHG� WR�6\ULD� LQ������DV� ³WKH�
35th province of Iran.” Historical memory is clearly part of the Iranian 
hegemonic drive. 

0RUH�UHFHQWO\��RQ�0DUFK����������$OL�<RXQHVL��DQ�DGYLVHU�WR�,UDQLDQ�3UHVL-
dent Hassan Rouhani, linked Iran’s imperial past to its hegemonic ambi-
WLRQV�LQ�WKH�SUHVHQW��,Q�WKH�SDVW��<RXQHVL�VHUYHG�DV�WKH�SRZHUIXO�LQWHOOLJHQFH�
PLQLVWHU�XQGHU�3UHVLGHQW�0RKDPPDG�.KDWDPL��<RXQHVL�QRZ�VDLG�WKDW�,UDQ�
was once again “an empire.” Its capital was Iraq. He added, “There is no way 
to divide the territory of Iran and Iraq.” He spoke about an eventual “union” 
between the two countries. In short, he was speaking about an Iranian take-
over of Iraq and the restoration of its historical role among the states sur-
rounding it.
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The Ideological Component of Iran’s Actions: The Export 

of the Revolution

The Iranians operationalized this historical awareness of once being an em-
pire by calling for the export of the Islamic revolution. Two points in the 
preamble of the constitution of the Islamic Republic, drafted in 1979 right 
DIWHU�$\DWROODK�.KRPHLQL�RYHUWKUHZ�WKH�6KDK�RI�,UDQ��PDNH�WKLV�DEXQGDQWO\�
clear.  It states that the constitution provides “the necessary basis for ensur-
ing the continuation of the Revolution at home and abroad.”  It then adds 
later that the Iranian armed forces including its Revolutionary Guard, “will 
be responsible not only for guarding and preserving the frontiers of the 
FRXQWU\��EXW�DOVR�IRU�IXO¿OOLQJ�WKH�LGHRORJLFDO�PLVVLRQ�RI�MLKDG�LQ�*RG¶V�ZD\��
that is, extending the sovereignty of God’s law throughout the world.”9

$\DWROODK�$OL�.KDPHQHL��ZKR�FDPH�WR�SRZHU�LQ�������FRQWLQXHG�WR�VXSSRUW�
the doctrine of the export of the revolution. His rule was based on the doc-
trine of velayat-e faqih (the role of the jurisprudent) which was not terri-
WRULDOO\�ERXQG��EXW�DSSOLHG�WR�0XVOLPV�RXWVLGH�RI�,UDQ��,QGHHG��.KDPHQHL�
HYHQWXDOO\�FDOOHG�KLPVHOI�WKH�³6XSUHPH�/HDGHU�RI�0XVOLPV�´�DQG�QRW�MXVW�WKH�
³6XSUHPH�/HDGHU�RI�,UDQ�´�

,Q�RQH�RI� WKH�PRVW� UHYHDOLQJ�VWDWHPHQWV�HYHU�PDGH�E\�.KDPHQHL��TXRWHG�
in the Iranian daily Ressalat, on July 7, 1991, he asserted, “Where do we 
ORRN�LQ�GUDZLQJ�XS�WKH�1DWLRQDO�6HFXULW\�6WUDWHJ\�RI�WKH�,VODPLF�5HSXEOLF�RI�
Iran? Do we look to preserving the integrity of our land, or do we look to its 
H[SDQVLRQ���:H�PXVW�GH¿QLWHO\� ORRN� WR�H[SDQVLRQ��7KH� ,VODPLF�5HSXEOLF¶V�
survival depends on the support of a global Islamic force.”10

This understanding of Iran’s role in exporting the Islamic Revolution has 
continued and penetrated the Iranian armed forces as well. Take for ex-
ample a speech by General Mohammad Ali Jaafari, the commander of the 
,5*&��ZKR�WROG�KLV�IHOORZ�RI¿FHUV�LQ�������³2XU�UHYROXWLRQ�KDV�QRW�HQGHG���
Our Imam did not limit the movement of the Islamic Revolution to this 
country, but drew on greater horizons...11

Misreading Key Aspects of Iranian Expansionism 

Up until now, Iran’s drive for regional hegemony has not always been fully 
XQGHUVWRRG� E\� DQDO\VWV�� 7DNH� IRU� H[DPSOH� WKH� FDVH� RI� +L]EXOODK�� 6RPH�
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FRPPHQWDWRUV� KDYH� H[SODLQHG� LWV� ULVH� DV� D� ORFDO� /HEDQHVH� SKHQRPHQRQ��
ODUJHO\�LQ�UHVSRQVH�WR�WKH������,VUDHOL�LQYDVLRQ�RI�6RXWKHUQ�/HEDQRQ��

%XW� D� IDU�PRUH� SHUVXDVLYH� H[SODQDWLRQ� RI� WKH� HVWDEOLVKPHQW� RI�+L]EXOODK�
LV�WLHG�WR�WKH�QHHG�IRU�,UDQ�WR�KDYH�DQ�RUJDQL]DWLRQ�IRU�WKH�/HEDQHVH�6KLLWH�
SRSXODWLRQ�WKDW�DFFHSWHG�WKH�VXSUHPH�DXWKRULW\�RI�$\DWROODK�.KRPHLQL��WKH�
IRXQGHU�RI�WKH�,VODPLF�5HSXEOLF�RI�,UDQ��7KXV�ZKHQ�WKH�/HEDQHVH�6KLLWH�RU-
ganization, Amal, refused to accept the Iranian doctrine of velayat-e faqih, 
Tehran took steps to establish an alternative movement, even prior to the 
,VUDHOL�LQYDVLRQ�DQG�LWV�ZDU�ZLWK�WKH�3/2�DW�WKH�WLPH�12

Hizbullah became a model for Iranian regional intervention across the 
0LGGOH�(DVW�� ,Q�������*HQHUDO�3HWUDHXV�VSRNH�DERXW� ,UDQ�VHWWLQJ�XS�6KL-
LWH�PLOLWLDV� LQ�,UDT�³WR�DFW� OLNH�/HEDQHVH�+L]EXOODK�´�7KH�+L]EXOODK�PRGHO�
ZDV�FRSLHG�HOVHZKHUH��$OL�6KLUD]L��WKH�UHSUHVHQWDWLYH�RI�WKH�6XSUHPH�/HDG-
HU��$\DWROODK�$OL�.KDPHQHL�� WR� WKH�4RGV�)RUFH��GHFODUHG� LQ�-DQXDU\������
WKDW��³7KH�+RXWKL�JURXS�LV�D�VLPLODU�FRS\�WR�/HEDQRQ¶V�+H]EROODK��DQG�WKLV�
group will come into action against enemies of Islam.” What that meant was 
WKDW�ZKLOH�+L]EXOODK� IRUFHV�ZHUH�PDGH�XS� RI� ORFDO� 6KLLWH� SHUVRQQHO�� WKH\�
were armed, trained, and ultimately controlled by Iran. 

7KDW�FRQWURO�ZDV�LOOXVWUDWHG�LQ�D������VWDWHPHQW�E\�6KHLNK��1DLP�4DVVHP��
the deputy-secretary-general of Hizbullah, who admitted to the Iranian Ara-
bic-language television station al-Qawathar that Hizbullah requires permis-
VLRQ�IURP�,UDQ¶V�VXSUHPH��OHDGHUVKLS�IRU�LWV�PLOLWDU\�RSHUDWLRQV��%XW�PRVW�
importantly, Iranian military adventurism is less visible with the Hizbullah 
model because it does not involve invading neighbors with large armored 
formations, but rather a more subtle way of exercising force using subver-
VLRQ�DQG�IDQQLQJ�WKH�ÀDPHV�RI�LQVXUJHQF\�ZDUV�13

 
Iranian domination of the Middle East uses other instruments of power that 
Western analysts often miss. For example, religious outreach is a central 
component of Iranian encroachments. Tehran often stresses the protection 
RI�6KLLWH�KRO\�VLWHV�DQG�ZLOO�GLVSDWFK�IRUFHV�IRU�WKDW�SXUSRVH��OLNH�WKH�=HLQDE�
6KULQH�RQ�WKH�RXWVNLUWV�RI�'DPDVFXV��7KH�,UDQLDQV�KDYH�WDNHQ�DQ�LQWHUHVW�
LQ�WKH�VKULQHV�RI�WKH�FRPSDQLRQV�RI�WKH�3URSKHW�0XKDPPDG�LQ�6RXWKHUQ�
Jordan and while they have proposed to Amman an agreement regulating 
6KLLWH�SLOJULPDJH�WR�WKHVH�VLWHV��-RUGDQ�KDV�NHSW�,UDQ�DW�DUP¶V�OHQJWK��

,Q�,UDT�LWVHOI��,UDQ�RIWHQ�H[SORLWV�WKH�6KLLWH� IHVWLYDOV� OLNH�$VKXUD��DW�ZKLFK�
WLPH�LW�GLVSDWFKHV�KXQGUHGV�RI�WKRXVDQGV�RI�SLOJULPV�WR�WKH�6KLLWH�KRO\�FLWLHV�
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RI�1DMDI�DQG�.DUEDOD��,Q�'HFHPEHU�������WKH�QXPEHU�RI�,UDQLDQ�SLOJULPV�
that crossed the Iranian-Iraq border exceeded a million. Many entered 
without passports or any documentation. Here again religious practices by 
Iran can have huge implications for the demographic and political makeup 
of the Middle East. 

,UDQ�DOVR�EXLOGV�LWV�LQÀXHQFH�ZLWK�LWV�QHLJKERUV�E\�EULQJLQJ�6KLLWH�+HWHUR-
dox religious groups for study in the Iranian religious center, Qom. Thus, 
DIWHU� WKH� 6KLLWH� FOHULF�� ,PDP�0XVD� DO�6DGU� UHFRJQL]HG� WKH�$ODZLV� DV� 6KL-
ite Muslims in 1973, an act which helped cement the strategic ties between 
6\ULD�DQG�,UDQ��KXQGUHGV�RI�$ODZL�VWXGHQWV�ZHUH�VHQW�WR�4RP�WR�VWXG\�LQ�LWV�
6KLLWH�VHPLQDULHV��

7KH�<HPHQL�6KLLWHV�UHYHUH�WKH�)LIWK�,PDP��=DLG�DO�%DTLU���ZKR�LV�GHVFHQGHG�
from Ali, as opposed to the Twelfth Imam and hence, as noted above, they 
DUH�FDOOHG�=DLGL�RU�)LYHU�6KLLWHV��1RQHWKHOHVV��LQ�������VRPH�������<HPHQL�
6KLLWH�VWXGHQWV�ZHUH�JLYHQ�,UDQLDQ�VWLSHQGV�DQG�EURXJKW�WR�4RP�WR�VWXG\�
7ZHOYHU�6KLLVP��

This was part of a larger pattern. During the previous decade, newspapers 
LQ�-RUGDQ�DQG�(J\SW�ZDUQHG�WKDW�,UDQ�ZDV�VHHNLQJ�WR�FRQYHUW�6XQQLV�WR�6KL-
LVP��7KLV�ZDV�GRQH�RQ�D�PDVVLYH�VFDOH�LQ�6\ULD�RYHU�WKH�ODVW�WZR�GHFDGHV��
In fact, Morocco severed diplomatic relations with Iran in March 2009, 
charging that Tehran was using its embassy in Rabat for that very purpose. 
Thus, religion remains a critical instrument for Iran in cementing ties in the 
Middle East.��

2EVHUYHUV�LQ�WKH�6XQQL�$UDE�VWDWHV�XQGHUVWRRG�WKH�VWUDWHJLF�LPSDFW�RI�,UD-
QLDQ�HQGHDYRUV�WR�VSUHDG�6KLLWH�,VODP��7KLV�ZDV�SDUWLFXODUO\�SURQRXQFHG�LQ�
6XGDQ��ZKHUH�RQH�ZULWHU�FRPSODLQHG�WKDW�7HKUDQ�ZDV�XVLQJ�LWV�HPEDVV\�LQ�
.KDUWRXP�IRU�WKDW�YHU\�SXUSRVH��DGGLQJ��³:H�VKRXOG�EH�DZDUH�RI�WKH�6KLLWH�
RFWRSXV�LQ�6XGDQ��EHIRUH�LW�LV�WRR�ODWH�±�RWKHUZLVH��WKH�GD\�ZLOO�FRPH�ZKHQ�
ZH�VHH�WDQNV�RI�WKH�6XGDQHVH�+H]EXOODK�UDFLQJ�WKURXJK�WKH�VWUHHWV�RI�.KDU-
toum.”15

Iran’s Hegemonic Drive and the Nuclear Talks

'XULQJ�WKH�ODVW�WZR�\HDUV��ZKLOH�,UDQ¶V�KHJHPRQLF�GULYH�KDV�LQWHQVL¿HG��WKH�
86�DQG�LWV�3����SDUWQHUV�KDYH�EHHQ�LQYROYHG�LQ�LQWHQVH�QHJRWLDWLRQV�RYHU�WKH�
,UDQLDQ�QXFOHDU�SURJUDP��<HW�WKH�QHJRWLDWRUV�KDYH�QRW�FUHDWHG�DQ\�IRUPDO�
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linkage between a cessation of Iranian adventurism in the Middle East and 
any nuclear agreement. In fact, it seems that the West prefers to keep them 
as separate subjects. Introducing the Iranian international behavior into the 
nuclear talks, it is frequently stated, will only complicate matters and make 
WKH�DFKLHYHPHQW�RI�D�¿QDO�DJUHHPHQW�PXFK�PRUH�GLI¿FXOW�

%XW�DUH�WKHVH�UHDOO\�VHSDUDWH�VXEMHFWV"�'RQ¶W�FHUWDLQ�OLQNDJHV�H[LVW"�7DNH�IRU�
example the removal of sanctions, which the Iranian leadership hopes will 
occur shortly after the agreement is concluded. Estimates vary as to how 
much money will become available to the Iranian Treasury in the period af-
ter the sanctions are lifted: anywhere from 100 billion dollars to 250 billion 
dollars. What is undeniable is that the amount of funds that will become 
DYDLODEOH� IRU� ,UDQLDQ� VXUURJDWH� RUJDQL]DWLRQV� ¿JKWLQJ�:HVWHUQ� DOOLHV�� OLNH�
Israel and the Gulf states, will increase markedly. This could have implica-
tions for Middle Eastern security as the quantity and quality of available 
arms for these groups improves.

For example, Hizbullah is seeking far more accurate rocket forces and Iran 
is increasingly supplying precision-guided munitions to its various surro-
gate forces. These include the most up-to-date anti-tank missiles like the 
5XVVLDQ�.RUQHW��7KH�,UDQLDQ�VSRQVRUHG�EXLOGXS�KDV�PDGH�WKH�,UDQLDQ�VXU-
rogate forces more robust than the national armies of their host countries. 
)RU�\HDUV�� LW�KDV�EHHQ�DSSDUHQW� WKDW�/HEDQHVH�+L]EXOODK� LV� VWURQJHU� WKDQ�
WKH�/HEDQHVH�$UP\��/DWHO\�LQ�,UDT��WKH�,UDQLDQ�EDFNHG�6KLLWH�PLOLWLDV�KDYH�
SURYHQ�WR�EH�D�IDU�PRUH�IRUPLGDEOH�PLOLWDU\�ULYDO�IRU�WKH�,VODPLF�6WDWH��,6,6��
WKDQ�WKH�,UDTL�$UP\��7KHVH�WUHQGV�ZLOO�OLNHO\�LQWHQVLI\�DV�QHZ�¿QDQFLDO�UH-
sources become available after the removal of sanctions. 

Moreover, Iran is seeking to complete a strategic ring around Israel with 
these surrogate armies. In the south, Hamas is undergoing a new buildup as 
is Hizbullah in the north. In the northeast, Iran has undertaken to establish 
D�QHZ�LQVXUJHQF\�QHWZRUN�LQ�WKH�6\ULDQ�*RODQ��ZLWK�FHOOV�LQ�6\ULDQ�FLWLHV�OLNH�
'DUDD�DQG�.XQHLWUD��6HQLRU�,UDQLDQ�RI¿FHUV�KDYH�EHHQ�YLHZHG�VXUYH\LQJ�WKLV�
QHZ�QRUWKHUQ�IURQW���7KH�)UHH�6\ULDQ�$UP\�KDV�DQQRXQFHG�WKDW�LW�XQFRYHUHG�
IRGC and Hizbullah operatives in this area. What is only a nascent military 
presence will undoubtedly expand as new Iranian resources pour in. A diplo-
matic process that is not cognizant of the new wave of Iranian regional activ-
ism can contribute to the destabilization of the Middle East as a whole.

The regional dimension of Iranian activism is related to the nuclear 
talks themselves. P5+1 negotiators believe that Iran will comply with its 
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commitments to limit its nuclear program and will not follow the North 
.RUHDQ�H[DPSOH�RI�VLJQLQJ�DQ�DJUHHPHQW�DQG�WKHQ�EUHDNLQJ�RXW�RI�LW��HLWKHU�
FODQGHVWLQHO\�RU�RSHQO\�LQ�WKH�\HDUV�DKHDG��7KH�1RUWK�.RUHDQ�FDVH�LQYROYHG�D�
plutonium bomb, but the same move could be made by Iran with a uranium 
program. According to this scenario, Iran begins enriching uranium beyond 
the level needed for a civilian nuclear program and moves to the production 
of weapons-grade uranium. From there it is a short span of time until Iran 
has an operational atomic bomb.

If Iran’s quest for regional hegemony is not addressed now and persists as 
a major motivating force driving Iranian policy, then what are the chances 
that Iran will not go down the breakout route? It should be remembered 
that nuclear military capabilities are critical for a state seeking to establish 
its hegemonic status. Therefore ignoring Iranian regional behavior while 
negotiating nuclear limitations will ultimately be self-defeating as any seri-
ous agreement begins to come apart. 

The notion that arms control can be successful when it is oblivious to the 
international behavior of one of the negotiating partners was disproven in 
WKH�����¶V�DV�WKH�86�ZRUNHG�RQ�DJUHHPHQWV�ZLWK�WKH�6RYLHW�8QLRQ��NQRZQ�
DV�6$/7� � �� �6WUDWHJLF�$UPV�/LPLWDWLRQ�7UHDW\��DQG�6$/7���� �7KH�SURFHVV�
through which these agreements were negotiated ultimately proved to be 
untenable as Moscow began to challenge the West, during these talks, by 
backing proxy forces in Angola, Mozambique, the Horn of Africa, and even-
WXDOO\�ZLWK�WKH�6RYLHW�LQYDVLRQ�RI�$IJKDQLVWDQ�LQ��������7RGD\��QHJRWLDWLQJ�
Iranian centrifuges and uranium stockpiles, while ignoring Iranian actions 
in the Middle East appears to be a repeat of the mistakes of the West in 
the 1970’s, but it can have even more deleterious consequences than what 
transpired back then.
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