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Sadegh Zibakalam: Anti-Americanism at a
‘dead end' in Iran

The country’s preeminent public intellectual says anti-Americanism has run its course in the
Islamic republic. Hardliners will try to roll back any openings, but in the long run, the country will
find itself in a better place politically, economically and socially, he tells Maysam Behravesh

Maysam Behravesh for Tehran Bureau
Thursday 16 July 2015 00.45 BST

adegh Zibakalam is a professor of political science at the University of Tehran, and

one of the most prominent public intellectuals and political analysts in the country.

He is the author of a number of bestsellers in Persian, including How Did We Become
What We Are, Hashemi without Polish, Tradition and Modernity, and An Introduction to
the Islamic Revolution. In a telephone interview, he discusses how the nuclear deal
between Iran and world powers will change the dynamics in the country - at least in the
long run.

How will the nuclear agreement affect the relationship between political groups inside
Iran?

To be precise, the nuclear agreement will benefit the reformists, moderates and
centrists. Historically speaking, during the life of the Islamic republic in particular,
whenever our relations with the west were hostile and tense, pressures on the
opposition, critics, dissidents, journalists and intellectuals sharply increased. On the
other hand, whenever relations with the west shifted a bit towards détente, the situation
improved a bit for the critics of the state.

I think such a dynamic will take place on this occasion too. A strong indication is that as
much as the reformists and centrists supported the nuclear negotiations, the hardliners
were harshly opposed and critical of the performance of the negotiating team. This was a
telling prelude to what I said.

But taking lessons from the same historical experience you mentioned, the hardline and
conservative groups may respond radically to the opening, so the circumstances may not
improve as soon as expected.

Yes, there is the likelihood of such a reaction. And it is indeed far from a small
possibility. It is possible that at the beginning, that is the day after the deal, conservative
and radical forces will take action to show that the situation will not change in favor of
opponents, critics, liberals and intellectuals. They may scale up certain penalties and
restrictions here and there, like shutting down a couple of newspapers, summoning a
few authors and journalists to the judiciary, or similar measures. These are likely to
happen in the short run. However, I believe in the long term the political atmosphere in
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Iran will gradually open up as a result of the rapprochement with the west, and the US in
particular.

What do you make of warnings that the nuclear deal is aimed at empowering pro-west
forces in Iran and bringing changes to the state’s power structure?

It is clear that the hardline “principlists” are floating these issues to give the impression
that there is a relationship between the nuclear accord and American plots to overthrow
the regime. They are in fact trying to create such a psychological atmosphere. And I
think these moves are driven by serious concerns about the deal, as hardliners know
very well that it will not benefit them much in the long run. So these types of remarks,
these “threats”, suggest a sense of worry and fear about the future.

If the nuclear deal causes the “flag of anti-Americanism (Amrikasetizi) to fall down” as
you have famously put it, or according to you again, if it generates fundamental “cracks
in the dome of anti-Americanism”, what will then happen to Iran’s foreign policy? Will
the Islamic republic face an identity crisis in that domain?

Some may still beat the drums of anti-Americanism, but it will be difficult to persist with
such policies and positions as intensely as before the deal. And this has a clear reason.
Gradually, many Iranians will be asking the simple question that if we were able to
resolve through intensive and persistent negotiations our differences with Americans on
such a wide range of issue on the nuclear controversy - Fordow, Natanz, Arak heavy
water reactor, number of centrifuges, termination of sanctions - why shouldn’t we be
able to reach agreements with them on other issues?

Like on Afghanistan, where we not only lack real differences, but also enjoy strategic
convergence of interests. Neither one of us wants the Taliban to restore power in Kabul.
We don’t have differences in Iraq either, just common interests. Neither side wants
Daesh - the Islamic State - to extend its dominance over Iraqg. Neither side wants to see
al-Qaeda and extremist groups dominate Iraq. Take prime minister Haidar al-Abadi’s
government in Iraq, for instance. It is a moderate and relatively democratic one, which
has invited Sunni groups to collaborate. His government enjoys a degree of national
consent and consensus. Both Americans and Iranians support his administration.

Interestingly, I want to add that this shared interest also applies to Yemen. Neither one
of us wants al-Qaeda to take over there. This is the case in Syria, too. Neither one of us
wants al-Nusrah Front or Daesh (Isis) to take over Damascus. But I don’t want to talk in
idealistic terms and rule out any sort of differences or divisions between us and the
Americans. We do diverge over Israel. We do differ over the human rights issue, etc.
There definitely are differences, but they more or less exist between all countries in the
world. Do the US and the UK agree fully on everything? Or the US and France, the US and
China, the US and Russia, do they concur on everything? Definitely not. But this cannot
be reason enough for them to be enemies. Such logic also applies to the relationship
between Iranians and Americans.

Therefore, I reiterate this widely recognized statement in Iran that “the dome of anti-
Americanism has cracked”. Of course, the principlists will try to push the anti-
Americanism agenda with greater force to show their supporters that this is not the case
[that anti-Americanism is alive and well]. This is not sustainable in the long run,
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however. In my opinion, the existential philosophy of anti-Americanism has been
undermined a bit. It has been brought under question. It has reached a dead end.

Don’t you think this break in our foreign policy pattern may create some sort of identity
crisis at the state level?

No, I don’t see it in terms of a “crisis”, because what we have is the product of a
historical process that is gradually taking shape in Iran. Just note that when the
revolution happened in 1979, anti-western and anti-American sentiments were much
stronger in the society. But now after 36 years many revolutionary leftists and radicals
who used to be anti-American at the time, are no longer so. Most of today’s reformists
were deeply radical in the first decade after the revolution, as they stormed the US
embassy in Tehran, and took many Americans hostage. Yet, they gradually realized that
it is much more important to have a free press, hold free elections, abide by the rule of
law, than to adopt anti-American stances and say “death to America”, “death to
England”, “death to the west” and “death to capitalism”. But not everybody changed as
these early leftists did. Most principlists still adhere to anti-American and anti-western
policies. But many in the country including students, writers, and journalists no longer
believe in anti-Americanism.

How do you think the nuclear deal will affect Iran’s regional policy? Will it become more
assertive and aggressive or moderate and restrained?

I am not sure about this to be frank, because ordinary people do not have a strong say in
foreign policy making, particularly in places like Syria and Yemen. It is possible that once
Iran feels powerful, it may adopt a more assertive position towards Saudi Arabia, but it is
also possible that common sense prevails and the authorities extend an olive branch to
the Saudis despite the fact our relations with the United States are entering a thaw.
Tehran may invite Riyadh to engage in cooperation with the purpose of resolving the
crisis in Yemen or in Iraq. In other words, though Iranians may now be feeling stronger
than before, common sense may incline them to extend a hand of friendship to Saudi
Arabia. They can make friendly gestures like declaring that Ayatollah Akbar Hashemi
Rafsanjani, or president Hassan Rouhani or foreign minister Javad Zarif would like to pay
a visit to King Salman.

Why do the Arab states in the region, not least Saudi Arabia, oppose Iran’s efforts to
improve bilateral relations? After all the Rouhani administration has been going to great
lengths to mend fences with Riyadh.

Like many others, the Saudis were waiting for the outcome of the nuclear negotiations.
That is, they wanted to see if Iran arrives at an agreement with the United States or not.
So in a sense, the Saudi disdain for Rouhani’s olive branch has partly been due to their
uncertainty about the results of the nuclear talks. But now that the accord has been
clinched, the Saudis may welcome those gestures and efforts to improve bilateral
relations.

Another significant point is that relations depend on whether Iran will strike a
triumphalist tone and approach Saudis from the position of superiority, or exhibit an
amicable gesture and approach them from the position of friendship. Part of the Saudi
refusal to embrace Rouhani’s olive branch goes back to their probable perception that
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Iran has perhaps been approaching them in a triumphalist manner, as a victor, implying
that we brought you to your knees in Syria and kept Bashar al-Assad in power, or we
managed to bring 90% of Yemen under the control of our proxies. Therefore, if Iran
extends an olive branch from a position of superiority and supremacy, it is natural that it
will be turned down. I think these friendly efforts can come to fruition only when we
make it clear that we want to work in concert with them to resolve the situation in
Yemen, that it is not about victory or triumph of one side over the other, that no side has
been defeated, and that we just want to restore stability and security to Yemen with your
assistance.

How do you think the state will use the financial resources released after the removal of
sanctions?

I think part of these funds will be invested in the domestic economy and infrastructural
projects. Part of it will cover our expenses in Syria, Lebanon and Yemen. And finally,
given that we have a state economy, part of it will be squandered here and there. In fact,
it has always been the case that when we reap some huge fortune and revenues, it
prompts corruption in its wake. We saw this even under the Shah before the 1979
revolution, particularly during the seventies when the price of oil quadrupled, as it did
during the presidency of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad when oil prices exceeded $100 a
barrel. So, I believe part of it will be wasted in spite of all the regulations, supervisions
and inspections in place.

Do you think the nuclear deal will have any real impact on the life of the ordinary people
in Iran?

Definitely! Of course it will! The very fact that many in Iran were waiting for the deal and
refraining from certain financial transactions - like selling their old cars and buying a
new one, or purchasing a house, etc - before a deal, shows it exerts very palpable effects
on people’s lives. In fact, it will infuse them with a sense of tranquility, hope and
stability. It will create psychological stability in the society.

How do you predict the results of the February 2016 parliamentary elections in Iran?

The nuclear agreement, as mentioned, will benefit the Rouhani administration as well as
the reformist groups as it will encourage greater electoral support among the people for
moderate and centrist candidates.

How do you see the domestic and international situation in Iran in two decades?

Actually, this question should be answered by the Omniscient God! But let me conclude
by saying that Iranian society is moving irreversibly towards stability, improvement of
the economy, and the opening up of the political atmosphere. To my mind, these
developments are taking place in an inevitable way. Iranian society is far more open and
democratic today than it was 20 years ago, and its elections are far freer today than in
the past. There are ups and downs for sure, but on the whole Iranian society is advancing
and making progress.

Maysam Behravesh is a political analyst at Tehran Bureau and co-founder of the Center for
Middle East Research (CMER) in London. He is completing a PhD in the department of
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