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The foreign policy of the Islamic Republic of Iran between 1978 and
2011, along with the continuity of some identity principles and
components, has undergone changes in strategies, tools, and methods of
foreign action. At the level of principles and norms, explaining the
simultaneous nature of this continuity and change requires examining
the relationship between identity structures and the agency of political
elites. With the aim of explaining this relationship, the present study
answers the question of how identity structures and elite agency led to
the continuity and change of the foreign policy of the Islamic Republic
of Iran during the period 1978-2011. The hypothesis of the study is that
established identity structures, by determining semantic, normative
frameworks, and legitimate limits of action, provide the basis for the
continuity of the fundamental principles of foreign policy; in contrast,
the agency of political elites, by interpreting, redefining, and prioritizing
these principles, provides the basis for changes in strategies, tools, and
priorities of foreign policy. Using a descriptive-analytical method and
within the theoretical framework of structuralism, this study examines
the interrelationship between identity structures and elite agency in the
developments of Iran's foreign policy. The findings of the study show
that principles such as independence, negation of domination, dignity,
wisdom, and expediency, as components of the identity structure of the
Islamic Republic, have enjoyed relative continuity during the period
under study; however, their interpretation and prioritization have
changed under the influence of elite agency and domestic and
international conditions.
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Introduction

Since the establishment of the Islamic Republic of Iran in 1979, Iranian foreign
policy has simultaneously exhibited continuity and change. On the one hand,
identity-based and normative principles, including independence, rejection of
domination, dignity, wisdom, and expediency, have persisted in official discourse
and foundational foreign policy documents, providing a relatively stable framework
for defining interests, threats, and the legitimate boundaries of external action. On
the other hand, Iran’s external behavior across different periods, ranging from war
and reconstruction to de-escalation, dialogue, resistance, negotiation, and limited
engagement, has demonstrated significant changes in strategies, instruments,
priorities, and approaches to the international environment. Explaining this condition
requires moving beyond a dichotomy that attributes continuity solely to structures
and change exclusively to elite decisions. From this perspective, identity structures
are not fixed and immutable sets, but rather semantic and normative frameworks
within which actors define situations, interpret interests, and select foreign policy
options. Political elites, by contrast, possess interpretive and decision-making
capacities that enable them to reinterpret, prioritize, and operationalize existing
norms under different circumstances. Focusing on the period from 1979 to 2021, this
study seeks to answer the question of how identity structures and elite agency have
contributed to the continuity and change of the Islamic Republic of Iran’s foreign
policy. The significance of the study lies in examining the continuity of principles
and changes in their implementation as parts of a single relational process. In
contemporary Iranian foreign policy, identity structures constrain the scope of
possible change, while elite agency gives direction to change within that scope.
Research Methodology

This study is fundamental in terms of purpose and descriptive-analytical in terms of
method. Data were collected through the examination of official documents, the
Constitution, statements, speeches, foreign policy documents, scholarly works, and
historical sources, and were analyzed using qualitative analysis. The period from
1979 to 2021 was examined historically and processually, while documentary
sampling was based on the direct relevance of sources to identity principles, foreign
policy decisions, and elite performance. To enhance analytical coherence, the data
were categorized according to continuity, change, reinterpretation, and prioritization.
Different periods were compared by considering the continuity of principles and
changes in behavior simultaneously.

Findings

The findings indicate that the continuity of the Islamic Republic of Iran’s foreign
policy is most clearly observable at the level of identity-based and normative
principles. Independence, rejection of domination, preservation of territorial
integrity, protection of national interests, dignity, and resistance to external pressure
have been reproduced across different periods through varying formulations and
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priorities. These components have not merely constituted political slogans; rather,
they have played a role in defining Iran’s position, identifying opportunities and
threats, and determining the legitimate boundaries of external behavior.
Consequently, changes of government and shifts among political elites have not
produced a complete rupture with the identity framework. Nevertheless, continuity
of principles does not necessarily mean behavioral stability or uniformity of
strategies. The findings demonstrate that elite agency, through different
interpretations of shared norms, has enabled the emergence of diverse policies. In
different periods, a single principle could acquire different practical meanings
depending on elites’ perceptions of domestic conditions and the international
environment. For example, independence has at times been framed primarily as
reducing political and economic dependence, at other times as resisting external
pressure, and elsewhere as preserving autonomous decision-making capacity vis-a-
vis major powers. Expediency, as a flexible component, has also enabled adjustment
between stable principles and changing requirements. Wisdom, in some periods, has
been interpreted as caution, cost calculation, diversification of relations, or
utilization of diplomatic opportunities. Thus, identity-based norms, while imposing
constraints, have also provided elites with considerable interpretive space. Analysis
of different periods further shows that war, economic reconstruction, regional
developments, transformations in the international system, sanctions, and nuclear
disputes have affected how elites’ interpretive capacities were activated. In
confronting these circumstances, elites did not act outside the identity structure;
rather, they legitimized different strategies by drawing upon elements within that
structure. From this perspective, differences in foreign policy cannot be reduced
solely to personal or partisan differences, because elite choices have remained within
boundaries established by consolidated norms. At the same time, the
reinterpretability of this framework has prevented it from becoming an obstacle to
substantial strategic change. Through emphasizing certain principles, temporarily
de-emphasizing others, and creating new semantic connections between values and
interests, elite agency has contributed to shifts in foreign policy priorities. Another
important finding concerns the reciprocal relationship between structure and agency.
Identity structure influences elite choices, while elites’ repeated interpretations and
decisions also contribute to reproducing or gradually modifying the meanings of
norms. This reciprocal relationship explains continuity and change simultaneously.

Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that explaining the continuity and change of the Islamic
Republic of Iran’s foreign policy between 1979 and 2021 requires simultaneous
consideration of identity structures, elite agency, and contextual conditions.
Principles such as independence, rejection of domination, dignity, wisdom, and
expediency have displayed considerable normative continuity and have established
a framework for defining legitimate behavior and defensible interests. However, the



persistence of these principles has not produced uniform stability in external
behavior, because political elites, in response to domestic and international
conditions, have constructed different meanings and priorities for them and selected
diverse strategies accordingly. Therefore, the relationship between structure and
agency should be understood as interactive, dynamic, and historical. According to
this finding, identity structures play a decisive role in limiting the range of available
choices, but this limitation does not eliminate elite discretion. Within existing
normative boundaries, elites possess the capacity to interpret and redefine norms and
can formulate new understandings of national interests and foreign policy priorities
by emphasizing one principle over another. This process enables changes in
strategies, instruments, and modes of external interaction without requiring a
complete transformation of identity principles. At the same time, elite decisions are
not merely consequences of structure, because recurring interpretations and practices
can reproduce, strengthen, or modify the meanings of existing norms. From this
perspective, continuity and change cannot be regarded as two completely
contradictory outcomes. Continuity at the level of principles and change at the level
of interpretation and implementation can coexist and develop in relation to one
another. Identity structure shapes the semantic and normative environment of foreign
policy, while elite agency activates different courses of action within that
environment. Accordingly, continuity of principles and change of strategies result
from the interaction among identity structures, elite agency, and contextual
conditions, with each continuously affecting the others. This interaction explains
both continuity and adaptation in Iran’s foreign policy.

Keywords: Identity Structures, Elite Agency, Continuity and Change in Foreign
Policy, Norm Reinterpretation, Elite Agency.
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