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Abstract 
Developments in the Middle East in the past decades, and especially in the 
past few years, have drawn the world’s attention to this region. Never since 
the break-up of the Ottoman Empire at the beginning of the 20th century 
has the region been so volatile and explosive. While the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict continues to have a deciding effect on the Middle East, other issues 
have appeared, further complicating the politics of the region. The stunning 
socio-political developments in the Arab world during the past year, which 
started in Tunisia and spread to Egypt, Yemen, Libya and Bahrain are still 
unfolding and will permanently change the Arab World. Where does Iran fit 
into the political dynamics of the Middle East in these turbulent times? This 
paper attempts to answer that question. After a review of the recent 
developments in the Arab world, it examines the Islamic Republic’s position 
in the region in the light of the Islamic Revolution in Iran in 1979, the 
breakup of the Soviet Union and subsequent developments in Central Asia, 
the U.S.-led invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq as well as the conflict 
between Israel and Hezbollah. The paper suggests that the changing 
geopolitics of the region has positioned Iran in a relatively stronger position 
vis-à-vis the Sunni-Shi’a debate. It further suggests that three decades after 
its Islamic Revolution, Iran has matured. This is especially true in the wake 
of the rising extremist tendencies and groups such as al-Qa’ida in the region. 
Once the shorter term issues are resolved, Iran can have a moderating 
influence on the dynamics of the region. 

Keywords: Islamic Republic of Iran, al-Qa’ida, Hezbollah, 
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Introduction 
Developments in the Middle East in the past decades, and especially 
in the past year, have drawn the world’s attention to this region.
Never since the break
the 20th century has the region been so volatile and explosive. While 
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict continues to have a deciding effect on 
the Middle East, other issues have appeared, f
politics of the region. The stunning socio
the Arab world during the past year, which that started in Tunisia and 
spread to Egypt, Yemen, Libya and Bahrain are still unfolding and 
will permanently change th
decades-old dictatorships surrendered power and left the peoples of 
these countries with hopes of a freer, more democratic future. In the 
other countries, present governments are fighting for their lives, 
hoping to cling 
people. Already, there has been bloodshed with human casualties 
estimated at thousands.

I- Historical Context
As dramatic events are unfolding in the Middle East, there is a great 
deal of concern in the We
region. Often, Iran is mentioned as an example of what these 
countries will be like if Islamists manage to come to power as a result 
of the current uprisings. Indeed, there are many similarities between 
the Islamic Revolution of 
World today; massive street demonstrations, calls for an end to 
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Developments in the Middle East in the past decades, and especially 
in the past year, have drawn the world’s attention to this region.
Never since the break-up of the Ottoman Empire at the beginning of 

century has the region been so volatile and explosive. While 
Palestinian conflict continues to have a deciding effect on 

the Middle East, other issues have appeared, further complicating the 
politics of the region. The stunning socio-political developments in 
the Arab world during the past year, which that started in Tunisia and 
spread to Egypt, Yemen, Libya and Bahrain are still unfolding and 
will permanently change the Arab World. In Tunisia and Egypt, 

old dictatorships surrendered power and left the peoples of 
these countries with hopes of a freer, more democratic future. In the 
other countries, present governments are fighting for their lives, 

 to power and to reestablish their rule over their 
people. Already, there has been bloodshed with human casualties 
estimated at thousands. 

Historical Context 
As dramatic events are unfolding in the Middle East, there is a great 
deal of concern in the West over the increased role of Islam in the 
region. Often, Iran is mentioned as an example of what these 
countries will be like if Islamists manage to come to power as a result 
of the current uprisings. Indeed, there are many similarities between 

c Revolution of 1979 in Iran and the upheavals in the Arab 
World today; massive street demonstrations, calls for an end to 
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dictatorship and demand for freedom were also the hallmark of the 
1979 Revolution in Iran
Revolution, which had a distinct Islamic/Shi’a ideology, political 
organization, and an effective and charismatic leadership, the present 
movements in the Arab World seem to lack all of that. 

Whatever the differences between the uprisings in the Arab
world, they are all directed against military regimes that have 
suppressed democracy and political participation by the people in the 
past half century. Why is it that all of the countries of the Arab 
Middle East and Turkey that came into being after the 
War were military regimes? How was it that even the ostensibly 
“civilian” regimes in the region were in fact run by military men in the 
past sixty years? In order to make some sense of the current 
developments in the Arab World and to be able t
things are heading, one needs to look at the causes of these events.
What today is called the Middle East was mostly ruled by the 
Ottoman Empire until the First World War. The way the political elite 
emerged in the latter decades of the Ot
imperial powers of Europe dismantled that empire had a deciding 
effect on the nature of politics and government in the Arab Middle 
East. 

The Ottoman Empire had been a centralized regime with a 
formidable army and an extensive b
Sultan who was served by professional military elite, the
an army of educated men. The seventeenth and eighteenth centuries 
saw the decline of the Ottoman Empire.  The army suffered repeated 
defeats at the hands 
Corruption in the administration led to low morale among the army 
and the elite, and to widespread dissatisfaction.  The decline in 
agriculture and changing international economic conditions further 
weakened the empire, necessitating urgent reform.  

Between 1792
a new military unit (
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dictatorship and demand for freedom were also the hallmark of the 
 Revolution in Iran. Yet, there are differences. Unlike the Ira

Revolution, which had a distinct Islamic/Shi’a ideology, political 
organization, and an effective and charismatic leadership, the present 
movements in the Arab World seem to lack all of that.  

Whatever the differences between the uprisings in the Arab
world, they are all directed against military regimes that have 
suppressed democracy and political participation by the people in the 
past half century. Why is it that all of the countries of the Arab 
Middle East and Turkey that came into being after the First World 
War were military regimes? How was it that even the ostensibly 
“civilian” regimes in the region were in fact run by military men in the 
past sixty years? In order to make some sense of the current 
developments in the Arab World and to be able to predict where 
things are heading, one needs to look at the causes of these events.
What today is called the Middle East was mostly ruled by the 
Ottoman Empire until the First World War. The way the political elite 
emerged in the latter decades of the Ottoman Empire and the way the 
imperial powers of Europe dismantled that empire had a deciding 
effect on the nature of politics and government in the Arab Middle 

The Ottoman Empire had been a centralized regime with a 
formidable army and an extensive bureaucracy, governed by the 
Sultan who was served by professional military elite, the Janissaries
an army of educated men. The seventeenth and eighteenth centuries 
saw the decline of the Ottoman Empire.  The army suffered repeated 
defeats at the hands of the Russians and other European forces.  
Corruption in the administration led to low morale among the army 
and the elite, and to widespread dissatisfaction.  The decline in 
agriculture and changing international economic conditions further 

empire, necessitating urgent reform.   
1792-1793, Sultan Selim III (r. 1785-1808) established 

a new military unit (nizam-i cedid), modeled after European armies. It 
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dictatorship and demand for freedom were also the hallmark of the 
Unlike the Iranian 

Revolution, which had a distinct Islamic/Shi’a ideology, political 
organization, and an effective and charismatic leadership, the present 

Whatever the differences between the uprisings in the Arab 
world, they are all directed against military regimes that have 
suppressed democracy and political participation by the people in the 
past half century. Why is it that all of the countries of the Arab 

First World 
War were military regimes? How was it that even the ostensibly 
“civilian” regimes in the region were in fact run by military men in the 
past sixty years? In order to make some sense of the current 

o predict where 
things are heading, one needs to look at the causes of these events.1 
What today is called the Middle East was mostly ruled by the 
Ottoman Empire until the First World War. The way the political elite 

toman Empire and the way the 
imperial powers of Europe dismantled that empire had a deciding 
effect on the nature of politics and government in the Arab Middle 

The Ottoman Empire had been a centralized regime with a 
ureaucracy, governed by the 

Janissaries and 
an army of educated men. The seventeenth and eighteenth centuries 
saw the decline of the Ottoman Empire.  The army suffered repeated 
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agriculture and changing international economic conditions further 
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set off a chain of events that culminated in far
Sultan Mahmud II 
century.2 In 1827, 
the years that followed numerous European
higher education and technical schools were founded (Lewis
1964:39). The gradual sending of the students continued
following years a total of 
students were selected from among the graduates of the newly 
established European

Egypt was part of the Otto
the Ottoman army core, the 
officials had lost much of their control over the country to the 
Mamluks.  In 1799
Egypt.  France's occupation wea
its evacuation left a void in the political administration of Egypt.  
Muhammad Ali (
officer, stepped into the void, skillfully forging an alliance of 
important forces o
Ottoman Porte for his rule of Egypt.  

During his forty
introduced major reforms that transformed the country. He 
successfully eliminated the traditional nobles in Egy
Mamluk chiefs, and embarked on the Egyptianization of the army.  In 
order to realize his ambitious military plans, and in his bid to create an 
independent Egypt, he, too, needed a new class of civil servants, 
bureaucrats, and a modern ar
path of acquiring European higher education and military know
to save the empire from external threats, Muhammad 'Ali had to 
follow the same route in his attempt to create an independent Egypt.

The graduates of mode
Europe provided the Ottoman Empire and Egypt with a new class of 
intelligentsia, who had acquired new administrative and technical 
skills, and who had new aspirations and hopes for their country. It 
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set off a chain of events that culminated in far-reaching reforms by 
II (r. 1808-1839) in the first half of the nineteenth 
, a large group of students were sent to Paris, 

the years that followed numerous European-style institutions of 
higher education and technical schools were founded (Lewis

The gradual sending of the students continued, and in the 
following years a total of 150 students were studying in Europe
students were selected from among the graduates of the newly 
established European-style schools.  

Egypt was part of the Ottoman Empire and had been ruled by 
the Ottoman army core, the Ujaqlis.  By the 18th century, Ottoman 
officials had lost much of their control over the country to the 

1799, Napoleon began a three-year occupation of 
Egypt.  France's occupation weakened the Mamluks even further, and 
its evacuation left a void in the political administration of Egypt.  

(r. 1805-1848), a third-generation Albanian military 
officer, stepped into the void, skillfully forging an alliance of 
important forces on the scene, and securing the sanction of the 
Ottoman Porte for his rule of Egypt.   

During his forty-three-year reign over Egypt, Muhammad 'Ali 
introduced major reforms that transformed the country. He 
successfully eliminated the traditional nobles in Egypt, eliminated the 
Mamluk chiefs, and embarked on the Egyptianization of the army.  In 
order to realize his ambitious military plans, and in his bid to create an 
independent Egypt, he, too, needed a new class of civil servants, 
bureaucrats, and a modern army.  Whereas the Porte went down the 
path of acquiring European higher education and military know
to save the empire from external threats, Muhammad 'Ali had to 
follow the same route in his attempt to create an independent Egypt.

The graduates of modern schools and the students sent to 
Europe provided the Ottoman Empire and Egypt with a new class of 
intelligentsia, who had acquired new administrative and technical 
skills, and who had new aspirations and hopes for their country. It 

reaching reforms by 
in the first half of the nineteenth 

, and in 
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and in the 
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path of acquiring European higher education and military know-how 
to save the empire from external threats, Muhammad 'Ali had to 
follow the same route in his attempt to create an independent Egypt. 
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was this intelligents
became the political elite in the modern Middle East. Furthermore, as 
many of the states in the Middle East went through a “war of 
independence”, the military elite that won these wars automatically 
assumed political power and held on to it.

II- Modern Middle East
The Middle East, as we know it today, came into being as a result of 
the deals made between the two imperial powers Britain and France 
after the collapse of the Ottoman Empire following the First Wor
War (Cleveland, 
were curved out of the fallen empire and artificial nations were 
created according to the imperial interests of those powers (Fromkin, 
2001: 15-22, 146
political map of the Middle East provided the necessary causes for 
decades of war, instability and corruption in the Arab World. Western 
powers’ planting of the Zionist regime in the heart of the region in 
the new scheme turned the Israeli
cause of instability and dissatisfaction among Muslims in the Middle 
East (Smith, 2004
341, 387-392, 435
was “created” by the W
in the region’s energy resources had a great bearing on decades of 
military dictatorships, corruption, and oppression in the Arab World.
The military regimes in the Arab world that held power for over half a 
century effectively blocked any move towards democratization and 
political participation by the people. Large portions of national 
budgets were spent on arms, reducing the amount that needed to go 
to education, health, and welfare. 

By the 1990
China - as the most populous country in the world 
march on the path of economic development and was fast becoming 
a major economic superpower. Meanwhile, south
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was this intelligentsia, educated in European military schools, that 
became the political elite in the modern Middle East. Furthermore, as 
many of the states in the Middle East went through a “war of 
independence”, the military elite that won these wars automatically 

olitical power and held on to it. 

Modern Middle East 
The Middle East, as we know it today, came into being as a result of 
the deals made between the two imperial powers Britain and France 
after the collapse of the Ottoman Empire following the First Wor

, 2004:113-139, 140-160). Arbitrarily, new countries 
were curved out of the fallen empire and artificial nations were 
created according to the imperial interests of those powers (Fromkin, 

146-199, 558-568). The arbitrary nature of the new 
political map of the Middle East provided the necessary causes for 
decades of war, instability and corruption in the Arab World. Western 
powers’ planting of the Zionist regime in the heart of the region in 
the new scheme turned the Israeli-Palestinian conflict into the major 
cause of instability and dissatisfaction among Muslims in the Middle 

2004: 89-93, 151-156, 207-214, 252-257, 294-298
435-441, 479-485, 532-541). The way the Middle East 

was “created” by the Western powers, along with the West’s interest 
in the region’s energy resources had a great bearing on decades of 
military dictatorships, corruption, and oppression in the Arab World.
The military regimes in the Arab world that held power for over half a 
entury effectively blocked any move towards democratization and 

political participation by the people. Large portions of national 
budgets were spent on arms, reducing the amount that needed to go 
to education, health, and welfare.  

1990’s, the rest of the world had moved forward. In Asia, 
as the most populous country in the world - had started its 

march on the path of economic development and was fast becoming 
a major economic superpower. Meanwhile, south-east Asian countries 
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estern powers, along with the West’s interest 
in the region’s energy resources had a great bearing on decades of 
military dictatorships, corruption, and oppression in the Arab World.3 
The military regimes in the Arab world that held power for over half a 
entury effectively blocked any move towards democratization and 

political participation by the people. Large portions of national 
budgets were spent on arms, reducing the amount that needed to go 

of the world had moved forward. In Asia, 
had started its 

march on the path of economic development and was fast becoming 
east Asian countries 
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had undergone ec
development, were moving towards democracy. Latin American 
countries, too, had been transformed and despite exceptions, were 
moving in the right direction. Even in the Middle East, Iran had done 
away with its opp
regional power that took serious steps towards democratization. 

The Arab world was lagging behind most of the regions of the 
world in spite of its huge energy resources. A number of reports by 
international organizations, such as the World Bank and the United 
Nations widely criticized the Arab governments for the poor status of 
political, economic, demographic and human rights in their countries. 
The Employment Report
commissioned by the United Nations, underscored the need to act on 
those issues (World Bank
Development Program’s Arab Fund for Economic and Social 
Development’s 2003
The reports evaluated political participation, economic development, 
employment and governance in the Arab world as unsatisfactory. 
They also assessed the status of women and minorities in the region 
as unacceptable. 

In the wake of the September 
George W Bush found such reports a convenient tool to justify and 
pursue its own objectives in the Middle East
Economic Forum in Davos, U.S. Vice President Dick Cheney, one of 
the main proponents of the “
wide-ranging reform within the framework of the Greater Middle 
East Initiative (GMI) in the region (Afrasiabi
Bush Administration took the GMI initiative to the G
Sea Island in Georgia in
the implementation of the plan. In order not to be confused with the 
Greater Middle East
Shimon Peres in 
and a Common Future with the Greater Middle East and North Africa
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had undergone economic miracles and in addition to economic 
development, were moving towards democracy. Latin American 
countries, too, had been transformed and despite exceptions, were 
moving in the right direction. Even in the Middle East, Iran had done 
away with its oppressive dictatorship and Turkey was fast becoming a 
regional power that took serious steps towards democratization. 

The Arab world was lagging behind most of the regions of the 
world in spite of its huge energy resources. A number of reports by 

nal organizations, such as the World Bank and the United 
Nations widely criticized the Arab governments for the poor status of 
political, economic, demographic and human rights in their countries. 

Employment Report, published by the World Bank and 
issioned by the United Nations, underscored the need to act on 

those issues (World Bank, 2003). There was also the United Nations 
Development Program’s Arab Fund for Economic and Social 

2003 Arab Human Development Report (UNDP, 
The reports evaluated political participation, economic development, 
employment and governance in the Arab world as unsatisfactory. 
They also assessed the status of women and minorities in the region 

 
In the wake of the September 11 attacks, the administration of 

George W Bush found such reports a convenient tool to justify and 
pursue its own objectives in the Middle East. At the 20002 World 
Economic Forum in Davos, U.S. Vice President Dick Cheney, one of 
the main proponents of the “preemptive war” doctrine, called for 

ranging reform within the framework of the Greater Middle 
East Initiative (GMI) in the region (Afrasiabi, 2005: 255-257
Bush Administration took the GMI initiative to the G8 summit on 
Sea Island in Georgia in 2004 and won the participants’ approval of 
the implementation of the plan. In order not to be confused with the 
Greater Middle East Plan, put forth by  former Israeli Prime Minister 
Shimon Peres in 1996, its name was changed to Cooperation for Progress 

d a Common Future with the Greater Middle East and North Africa
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(Afrasiabi, 2005:261
In general, the plan was concerned with issues related to 

modernization -
participation, free market economies, civil socie
and minority rights. In a way, the Greater Middle East Initiative 
introduced by the Bush Administration died in its infancy and turned 
into a foreign policy embarrassment for the United States. The 
underlying problems that were used 
Middle East, however, remained. Continuous repression and blocking 
of political development and emergence of civil society, along with 
the West’s support for the repressive regimes of the Arab World, 
culminated in mass diss
Each of these countries is different in terms of social structure, 
political culture, development, economic status and level of 
integration into the globalized world of the 
following could be said about all of the abovementioned movements 
in the Arab World
effectively mobilize and lead the masses against the repressive regimes 
they face; they lack leadership. There is no charismatic or effe
leader that inspires the people; 
claimed as dominant in these movements, they seem to favor political 
freedom, and are generally secular
sizable Shi’a population, the current uprising
Sunni-Shi’a divide. This has led to claims of Iranian incitement of 
these uprisings; promotion of democracy, civil liberties, and individual 
freedom is of secondary importance to the West in the present 
situation. 

The United States and m
economic and strategic interests in the region and have been shown 
to apply double standard policies towards various countries of the 
Arab world where there has been an uprising in the past months. 
They would support the 
while backing the regimes in Bahrain and Yemen. They have also 
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2005:261). 
In general, the plan was concerned with issues related to 

- political and economic development, political 
participation, free market economies, civil society, as well as women’s 
and minority rights. In a way, the Greater Middle East Initiative 
introduced by the Bush Administration died in its infancy and turned 
into a foreign policy embarrassment for the United States. The 
underlying problems that were used as an excuse to interfere in the 
Middle East, however, remained. Continuous repression and blocking 
of political development and emergence of civil society, along with 
the West’s support for the repressive regimes of the Arab World, 
culminated in mass dissatisfaction and popular uprisings in the region. 
Each of these countries is different in terms of social structure, 
political culture, development, economic status and level of 
integration into the globalized world of the 21st century. Yet, the 

ould be said about all of the abovementioned movements 
in the Arab World: They lack any political organization that can 
effectively mobilize and lead the masses against the repressive regimes 

they lack leadership. There is no charismatic or effe
leader that inspires the people; while no particular ideology can be 
claimed as dominant in these movements, they seem to favor political 
freedom, and are generally secular; in countries where there is a 
sizable Shi’a population, the current uprisings have widened the 

Shi’a divide. This has led to claims of Iranian incitement of 
romotion of democracy, civil liberties, and individual 

freedom is of secondary importance to the West in the present 

The United States and most European powers seek their own 
economic and strategic interests in the region and have been shown 
to apply double standard policies towards various countries of the 
Arab world where there has been an uprising in the past months. 
They would support the people in countries like Egypt and Libya, 
while backing the regimes in Bahrain and Yemen. They have also 

Iranian Review of Foreign Affairs 

 47 

In general, the plan was concerned with issues related to 
political and economic development, political 

ty, as well as women’s 
and minority rights. In a way, the Greater Middle East Initiative 
introduced by the Bush Administration died in its infancy and turned 
into a foreign policy embarrassment for the United States. The 

as an excuse to interfere in the 
Middle East, however, remained. Continuous repression and blocking 
of political development and emergence of civil society, along with 
the West’s support for the repressive regimes of the Arab World, 

atisfaction and popular uprisings in the region. 
Each of these countries is different in terms of social structure, 
political culture, development, economic status and level of 

century. Yet, the 
ould be said about all of the abovementioned movements 

They lack any political organization that can 
effectively mobilize and lead the masses against the repressive regimes 

they lack leadership. There is no charismatic or effective 
while no particular ideology can be 

claimed as dominant in these movements, they seem to favor political 
n countries where there is a 

s have widened the 
Shi’a divide. This has led to claims of Iranian incitement of 

romotion of democracy, civil liberties, and individual 
freedom is of secondary importance to the West in the present 

ost European powers seek their own 
economic and strategic interests in the region and have been shown 
to apply double standard policies towards various countries of the 
Arab world where there has been an uprising in the past months. 

people in countries like Egypt and Libya, 
while backing the regimes in Bahrain and Yemen. They have also 
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shown that they would not hesitate to use their military power as they 
see fit in preserving and promoting their interests
world of today, it is no longer possible to isolate  people from the rest 
of the world, and political developments in one country will inevitably 
have an effect on neighboring countries. Furthermore, social media 
will play an increasing role in such movements.

III- Iran and the New Developments
Where is Iran within the political dynamics of the Middle East in 
these turbulent times and how will they effect the Islamic Republic’s 
position in the region? First, a few basic facts about Iran:
three major regio
and South Asia. Yet, it is not part of any of them. It is not a member 
of any strategic alliance in any of these regions. It is a Middle Eastern 
country, yet, it does not share the same history, language,
aspiration as its Arab neighbors. Along with Turkey and Israel, it 
stands out as one of the three non
borders Central Asia and the Caucasus. It shares a long history with 
that region. Yet, it is not in the same predic
independent states that share the seventy
rule4; it borders the 
conflicts and crises that have afflicted that region
multi-cultural coun
mentioned three regions
the Persian Gulf and the Caspian Sea, and is the shortest route 
connecting the land
and the open seas
northern shores of the body of water
world’s energy reserves are situated
population of over 
it is a predominantly Shi’a country, where the Sunnis inhabit most of 
its border provinces
World country to have undergone a constitutional revolution and to 
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have a written constitution as earl
nevertheless, a lonely state. Ever since the Islamic Revolution of 
1979, there have been varying degrees of misunderstanding and 
mistrust between the revolutionary government in Tehran and its 
neighbors (Atai, 2009

Before the Islamic Revolution of 
along with Saudi Arabia, a strategic partner of the United States in the 
Persian Gulf. In the Middle East, Iran belonged to the pro
countries of the region, as opposed to Egypt
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unaffected by the politics of the Cold War, the Middle East system 
was nevertheless deeply influenced by the Israeli
In the 1970s, the Shah’s regime 
and security ties with Israel, albeit covert and unofficial.
Revolution changed all that and set in motion a chain of actions and 
reactions that, along with other developments in the region, 
transformed the Middle East. In that bipolar world, every country was 
either in the Western capitalist camp or was part of the socialist 
world. For a dissident in the communist world, the alternative was 
capitalism, and a dissident in the West could only think of 
communism as a solution. The Islamic Revolution in Iran offered the 
one billion Muslims in the 
presented an “Islamic worldview” and a political system based on 
Islam to the world of the 
movement in the 
military dictatorship heavily supported by the most powerful 
superpower and establish an Islamic nation
the Middle East, the Islamic Revolution became a new “focal 
alongside the Palestinian
1980s, it overshadowed the latter
concerns over “export of the revolution” to the neighboring countries 
drawing the most attention from media and scho
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2009: 117). 
Before the Islamic Revolution of 1979, Iran was a close ally

along with Saudi Arabia, a strategic partner of the United States in the 
Persian Gulf. In the Middle East, Iran belonged to the pro-Western 
countries of the region, as opposed to Egypt, Syria and Iraq which 
maintained an anti-colonial, anti-Western stance.  Relatively 
unaffected by the politics of the Cold War, the Middle East system 
was nevertheless deeply influenced by the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. 
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world. For a dissident in the communist world, the alternative was 
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one billion Muslims in the third world a new “alternative”.
presented an “Islamic worldview” and a political system based on 
Islam to the world of the 20th century. It showed that an Islamic 
movement in the 20th century could bring down a Western-oriented 
military dictatorship heavily supported by the most powerful 
superpower and establish an Islamic nation-state in its place. Within 
the Middle East, the Islamic Revolution became a new “focal 
alongside the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. Indeed, throughout the 

it overshadowed the latter, with the Iran-Iraq war and the 
concerns over “export of the revolution” to the neighboring countries 
drawing the most attention from media and scholars of the Middle 
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With the victory of the Islamic Revolution in 
instantly turned into the most radical political factor within the 
Middle East and arguably the Islamic world. The victory of the 
Revolution provided a boost to the poli
However, the actual effect of the Revolution on the politicization of 
Sunnis was less than that of Shi’as. There already had been a tradition 
of political activism amongst Sunnis in the form of the 
Muslimun, the Muslim Brotherhood and the 
however, give Shi’as reason and motivation for political activity.
initiative in Lebanon, where Hezbollah was created, was a shining 
success, affording Tehran the power to influence events in the 
Palestinian-Israeli conflict, in Lebanon itself, and in the wider Middle 
East. 

The Soviet occupation of Afghanistan and the signing of the 
Camp David Accords between Egypt and Israel both took place in 
the same year (1979
course of events following both of the above mentioned 
developments. In their effort to build and organize the Jihadi 
Resistance against the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, the United 
States, Saudi Arabia, and Pakistan helped create the radic
movement that led to the emergence of the Taliban and al
(Barfield, 2010:171
counter-balance to the Shi’a radicalism of the Islamic Revolution. The 
Arab reaction to the Camp David Accords remo
traditional political leader of the Arab World 
gave it to Saudi Arabia. The Saudi leadership, encouraged by its 
sizable oil revenues in the 
Palestinian movement vis
relative conservatism and compromise. This further alienated an 
increasing portion of the Arab World and the Palestinian community 
and pushed them towards the more radical groups of Hamas and 
Hezbollah. 

Throughout the 
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extensive social, health and education network in the poor 
neighborhoods of Beirut and South Lebanon. It further trained an 
effective militia to oppose the Israeli occupation of Lebanon.
Hezbollah’s success in pushing the I
and ending its twenty
national liberating force.

The sequence of events that started with the victory of the 
Islamic Revolution in Iran, the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan, the 
Camp David Accords, the emergence and subsequent toppling of the 
Taliban, the emergence of al
Lebanon, the toppling of Saddam’s regime by the United States as 
well as the failure of the American campaign in Iraq all brought a
a major geopolitical shift in the Middle East. Israel’s war on Lebanon 
in 2006, which lasted for 
point in the process that was set in motion more than three decades 
ago at the time of the Islamic Revolution in I

One of the implications of the 
and Israel was the shattering of the myth of the Israeli military’s 
invincibility. It undoubtedly had an enormous effect on the dynamics 
of the region by changing the underlying political ass
by the myth of Israeli military might. For example, the key assumption 
of the regional balance of power had been the perception of everlasting 
Israeli power. Since 
considerations of both war and pe
and Jordan and to intimidate Syria and all other Arab states. The 
second implication affected the leadership of the Islamic world.  Since 
Hezbollah fought more effectively and endured longer than any other 
Arab army agains
of a concentrated Israeli military offensive, it gained a much greater 
standing in the Arab and Islamic world, shifting power and initiative 
away from Sunni Hamas and secular Fatah to Shi’a Hezbollah.
traditional Sunni allies of the United States, such as Saudi Arabia, Egypt 
and Jordan, the geopolitical changes emanating from Lebanon were 
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extensive social, health and education network in the poor 
neighborhoods of Beirut and South Lebanon. It further trained an 
effective militia to oppose the Israeli occupation of Lebanon.
Hezbollah’s success in pushing the Israeli army out of the country 
and ending its twenty-year occupation turned Hezbollah into a 
national liberating force. 

The sequence of events that started with the victory of the 
Islamic Revolution in Iran, the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan, the 

avid Accords, the emergence and subsequent toppling of the 
Taliban, the emergence of al-Qa’ida, the creation of Hezbollah in 
Lebanon, the toppling of Saddam’s regime by the United States as 
well as the failure of the American campaign in Iraq all brought a
a major geopolitical shift in the Middle East. Israel’s war on Lebanon 

which lasted for 34 days, may be considered as a turning 
point in the process that was set in motion more than three decades 
ago at the time of the Islamic Revolution in Iran. 

One of the implications of the 33-day war between Hezbollah 
and Israel was the shattering of the myth of the Israeli military’s 
invincibility. It undoubtedly had an enormous effect on the dynamics 
of the region by changing the underlying political assumptions created 
by the myth of Israeli military might. For example, the key assumption 
of the regional balance of power had been the perception of everlasting 

Since 1948, this core assumption came to define 
considerations of both war and peace, serving to seduce both Egypt 
and Jordan and to intimidate Syria and all other Arab states. The 
second implication affected the leadership of the Islamic world.  Since 
Hezbollah fought more effectively and endured longer than any other 
Arab army against Israel and, most importantly, survived the full force 
of a concentrated Israeli military offensive, it gained a much greater 
standing in the Arab and Islamic world, shifting power and initiative 
away from Sunni Hamas and secular Fatah to Shi’a Hezbollah.
traditional Sunni allies of the United States, such as Saudi Arabia, Egypt 
and Jordan, the geopolitical changes emanating from Lebanon were 
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dangerous and seen as weakening their power as much of their 
populations firmly supported Hezbollah (Giragosia

There was also a broader shift in the balance of power in the 
region, away from Sunnis to Shi’as as the new Islamist power in the 
Middle East. The emergence of greater Shi’a power and influence 
only served to bolster Iran’s position. In the eyes 
governments, it also expanded the Islamist war against the West to a 
new multi-front battleground and weakened the Sunni states of the 
region, which feared the formation of a “Shi’a Crescent” extending 
from Iran to Iraq, Syria, and Lebanon. In I
population is Shi’a and the post
controlled by Shi’as sympathetic to Tehran. The policies of Damascus 
have also been in line with Tehran, rather than the Sunni Arab 
countries of the Persian Gulf. 

Yet this also challenged the Iranian role as the main source of 
Shi’a power in the region. While it is true that Hezbollah was created 
by and receives political support from the Islamic Republic of Iran, it 
has shown to have become an independent entity and no
stooge of Tehran. The same can be argued regarding the Shi’a
dominated government in Baghdad. Despite the long and close 
relationship between current Iraqi officials and Tehran during 
Saddam’s rule, the present US
not take orders from Tehran. The Bush Administration’s policies 
under the “War on Terror” rid Iran of two of its most dangerous 
enemies; Saddam Hussein’s regime in Iraq and the Taliban in 
neighboring Afghanistan. In spite of the cease
war with Iran, all indications were that Saddam had not given up on 
his wish to eliminate his rivals in Iran. The radical Sunni Taliban was 
also a source of threat and instability on Iran’s eastern borders. Both 
the Taliban and Saddam Hussein are gon
Administration’s so
and unconditional support for Israel, however, more than ever 
angered the Muslim world and pushed it towards radicalism.
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More than three decades after the Islamic Re
Iranian people and their government have mellowed quite a bit. One 
can no longer consider Iran a radical element within the Middle East 
politics. This is especially true if one considers the policies and 
activities of violent, radical groups 
among the Muslims those so worries the West does not originate 
from Iran today. 
Islamic Revolution of 
may assume that it will con

Conclusion 
More than three decades ago, an unprecedented Islamic Revolution 
toppled a repressive dictatorship in Iran that was heavily supported by 
the world’s most powerful superpower. The Islamic Revolution put in 
motion a chain of events
world politics. The revolutionary Islamic Republic of Iran was born 
with a mission to fight the oppressors of the world, to change the fate 
of the more than one billion Muslims in the world, and to present a 
model of Islamic rule to the world. Thirty
Islamic Republic of Iran is a lot more moderate and mature, yet the 
long-term effects of the Islamic Revolution will be felt across the 
region and in the Islamic world for years to come. Othe
developments in the region, as described above, have contributed to 
the emergence of a new Middle East. The coming to power of a Shi’a 
government in neighboring Iraq and the emergence of Hezbollah in 
Lebanon have brought about a geopolitical shift in the
of the Islamic government in Tehran. This has turned into a major 
cause of concern among the Sunni regimes of region, especially Saudi 
Arabia and the Persian Gulf states.

The recent developments in the Arab World have their own 
dynamics and Tehran seems to have little leverage on them. As far as 
Tehran is concerned, the changes in the Arab regimes could be both 
beneficial and harmful to Iran’s interests in the region; Egypt after 
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More than three decades after the Islamic Revolution, the 
Iranian people and their government have mellowed quite a bit. One 
can no longer consider Iran a radical element within the Middle East 
politics. This is especially true if one considers the policies and 
activities of violent, radical groups such as al-Qa’ida. The radical trend 
among the Muslims those so worries the West does not originate 
from Iran today. The general trend after the initial phase of the 
Islamic Revolution of 1979 has been towards moderation and one 
may assume that it will continue to be so. 

More than three decades ago, an unprecedented Islamic Revolution 
toppled a repressive dictatorship in Iran that was heavily supported by 
the world’s most powerful superpower. The Islamic Revolution put in 
motion a chain of events that brought political Islam to the center of 
world politics. The revolutionary Islamic Republic of Iran was born 
with a mission to fight the oppressors of the world, to change the fate 
of the more than one billion Muslims in the world, and to present a 

odel of Islamic rule to the world. Thirty-three years later, the 
Islamic Republic of Iran is a lot more moderate and mature, yet the 

term effects of the Islamic Revolution will be felt across the 
region and in the Islamic world for years to come. Othe
developments in the region, as described above, have contributed to 
the emergence of a new Middle East. The coming to power of a Shi’a 
government in neighboring Iraq and the emergence of Hezbollah in 
Lebanon have brought about a geopolitical shift in the region in favor 
of the Islamic government in Tehran. This has turned into a major 
cause of concern among the Sunni regimes of region, especially Saudi 
Arabia and the Persian Gulf states. 

The recent developments in the Arab World have their own 
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Mubarak has shown interest in improving its relations with th
Islamic Republic. The developments in Bahrain, where the Shi’a 
majority is ruled by an unelected Sunni minority could also be seen as 
a positive development from Tehran’s point of view. Yet, any change 
in the status of the government in Damascus would be
Iran’s interests in the region and to its influence in Lebanon. There is 
little Tehran can do to influence the course of events currently 
unfolding in the Arab World. For the moment, Iran, as most of the 
rest of the world, remains a spectator, 
with concern and enthusiasm.
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majority is ruled by an unelected Sunni minority could also be seen as 
a positive development from Tehran’s point of view. Yet, any change 
in the status of the government in Damascus would be harmful to 
Iran’s interests in the region and to its influence in Lebanon. There is 
little Tehran can do to influence the course of events currently 
unfolding in the Arab World. For the moment, Iran, as most of the 
rest of the world, remains a spectator, watching the developments 
with concern and enthusiasm. 
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Notes  
1. For a detailed history of the region, see Albert Hourani, Philip S.

eds., (1993) The Modern Middle East
Press; William Cleveland 

2. When Mahmud ascended to power some reforms had been attempted.  Western
military education had been introduced, translation bureaus 
created to translate scientific and technical books from Europe, and permanent 
diplomatic missions had been established in major European capitals.  Coping with th
European encroachment on the Ottoman borders, and with the deteriorating social and 
economic conditions, required efficient management of the state and a modern military 
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