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Nigar Goksel – Impressions from Tehran (1)  – Perceptions of security 

 

Traveling to Iran for a couple of days in December to attend a conference by a think tank 

affiliated with the Iranian foreign ministry, here are some thoughts and observations I jotted 

down.  

 

 
Tehran. Photo: flickr/arash_rk 

 

The little I saw of Tehran was very crowded. Traffic when I arrived at three in the morning 

was jammed, as it was  when I was leaving in the middle of the night. The city was so 

sprawling that I kept thinking we had left and entered a new city, but we were still in Tehran. 

Though the highest figure for the population  I found online was 14 million, the driver told me 

20 million lived in Tehran. The population and size of Turkey and Iran, and Istanbul and 

Tehran are  very close it seems.   

 

Being landlocked and with its Turkish border sealed, people often talk about Armenia‟s 

isolation from the world. In Tehran I found myself rethinking the experience of isolation as I 

looked around. Chocolate bars in the market did not include the usual Western brands I see in 

Turkey and the Caucasus. I could not access Facebook to tell my friends back home what was 

going on and no CNN played on my hotel room TV. Unlike when I travel to the Caucasus, no 

one asked me about the status of Turkey‟s secularism or democracy for a full 48 hours. I 

thought this may be because I was attending a state-affiliated conference on security issues, 

but then I recalled my chats on the sidelines of security conferences organized by state 

institutions in Yerevan and Baku when these issues were discussed extensively. Clearly I was 

more isolated from the West in Tehran than anywhere in the South Caucasus. Then again, 

seen from here, the West was not necessarily the center of the world.  

 

My visit corresponded with the P5+1 talks (between Iran and the five permanent members of 

the UN Security Council plus Germany) about Iran's nuclear program held in Geneva. The 

only English language TV channel available in my hotel room was the Tehran based Press 

TV. As I watched, I clearly felt that I was on “the other side ” in terms of  global threat 

perceptions.   

http://www.world66.com/asia/middleeast/iran/tehran
http://www.presstv.ir/
http://www.presstv.ir/
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I do most of my traveling to Armenia and Azerbaijan.  There efforts are made to at least 

appear European.  Leaders showcase photo ops with Western figures, papers reprint news 

from Western wire services and in the evening the president might be on TV shaking hands 

with soldiers returning from a US-led mission abroad.  During the two days I watched it in 

Iran news on Press TV, obviously geared towards foreigners, covered instead human rights 

violations in America, discrimination of Muslims in Europe,  defiant statements from 

President Ahmedinejad and depictions of the failure of the NATO-led mission in Afghanistan. 

Though perspectives from Westerners were included, they were mostly critical. One 

commentator castigated racist policies in the American education system. Another warned 

how materialism had led to the financial crisis, proving that the system and values of Western 

capitalism were unsustainable.  

 

I felt the same sense of being on the other side throughout the next day at the conference I had 

been invited to attend on NATO Trans-Regional Approach: Challenges and Ramifications.  

The approximately 50 participants around the rectangular table debated whether and how 

Iran‟s relationship with NATO should be redefined. All but a handful of participants were 

Iranian, the others were from Europe. A day before the event, the organizers assured me that I 

should speak freely, which I appreciated. The main point emphasised by the organisers was 

that the “cold war mentality” still maintained by many in Washington, or more generally, in 

the West, needed to be overcome.
1
 A new world order based on common interests and less 

egocentrism is needed, or no one will be secure. Efforts by Washington to destroy cultural 

practices with its hard power were misguided and doomed to fail. Abiding by Chatham House 

rules, let me share some of my impressions.  

 

One consistent theme in the discussions was that NATO/the United States are predisposed to 

go to war and have already picked Iran as the next target. One conviction reiterated by a 

number of speakers was that NATO today needs Iran as an enemy because it lost its 

traditional foe, the USSR, and thus lost the reason for its very existence. Another speaker 

noted that just like bees, which live off what they produce themselves, NATO/the United 

States live off the conflicts they generate; they need it for economic growth, for uniting their 

people.  Thus, they create conflict in order to survive.    

 

It was an almost generally accepted assumption that the US had aimed to encircle Iran with its 

“permanent presence in Iraq and Afghanistan.” I remembered discussions at GMF 

conferences in Brussels and Halifax where, after much agonizing about these interventions, 

the central issue was the search for exit strategies. My first thought was how absurd it was to 

assume that that US was intentionally getting bogged down in these two countries. And yet, 

looking at the map, I noticed the length of Iran‟s border with Iraq to its west and Afghanistan 

to its east. Speakers pointed out that there were also US military bases in Kyrgyzstan, which 

is not far. Neighbouring Turkey is a NATO member and hosts a US military base. The US 

also collaborates militarily with Arab states to counter Iran‟s influence in the region. Seen 

from here it is obvious why Iran would rejoice when Turkey, Iran‟s most Western- in every 

sense of the word- neighbor refuses a NATO or US military request.  

 

Another Iranian panelist described the logic of Iranian threat perceptions as follows: “The US 

plays a key role in NATO, NATO claims to be a global gendarmerie and today the US's 

                                                 
1
  For a related argument see: Kayhan Barzegar, Balance of Power in the Persian Gulf: An Iranian View, 

http://belfercenter.ksg.harvard.edu/files/Barzegar-Balance-of-Power-in-the-Persian-Gulf.pdf  

 

http://belfercenter.ksg.harvard.edu/files/Barzegar-Balance-of-Power-in-the-Persian-Gulf.pdf
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threatening rhetoric is directed mostly against Tehran. With the notion of out-of-area 

operations embraced by NATO there is no limit to what could be considered a threat to the 

security of NATO countries.”   

 

I was used to hearing those who feel threatened by Iran.  It had not occured to me before that 

the same theme of fear was so prevalent here as well.  

 

Many speakers questioned the motivations of US decision makers.  “The US never wanted 

Europe to have autonomous military capabilities.” “The US talks about freedom and 

democracy but is driven merely by goals of dominance and military power.” Such views can 

also be heared in Istanbul, of course, but rarely in meetings of the foreign policy community.  

 

I decided to ask a question which turned out to be the only one all day to question this 

narrative:   

 

“Aren’t there many attrocities today which are definitely not caused by either the US 

or NATO or Israel that are worth taking into account? Yes, some recent interventions 

have proven problematic, but what happens when NATO does not intervene? What 

about Chechnya, for example?”  

 

I did not receive a straight answer. One Iranian panelist commented: “No one besides NATO 

claims to be at the service of the international community or to stand up for the values of the 

charter of the UN.”  

 

And so the accusations and suspicions continued. One speaker talked about how the US had 

not even attempted to strengthen the Afghan army until the Americans realized that they were 

going to fail and had to get out. “The US did not have an exit strategy because it did not 

actually plan to leave.” “It is a real question whether the US actually really wants stability in 

Afghanistan. To answer this we must not see what it says; we judge the US by what it does,” 

the moderator concluded. 

 

The next speaker expained how NATO, rhetorically, linked the fight against drug trafficking 

with the fight against terrorism, assuming that drug money funds the insurgency and 

undermines stability. However, he explained, “NATO has no serious approach how to solve 

this problem, and poppy cultivation peaked in Afghanistan in 2007, showing a tenfold 

increase since NATO‟s invasion began.” He explained that NATO delegated the 

responsibility of fighting drugs to the Afghan government although it knew that this 

government was barely able to govern. Iran, on the other hand, is in the vanguard of fighting 

drugs and the drug trade. (a European participant who lives in Iran agreed that Iran is taking 

the fight against drugs seriously). One person declared that “the American war in Afghanistan 

is genocidal.” Another stressed that the Taliban cannot be eliminated by force.  The Taliban is 

“part of what Afghanistan is.”  

 

Absent from these observations and discussions was any sense of what might motivate the 

West to act in such a manner (beyond an urge to dominate the world). Discussions about 

NATO assumed an organisation acting in a vaccuum, without provocation or cause.  

 

Over lunch I asked the Iranian participants at my table - two or three of whom had lived in the 

West - whether they did not see that the perception of threats existed on both sides. I pointed 

to a confrontational speech delivered by President Ahmedinejad in a town in Iran the night 
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before which certainly sounded threatening in his references to the West and to Israel, which 

he would refer to only as “the Zionist state.” I received neither an answer nor did anybody 

feel provoked. Perhaps people regarded me simply as naive for even attempting to begin a 

debate on such an issue here.  

 

While views on the threats posed by and motivations behind NATO were not very diverse, 

there was a more diverse set of opinions about whether and how Iran should cooperate with 

the United States. In fact, many presentations arrived at the question whether cooperation with 

the West was at all possible or whether confrontation was inevitable because of conflicting 

values. 

 

“Despite our ideological differences, common interests exist with the United States,” one 

panelist stated, underlining that “Al Qaeda and the Taliban are also problems for Iran.” Others 

were even more confident: “NATO has no choice but to collaborate with Iran. It will fail 

otherwise.”  

 

One speaker suggested that NATO extend partnership status to countries in the Persian Gulf 

interested in “limited cooperation on specific issues.” In such a case NATO would be viewed 

with less suspicion in Iran, he argued.   

 

But how could Iran and the US collaborate, I wondered. Areas which were mentioned at the 

conference included fighting drug trafficking and promoting security against “the types of 

threats that threaten everyone.” And yet, Iran does not intend to cooperate with America in 

“confrontational policies,” as one speaker emphasised. How can one struggle against even 

drug trafficking or al Qaeda if not by confronting them? Another speaker added, “If the US 

interprets Palestinian liberation efforts as terrorism, then collaboration will be difficult.”  

 

Finally, an Iranian panelist pointed out that Iran and the US did not have “common interests‟ 

but a “common aversion.” He elaborated on what he meant by „aversion‟ by noting that both 

countries fear instability in the region. Many around the large rectangular table nodded 

approvingly.  I was confused. For most of the morning, no one had questioned that the US 

benefitted from instability. 

  

In talking about the US I noticed that problems were consistently attributed to a ruling inner 

circle, and  not to the nature of American people. On the sidelines of the conference I asked a 

few people whether they believed that President Obama was “different.” Most said yes, but 

added that even then Obama could not act outside of the limits of what the  US 

“establishment” allowed.  

 

Having heard frequently about the pragmatism of Iran‟s foreign policy, I listened carefully 

when one of the most prominent people at the conference said:   

 

“Our foreign policy is based on defined values, but others try to be pragmatic and 

value-free so they can enter diplomatic dances of any form without shame, based on 

their short term transitory interests. So we have limitations which others do not have.” 
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I remembered reading Ray Takeyh‟s description of the parallel co-existence of value-based 

and pragmatic policies in Iran‟s foreign affairs.
2
 In Hidden Iran – Paradox and Power in the 

Islamic Republic it writes:  

 

“The best manner of understanding Iran‟s regional policy is to envision three circles: 

the Persian Gulf, the Arab East, and Eurasia. The Persian Gulf would be by far the 

most significant, while the Arab East and Central Asian lands would assume less 

importance. The intriguing aspect of Tehran‟s policy is that while ideology may define 

its approach towards one of these circles, in the others, careful national-interest 

determinations would prove its guide. Thus, while in the 1980s the Saudis would 

decry Iran as a grave fundamentalist threat, Russian diplomats would just as 

convincingly testify to Tehran‟s pragmatism and moderation.”
3
  

 

Turkey‟s new foreign policy was also commented on and praised at the conference for being 

“moral and reliable.” Standing up to Israel, supporting Iran by voting against sanctions in the 

UN Security Council, not aiding the US invasion of Iraq and “curbing” US influence in the 

Black Sea were noted as positive points. One speaker made a case for Turkey and Iran to act 

together in leading the Middle East. There are many shared interests, he pointed out. Both 

countries prefer a nuclear free zone in the Middle East and want Iranian energy to be 

transported to Europe via Turkey. They are both against US military solutions to problems in 

the region and seek the benefits of economic interdependence. “Nothing can be resolved in 

the Middle East without Turkish-Iranian cooperation” he emphasized, adding that NATO 

should benefit from Iran-Turkey cooperation. The Middle East is still an ideological place and 

NATO has to factor this in, this speaker continued. He also argued that all foreign troops 

should leave the region because they prop up governments that have lost legitimacy.  

 

My own presentation was about Turkey‟s European vocation and the positive impact of 

Turkey‟s Europeanization – in the larger sense of the word - on Turkey‟s soft power in its 

neighbouring countries. I argued that Turkey remaining anchored to the West was also good 

for Turkey's neighbourhood, just as its neighbourhood relations could feasibly be an added 

value for the West. However, I also noted that balancing these two orientations was not likely 

to be easy and that there are bound to be cases where there will be conflict between them 

which cannot be reconciled.  

 

At the end of the conference the importance of regular dialogue between NATO and Iran in 

order to dispel misunderstandings was underlined.  

 

I came away thinking about whether anything had been achieved from this conference. Some 

participants did seem sincere to me trying to avoid a confrontaton with NATO and looking for 

common interests with the West. I had learned a few things and met a few interesting people. 

I had looked at the world and threat perceptions from Tehran, or to be more precise from the 

perspective of an institution connected to the government. I had made a few points, which 

were not really addressed but treated with unscrutable politeness.  

 

One possible reason many Europeans who had been invited to the event and did not accept - 

                                                 
2
  Another source debating the pragmatism of Iran‟s foreign policy is available at: 

http://www.diis.dk/graphics/Publications/Briefs2009/DIIS_Brief_The_Foreign_Policy_of_Iran_Ideolog

y_and_Pragmatism.pdf  
3
 Ray Takeyh,  Hidden Iran- Paradox and Power in the Islamic Republic, Council on Foreign Relations, 

2006.  Pg 60  

http://www.diis.dk/graphics/Publications/Briefs2009/DIIS_Brief_The_Foreign_Policy_of_Iran_Ideology_and_Pragmatism.pdf
http://www.diis.dk/graphics/Publications/Briefs2009/DIIS_Brief_The_Foreign_Policy_of_Iran_Ideology_and_Pragmatism.pdf
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which might have made for a more real debate – I learned about only in Tehran, and it 

concerns a controversial recent event in the history of the institute that had organised the 

event, the Institute for Political and International Studies.  In December 2006, IPIS held an 

event titled „Review of the Holocaust‟ which was widely described as a "Holocaust denial 

conference" in the West.
4
 This led to the boycott of IPIS by many academic institutions and 

think tanks in the West.
5
  

This is in miniature form the dilemma the West also faces: for all obvious and deep 

disagreements (and justified revulsion at some of the things Ahmedinejad has said, in 

particular about Israel and the Holocaust), Iran is a reality. Talking to and engaging with Iran 

makes sense, and without dialogue no progress is possible. On the other hand, I wondered, 

how in reaching out to its neighbor Turkey will navigate the moral dilemmas and avoid the 

impression of tolerating some of the unacceptable rhetoric coming from Tehran? 

                                                 
4
  Both an explanatory letter from the foreign ministry of Iran about the nature of this conference, and the 

position of an Italian think tank which rejects the justification, are represented at the following link: 

http://www.affarinternazionali.it/Documenti/Comments%20on%20the%20IPIS,%20191.01.07.pdf  
5
  This incident is noted in the overview of track two diplomacy with Iran written by Suzanne DiMaggio, 

of the US Institute of Peace: http://iranprimer.usip.org/resource/track-ii-diplomacy. It is worth noting 

that since December 2009 IPIS has a new Director General. 

http://www.affarinternazionali.it/Documenti/Comments%20on%20the%20IPIS,%20191.01.07.pdf
http://iranprimer.usip.org/resource/track-ii-diplomacy

