o

Y

Lorestan University

New Research 1n Islamic Humanities Studies

Online ISSN : 2980 - 8944
https://api.lu.ac.ir/

The Influence of Political Elite Culture on the Decision Making Process in

Iran’s Nuclear Case during the Administrations of Justice Oriented
(Ahmadinejad) and Moderation-Oriented (Rouhani) Presidents

Ehsan Yousefi!

, Mohammad Tohidfam?® "2} and Kayhan Barzegar®

1. Department of Political Science and International Relations, SR.C., Islamic Azad University, Tehran, Iran.
Email: Ehsan.Yousefi3369@iau.ac.ir

2. Corresponding Author, Department of Political Science - Political Thought and Iranian Issues, CT.C, Tehran, Iran.
Email: Moh.tohidfam@iauctb.ac.ir

3. Department of Political Science and International Relations, SR.C., Islamic Azad University, Tehran, Iran.

Email: k-barzegar@srbiau.ac.ir

Article Info

ABSTRACT

Avrticle type:
Research Article

Article history:

Received 24 August 2025
Received in revised form 26
November 2025

Accepted 06 December 2025
Available online 22 December
2025

Keywords:

Political Elite Culture,
Discourse Analysis,
Decision Making,
Nuclear File,

Foreign Relations

Objective: To examine the influence of the political culture of elites during the
Conservative (Osoul-garayi) and Moderate (Etedal) administrations on the evolution of
Iran’s nuclear file, and to address the question of how the type of political culture among
elites in each period shaped the country’s nuclear policymaking.

Method: The study employs an analytical descriptive approach. By analyzing the
dominant political discourses of the Conservative and Moderate periods, it investigates
how the political culture of elites affected nuclear decision-making. The article’s
hypothesis is based on comparing patterns of foreign policy behavior and nuclear
approaches across the two administrations.

Results: The findings indicate that Iran’s nuclear approach during the Conservative
period was grounded in confrontation, resistance, and challenging the international order.
By contrast, the Moderate period focused on the rapid resolution of the nuclear issue, the
restoration of damaged foreign relations, and the swift attainment of economic and
political benefits. The study further shows that in both periods, the nuclear file was shaped
by the deep-rooted and historically embedded political culture of Iranian elites, which has
been intertwined with the overarching discourse of the Islamic Revolution.

Conclusion: Iran’s nuclear file has been significantly influenced by the political culture
of elites, and discursive differences between the Conservative and Moderate periods
produced two distinct approaches to managing it. Overall, the historical political culture
of elites, combined with the hegemonic discourse of the Revolution, has directed and

shaped the main orientations of Iran’s nuclear policy across different periods.
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Introduction
The utilization of nuclear energy offers significant economic, environmental, political, and

technological advantages that motivate any political actor to pursue the process of acquiring it.
In the contemporary world, energy constitutes a strategic factor, and most countries approach
the issue of energy from this very perspective. In the context of the global energy crisis resulting
from rising energy prices, instability in oil and gas markets, and an unprecedented surge in
energy demand states have engaged in intense competition to secure the energy resources
necessary for preserving their security and national interests.

Regardless of the broad benefits of nuclear technology, ignoring this source of energy would
be considered a strategic mistake. With this understanding, Iran’s political establishment
publicly announced its efforts to develop peaceful nuclear energy in the early 2000s. Since then,
all governments, cabinets, and indeed the entire political system as well as the daily lives of
Iranians have become fundamentally intertwined with the nuclear file, its associated
negotiations, and the sanctions imposed in relation to it. This issue may be regarded as the most
consequential national concern of at least the past fifty years, one whose final outcome remains
uncertain.Within this framework, examining the influence of the political culture of elites on
the decision-making process regarding the nuclear issueparticularly during the administrations
shaped by the discourses of Justice Orientation (Ahmadinejad) and Moderation (Rouhani) can
provide a practical perspective on this enduring challenge in Iran’s foreign policy. The present
article seeks to answer the following question: What impact did political elites and their political
culture during the Conservative and Moderate periods have on the trajectory of Iran’s nuclear
developments?

Method

The study employs an analytical descriptive approach. By analyzing the dominant political
discourses of the Conservative and Moderate periods, it investigates how the political culture
of elites affected nuclear decision-making. The article’s hypothesis is based on comparing
patterns of foreign policy behavior and nuclear approaches across the two administrations.

Results

The findings indicate that Iran’s nuclear approach during the Conservative period was
grounded in confrontation, resistance, and challenging the international order. By contrast, the
Moderate period focused on the rapid resolution of the nuclear issue, the restoration of damaged
foreign relations, and the swift attainment of economic and political benefits. The study further
shows that in both periods, the nuclear file was shaped by the deep-rooted and historically
embedded political culture of Iranian elites, which has been intertwined with the overarching
discourse of the Islamic Revolution.
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Conclusion

This article examines the evolution of two discourses in Iran’s foreign policy. During the
principlist period associated with Ahmadinejad’s administration, the nuclear program emerged
as the dominant foreign policy discourse, with concepts such as resistance, progress, and the
“inalienable nuclear right” serving as its central semantic pillars. This discourse became
hegemonic through a combination of religious, justice oriented, nationalist, and progress-driven
elements. However, factors such as international sanctions, economic pressures, and managerial
challenges created internal contradictions that ultimately weakened this discourse.

In the subsequent period, the Eleventh Administration introduced the discourse of
moderation, which, from the perspective of its architects, aimed to inaugurate a new phase of
interactive diplomacy and reduce misunderstandings. This discourse emphasized cost benefit
analysis, rationality in foreign policy, and balancing realism with idealism, with the stated goal
of reducing costs while maximizing national interests in the international arena.

In evaluating the political culture associated with these two periods, the text notes that
attempts by some figures during the principlist era to construct a new discourse failed due to
the absence of a social base and reliance on established power structures. Overall, the principlist
discourse is assessed as contributing to the stagnation or intensification of the nuclear crisis,
whereas the discourse of moderation is depicted as moving toward de escalation.
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