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Independence without Freedom comprises
Rouhollah K. Ramazani’s most insightful book
chapters and journal articles on Iranian foreign
policy. It makes accessible essays otherwise scat-
tered over various journals and books, some of
which are no longer in print. Ramazani is, with-
out a doubt, the most eloquent and knowledge-
able researcher of Iranian foreign policy, and he
provides scholars and policymakers alike with
thoroughly informative and highly analytical
work, which is both personal and authoritative.
Independence without Freedom should be as-
signed reading in any course on Iranian foreign
policy, and is a must-read for policy makers and
journalists struggling to make sense of Iranian
foreign policy behavior.

In Ramazani’s introduction to this edited vol-
ume, he asks an important question: why do
Americans three decades after the Revolution still
not understand Iran? Before returning to this
question in the afterword, twenty chapters divid-
ed over five thematic sections provide the reader
with better tools to understand the Islamic Repub-

lic. Two of the most essential contributions which
he made (and continues to make) with these es-
says to the vast body of literature on Iranian for-
eign policy need mentioning. First, Ramazani ana-
lyzes the historical context which he argues is es-
sential to understanding Iran’s foreign policy. The
first two chapters of part 1, and the first chapter
of part 3, discuss in detail the domestic and re-
gional developments which provide valuable
background information on the 1979 Revolution
as well as this revolution’s regional repercussions.
The foreign policies of the Islamic Republic
throughout its thirty-five-year history are dis-
cussed in detail in part 2, and part 3 discusses
Iran’s involvement in the Persian Gulf. Yet Inde-
pendence without Freedom is not a history book:
rather than analyzing relevant developments
with the benefit of hindsight, Ramazani discussed
them as they happened. Though some of the es-
says compiled in this volume were written
decades ago (the oldest chapter in 1964), they
have not merely stood the test of time, but discuss



by now reified phenomena such as the hostage
crisis without caricature.

The second essential and perhaps most im-
portant contribution of this book, is that the es-
says in this volume challenge some of the most
persistent misunderstandings of Iranian foreign
policy. They collectively build on the assumption
that to understand Iranian foreign policy behav-
ior in past and present, a deep understanding of
historical and domestic circumstances is essential.
The relations between “church” and state under
the shah, the shah’s White Revolution, the Iranian
Revolution, factionalism in Iranian politics, re-
formism and domestic calls for change, are
among the domestic developments which this vol-
ume discusses. For a large part, the misconcep-
tions Ramazani identifies concern Iran’s foreign
policies in the 1980s, including the export of the
Iranian Revolution, Iran’s relations with Shi’a
communities in the Gulf, and the nature of the
Iran-Iraq War. Most of all, however, this volume
challenges the persistent notion that Iranian for-
eign policy is (and was) enigmatic, not to say para-
doxical, let alone irrational. Ramazani does not
shun critiquing international policies toward Iran
that are rooted in these misunderstandings,
which he does mainly in part 4 and 5.

Why do Americans three decades after the
Revolution still not understand Iran? Ramazani
answers this question in the afterword: it is the ef-
fect of the dominance of power realism in the
American study of international politics and of
war-game theory in Washington. This dominance
has contributed to a preoccupation with security,
which has generally precluded constructive en-
gagement with Iran on, for example, the nuclear
issue. Despite this appropriate observation, Ra-
mazani does not deeply engage the epistemologi-
cal debates which characterize the study of the in-
ternational politics of the Middle East.[1] Also, he
neither explicitly critiques works which discuss
Iranian foreign policy from a conventional per-
spective,[2] nor does he openly acknowledge the
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importance of recent works which place Iran’s
foreign policy in the relevant historical and dis-
cursive contexts.[3] However, he does provide the
solution to the shortcomings of the dominant in-
tellectual paradigm. By placing Iran’s foreign poli-
cy behavior in its relevant domestic and historical
context, he encourages the reader to look beyond
the security issues which dominate in Western
views of Iran and to begin to understand the Is-
lamic Republic in its own right. No one could do
this with more authority.
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