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Abstract

The relationship between the Islamic Republic of Iran and the United States has
been one of the most challenging dimensions of Iran’s foreign policy since the
Islamic Revolution. This study examines the foundations and manifestations of
rationality in the Supreme Leader’s foreign-policy decision-making toward the
United States. The central question is: on what foundations is this model of
rationality based, and how does it shape Iran’s foreign policy toward the United
States! The study hypothesizes that the Supreme Leader’s conception of
rationality constitutes a hybrid and indigenized model comprising three
dimensions: computational-experience-based rationality, principle-oriented—
normative rationality, and prudential-realist rationality, which ultimately
converge into development-oriented—resistance rationality. Methodologically,
the research adopts a qualitative approach and employs network thematic
analysis. Through MaxQDA software, 223 data entries derived from the
Supreme Leader’s statements were coded, resulting in 49 basic themes, 12
organizing themes, and 4 overarching themes. The findings demonstrate that
rationality combines strategic calculation, historical experience of U.S.
untrustworthiness, adherence to revolutionary principles, and the necessity of
active resistance. Accordingly, negotiations with the United States are
considered acceptable only when they safeguard national interests, preserve
strategic autonomy, and prevent political penetration, coercion, and unilateral
pressure.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction: The relationship between the Islamic Republic of Iran and the United
States has remained one of the most complex, contentious, and consequential
dimensions of Iran’s foreign policy since the victory of the Islamic Revolution. This
relationship cannot be adequately understood solely through conventional
interpretations of material interests, power calculations, or ideological confrontation.
A central but relatively underexplored dimension concerns the role of rationality in
the foreign-policy decision-making of the Supreme Leader and the way in which
rationality is conceptualized within the intellectual and political framework of the
Islamic Republic. Understanding this conception is particularly important for
explaining Iran’s responses to negotiations, sanctions, political pressure, threats, and
attempts at political influence by the United States. In conventional theories of
political decision-making, rationality is generally associated with the identification
of objectives, assessment of available alternatives, calculation of costs and benefits,
and selection of the most appropriate means for achieving desired outcomes.
However, the present study argues that rationality in the Iranian context cannot be
reduced to instrumental calculation. Within the intellectual framework of the Islamic
Republic, rationality is simultaneously connected to religious and revolutionary
values, national independence, historical experience, national dignity, strategic
interests, and the necessity of resistance. Accordingly, the study conceptualizes
rationality as a multidimensional and indigenized framework in which instrumental
calculation and normative considerations operate together rather than in opposition.
Research Question: The main research question is: On what foundations is the
model of rationality in the Supreme Leader’s foreign-policy decision-making toward
the United States based, and how is this model manifested in the foreign policy of
the Islamic Republic of Iran, particularly in its interaction with the United States ?
Research Hypothesis: The research hypothesizes that the Supreme Leader’s
conception of rationality constitutes a hybrid and indigenized model of political
rationality composed of three interconnected levels: computational-experience-
based rationality, principle-oriented—normative rationality, and prudential-realist
rationality. These three dimensions ultimately converge into a broader form of
development-oriented—resistance rationality. In this model, rational decision-making
involves not only the calculation of costs, benefits, risks, and opportunities but also
learning from historical experience, adherence to Islamic and revolutionary
principles, protection of national dignity and independence, and the development of
national capacities in order to reduce vulnerability to external pressure.
Methodology and Theoretical Framework: This study adopts a qualitative,
explanatory-analytical approach using network thematic analysis. Data comprise 223
speeches, statements, and official remarks by Ayatollah Khamenei on rationality,
foreign policy, and Iran—US relations, collected from his official archive and coded
in MaxQDA. The analysis identified 49 basic, 12 organizing, and 4 overarching
themes. The theoretical framework combines strategic rationality, foreign-policy
decision-making theories—including the rational actor model, bounded rationality,
and cognitive and organizational approaches—and critical realism. Together, these
perspectives examine rationality at the individual, institutional, and international
levels.

Research Findings: The findings reveal four overarching dimensions of rationality
in the Supreme Leader’s foreign-policy discourse toward the United States.

The first is computational-experience-based rationality, emphasizing strategic
calculation, assessment of national capacities and consequences, and learning from
historical experience. Accordingly, distrust toward the United States is understood as
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a strategic assessment shaped by past negotiations, sanctions, political pressure, and
perceived breaches of commitments.

The second is principle-oriented—normative rationality, in which rational decision-
making is inseparable from Islamic, revolutionary, and national principles.
Independence, national dignity, justice, national interests, and resistance to
domination are therefore regarded as essential components of rationality.

The third is prudential-realist rationality, which emphasizes selecting appropriate
instruments according to circumstances and national interests. Negotiation is not
categorically rejected but is acceptable when it serves national interests, reduces
threats, and preserves strategic autonomy. Conversely, it is rejected when it facilitates
political penetration, coercion, or external imposition.

The fourth is development-oriented—resistance rationality, which views resistance as
a strategy for strengthening domestic capabilities, reducing dependence, and
managing external pressures. Economic resistance and the development of national
capacities are consequently considered essential to preserving strategic autonomy.
Overall, rationality in the Supreme Leader’s foreign-policy decision-making
represents a synthesis of strategic calculation, historical experience, normative
commitment, prudential judgment, and resistance-oriented development, within
which national interest encompasses independence, security, dignity, identity, and
long-term development.

Conclusion: The study concludes that rationality in the Supreme Leader’s foreign-
policy decision-making toward the United States constitutes a hybrid,
multidimensional, and indigenized model of political rationality. This model
combines instrumental calculation with normative commitments and strategic
resistance. Its computational dimension emphasizes the assessment of costs, benefits,
risks, opportunities, and consequences; its experiential dimension draws lessons
from historical interactions with the United States; its normative dimension
establishes independence, dignity, justice, and revolutionary principles as
constitutive elements of rational decision-making; and its prudential dimension
allows flexibility in the choice of instruments according to changing circumstances.
Accordingly, the findings challenge interpretations that portray Iran’s policy toward
the United States as either purely ideological or entirely driven by material
calculations. Instead, the study demonstrates that the rationality underlying this
policy is constructed through the interaction of interest, principle, experience,
prudence, and resistance. Within this framework, negotiation is not inherently
irrational or unacceptable; rather, it is conditionally acceptable when it serves
national interests, preserves strategic autonomy, and prevents political penetration,
coercion, or unilateral imposition. The ultimate orientation of this rationality is
therefore to preserve national independence while strengthening domestic
capabilities and maintaining strategic freedom of action.

Keywords: Political Rationality, Supreme Leader, Iran’s Foreign Policy, United
States of America, Thematic Analysis.
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