
 

Normalising relations with an untamed revolution 

The return of Ambassadors from the Gulf states to Tehran still leaves many problems unresolved 

but is a step in the right direction 

By Dennis Sammut 

 

Most revolutions very quickly mature. The turmoil of the first years after a massive political upheaval 

in most cases quickly settles down. Normality, both internal, but most importantly in relations with 

other states, often quickly returns. 20th century revolutions, such as the Russian and the Chinese 

followed this pattern. Iran’s 1979 “Islamic” revolution remains however unfinished business, 

particularly when it comes to international relations. For sure there are people in Iran, including in 

the important Shia religious establishment, that want a return to normality, but the revolutionary 

zealots, with their parallel government and armed forces continue resisting. Through their rhetoric, 

but especially through their actions they continue inflaming revolutionary fervour which threaten 

neighbours. 

The news a few days ago that the UAE and other Gulf states were returning their Ambassadors to 

Tehran, after an absence of six years, is in itself a positive development. Engaging with Iran 

diplomatically is essential, particularly for neighbouring states. Expectations as to the results that 

such diplomacy can render need however to be managed. Revolutionary Iran still has the potential to 

be disruptive, as can be seen in its actions in Lebanon, Syria, Yemen and elsewhere. For at least some 

in the leadership in Tehran, the Shia Revolutionary model should be exported, regardless of the 

suffering this will bring to other nations. 

But despite the fact that the Iranian revolution remains untamed it follows a certain rationality 

because essentially its first objective is self-preservation. This allows a window for diplomatic 

engagement, and this needs to be exploited. 

The return of the Gulf Ambassadors to Tehran, comes as Iran and the international community inch 

towards an agreement to re-install the JCPOA, the Joint Comprehensive  Plan of Action — the 2015 

agreement between world powers and Tehran aimed at curbing Iran’s nuclear program in return for 

the lifting of sanctions. The negotiations have been concluded and it is up to the various sides now, 

including the US which left the process during the Trump administration, to agree the new 

arrangements. In Europe, at least, diplomats are confidant this is going to happen. Such a 

development will also, at least partially, end Iran’s isolation in the international system. This isolation 

has never been complete. Russia and China, also signatories of the JCPOA, have remained close to 

Tehran. Indeed they appear now to be closer than ever, with a new axis Moscow-Tehran-Beijing 

developing rapidly. But most Iranians, including many among the revolutionary zealots, also 

understand that this is not enough. Relations with West remain important, especially if Iran is to 

develop economically. So they have acquiesced to the new agreement on the JCPOA. This new 

situation will create opportunities for diplomacy, both of the formal kind – through embassies and 

foreign ministries, and informally through people to people contacts, business and trade and culture. 

These opportunities need to be exploited. 

Several steps need to be taken: 

(a) First is to avoid new flashpoints, and if they happen to move quickly to resolve them. In this 

regard the presence of the Gulf Ambassadors in Tehran is important; their work needs to be 

backed up by their capitals for often quick decisions will; be necessary; 



 

(b) Stronger political dialogue is necessary, This should be at both the highest level, and at 

Ministerial and operational level. In short, regardless of the frustrations resulting from the 

political system in Tehran Iran should be engaged politically and diplomatically. 

(c) Exploit people to people contacts better. In this the Gulf States, with their historical and 

people connections with Iran are uniquely placed to play this role. The UAE in particular has 

many opportunities which it needs to study and exploit. 

(d) Trade and business help build bridges that, whilst not immune to political turmoil, can often  

survive structural political divisiveness, and the occasional crisis. Here again, Dubai has in the 

past been a window of Tehran to the world, and this role can be resumed. 

The risk of dealing with an untamed revolution 

Any dealings with Iran still bring with them considerable risk. The untamed revolution can be 

predictably unpredictable. There are many serious disagreements between Tehran and the Gulf 

states which the Iranian revolutionary zealots may yet exploit. 

The recent establishment of full diplomatic relations between UAE and Bahrain with Israel has as 

expected angered Tehran. But as long as nothing happens which Tehran perceives to be a direct 

threat to its security the Iranian leadership will understand that there is nothing much they can do 

about it, and move on. Iran’s relations with Azerbaijan is a case in point which may have lessons for 

the Gulf states too. Here both Baku and Tehran have opted for pragmatism, and relations endure 

despite Azerbaijan’s close political and security relations with Israel. 

Revolutionary Iran has in the past shown a propensity to inflame and exploit Shia sectarianism when 

dealing with neighbouring Arab countries. This threat will not go away, but can be reduced. There are 

a number of scenarios where Tehran is under increasing pressure to be less disruptive. One of them 

is Yemen, where Iranian support for the Houthis have helped to prolong the war that has created 

untold suffering for millions of Yemenis. How Iran acts in Yemen going forward may be a good 

indicator of its wider intentions. 

Tehran continues to constitute a military threat to its neighbours. A new nuclear deal will go some 

way to ensure that this threat is partially contained. But as has often been stressed by Gulf leaders, 

Iran’s threat does not come only from its nuclear programme. There are other aspects of its defence 

strategy, such as its missile programme that cause concern. Gulf governments need to decide how 

they want to address this issue. If, as it appears, they have chosen the path of diplomacy, then there 

are several steps that can be taken. A regional security conference has been proposed by several 

quarters. There are models that can be followed, such as the CSCE framework in Europe at the end of 

the 20th century. In parallel Gulf countries can explore if they can develop with Tehran a programme 

of confidence and security building measures. Increasing transparency and predictability will be 

beneficial for all the sides, and can take some the wind out of the sails of the revolutionary zealots in 

Tehran. 

Finally, in dealing with Iran, there is always the risk that events may trigger crisis at short notice. The 

Islamic Republic is more fragile on the inside than it looks. The massive discontent still has the 

potential to mushroom quickly into a crisis that could result in the partial collapse of the state. And 

externally, Israel remains unhappy with the prospect of a new nuclear deal between the international 

community and Iran. An Israeli military strike against Iran remains a possibility, even if on balance, 

unlikely. That can unleash a series of events which can have serious consequences. 

The Arab Gulf states have for decades been trying to develop a strategy to deal with their awkward 

neighbour. At the moment it seems that this strategy is based on diplomatic engagement, military 



 

containment, including by building up their own defence capacity, and the use of trade and business 

as tools of engagement. This is the right approach. There is still room for Gulf states to be more 

proactive on all three fronts. Iran is not a problem that is going to go away. The revolution remains 

untamed. “Managing” Iran is perhaps the most challenging foreign policy issue that the Gulf states 

face at the moment. Sending the Ambassadors back to Tehran is therefore the right and logical thing 

to do. 
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