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This article offers a comparative analysis of Iran’s foreign policy during the
administrations of Dr. Mohammad Mossadegh and Dr. Hassan Rouhani, based on the
conceptual distinction between “spirit-based” and “appetite-based” societies. The
theoretical framework draws on Platonic philosophical anthropology and contemporary
reinterpretations of thymos in the thought of Hegel and Fukuyama. Within thi framework,
when reason serves “spirit,” a pattern of behavior oriented toward dignity, recognition,
and independence emerges; when reason serves “appetite,” political conduct becomes
primarily directed toward material interests, welfare, and economic calculation. The
central question of the article is why Mossadegh adopted a confrontational foreign policy
toward external powers, whereas Rouhani pursued a strategy of engagement and
cooperation. The main hypothesis argues that the predominance of spirit-based elements
during Mossadegh’s era and appetite-based elements during Rouhani’s presidency led to
the formation of two distinct foreign policy models. The findings indicate that during the
oil nationalization movement, national dignity and political independence took precedence
over economic considerations, resulting in a confrontational approach. In contrast, under
Rouhani, resolving the nuclear crisis and lifting sanctions aimed at attracting foreign
investment and improving domestic welfare became the primary objective, transforming
foreign policy into an instrument of economic development. Using a descriptive-analytical
method and relying on historical and documentary sources, the article concludes that the
divergence between these two models stems from differing conceptions of human nature,
national interest, and the relationship between dignity and welfare. At the same time, the
experience of both periods suggests that the absence of a sustainable balance between
spirit and appetite may generate structural challenges in foreign policy.
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1. Introduction

This article seeks to conduct a comparative analysis of Iran's foreign policy during the Dr.
Mosaddegh and Dr. Hassan Rouhani administrations. The main research question is that
Why did Mosaddegh pursue a policy of confrontation, whereas Rouhani chose the path of
cooperation? The article’'s hypothesis is that during Mosaddegh's era, the reason of Iranian
society served ‘the spirit’, leading him, as a representative of this society, to adopt a “spirit-
based’ foreign policy. Conversely, during Rouhani's era, society's reason served ‘the
appetites’, leading him, as a representative of such society, to pursue an ‘appetite-based’
foreign policy. In the nationalization of the oil industry movement, the element of dignity-
seeking and independence-seeking prevailed over economic interests. However, in
Rouhani's era, it was believed that cooperation between foreign capital and domestic labor
could benefit the national economy.

2. Theoretical framework

The theoretical framework of this article is based on the foundations of Platonic political
philosophy and also reinterpretations of the concept of “spirit" in the thought of
philosophers such as Hegel. In Plato's view, humans possess three main drives: appetite,
reason, and thymaos. If reason is placed in the service of the thymaos, virtues such as courage,
self-esteem, independence-seeking, and self-sacrifice are strengthened in society. Plato
described thymos as a part of human desire that encompasses anger, shame, and the need
for "recognition." Hegel calls thymos the "desire for recognition™ and considers it the source
of history movement. Fukuyama, based on his own reading of Hegel, argues that the desire
for recognition is a driving force behind many political and social transformations.

When reason comes to serve appetite, material interests take precedence in individual
and social motivations. Adam Smith published ‘The Wealth of Nations’ in 1776. The main
message of “The Wealth of Nations’ is that there is coordination between the activities of
profit-seeking individuals and the provision of public goods for the whole society.

Considering the above, two types of society can be distinguished, which form the basis
for two different behaviors in politics: First, a spirit-based society, in which humans strive
to gain respect. Second, an appetite-based society, in which human behavior is based on
achievement to material interests.

3. Method

The methodology of this article is descriptive-analytical and, using historical sources and
documents, seeks to comparatively analyze the intellectual foundations of Iran's foreign
policy in two historical periods. Therefore, the article does not aim to adopt a prescriptive
approach toward these two periods.

4. Discussion
Mosaddegh, leader of the National Front, pursued a policy of oil nationalization. Initially,
the National Front emphasized two advantages of oil nationalization: first, increased
economic revenue; and second, preservation of political independence. However, the aspect
of independence-seeking eventually prevailed over economic interests. Mosaddegh rejected
international proposals to resolve the oil crisis due to their contradiction with the principle
of nationalization. In his view, the activities of the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company not only
intensified the economic interest conflict between Iran and Britain but also constituted a
form of national humiliation and damage to Iranian dignity. The oil nationalization
movement can be considered the crystallization of a spirit-based approach in foreign policy.
Hassan Rouhani directed his administration toward "saving the country's economy,
reviving ethics and constructive interaction with the world." Rouhani based his foreign
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policy on resolving the nuclear dispute and returning Iran to the global economy. The
Rouhani administration believed that cooperation with global powers, especially Europe,
could bring foreign capital back to Iran, accelerate economic growth, and reduce
international tensions. Highlighting the country's young workforce, high rate of university
education, abundant oil and gas resources, and industrial capacities, Rouhani presented Iran
as an attractive location for investment. Rouhani's foreign policy was an attempt to connect
foreign capital, natural resources, and domestic labor. The approach that aligns with the
theoretical framework of "appetite-based society."

5. Conclusion

This article, relying on the theoretical framework distinguishing between spirit-based and
appetite-based societies, conducted a comparative analysis of the foreign policies of two
administrations: Mohammad Mosaddegh and Hassan Rouhani. Mosaddegh considered
humans as "dignity-seeking beings,” whereas Rouhani assumed humans as "welfare-
seeking beings." These two perspectives created two different approaches to foreign policy:
one based on recognition and dignity, the other based on interests and interaction. Although
both approaches followed a specific logic in their historical context, the inability to create a
balance between spirit and appetite in both periods led to serious challenges; In
Mosaddegh's era, the dominance of spirit over appetite led to an economic crisis and in
Rouhani's era, the dominance of appetite over spirit placed independence and bargaining
power under pressure. Successful foreign policy depends on a sustainable balance between
dignity-seeking and pragmatism.
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