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The play is over. On August 31, 2012, the 16th Summit of the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM) closed down with the
release of the Tehran Declaration[i] and a Final Document[ii] in which NAM members “reaffirmed and underscored
the Movement’s abiding faith in and strong commitment to its founding principles, ideals and purposes, particularly in
establishing a peaceful and prosperous world and a just and equitable world order”. It will be remembered as the first
NAM Summit celebrated in Iran; as the scenario in which the restoration of high-level diplomatic relations between
post-Mubarak’s Egypt and the Islamic Republic took center stage; as the Summit in which the Secretary General of
the United Nations, Ban Ki-moon –disregarding US and Israeli objections upon his visit to Tehran- called for action
against bloodletting in Syria and for responsibility to Iranian authorities in handling the nuclear affair; and, at least,
also for Morsi’s criticism on Iran’s staunch support for al-Assad’s regime. Defined by Morphet as an ‘institutional
manifestation of the Global South’[iii], observers of the year 2012 seek to pinpoint what NAM is about today,
especially now that the organization will be presided over by Iran for the next term.

Multilateralism. What for?

Roughly once every 3 years since 1961[iv], we hear and read comments by analysts who, with slight differences,
draw upon two basic stances towards NAM. On the one hand, those who, in a bid for contributing not only to the
theorizing but also to the practice of multilateralism, congratulate themselves on the existence of an alternative arena
for setting and discussing a global agenda that takes the Global South into consideration. By contrast, there are
those who dismiss this forum for its lack of real leverage in world affairs. The latter usually start by raising objections
towards the very name of the grouping. They argue that Non-Alignment is a ‘relic of the past’[v], since in the wake of
the Cold War and upon the end of the bipolar world, there is no need to be non-aligned with an Eastern or Western
bloc that no longer exist. Contrarily, those who endorse the Movement’s claim that the original name is a testimony of
the historical juncture in which the NAM came to life, that the Movement has evolved concomitantly to political,
economic and military transformations and, therefore, its existence is fully justified.[vi]

To the usual analyses, this year’s summit adds the lure of having the Islamic Republic of Iran as host country. Faced
with the declared ‘crippling sanctions’[vii] by the West for its ambiguous nuclear program, and with criticism for
standing by al-Assad’s regime, last August, the country, led by Supreme Leader (rahbar) Ali Khamenei, had the
chance to make a show of force (or lack thereof) before an international audience (the biggest since 1979). And this
is precisely what observers and analysts have been pondering over in the aftermath of the meeting. Delegations of
120 Asian, African and American countries attended the Summit in Tehran. At first glance, the significant number of
attendees points to a high interest in not missing the opportunity to show muscle on behalf of the so-called Third
World countries.[viii] However, rigorous analysis must try to unveil the real implications that lay behind such figures.
Does the considerable attendance to the Tehran Summit translate into a single-voiced positive backing of Iran’s
nuclear program and stance towards uprisings in Syria? Does it, moreover, represent a departure from U.S.
involvement in the Iranian issue? Does it hint to the formation of a Global South (multi)pole against a potential
U.S./Israeli preemptive attack on Iran? This article is set out to offer provisional answers to these questions from an
analytical position that favors regional dynamics over global scale analyses. It tries to foresee which form the NAM
may take in the future and how Iran and the NAM may influence regional and international security.
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NAM: An Effective Alliance?

The above questions can be given a common answer: ‘not necessarily’. It can hardly be denied that the massive
attendance to the Summit celebrated in Tehran does engender a highly symbolic force that points at a legitimization
of the Islamic Republic in the actual context of tension-laden relations with the West due to Iran’s ambiguous nuclear
program. As heirs of Nehru, Nasser and Tito’s endeavor to foster a “restructuring of the global system in the direction
of greater equity in the North-South relations”[ix], the leaders that recently met in Tehran under the chairmanship of
President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad awaited the moment to discuss key issues for the global agenda. These days
when the world’s security seems to depend on what happens in the Middle East (or rather, the Greater Middle
East[x]) and when the West is trying to elucidate whether we can or cannot live with a nuclear Iran, whichever events
take place in the Islamic Republic are accurately scrutinized. And the real force of what happened last August is not
the 162 page-long Final Document that claims for a reform of the UN Security Council, the end of terrorism or a re-
launching of the Middle East Peace Process, but what happened at the margins.

The NAM’s summit celebrated in Tehran last August has provided observers avid for answers to world security
problems with a privileged scenario of where to look. The NAM Summit has, thus, acted as a frame for gauging the
state of alliances in the region, but more importantly, for sending a message that defies Western geopolitical
hegemony. Beyond bombastic declarations that come out of multilateral Summits like the NAM’s, and in order to
rightly understand why, for example, Iran and the West are enmeshed in this nuclear stand-off, looking at regional
dynamics that give significance to political events in the longue durée is imperative. It stands out as a clear fact that
the NAM cannot be a monolithic single-voiced entity because while agreeing on a fairer global agenda, I can hardly
imagine how similar Vanuatu’s and Jordan’s national agendas may be; the latter being highly influenced by the
regional contexts in which these countries are inscribed. In reference to Middle Eastern countries, observers are
aware that despite sharing the table at occasions like the recent NAM Summit, suspicions and animosities between
neighbors like Saudi Arabia and the Gulf Cooperation Council country members towards Iran are undeniable,
especially with regards to Iran’s nuclear program and Iran’s alleged attempt to influence Shia populations in those
countries. In view of the limited scope of its regional alliances, Iran has in recent years looked for partnership in Latin
America and they have found the support of Castro’s Cuba, Chávez’s Venezuela, Evo Morales’ Bolivia and Daniel
Ortega’s Nicaragua (all of them Non-Aligned countries). For its part, India, which brought the biggest delegation to
the Summit, has also shown its support to Iran by not cutting economic ties with the Islamic Republic as the Western
sanctions demanded.

The Revisionist Foreign Policy of Iran and the Future of NAM

At the core of the NAM we find, therefore, supporters and detractors of the Islamic Republic’s foreign policy alike,
thus making it difficult to predict which side NAM members would take in the event of an undesirable preemptive
attack against Iran.[xi] The fact that, as a principle, the Movement refuses to provide itself with a military structure or
align with any of the existing ones hinders any possibility for concerted retaliation in the event of a launched attack
against any of its members. The only way the NAM can act as a multi(pole) opposing what they may interpret as
‘imperialist’ policies is by posing an ideological challenge that may win the battle over Western superiority. In this
same vein, the NAM will probably continue to exist for many years as a forum for discussion and, in the next 3 years,
it may serve as a loud speaker for the Islamic Republic’s demands for a more multipolar world in which they are a key
player. If the Iranian leadership has welcomed the NAM Summit with zeal, it is probably due to the fact that, following
Adib-Moghaddam, “utopian-romantic ideals formulated during the revolutionary years, and institutionalized as central
norms of the Islamic Republic, inform the contemporary grand strategic preferences of the Iranian state” (2008: 35).
The early foreign policy strategy of “Na sharqi, na gharbi, jomhuri ye eslami” (Neither East, nor West, but an Islamic
Republic) has been read under different lights depending on who was in charge of the Iranian presidency.[xii] But
despite the differences, Iran has always posed a challenge to the (false) universalism that international organizations
like the United Nations claim to represent.[xiii] Iran and the NAM embody again a turning against a ‘geopolitics of
exclusion’ that systematically and de facto disregards the demands coming from certain parts of the world. Whether
this strategy will in the short run materially benefit those who abide it is difficult to say. However, instances like the
NAM –despite its effectiveness or lack thereof- demonstrate that a certain ‘geopolitical reasoning’[xiv] that favors
Western powers and their interests is faced by an alternative reading of international relations.
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Conclusion

At the end of the day, the real value of a Movement like that of the Non-Aligned lies, in my view, on its potential to
challenge what IR scholar Adib-Moghaddam calls the ‘international political culture,’[xv] in which current international
relations are embedded. When discussing the motivations that led the U.S. to get involved in the Second Gulf War
upon Saddam’s invasion of Kuwait, he states that “The impression was created that deviation from the rules and
norms of appropriate behavior enshrined in the international political culture of the ‘new’ global system, will only be
tolerated to the extent that US interests are not compromised. The new world order norm was hence the forerunner of
the norm of ‘preventive intervention’, formally accepted as the US national security strategy in the aftermath of 11
September 2001” (2006: 77). This also applies to Western-Iranian relations today, and where the red lines
(according to US standards) fall. The Non-Aligned do not seem to agree on the writing of international relations that
assign them the role of a passive agent, and it is precisely from that locus of enunciation that they are posing a
geopolitical challenge. The NAM will continue to exist as a Global (South) forum for discussion, which represents a
geopolitical challenge. Real politics will be played at regional and trans-regional levels.
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of the United States as the ‘ruler writer’ for the world community. [xv] See Arshin Adib-Moghaddam (2008): Iran in
World Politics. The Question of the Islamic Republic. New York: Columbia University Press; And (2006): The
International Politics of the Persian Gulf. London: Routledge. 
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