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Abstract

Introduction: Over recent decades, the Islamic Republic of Iran has been subjected to
one of the most extensive economic sanctions regimes in contemporary history. Practical
experience demonstrates that conventional strategies of “sanctions relief” and “sanctions
evasion,” due to their reactive nature and dependence on the will of the dominant global
powers, lack the necessary sustainability and effectiveness. This situation underscores the
need to design an indigenous and affirmative strategy capable of ensuring a durable re-
sponse to economic sanctions.

Purpose: This article aims to conceptualize an indigenous model of economic deterrence and
to develop a coherent conceptual framework that facilitates a transition from reactive strate-
gies toward a sustainable and proactive approach to confronting sanctions, grounded in the
thought of the Leader of the Islamic Revolution.

Methodology: This study adopts a qualitative research design and employs thematic anal-
ysis as its primary methodological approach. The data consist of the Leader of the Islamic
Revolution’s statements on economic issues and sanctions, which are analyzed through an
evolutionary—causal logic. The theoretical framework of the research is rooted in Qur’anic
foundations, particularly Verse 60 of Surah al-Anfal.

Findings: The findings indicate that, within this framework, economic deterrence is not conceived
as an offensive instrument for exerting pressure, but rather as a defensive and affirmative strategy
aimed at safeguarding and immunizing the national economy. This strategy is articulated through
a two-level model encompassing “sanctions neutralization” and “sanctions resistance.” Its reali-
zation requires the implementation of the Resistance Economy paradigm and a focused emphasis
on three core pillars: (1) economic capability and self-reliance, (2) flexibility and vulnerability
reduction, and (3) leverage-building capacity alongside active economic diplomacy.
Conclusion: The results demonstrate that a transition toward an affirmative strategy of eco-
nomic deterrence constitutes the only sustainable path for neutralizing the effects of sanctions
and transforming the economy from a domain of threat into a source of power generation.
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Abstract Extended

1. Introduction

The Islamic Republic of Iran has been subjected to one of the most extensive and
complex economic sanction regimes in modern history. These sanctions, imposed
primarily by the United States-led hegemonic system, constitute a core instrument
of economic warfare aimed at weakening Iran’s economic foundations, constraining
its political and military capabilities, and ultimately altering its strategic behavior.
The resulting consequences—ranging from reduced national income and economic
growth to inflationary pressures and declining public welfare—have highlighted the
urgent need for a sustainable, endogenous response to sanctions.

Over past decades, Iran has experimented with various macro-strategies to con-
front sanctions. These strategies can be categorized evolutionarily into two levels:
sanction neutralization as a foundational level and sanction-proofing as an advanced
level of deterrence. Empirical experience indicates that conventional approaches
such as sanction relief through negotiations or sanction evasion have failed to pro-
vide durable economic security, as they remain dependent on the political will of
adversaries and are inherently temporary.

In dominant international literature, “economic deterrence” is generally concep-
tualized as the use of economic threats to prevent military aggression. However, this
study advances a distinct interpretation of economic deterrence inspired by the ide-
ological and doctrinal foundations of the Islamic Republic of Iran and the discourse
of the Supreme Leader. Although references to economic deterrence are present in
these discourses, significant research gaps remain in systematic conceptualization,
scientific extraction of core components, and transformation of these components
into an operational strategic framework.

Accordingly, the central research question of this study is: How does the concep-
tualization and explanation of the foundational components of economic deterrence,
based on the theoretical principles of the Islamic Republic of Iran, lead to the formula-
tion of a strategic framework for sanction neutralization and economic sanction-proof-
ing? The primary objective of this article is to develop a conceptually grounded and
operational framework of economic deterrence rooted in religious principles and lead-
ership thought, offering a sustainable response to economic sanctions.

2. Research Methodology

This research adopts a qualitative approach using thematic analysis based on
the method proposed by Braun and Clarke (2006). The data set consists of public
speeches and statements of the Supreme Leader of Iran addressing economic sanc-
tions and economic deterrence from 1990 to 2024. A purposive sampling strategy
with maximum variation was employed to ensure analytical depth and conceptual
diversity.

The thematic analysis followed six sequential stages. First, repeated and in-depth
reading of the texts facilitated comprehensive familiarity with the data. Second, in-
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itial coding generated 640 meaningful codes. Third, these codes were conceptual-
ly clustered into 157 basic themes. Fourth, the basic themes were synthesized into
four organizing themes: capability, self-reliance, cognitive deterrence, and leverage
power. Fifth, these organizing themes were distilled into two overarching themes:
sanction neutralization and sanction-proofing. Finally, these themes were integrated
into a unified two-level conceptual framework of economic deterrence.

The analysis was guided by a meta-theoretical framework derived from Quran-
ic principles, particularly Verse 60 of Surah Al-Anfal, which provided normative
direction without being incorporated into the hierarchical thematic structure. Trans-
parency and methodological rigor were ensured through detailed documentation of
the coding process and illustrative examples of theme development.

The final framework follows a developmental and hierarchical logic, in which
sanction neutralization functions as a necessary condition for achieving the higher
level of sanction-proofing. This logic reflects the causal progression embedded in
the Supreme Leader’s discourse, emphasizing movement from structural resilience
to active deterrence.

3. Research Findings

The findings result in the formulation of a two-level strategic framework of eco-
nomic deterrence, validated through consistency with macro-policy documents such
as the General Policies of the Resistance Economy.

Level One: Sanction Neutralization (Economic Immunization)

This foundational level focuses on building structural resilience within the na-
tional economy and reducing vulnerabilities to external pressure. It is based on the
organizing themes of capability-building, self-reliance, and cognitive deterrence.
Key policy directions at this level include strengthening domestic production and
strategic technologies, particularly in sectors with long value chains; expanding the
knowledge-based economy as a driver of economic power; and maximizing utiliza-
tion of domestic resources.

Additional policies focus on reducing structural dependence on oil revenues
through sustainable non-oil income sources, diversifying export and import markets
with an emphasis on regional and aligned countries, and enhancing the resilience of
domestic financial and banking systems against external shocks. Collectively, these
policies aim to immunize the economy by neutralizing the functional effectiveness
of sanctions.

Level Two: Sanction-Proofing (Active Economic Deterrence)

This advanced level seeks to establish a condition in which the imposition of
sanctions becomes irrational and excessively costly for adversaries. It reflects a tran-
sition from a largely defensive posture to an active deterrent position. Core policies
at this level include developing strategic economic partnerships, positioning Iran as
a regional hub within multilateral frameworks, and employing intelligent economic
countermeasures that impose tangible costs on sanctioning actors.

In addition, active economic diplomacy is emphasized to prevent the formation
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of international sanction coalitions. Cognitive and deep deterrence policies are also
central, including the establishment of strategic intelligence mechanisms to identi-
fy vulnerabilities, counter psychological operations, expose hostile narratives, and
strengthen national morale. These measures aim to increase the political, economic,
and reputational costs of sanctions for adversaries.

Together, the two levels form an integrated framework in which success at the
first level enables progression to the second, ultimately positioning the economy in
a stable and deterrent state.

4. Conclusion

This study demonstrates that sustainable confrontation with economic sanctions
cannot be achieved through reactive or exogenous strategies such as sanction relief
or evasion. Instead, it requires a proactive, endogenous framework of economic de-
terrence grounded in internal capacity-building and strategic leverage. Through sys-
tematic thematic analysis of the Supreme Leader’s discourse, the research develops a
novel two-level framework comprising sanction neutralization and sanction-proofing.

Unlike dominant international interpretations that define economic deterrence
primarily as a coercive offensive tool, the framework proposed in this study concep-
tualizes deterrence as a defensive—constructive strategy rooted in religious doctrine
and revolutionary thought. Its ultimate objective is to transform the economy from a
domain of vulnerability into a source of strength by immunizing internal structures
and raising the cost of hostile economic actions.

Economic deterrence, therefore, represents a stable strategic condition rather
than a temporary tactic. Its realization depends on two critical conditions: structural
resilience through domestic capability-building, and rational cost-benefit calcula-
tions that discourage adversaries from sustaining economic warfare. The findings
underscore that transitioning from reactive approaches to an active deterrence par-
adigm is the only sustainable path toward neutralizing sanctions and securing long-
term economic stability.
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