Independence and national sovereignty

Discussion with Abol-Hassan Bani Sadr* – Part II

Ardeshir Mehrdad: Shall we turn to one of the key slogans of the February 1979 revolution, namely “independence”. How do you understand this slogan today and how do you define “national sovereignty”?

Abolhassan Bani Sadr: I have studied independence from a variety of angles for four decades: a). Viewed from inside outwards, the product of which is the theory of domination. b). From the perspective of the relation of the state with its people through its relation with an outside power. This led to the definition of independence, first, from the point of view of internal policy, second the proposal for a global policy and third in respect to people-sovereignty and fourth in relation to being an Iranian (iraniat). 

Even if we confine ourselves to answering the first three perspectives it will still be a huge tome. I have no choice other than resorting to simple definitions. If you require me to expand on any point, let me know. I will start from the third approach.

1. Popular sovereignty is the freedom and equality of all the people in the right of exercising velayat [= rulership see note 1]. In other words no person or rank possesses the velayat over the people. “Velayat belongs to the republic of the people”. Independence therefore means that no foreign power owns, or even shares the velayat or rulership with the people of a country. In other words, both the Brezhnev and the Eisenhower doctrines regarding “limited sovereignty violate the two principles that guide” people-sovereignty. These two tenets of freedom and independence are inseparable.

2. As to the relation between the state and people, as well as the relations of political organisations and foundations (or institutions) of society with the national society, I would define independence as: neither directly or indirectly making use of the policies of an external power for internal politics. Also not making the outside power and its goals pivotal to the peoples rights or to internal politics. This is independence, one that was accepted during the revolution by Mr Khomeini and violated after he ascended to power. This was also one of the three principles of the Covenant upon which the National Resistance Council [2] was set up and was violated by a section of that Council once they went to Iraq. 

Therefore, in contrast to the principle of intervention in the name of human rights etc. which the West is using as an excuse, according to this definition no power can intervene from outside, nor can an internal power use friendship or enmity with a foreign power (as was done by both the Shah and the mullah regimes) as a pivot for internal policy making. Neither can a political group use the excuse of fighting for this or that aim to turn to a foreign power, or even appeal to them in order to gain “international legitimacy”. 

I recently published the principles that should guide foreign policy in the Islamic Revolution newspaper (number 530) using this definition, which is the real translation of negative equilibrium. Accordingly people-sovereign governments can bring into being a global policy that reigns in the trans-nationals and uses the forces for transformation that will appear in the world to serve co-ordinated global growth. 

In a university seminar I was asked what on earth local independence can mean in the face of trans-nationals and globalisation? In reply I asked what route can political globalisation take? If a global policy appears through the domination of weak by the strong this is nothing but the repeat, or persistence, of the history of empires. If we want the genuine participation of nations, we need another guiding principle. One that enables societies to exist free from relations of domination-dominated and encourages cooperation between these peoples in containing trans-nationals, and bringing economics to serve humankind. This principle is the principle of negative equilibrium. That seminar was published in two volumes in French.  

3. From the point of view of supremacy, and the relations of dominating-dominated,  neither the dominator or the dominated are independent. Can one find in our world today a single country which is neither one or the other? The answer is negative. But today the state of he world is unhealthy. The world is a state where a large part of its forces for transformation are transformed into forces for ruin and used to destroy nature and devastate the life of human beings and all other living things. Even to find practical solutions we need to acknowledge healthy states and conditions. 

Through four decades I have critically studied theories of domination and have come to criticise and develop, in the light of experiences – including the experience of Iran since the revolution – and to propose a theory which if I can encapsulate in a few words consists of:

a. In order for two social orders to come into a relation of forces where one is dominant and the other dominated, one of these two needs to export the forces of transformation while the other, again in order to safeguard its social order, needs to import these forces of transformation. Thus if one cannot export and the other import and use these forces of transformation then both systems are forced to change. 

For example Iran towards the end of the Safavid dynasty (1501-1732) found itself in conditions that in order to safeguard its political-social order it needed to export and destroy the forces of transformation. The population of the country, which constitutes one of the forces of transformation, was reduced to 9 –10 million by the beginning of the Qajar dynasty (1797-1925) through wars and destructions. Since then there has been a drain from Iran to the West of brains, capital and oil (all three massive forces of transformation). Just one example – the wealth of Iranians living in the US is, in one estimate, 400 and in another 660 billion US dollars. 

At the beginning of the revolution, the era of the source of the revolution, to execute a programme which was the rendition of the principle of independence, it had to aim at a change of the social order, a vigorous social justice and to allow the forces of transformation to grow. And this is what they did. 

Looking from these perspectives at the coup of June 1981, the concerns of the custodians of social order with structures that are compatible with despotism and the concerns of Mr Henry Kissinger of the emergence of a second Japan in Asia are real. Because as the experience of the former Soviet Union showed, if America cannot import and utilise a greater proportion of the global forces for transformation it will face the danger of extinction as a “super-power”. From this angle the “sole super-power” ca be seen to face annihilation. This is because in order to save “liberal capitalism”, the forces for transformation, which it created, or absorbed from the rest of the world, are either removed from the process of production (and made to work in a casino that has become stock exchanges), or self-alienates them into a force for destruction. The level of ruinous violence that has enveloped American society and nature in this part and other parts of the globe grows by the day. The myth of becoming the “sole super-power” and remaining such has prevented the politicians and a large section of US intellectuals from seeing reality as it is. To maintain at any price the social order that is the support base for global capitalism speeds up the process of downfall.

I have sought over time the dynamics of the dominator-dominated relations and have identified to date twelve dynamics. 

Ardeshir Mehrdad: The concept of “outside power” or “foreign power” plays a central role in your definition of independence. Your definition, however, detaches the “outside power” from its identity, from the system from which it evolves and the position and role occupied by it in that system. The definition is also neutral towards the content of “policies” and “goals”. It seems not to matter whose interests they are to serve nor in what direction they are being pursued. Surely in the world today the outside power (in its general sense) is not confined to state power, whether imperialist or not. It also includes national, international and trans-national non-governmental institutions and organisations as well as social and political movements, both national and trans-national. We also know that in the process of global restructuring of the geography of power the realm of sovereignty and control of the national state is increasingly being squeezed. The border between the “inside” and “outside” is continuously falling and being redefined. Do you think, considering these changed circumstances, such concepts as “foreign” and “outsider” are an adequately clear and expressive definitions of the realities of domination in the contemporary world?

Bani Sadr: In any relationship of domination both sides of the relationship are foreign to each other. This is because the relationship is a uni-pivotal duality when the dominator is the active pivot and the dominated the passive. And is a bi-pivotal duality where both pivots are reciprocally active and passive. With the difference that the dominated becomes dominated through its forces of transformation being exported and its leadership becoming foreign. 

Thus the most suitable definitions are “foreign” and “outsider”. I draw your attention to the important fact that even where an outside power, is not dominant as a collective, the country that is being dominated, often makes a small collective into a centre of dominance, so that it can prevent the forces of transformation from bringing about a change in the socio-political system. History has seen many examples of such centres. In the 20th Century Europe Switzerland became a major financial and monetary centre. The Far Eastern Tigers and tax havens came to being in the same way. In the present time, the state in Iran is an outsider in relation to our national society. This despite the fact that the Iranian revolution was, and is, the beginning of our country’s departure from a situation of dependency. The current regime is not compatible with the situation of Iran today and will no doubt give way to a regime that will replace the process of externalising the state with one that internalises it. That is one that makes the social order changeable such that it activates the forces for transformation in Iranian society.

Ardeshir Mehrdad: You say that to turn to a “foreign power” by any political group, regardless of for what aims, is an act contrary to the “independence” of a country. I am in total agreement that if turning to a “foreign power” is at the cost of becoming a lever for the interference of that foreign power in one’s own country, or it being turned into a functionary for the interests of that power then this goes against the principle of independence for a political group. In this case the social and national base of that political group will undoubtedly dry up. But can one condemn the existence of a relationship between a political group and a foreign power regardless of what obligation that relationship has produced for our hypothetical group, or whatever consequences it may have had, and to see this necessarily as dependence on the foreigner? 

Even when a political group is seeking backing and help can one always talk of betrayal of the independence of the country? For example the national liberation struggle in Vietnam relied on help form China and Soviet governments in its battle against the domination of the United States on its country. Did such a reliance contradict the independence and freedom of the Vietnamese people? Similarly was not the appeal for outside help by the anti-fascistic movements in Europe not part of their struggle to be freed from the slavery of the occupying army?

And coming to the now, rather than two decades ago, can you find a single popular movement that relies on “internal” resources in its struggle for justice and freedom or sees itself not in need of “outside” solidarity

Finally in the battle against global capitalism, is it imaginable that the nations of this world can be victorious without turning to each other, and without laying the foundations of trans-national and international links to end their slavery and captivity and become free and independent? Moreover you and I belong to a nation where accusation of allegiance to the foreigner and “alien worship” has for years been the stock method of suppressing and purging political opponents. The number of those who were sent to their execution on this accusation are not few: Arab, Kurd, Baluch, Azeri, Turkemen have never been able to create a link with their compatriots across the border without being branded as a traitor to their country. The Amir Entezams of Iran have never been able to escape such fabrication and had to bear long prison sentences in order to clear their honour and name [3]. In the ruling political culture of Iran to be a Bahai’ is to be a CIA agent, communist and “Tudeh” are selling their country and a Jew is an Israeli fifth columnist. Don’t you think, particularly in a country such as ours, the discourse on independence and national sovereignty requires more earthy concepts, more accurate definitions, and more transparent criteria. Don’t you think that in order to answer these necessities we need a more deep-rooted re-evaluation of some of our views? 

Abol-Hassan Bani Sadr: your second question, which is also a defence, opens up the ambiguities in your way of thinking. 

a. The most crucial ambiguity comes from your inattention to the difference between “outside power” and nations. I have struggled for 40 years to influence world public-opinion in ways which is compatible with popular sovereignty, freedom and growth in all the countries of the world. Such an effort is not opposed to independence. It is opposed to domination. It is the liberation from the dominating-dominated relationship. I have explained at length that freedom and independence is indeed the process of freedom and independence seeking by the collective of humanity. For those who wants to learn from experience, examining the experience of countries which have relied on outside powers to combat foreign domination, illuminates how important the method of becoming free and independent is. There are societies which are determined to become free, have popular sovereignty and are which also growing. Others who did not go the road of becoming free, replaced one despotism with another and remained in a position of being dominated.

b. It was again I who proposed a global policy for reining in the forces for transformation on a global scale. But this very global policy will not become realised if nations do not follow the path to freedom and independence. That is if they do not make their social orders transformable in ways that allows their forces for transformation to become active within society. Therefore we should differentiate fundamentally between relations with outside power (governments, trans-nationals, Mafias, etc) and that with nations with whom relationships cannot, and must not, be that of domination. I must add that even with nations one must not have a stationary, but a creative view. That is help them in their quest for development so that a world free from relations of domination can be realised. 

Therefore that view which insists that in the western societies the states represent society is highly deceptive. Because it reneges on the effort to inform people that the price of living in a country engaged in a dominating condition is heavy, and they are the ones who will pay the price. Seeing that views represented by the likes of Bush and Berlusconi are gaining ground two efforts are crucial: the one where the dominated struggle to be free and the other to free the dominators of the beliefs and ways of domination.

c. But to ask for an outside power for help is never justified. The conditions of Iran and Afghanistan, which lie on the crossroads of global relations, are instructive. You ask which country has been able to become free and independent without supra-national and other links. I re-emphasise that the process of becoming free and independent is an inner process. Even if only one human being becomes free, no force on earth can dominate them. 

The Iranian revolution was such a process. Compare that revolution with the clerical despotism which return the country to a position of being dominated, with both open and secret relations with the dominant power, shows the difference, to the extent of frank opposition, between the two processes. The Iranian revolution had the support of a large section of world public opinion. This was the result of unwavering efforts by Iranians all over the world for over a quarter of a century. 

You ask what if it is done without any reciprocal undertakings? Do you know any neutral power? If you think that power can be neutral you are mistaken. Therefore if a power is asked to intervene, particularly if the request comes from the inside, is the that group become the agency for the intervention of that foreign power. You say the accusation of loving the “alien” is common in Iran. I reply that the deposed Shah, who was the instrument of the British and the Americans, called Mossadeq a foreign agent. The Mullahs secretly colluded with the Americans and claimed Bani Sadr is the “hope” of America! 

The situation of Iran, which is at the centre of conflict on the global scale, calls on us to have a particular sensitivity to independence. If the bazaar of accusations is rife it is because of the position of Iran and the importance of independence, in the survival of the country. Moreover it has always been the dominated who by turning to outsiders give it the tool to make its entry into the country possible. It was thus that the mullahs brought in the foreigner so as to establish its own despotic reign: hostage taking. the 8 year war and the terror inevitably led to oil concessions. Please refer back to the to the warnings I gave on June 12 1981. What transpired afterwards was in my warnings, one by one. Therefore to take recourse to a foreign power is under no excuse permissible. In contrast one should never overlook public opinion, and to participate in the big struggle in all eras, because everywhere, people can regain their freedoms and to join the global front for struggle against the domination of global capital and the various shapes of power that go with it.

Please beware! With reference to today’s conditions, one must never through recourse to foreign powers, give license to traitors.

Ardeshir Mehrdad: Before going to a different question it might be useful to pause on the negative meaning of “independence” and “national sovereignty”. In the political dimension, where do you draw the line between “independence” and the “absence of independence”: in the establishment of the relations of domination? In dependence of a government on power or an outside power? Or in any dependence, including reciprocal dependence? Indeed, in your view in our world today to what extent can independence be viewed as an absolute concept? We are in a situation where no country, no matter how powerful, can remain outside the field of influence and magnetic field of other world powers. To what extent can one imagine that in instituting a foreign policy, or even domestic policy, that the interests of other powers are totally unaccounted? If not, then to what extent are existing states able to stay independent?

Abol-Hassan Bani Sadr: Firstly: there is a difference between reciprocal solidarity and reciprocal dependence. One great difficulty is the ambiguities in the political literature of Iran. There are ambiguities in other places too, but not as great. That is because the language of power is intensely ambiguous. 

Yes there is not a single independent country in our world. Because they are either in a position of dominating or being dominated. Americans talk of mutual-dependency, even through in this “reciprocal dependence” they are the dominating partner and take away the forces for transformation – brains, oil and other natural resources …. And the dependencies have made America dependent on their forces for transformation by exporting these to the US!! We propose that mutual solidarity should replace reciprocal dependence. That means:

1. Social systems become transformable in the sense that the forces for transformation within them become mobilised. 

2. Information, knowledge, science, and technology become global, in the way that they can facilitate the co-ordinated growth of the peoples of the planet. 

3. Organise exchange among nations such as to help reciprocal growth, meaning: a) equality b) not to export the ability to work from one society to another (just as export of unrefined oil transfers the ability to work from Iran to the dominant pole). Instead to increase work capacities in every society.

4. Violence in all its forms loses its role in international relations.

5. All discriminations are eliminated.

6. Growth resulting from spontaneous activity of humans be accepted as part of the collective of aptitudes. And therefore be accepted as universal and timeless and become bound with the development of nature and pivotal to the global and domestic policies of all states.

7. Relations between nations, which today is the relations between power on a global scale, is fashioned.. Power is annihilated on the global scale and the reciprocal solidarity among nations created as described above. This development is not fundamental unless: a) humanity’s relation with nature changes from destructive to constructive. B) relations within and between societies should be a relation with reality alone. That is relations should be relations between humans and devoid of force, and between humans and nature also without force. 

8. Developmental policies in all societies should take place generation after generation, and should focus on the growth of global society and on a nature that belongs to all species. From here arises the need to struggle for the reality of a global society and a global leadership by popular sovereignty with the equal participation of all nations that must found people-sovereign systems. This is a struggle in accordance with our time.

9. Just as developmental policy making should focus on increasing the capacity of every individual, on a global scale too it must not destroy resources, the environment itself, and the potentials of other societies or limit these facilities. The fact is that at present astronomical levels of capital is outside production and invested in the stock markets, in gambling. Two thirds of production and services are also destructive. The result is that the survival of nature is threatened and future generations – provided they are alive – will inherit an earth devoid of natural resources.

10. The measure both within and between societies is not the “interests” of states but human rights. If we accept this as the measure and call it justice and understand that justice is not an aim but a measure – that is a beginning, then out thoughts, statements, acts be measured by them. A model cane be discovered of relations between independent societies. In “foreign policy based on the principle of “negative equilibrium” I have expanded on these guidelines. I believe that the relations of power that create power-centred groupings between societies acts against the interests of the vast majority of people in the domineering societies as well as dominated societies. 

If these relations have survived it is partly because a solution has not been proposed. Societies understand the expression of power but not that of freedom. They believe that whatever exists has a reality of its own. Hence relations of domination-dominated too is a reality. While in reality these relations are a destruction of reality. Today, if not all humans, the intellectuals have understood the importance of models. As to the principle of independence, models for relations between societies must be proposed and presented to people so that the great majority can come out of inactivity and ask for a different world. 
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Abol-Hassan Bani Sadr was the first elected president of Iran in the post revolutionary regime. The interview was carried out by fax and first published in Rahe Kargar (Farsi) no 169, 2002. The final part of this interview will be published in the next issue of iran bulletin-Middle East Forum

Footnotes 

1. Crudely translated as rule or rulership. In the Constitution of the Islamic Republic under the term velayate faqih this “rule” is exercised by a just and knowledgeable religious jurisprudence (faqih) 

2. Set up in 1981 after Bani Sadr left the country with Masoud Rajavi, leader of the Peoples Mujahedin of Iran. in addition to the Mujahedin it included the Kurdistan Democratic Party of Iran and a number of smaller groups and individuals. Bani-Sadr as well as the KDP-I later left the NRC.

3. A minister in the first post-revolutionary government imprisoned accused of treason. The longest political prisoner in Iran, he refuses to be released without being exonerated of the allegation.

4. Source of emulation: a senior Shi’ite cleric whom people follow.

5. The first post-revolutionary prime minister.

