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The first requirement of success in foreign policy is to know your friends, and know your adversaries. Unfortunately, most Americans know very little about Iran, and the debate over Iran policy in the American media often betrays a deep misunderstanding of even the most basic facts about Iran (like who calls the shots there).  Even more unfortunate is the fact that this Administration’s statements about Iran too often tend to perpetuate these myths and its policies appear to be based on a sincere but naive belief in at least some of them.   The result has been a badly misguided U.S. policy towards Iran, which has not solved any major problem in U.S.-Iran relations and has made most of them worse.  

America needs a new approach, and the place to begin is with a sound understanding of how Iran works.  In these pages we examine and de-bunk  9 major (and destructive) myths about Iran’s governance structure and leadership.  We also build on this foundation to explain why this Administration’s approach to “democracy promotion” in Iran has backfired. 
Myth # 1:  Iran is a centralized, totalitarian state, with Ahmadinejad in control.

The proposition is simply false.  Iran’s political system is unique: part theocracy, part democracy, with no dominant political party and considerable room for debate within the ruling elite. 

Although the strident rhetoric employed by Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, Iran’s elected president, has given the impression that he is the most important decision-maker in Iran, the Iranian constitution and the facts on the ground are very clear about who is on top: the Supreme Leader, Seyyed Ali Khamenei, a Shiite Muslim cleric. Presidents are elected for four-year terms and can serve no more than two terms consecutively. Khamenei, chosen in 1989 by a clerical body after the death of Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, Iran's revolutionary leader, is likely to serve for life.

As the title suggests, the supreme leader wields preeminent power. Khamenei, not Ahmadinejad, is commander and chief. The leader, not the president, declares war and peace and has the final say on other major issues.
 He appoints the heads of the branches of Iran's armed forces, the head of the judiciary and the director of state radio and television, as well as representatives throughout the Iranian bureaucracy. The leader also appoints half the members of a body called the Guardian Council, which vets legislation for conformity with Islam and disqualifies candidates for elected office deemed insufficiently loyal to the system. At the same time, Khamenei is not a dictator. He makes decisions by reaching consensus in consultation with senior advisers and members of several consultative bodies, including a Supreme Council of National Security. Iran's NSC includes the president, several security and foreign policy-related ministers and the heads of the regular military as well as of branches of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC).  There are also two representatives of the leader, currently Hassan Rowhani and Ali Larijani, both former nuclear negotiators who have been critical of Ahmadinejad.

Beyond the executive branch and the office of the leader, Iran has an elected parliament with influence over domestic policies, since it must approve cabinet ministers and budgets. Parastal foundations known as  bonyads  control major portions of the Iranian economy, including factories seized from owners after the revolution. In recent years, the Revolutionary Guards have also taken on a larger economic role, in part in reaction to international sanctions which have made it more difficult for Western companies to do business in Iran.  The Guards have also become more prominent in political terms, running several ministries and assuming a particularly large profile in implementing Iranian policy toward Iraq.

President Ahmadinejad appears to have considerable influence over Iran's foreign policy, particularly over the nuclear issue, in part because he and Khamenei agree on the general direction of that policy. This has not prevented considerable criticism of the president's confrontational rhetoric, inflationary economic policies and erratic management style.  Rowhani, Iran’s chief nuclear negotiator during the presidency of reformer Mohammad Khatami, has pointed out that during the Khatami administration, Iran was not hauled before the U.N. Security Council, and that it averted sanctions by negotiating with the European Union. Larijani, who succeeded Rowhani, resigned as nuclear negotiator last October, citing differences over style and tactics with Ahmadinejad. 

Other influential figures, such as Mohammad Baqer Qalibaf, Tehran’s current mayor and a potential candidate in the 2009 presidential elections, are on record stating that “our people are tired of extremism,” accusing Ahmadinejad of holding “narrow views,” and promising that in the next elections “extremists of both currents will be eliminated" in favor of a “move toward moderation, reason and pragmatism.”
 

Ahmadinejad is up for re-election in March 2009 and likely to face several rivals next year and it is possible that the Supreme Leader may back another candidate if Iran's economic situation does not improve.   An attack on Iran would likely rally public support around Ahmadinejad and his hardline allies, almost ensuring that he wins another four-year term.

Myth # 2:  Iran is a totalitarian state. 

Iran is certainly not a model of democracy, and its human rights record is poor.  Once again, however, the facts on the ground in Iran defy simple stereotypes.  Iranian elections are not free or fair in the Western sense, but neither are they fixed.  Though the constitution gives the Guardian Council power to vet and disqualify candidates -- and though it regularly does so in large numbers -- the candidates that remain reflect a significant range of viewpoints, elections are hotly contested, voter turnout is relatively high, and the results are often unpredictable.  In fact, Ahmadinejad's own election came as a complete surprise to many people in Iran -- something that could never be said of, say, Vladimir Putin's election (or his successor's) in Russia.  

Speech in Iran is not free by Western standards, but neither is it totally controlled.  In fact, one finds a great deal of vitriolic criticism of Ahmadinejad in the Iranian press (though no criticism of Khamenei is allowed).  Restrictions on satellite dishes are poorly enforced; Iranians are among the most Internet-savvy people in the developing world; people travel freely inside and outside of Iran; and a walk along Tehran's streets would amaze anyone who buys into the stereotype of a totalitarian Islamic regime relentlessly suppressing the individuality of its people.  

In short, Iran is not totalitarian, but authoritarian. Its competitive political  environment allows more outright and open criticism of the policies pursued by the government than most of the American allies in the region.

Still, it must be said that the tide seems to be turning against freedom and democracy in Iran.  Election "engineering" is increasing; newspapers that continue to be critical of the government are given more instructions about topics they should avoid; executions for social crimes are up; tolerance of dissent against the Islamic system, even if not criticism of government policies, is waning.  While the current regime bears much responsibility for that negative trend, as we will see in more detail in the discussion under Myth 6 below, many Iran watchers believe that U.S. threats, pressure, talk of regime change and blatant attempts at subversion have also played a role: whether the country is Iran or the United States, a climate of fear often means a loss of freedom.  In other words, given the long and troubled history of U.S. intervention in Iran, U.S. pressure and “democracy promotion” (as currently practiced) is not the cure for declining freedom and democracy within Iran; in fact, it appears to be inadvertently contributing to that disturbing trend.  

Myth # 3: The Iranian leadership is apocalyptic, irrational, and actively pursues policies that endanger its survival and the survival of the Islamic Republic.

This argument has become the basis for the notion that deterrence does not work against Iran and that the leadership of the country cannot be convinced to abandon nefarious behavior because it is seeking the end of the world. Ahmadinejad has fueled this notion through his frequent references to the 12th imam -- a Shiite leader who disappeared in the ninth century and who, according to devout Shiites, will return  someday as the mahdi or messiah to bring justice to mankind. 

After his first appearance at the United Nations in 2005, for example, Ahmadinejad ended his speech by saying: "Oh mighty Lord, I pray to you to hasten the emergence of your last repository, the promised one, that perfect and pure human being, the one that will fill this world with justice and peace." He told clerics afterward that the audience at the General Assembly had sat spellbound. “I felt that all of a sudden, the atmosphere changed there and for 27, 28 minutes all the leaders did not blink … as if a hand held them there and made them sit.” 
 Comments like this have led some to suggest that Ahmadinejad is crazy, suicidal or both and would attack Israel if Iran gets a nuclear weapon. 

These arguments ignore the fact that the leader, not the president, has the power to declare war. They also fly in the face of evidence that the Islamic republic has repeatedly shown that self-preservation is its primary goal.  Ayatollah  Khomeini accepted a cease-fire in the 1980-88 Iran-Iraq war when it became clear that his exhausted nation could take no more fighting. Iran's pursuit of a nuclear capability is also tied to a perceived need to safeguard the system from U.S. or Israeli attack as well as a means of mobilizing public support for a flagging revolution. This is clear from the way Iranian leaders of all types and factions have tried to shape public opinion regarding the nuclear issue. Iranian leaders have not relied on Shiite Islamic evangelism or claims to superpower or regional hegemon status.  Instead they have framed the debate as an assertion of Iran's rights under the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty and a rejection of a perceived double standard that permits Israel, India and Pakistan to have nuclear weapons but denies Iran the right to produce nuclear fuel.   

In general, self-interested pragmatism has characterized Iran’s relations with its neighbors. Religious rhetoric and affinities were set aside when Iran refused to give support to rebellious Chechen Muslims in the 1990s in exchange for a closer relationship with Russia. Iran re-established relations with Saudi Arabia after Ayatollah Khomeini’s death despite his unambiguous identification of the Saudi regime as “traitors of House of God… who deserve the most potent damnation of Allah.”
 Iran also supported the U.S. invasion of Afghanistan, despite concerns over the U.S. military presence in the Persian Gulf, and sought negotiations over its nuclear program in the wake of the U.S. invasion of Iraq. According to the U.S. intelligence community, Iran halted a nuclear weapons program in 2003 in response to external pressures. "Tehran's decisions," the intelligence estimate stated, "are guided by a cost-benefit approach."

Similar cost-and-benefit analyses are at play regarding Iran’s policies towards Iraq. Tehran has a clear interest in avoiding total chaos in that country; an interest that it shares with the United States. At the same time, it will continue to stir the pot, or at least not give the United States a helping hand, so long as it suspects that the Bush administration wants to use Iraq as a base for efforts at regime change in Tehran. 

Myth # 4: Iran intends to wipe Israel off the map

No comment by an Iranian leader has attracted so much attention as Ahmadinejad's remark in 2005 that "as the imam said, Israel must be wiped off the map."
 Ahmadinejad, appearing at an annual but previously little-noticed conference in Tehran against Zionism, was quoting Ayatollah Khomeini and did not expect to cause an international uproar. When he saw the response, the newly elected president realized that he had found a way to draw attention to himself and to appeal to a broader audience, particularly in the Arab world. 

Opposition to Zionism is a long-held tenet of the Islamic revolution, which saw Israel as a Western, imperialist implant in the Middle East. Khomeini's hatred for the Shah was partly based on the monarch's ties with Israel.  Khomeini's successor, Ali Khamenei, has a fixation with Israel that can be traced to Iranian revolutionaries’ activism for the Palestinian cause dating to the 1960s.
 

However, Iran's view of how Israel will disappear is not through Iranian attack. Iranians recognize that would be suicidal given Israel's possession of nuclear weapons and superior conventional arms.  Instead, Iranian leaders say Israel will disappear as the old Soviet Union did, through a combination of external pressures and internal contradictions.
 Iran is trying to accelerate that process by giving military and monetary support to Arab groups that have been involved in violent confrontations with Israel, primarily Hezbollah in Lebanon and Palestinian Islamic Jihad in the West Bank and Gaza. More recently, Iran has begun supporting Hamas, which lost other sources of foreign aid following its 2006 victory in Palestinian legislative elections and its 2007 takeover of Gaza.

Iran believes that its support for these groups also provides a means of deterring U.S. or Israeli attack.  However, Iran has indicated in the past that its involvement in the Arab-Israeli dispute is negotiable. In 2003, it proposed an agenda for dialogue with the United States that offered "to support a peaceful solution in the Middle East" including an end to "any material support to Palestinian opposition groups" and "pressure on these organizations to stop violent action against civilians" within Israel's 1967 borders.
  Iran's attitude toward the conflict appears to have hardened more recently but so, too, has opposition and pressure from the United States.  If one changes, the other might as well.

In short, the remarks by Ahmadinejad that caused such an uproar were clearly objectionable, and neo-conservatives have had a field day with them.  But they did not signal any new Iranian plan or policy beyond Iran’s long-standing program of indirect and covert support for Israel’s local adversaries.  And there is evidence to suggest that even the  policy of support for violent proxies may be negotiable.”  
Myth # 5: The political system of the Islamic Republic is frail, fractured, unpopular and ripe for regime change. 
The Islamic Republic has a contentious political system, but it is neither frail nor inflexible, and popular dissatisfaction with the system does not equal desire for drastic change. Many Iranians well recall that Iran went through a traumatic and drastic period of change less than 30 years ago. This national experience included a period of lawlessness with armed militias roaming the streets, property confiscation, the execution of 10,000 people and the emigration of half a million more.
 This was followed by a war that took the lives of more that 250,000 Iranians and left many more wounded and incapacitated. 

During the 1980s and 90s, Iran received millions of refugees from Afghanistan and Iraq. Since 2001, Iran has seen the outcome of U.S. sponsored regime change in both countries. While the U.S. invasion of Iraq has not increased the refugee problem in Iran (the refugees this time are mostly Sunni Muslims who have fled to Syria and Jordan),  the chaos, violence, and population transfers that have ensued are relayed in very graphic terms on a daily basis to the Iranian population via the mass media, making the potential  implications of violent regime change a real concern.  At present there is no significant support within Iran for extra-constitutional regime change in that country.”  

This does not mean that there are no Iranians who wish for drastic change. However, the government has effectively repressed a variety of opposition movements, often using perceived threats of U.S. subversion as a pretext for periodic crackdowns. 

Myth # 6: US-sponsored sanctions and "democracy promotion" can improve Iran’s behavior and perhaps help bring about true democracy in Iran 

While sanctions and efforts to isolate Iran have harmed Iran's economy, in particular hindering much-needed foreign investment in Iran’s oil and gas industry, there is no evidence that they have changed Iran’s behavior in the direction of compromise. In fact, they appear to have been counterproductive, as far as Iranian domestic politics are concerned, promoting a security-oriented, bordering on paranoid, outlook. 

Many leading figures in Iran have become convinced that the end game of international pressure is regime change, Iran’s submission to American hegemonic ambitions in the Middle East, and even possible dismemberment of the country. 

In a speech in 2003, for instance, Ayatollah Khamenei flatly stated that what the United States “expects from our nation and government is submission and surrender to its hegemony, and this is the real motive for (the U.S. emphasis on) weapons of mass destruction, human rights, and democracy.” This perception has encouraged Khamenei and many other Iranian leaders to state that they will not accept demands to suspend uranium enrichment because “these concessions will never come to an end.” Indeed, according to Khamenei, “the end of U.S. pressure and intimidation will only come when Iranian officials announce that they are ready to compromise on Islam and the popular government of the Islamic Republic, and the United States may bring to power in this country whoever it wants.”

The government's perception that the American end game is regime change has done more than set back U.S. goals on the nuclear file.  It also has had harsh consequences for Iranian civil society and the reform movement.  Finding an excuse in the $75 million sought by the State Department in 2006 for “democracy promotion” in Iran,  Iran’s intelligence ministry has effectively declared that all interactions with foreigners are suspect unless proven otherwise.  

In March 2007, for instance, Minister of Intelligence Mohseni Ejeii warned “domestic agents, infiltrators and the enemy's fifth column” that their activities and cooperation with the outside in order to create “psychological war” were not hidden from the ministry. 

In what was considered an open warning to Iranian academics and intellectuals about contacts with their counterparts in other countries, he continued: “With the information they gather, these domestic agents send the wrong signals to the enemy and unfortunately move according to the desires of the United States and Israel.” 

At issue was not merely the intentional transfer of secret information, but also publicly available data that could be exchanged unintentionally at academic and policy-oriented conferences, and used by external players hostile to Iran. 

Conservatives in Iran have also portrayed the Bush Administration's language in favor of change and reform as an effort to intervene in Iranian domestic politics on the side of reformist parties. During the March 2008 parliamentary elections, Ayatollah Khamenei encouraged voters not to vote for those “whose lines with the enemy and instruments of the enemy [in Iran] are faint-colored,”
 a reference to the Georgian and Ukrainian events.  [RP:  Cryptic reference:  Need to explain]

A continuation of external pressure and threats are likely to strengthen, not weaken, the most repressive and paranoid elements of the Iranian regime. 

Myth # 7:  Iran is an expansionist power that must be contained.
Unlike Iraq, Iran is certainly not an expansionist power in any conventional sense.  Iran's boundaries (with the exception of territory lost to Russia in Central Asia and the Caucasus) have been largely unchanged since 1501, and there is no evidence that Iran seeks to change them in any significant way now. Territorial disputes, such as over Bahrain as the British withdrew from the region, have been resolved peacefully through the United Nations. Iran's only unresolved territorial disputes involve three small, uninhabited islands also claimed by the United Arab Emirates. The Islamic Republic has never in its history attacked another country over territory.

Like the U.S. and the Soviet Union in the Cold War, Iran has operated largely covertly and through proxies. This was evident in Lebanon in the early 1980s, when Iran sent 1500 Revolutionary Guards to organize resistance to the Israeli invasion of 1982 and created the movement known as Hezbollah. It has been especially obvious since the Bush administration toppled the governments of Afghanistan and Iraq. Iran has profited from ties with fellow Shiites and sought to forge links with a variety of groups in those countries, some of which have been involved in attacks on U.S. forces. Iran is clearly hedging its bets to ensure that whatever governments emerge in its neighborhood will not be hostile to Tehran. When challenged by the United States, however, Iran tends to pull back and try to tamp down hostilities. 

In addition to aiding Shiite groups, Iran has  brokered cease-fires between the Maliki government and the Mahdi army of Muqtada al-Sadr. Rocket fire against the Green Zone from Mahdi army positions has also let up after strong U.S. protests directed against Iran.

Ironically, Iran has benefited most, not from its own campaigns of resistance through proxies, but from U.S. promotion of elections in the region, which has brought to power Shiites in Iraq, Hamas in half of Palestine and increased the power of Hezbollah in Lebanon.  But there are limits to Iran's reach.  Iran is Persian and Shiite.  The rest of the Middle East is Arab and predominantly Sunni.  Divisions between Arabs and Persians and between Sunnis and Shiites are a barrier to Iranian aspirations for influence. Until the U.S. actions in Afghanistan and Iraq, Iran was strategically isolated, with good relations with only one neighbor, the tiny Christian nation of Armenia. Iranian expansionism is also constrained by internal opposition to war and by the presence of the U.S. military, which is not about to quit the region anytime soon. Iranian ambitions could be tempered by including Iran in a regional security discussions instead of seeking to confront and isolate the Iranian regime.   

Myth # 8. Iran’s current leadership is implacably opposed to the United States, and will never make peace.
While there are elements inside Iran that are opposed to relations with the United States under any circumstances, the Iranian leadership has indicated that it might move toward reconciliation with the United States under the proper conditions and in return for benefits such as the lifting of economic sanctions. 

One source of Iran’s current opposition to U.S. policies is Iranian leaders’ aspirations to play a major role in regional affairs and their belief that this aspiration clashes with America's aim of isolating and containing Iran.   As long as public opinion in the Middle East remains largely critical of the United States, and as long as Washington continues to seek a regional order based on excluding Iran, Iran is likely to continue to make Washington's policy of exclusion as costly as possible and to rally existing anti-American sentiment in the region around Iranian objectives. 

However, there is no clear evidence to support the notion that this position is carved in stone, and considerable evidence that Iran might be willing to change course is there is a comparable policy adjustment by the United States.

This position was clearly articulated by Ayatollah Khamenei in a speech in the city of Yazd in January 2008. While acknowledging that “cutting ties with America is among our basic policies, he went on to say, “we have never said that relations will remain severed forever.” Khamenei appeared to rule out reconciliation with the Bush administration, noting that “conditions of the American government are such that any relations would prove harmful to the nation and thereby we are not pursuing them.” But he added: “Undoubtedly, the day that relations with America prove beneficial for the Iranian nation, I will be the first one to approve of that.” [cite]
Also, the notion that Iran opposes reconciliation with the United States is belied by a history of attempts to improve relations. During Rafsanjani’s presidency, Iran brought pressure to bear on militant groups in Lebanon to release U.S. hostages. It also put forward an offer of material incentives in the form of a $1 billion contract to the U.S. oil company Conoco. This came to naught with the imposition of trade and investment sanctions and the official announcement of the policy of dual containment during the first term of the Clinton administration.

The Clinton administration moderated its policy after Khatami was elected in 1997 and the Iranian made some conciliatory moves, including statements and actions rejecting terrorism and expressing regret for the U.S. embassy takeover in 1979. The United States in turn apologized for the 1953 CIA-led coup and lifted some minor trade sanctions. But the United States antagonized part of the Iranian leadership, which was chastised as undemocratic and unelected. Nevertheless, Khatami later expressed regret that Iran had not tried harder to restore relations during the Clinton administration.
  

The highest level of engagement between the United States and Iran occurred during the immediate post 9-11 period when the Khatami and Bush administrations worked together to get rid of the Taliban in Afghanistan, establish a new constitutional setup in that country and handle al-Qaeda operatives on the run. These efforts included high-level meetings in Europe from the fall of 2001 to May 2003 that ended amid published reports that appeared to embarrass the Bush administration.
  At about the same time, the Iranian government put forward an agenda for comprehensive negotiations that addressed major issues of concern to both countries. There has been some skepticism about this offer, which may indeed have been only a trial balloon. However, it had the approval of the supreme leader, according to its author, Sadegh Kharrazi, a nephew of Iran's then foreign minister and a relative by marriage of Khamenei.
 The Bush administration, in a mood of triumphalism over the toppling of Saddam Hussein, did not reply to the Iranian proposal. 

Even after Khatami left office, there were overtures from Ahmadinejad and Larijani which were rebuffed by the Bush administration. [RP:  reference intro article] In short, while it is correct to suggest that there are certain political leaders who are less disposed to improved relations with the United States, there are precedents for a more conciliatory approach.  
Myth # 9. Iran is clearly and irrevocably committed to the development of nuclear weapons.

Iran has used its nuclear program to raise its regional profile and as a means of rallying nationalist public opinion. At the same time, Iranian leaders have insisted that they have no intention of developing nuclear weapons.  This commitment has been across the board and clearly articulated in the form of a 2006 religious fatwa by Ayatollah Khamenei against the production of nuclear weapons as well as repeated public statements by reformist, centrist, and conservative officials about Iran’s stated defense doctrine having no room for nuclear weapons. [cite] There has also been repeated reiteration of Iran's commitment to the Nonproliferation Treaty.

Nevertheless, Iranian behavior -- hiding key aspects of its program until they were revealed by an Iranian opposition group in 2002 -- has raised suspicions about Iran's true intentions. Iranian cooperation with the International Atomic Energy Agency has been grudging at best and Iran has failed to answer questions about past activities that appear to have included weapons design. In 2006, Iran resumed an effort to enrich uranium that will eventually give it the ability to make bombs. Ahmadinejad's visit to the facility at Natanz in April in the company of Iranian Defense Minister, Mostafa Mohammad Najjar, also seemed to undercut the regime's insistence that this program is purely civilian.
 Many experts believe that Iran does not seek to build a weapon as such but aspires to strategic ambiguity so that other nations may think it can build a bomb quickly if it so chooses.
 Nevertheless, Iran has expressed willingness to negotiate with the United States and other countries -- provided there are no preconditions -- and to submit its program to intrusive inspections. Negotiations that provide Iran with security guarantees and an acknowledged regional role might lessen any perceived need for nuclear weapons as a deterrent to attack.
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