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Brief Analysis

I ranian President Mahmoud Ahmadinezhad's congratulatory letter to U.S. president-elect Barack Obama was the
first of its kind in the history of the Islamic Republic. In his letter, Ahmadinezhad expressed his hope for
fundamental change in U.S. domestic and foreign policies. Although some observers speculate that the letter
suggests a transformation in the mindset of Iran's supreme leader, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, about normalizing
relations between Iran and the United States, this is unlikely. Majlis speaker Ali Larijani expressed the widespread
attitude of Iranian leaders on November 9, saying, "Whoever thinks that Obama will change the U.S. foreign policy is

naive."
Background

The United States has made efforts to reach out to the Islamic Republic's leaders in the past, beginning with
Zbigniew Brzezinski's November 1, 1979, meeting with the Iranian prime minister, which led four days later to the
seizure of the U.S. embassy in Tehran. These efforts have largely failed, primarily because the United States was
attempting to work with Iranian presidents and diplomats, despite the fact that they are not in charge of key foreign
policy issues or the nuclear program. Ayatollah Khamenei as the supreme leader and the commander in chief of
armed forces has the ultimate supervision over the nuclear program, Iran's military strategy in the region, and Iran's
foreign policy in general. Any attempt to reach Iran's government is more likely to be successful if it involves the
supreme leader. But Khamenei would have to resolve many paradoxes before receiving any American overture

directly.
Isolated but Powerful Supreme Leader

In an October 30 speech, Ayatollah Khamenei reiterated that "the Islamic Republic of Iran's differences with America
are beyond political differences and [are] more fundamental than that." He urged Iranians to read the documents
seized by students from the U.S. Embassy in Tehran twenty-nine years ago, saying that "the goals of Americans are
to deprive Iran of its independence and dignity, cause it to regret the Islamic Revolution, and make it again
dependent on and obedient to America." The supreme leader added, "The hatred and abhorrence of Iran's nation

toward America is deep."

Khamenei's unapologetic, uncompromising hatred for the United States has remained unchanged, a profound
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mistrust that causes him to underestimate changes in the U.S. political atmosphere or policy. On the eve of the U.S.
election, Kayhan, an Iranian newspaper affiliated with the supreme leader, wrote that "no matter who is elected
tomorrow, America is our enemy and our relations with it will remain deadlocked. Why? The reason is found in the
essence of the two parties. The Islamic Republic of Iran in its government structure relies on the pure Mohammedan

Islam, the main feature of which is fighting injustice, while America has an unjust and imperialist nature."

Although some Iranian diplomats and presidents, whether radicals or reformists, have been interested in opening
doors to the United States -- and this would seem to include President Ahmadinezhad, as evidenced by his frequent

trips to New York -- Ayatollah Khamenei has been able to sabotage any attempt at serious dialogue.
Leading a Country or an Ideology?

Khamenei considers himself not only the leader of the Islamic Republic but also the highest authority on Islamic
ideology in the world. He therefore sees himself as responsible for the survival of Islamic ideology and its values, as
well as his image as its leader. Because the Islamic Republic has failed to meet its economic, cultural, and social

promises, Khamenei has made anti-Americanism the cornerstone of that Islamic ideology.

"America" for Khamenei does not refer to a country like any other, but rather to a point of view diametrically opposed
to Islamic ideology, on which the Iranian regime relies for its legitimacy. In his mind, allowing the level of "hatred"
toward the United States to diminish is tantamount to recognizing the supremacy of "Western culture." Such a
development would be disastrous for Khamenei, because for the last twenty years Khamenei has lived in fear of a
"velvet revolution" -- an infusion of Western culture and values that would lead to the overthrow of the regime.
Indeed, this fear has led him to Kill or arrest political activists and intellectuals and crack down on civil activists,
syndicates, and nongovernmental organizations, because he considers them the West's most effective means of

waging a "soft war" against Iran.

In order to accept any offer for direct negotiation with the United States, Ayatollah Khamenei would first have to
accept that his position is limited to heading a country, not a broader ideology. This could effect a drastic change in

Iran's policy in the region and its diplomacy in general.

Today the Islamic Republic's leadership is arguably in a worse position than at any point in the last three decades
due to the country's economic crisis, the leadership's lack of a power base in society, and international pressure on
the regime. For some Iranian leaders, this state of affairs might justify taking advantage of the election of a new U.S.
president to change the tenor of the bilateral relationship. But there is no evidence that Khamenei is among those
officials. Although many Iranians may disapprove of Khamenei as a leader, he has succeeded in expanding his power

throughout the Islamic world, especially in the Arab Middle East.
How to Reach Out to the Supreme Leader

Based on past experience, as long as the Iranian supreme leader does not see dialogue with the United States as
necessary for the survival of the regime, he will be unlikely to make much effort to alter the status quo. Of course,
receiving an offer from the next administration for unconditional negotiations will place Khamenei in a difficult
position. He has always tried to portray America as responsible for the strains in U.S.-Iranian relations. Asking him

to negotiate would undercut this argument and place the burden of responsibility on him for the lack of dialogue.

Khamenei's management model in the past two decades has been to have as much authority as possible with as little
responsibility as possible. The first step for dealing directly with the Iranian government is to make its supreme
leader responsible. Addressing him directly and publicly with a call to initiate a dialogue will close the exit doors
available to him and require him to make a decision. In dealing with the United States, Khamenei's ideal scenario has
been "no war, no peace." This strategy has allowed him to continue the nuclear program and minimize the damage

associated with it. Given the fact that Iran could well obtain the ability to produce a nuclear bomb in the near future,



the United States has to convince him that the "no war, no peace" strategy will no longer work, and that he has to

choose either war or peace.

A bold and direct U.S. offer to Ayatollah Khamenei, such as proposing that a top U.S. official meet with him in his
Tehran office, would put Khamenei in a difficult position. It is possible -- although not likely -- that he would accept,
especially if he believes that Iran faces a direct threat from economic failure or Israeli attack, or if he thought that
American officials would treat him respectfully and end U.S. pressures on his regime. But even if he refused to meet,
the United States, having tried to solve the problem through diplomacy at the highest level, would most likely find it

easier to reach consensus with its strategic allies to increase sanctions on Iran.

Mehdi Khalaji is a senior fellow at The Washington Institute, focusing on the role of politics in contemporary Shiite

. . . )
clericalism in Iran and Iraqg. %*

Policy #1426

RECOMMENDED

ARTICLES & TESTIMONY

How to Make Russia Pay in Ukraine: Study Syria

Feb 15,2022
.
Anna Borshchevskaya

(/policy-analysis/how-make-russia-pay-ukraine-study-syria)

& amra

BRIEF ANALYSIS

Bennett's Bahrain Visit Further Invigorates Israel-Gulf Diplomacy

Feb 14,2022
.
Simon Henderson

(/policy-analysis/bennetts-bahrain-visit-further-invigorates-israel-gulf-diplomacy)


https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/how-make-russia-pay-ukraine-study-syria
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/bennetts-bahrain-visit-further-invigorates-israel-gulf-diplomacy

BRIEF ANALYSIS

Libya's Renewed Legitimacy Crisis

Feb 14,2022
.
Ben Fishman

(/policy-analysis/libyas-renewed-legitimacy-crisis)

TOPICS
Proliferation (/policy- U.S. Policy (/policy-analysis/us-
analysis/proliferation) policy)

REGIONS & COUNTRIES
Iran (/policy-

analysis/iran)


https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/libyas-renewed-legitimacy-crisis
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/proliferation
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/us-policy
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/iran

	The Problems of Engaging with Iran's Supreme Leader
	RECOMMENDED
	TOPICS
	REGIONS & COUNTRIES



