Through Khameneri’s Eyes

The Iranian nuclear program and the Assad regime share a commonality: both aim to undermine
Western interests in the Middle East. For this reason, as much as Ayatollah Ali Khamenei values the
nuclear program as a pillar of the Islamic Republic’s political identity, his pro-Assad stance has
taken its own place in Iran’s regional policy.
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Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini’s adven-
turous approach with respect to the re-
gion provoked Saddam Hussein to invade
Iran on 22 September 1980 and launch
a devastating war that lasted for 8 years.
Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani, Khomeini’s
confident and former deputy command-
er-in-chief of Iran’s armed forces, has
said in an interview with Sadeq Ziba
Kalam that Khomeini was pleased when
Iraq invaded Iran: “Saddam trapped
himself. Now we can solve Middle East
problems forever.” But Khomeini’s as-
sessment of Iran’s military capability
and Iraq’s ties with the Arab and West-
ern worlds was unrealistic and led to the
deaths of hundreds of thousands and the
maiming of millions—not to mention the
destruction of much of Iran’s infrastruc-
ture. The destruction ended only when
Khomeini drank his “poisoned chalice”
and accepted UN Resolution 598, which
called for an immediate ceasefire.

Not long after the war ended in Au-
gust 1988, Khomeini passed away and
was succeeded as supreme leader by Aya-
tollah Ali Khamenei. Around the same
time, Rafsanjani was elected president of
Iran and given a mandate to rebuild the
country. Unfortunately, this clashed with
Khamenei’s objective of reconstructing
Iran’s military capability by refashioning
its military doctrine.
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Iran’s post-war policy was to expand
its soft power in various Islamic countries
through overt and covert propaganda tac-
tics, as well as through charitable activities.
This was evident in Iran’s meddling in Azer-
baijan’s conflict with Armenia in 1990, its
support for Hamas and Hezbollah against
Israel, and its interference in Iraq and Af-
ghanistan during the 1990s and 2000s.

Iran was covertly providing financial
and military assistance throughout the
war to groups it perceived as having mu-
tual interests, although it never publicly
admitted this. Indeed, the use of the Quds
Force as an external operational wing of
the Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps
(IRGC) played an important role in ad-
vancing Iran’s interests in the region as
well as outside the Middle East (for ex-
ample, Iranian investment in Venezuela).

After eight years of war, the revolution’s
promises had not been fulfilled, leaving
much of the population disenchanted. With
the war over, the government could begin
to focus on implementing these promises,
including modernizing the country’s infra-
structure and improving the economy. In-
deed, the government eventually adopted
many policies that had been rejected fol-
lowing the revolution because they repre-
sented Western models of development.
By the end of the war, most Iranians had
begun to question the political legitimacy
of the clergy and the theory of velayat-e
faqih (rule of the Islamic jurist).

Iran’s declaration of America and Is-
racl as enemies is representative of its
penchant for making enemies rather than
finding friends. Iran has a problematic
relationship with both its Arab neighbors
and great Arab powers, such as Saudi Ara-
bia and Egypt. Its relations with Afghani-
stan and Pakistan are also very complicat-
ed. Tehran’s relations with the Republic
of Azerbaijan have been uneven since its
support of Armenia in during the 1990s.
Iran and Russia enjoy cooperative rela-
tions, but it seems that Russia sees Iran as
leverage against the West more than as a
strategic partner. Iran’s foreign policy over
the last three decades has helped it iso-
late itself, rather than building confidence
with regional powers. The only exception
is with Syria, where both sides had mutual
interest in opposing Israel and the West—
and also shared a hatred of Saddam.

The Islamic Republic is using two tools
to consolidate its position in the Middle
East. The first is soft power, which entails
Iran’s use of media and religious networks
to proselyte Shi’ite Islamic ideology and
to elevate Khamenei’s cult status. Sec-
ond, the regime has created proxies and
established relations with various Islamic
groups, both armed and non-armed,
throughout the Muslim world. Many of
these groups can be identified when they
accept the Islamic Republic’s invitation
to travel to Iran to attend ceremonies cel-
ebrating the anniversary of the revolution
or the annual memorial proceedings of
Ayatollah Khomeini’s death. Each year,
more than ten thousand Muslims affili-
ated with various Islamic groups travel to
Tehran to reinforce their relations with
Islamic Republic. Ayatollah Khamenei
also recruits Muslims to join his ideologi-
cal agenda under academic pretenses. For
instance, Al Mustafa International Uni-
versity, located in Qom, provides ideologi-
cal training to Muslims and helps connect
different Islamist groups across the world.
It has dozens of branches outside Iran and
hosts thousands of foreign students.

“Iran’s post-war
policy was to expand
its soft power in
various Islamic
countries through
overt and covert
propaganda tactics,
as well as through

charitable activities.”

What is astonishing is that despite the
Islamic Republic’s ongoing repression of
its Sunni minority, it seems to have no
problem making strategic and tactical al-
liances with Sunni organizations so long
as they threaten Western or Israeli inter-
ests. Iran’s longstanding cooperation with
Hamas is a clear example of how two
parties that are based on mutually exclu-
sive ideologies can unite against a com-
mon cnemy. The other obvious example
is the Muslim Brotherhood, the largest
Sunni organization in the world, which

also has significant ideological differenc-
es with the Islamic Republic. Just as the
Muslim Brotherhood saw the emergence
of the Islamic Republic in 1979 as the tri-
umph of its vision, the Iranians view the
rise of the Muslim Brotherhood as the
continuity of their own revolution. For
instance, Ayatollah Khamenei disliked
the expression “Arab Spring” because it
suggests that recent Arab uprisings stem
from a desire to establish democratic gov-
ernments instead of tyrannies. Instead,
Khamenei prefers the term “Islamic
Awakening”, which both undermines the
Arab nature of these movements and dis-
misses representative democracy as the
principle demand of the protesters, while
at the same time portraying these move-
ments as Muslim aspirations to produce
Islamic governments.

Central to Ayatollah Khamenet’s mili-
tary doctrine is the belief that Iran cannot
afford another military confrontation on its
own territory. He is well aware of Iran’s rel-
atively weak conventional war capabilities,
as well as the i1deological and political costs
of war for the Islamic Republic. Khamenei
also believes that governments, like Morsi’s
in Egypt, will eventually implement Shari’a
law and come into conflict with both Amer-
ica and Israel. He also thinks that the “Is-
lamic Awakening” movements are inspired
by the 1979 revolution and influenced by
its policies and ideology.

Recent demonstrations in Islamic coun-
tries and attacks on American embassies
and diplomats are being used by Iran as
proof that the most genuine characteris-
tic of the “Islamic Awakening” is in fact
anti-Americanism. The uprisings in Arab
countries could have been a sweet expe-
rience for the Islamic Republic had not
Syria been involved.

For the last three decades, Syria has
become Iran’s closest ally. This has, in
turn, allowed Iran to establish a pres-
ence closer to Israel. Iranian threats to-
wards Israel and America are central to
its foreign policy, and its current military
doctrine places emphasis on avoiding
direct military confrontation with its en-
emies while building up its asymmetrical
warfare capability. Syria is the backyard
through which Iran runs both its soft war
and proxy war against Israel and the
United States.
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As much as Ayatollah Khamenei views
the Arab Spring uprisings as a genuine crys-
tallization of people’s hatred of dictatorship
and poverty, he firmly believes that the Syr-
1an revolt was provoked by the United States
and aimed at weakening the anti-Isracli
front in the Middle East—and consequent-
ly, the Islamic Republic. In other words, for
Khamenet, if the Syrian crisis results in the
collapse of the Assad regime, it could be a
prelude to military action initiated by Israel
or the United States against Iran.

The fall of Assad, when coupled with
an attack on Iran’s nuclear facilities, would
cause Iran to lose two key aspects of its
strategy. This means it has to advance its
foreign policy in such a way that it guar-
antees 1ts supremacy in the region, and
makes Iran appear dangerous to Israel and
the West. Separately, the loss of Assad can-
not be compared to the loss of the Iranian
nuclear program. For this reason, Khame-
nei believes that Iran should support Arab
uprisings in other countries and help Assad
suppress the opposition, which is funded
and supported by the US and its allies.

The recent murder of the US ambassador
and three others in Libya will likely discour-
age Western governments who are contem-
plating intervention in Syria. Conversely,
Iran 1s delighted to see that an amateur
anti-Islamic movie has mobilized Islamists
to come to the streets in the Arab world and
express anti-American sentiments.

In its 16 September editorial, Kayhan,
Iran’s official newspaper, recommended
that “two actions should be taken: first to
punish all those who were involved in insult-
ing religious sacred principles and second
to pursue this issue through legal process.”
Since Shari’a law calls for death in cases of
blasphemy, Kayhan appears to be demand-
ing the death of those behind the film

Iran sees the furor in the Middle East as
an opportunity to distract the focus from
its own Tehran’s nuclear program and the
on-going Syrian crisis. This is evident in
Iran’s renewed campaign against Salman
Rushdie. For instance, the 15 Khordad
Foundation, a government entity under
Khamener’s direct supervision, has recent-
ly increased the reward for killing Salman
Rushdie by $500,000, and has announced
that as long as Khomeini’s fatwa against
Rushdie has not been fulfilled, insults to
Islam would persist. Now the Foundation
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will pay $3,300,000 to anyone who kills or
provides information leading to the death
of the British novelist and the author of
the Satanic Verses.

So far, Iran holds the upper hand in
the Syrian crisis. The recent outrage in
the Muslim world has helped Assad and
Khamenei by expanding the zone of fear to
countries that were previously deemed safe
for the United States. Khamenei believes
the West’s weakness to be his strength. He
welcomes all efforts to make West—espe-
cially the United States—more uneasy. He
has full confidence in both the nuclear pro-
gram and the Assad regime. The two are

!

safe—at least until the US presidential elec-
tion in November. Developments over the
next few months will show to what extent
Iran and Syria could benefit from the mul-
titude of distractions that currently plague
the United States. B
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