
1 
 

 

 

History, Deception, and Repression: Khamenei’s Grand Strategy 

Abstract:  

This paper seeks to explain the three primary strategies used by the Islamic Republic of Iran to 

consolidate power and silence opposition: (1) using a religio-historical narrative to defame 

opposition leaders, (2) promoting a revisionist history to create external threats to the regime, 

and (3) censorship and repression of dissenting views. An analysis of these strategies shows that 

Ayatollah Khamenei has become the most powerful figure in Iran and is the key decision maker. 

Understanding these strategies and the importance of Khamenei can help to formulate better 

policymaking. I suggest a change in U.S. policy towards Iran that focuses on fighting censorship 

and raising international awareness of the domestic situation rather than focusing on the nuclear 

issue. 
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Grand Strategy in Iran 

 The international community condemned Iran for its brutal crackdown of protestors 

following the June, 2009 Presidential election. Images of fires and riots flooded twitter and 

facebook and Iran’s leaders appear more despotic than democratic. Iran’s descent into obvious 

totalitarianism began over a decade ago in response to the reformist candidate Mohammad 

Khatami’s landslide election victory in 1997. The state, headed by Supreme Leader Ayatollah 

Khamenei, fearing a growing pro-democratic movement that threatened its very core, began to 

consolidate its power and slowly remove subversive elements from the system
1
. Khatami’s 

reforms were met with increasingly stiff opposition and his movement faltered. The conservative 

victory was made clear in 2005 when Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, Khamenei’s candidate of choice, 

was elected Iran’s new President. In the years following, Iran promoted a revisionist view of 

history with respect to its two great enemies, the United States and Israel, in order to divert 

domestic attention away from mounting societal restrictions. The Supreme Leader has used his 

speeches and sermons to promote a narrative that likens himself to Imam Ali and opposition 

leaders to former allies of Ali, Talha and Zubair who turned against him and joined the Sunni 

armies in battle against Shiites in 656. Finally, Iran has, with increasing brutality and vigor 

silenced students, women, and opposition movement figureheads from expressing their 

discontent with the regime.  

 Political scientists such as Juan Jose Linz (Totalitarian and Authoritarian Regimes, 2000) 

and Zbigniew Brzezinski (Totalitarianism, Dictatorship, and Autocracy, 1956) have written 

extensively about the nature and characteristics of totalitarian states. Brzezinski explains that 

                                                           
1
 This is not to suggest that Iran was a free and democratic society during the Khomeini years, or even during 

Rafsajnai’s Presidency, only that the systematic move towards totalitarianism began in earnest in the early 2000’s. 
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totalitarian regimes exhibit the following characteristics: an official ideology, a single party, a 

secret police, a monopoly of government control over mass communications, exclusive power 

over armed force, and a controlled economy. Linz follows suit with a very similar definition of a 

totalitarian state but he includes an additional caveat: that a totalitarian regime destroys civil 

society through denying freedom of expression. Linz even discusses Iran in relation to 

totalitarianism, asserting that Iran “combines the ideological bent of totalitarianism with the 

limited plurality of authoritarianism”
2
. One of the key strategies that both scholars point to is that 

a totalitarian regime will “obscure the realities” of its system in order to gain support from 

groups that would otherwise work against the state
3
. The efforts a totalitarian regime will go 

through to distort history and control communications are highlighted by Arthur Koestler’s 

seminal work, Darkness at Noon, a fictional retelling of Stalin’s purges. The main character, 

Rubashov, echoes both Linz and Brzezinski’s characterization in his diary by asserting that “The 

ultimate truth is penultimately always a falsehood. He who will be proved right in the end 

appears to be wrong and harmful before it.”
4
    

 Understanding the underlying theory and strategies outlined by Brzezinski and Linz helps 

one understand Iran as it exists today. While Iran’s constitution claims that it has both theocratic 

and republican elements, the Supreme Leader Ayatollah Khamenei and his hard-line faction 

continue to undermine the more participatory elements of the system, banning “Green” parties 

from the 2012 Parliamentary elections
5
 and have gone so far as to suggest abolishing the post of 

                                                           
2
 Juan Jose Linz, Totalitarian and Authoritarian Regimes (Harvard University Press, 2000), 36 

3
 Linz, 2000, 20 

4
 Arthur Koestler, Darkness at Noon (Bantam Press, 1940) 

5
 Najah Mohammad Ali, Iran Bans Three Reformist Parties From Upcoming Parliamentary Elections, 

http://www.alarabiya.net/articles/2011/11/04/175366.html (Nov 2011)  
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President in the future
6
. Amnesty International and other international organizations frequently 

point to Iran as being one of the most repressive and restrictive countries in the world, with the 

most jailed journalists and political prisoners in the world as of 2009
7
. The aim of this paper is to 

show exactly how the regime has managed to consolidate power in the hands of the hard-line 

faction and to highlight the specific strategies it has used. Special attention will be given to the 

recent reform movement, which took root after the disputed June 2009 election and the 

government’s subsequent efforts to marginalize the movement. Finally I will consider U.S. 

policy options and how to best deal with a regime that is increasingly hostile towards the West 

and increasingly entrenched in totalitarian rule.   

Iran’s Use of History  

In this section I will examine how carefully Iran fits into the mold outlined by Linz and 

Brzezinski. It is important not only to understand the current regime correctly, but also to see 

how the regime has transitioned from a freer to a more closed society
8
. Its systematic approach to 

distorting history and silencing oppositional views and beliefs make Iran a very dangerous state – 

not only to its domestic population, but internationally as well. Iran’s leader, Ayatollah 

Khamenei has employed three primary strategies to achieve his ends: (1) a religio-historical 

narrative that portrays opposition leaders as traitors against Shi’a Islam, (2) the creation of 

external threats to state survival, and (3) the thorough control of communications and crackdown 

of dissenting opinions.   

                                                           
6
 Ayatollah Khamenei, Speech at Razi University, http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EHp8BhCHORI (October 

2011) 
7
 Oliver Luft, Iran Has Most Journalists in Jail, http://www.guardian.co.uk/media/2009/jun/29/iran-most-

journalists-jail (June 2009) 
8
 Linz points out that while Iran always had autocratic elements, there was participation, debate, and more 

importantly, opposition candidates actually won elections, and incumbents were defeated, most popularized by 
opposition candidate Khatami’s Presidential victory in 1997.  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EHp8BhCHORI
http://www.guardian.co.uk/media/2009/jun/29/iran-most-journalists-jail
http://www.guardian.co.uk/media/2009/jun/29/iran-most-journalists-jail
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A brief introduction of the major decision maker in Iranian politics, Ayatollah Khamenei, 

is warranted in order to contextualize his policies and practice as Supreme Leader.  Khamenei 

was born July 1939 in Mashhad and studied religion in his hometown before moving to Qom, the 

religious center of Iran in 1958. There he studied under prominent Ayatollahs Hussein Borujerdi 

and Ruhollah Khomeini, the future figurehead of the Islamic Revolution in 1979. Khamenei was 

elected Iran’s third President in 1981 and served two terms, enduring the Iran-Iraq War during 

his tenure. Khamenei oversaw Ayatollah Khomeini’s “Cultural Revolution” during the 1980’s, 

which sought not only to remove Western influences, prominent during the reign of the Shah, 

from Iran, but also to Islamicize Iran’s universities and schools
9
.  Khamenei was seen as more of 

a political figure than a religious one – not even holding the title of Ayatollah, but rather that of 

Hojjat al-Islam, a lesser religious title. As Ayatollah Khomeini neared the end of his life, the 

discussion of his successor as veleyat-e-faqih gained steam. The initial heir apparent was 

Ayatollah Montazeri, one of the most esteemed religious figures in Iran. However, a dispute 

between Khomeini and Montazeri over the violent repression of opposition groups and a denial 

of rights to citizens and women led to his falling out of favor. Khamenei, as a confidant and 

ardent follower of the Supreme Leader quickly became the next in line. In order to justify his 

ascension to the role of Supreme Leader, Khamenei was “speedily given the title of Ayatollah,” 

and a 1989 amendment to Iran’s constitution eliminated the requirement that the Supreme Leader 

be a Marja, or source of religious emulation
10

.  

The importance of understanding Khamenei’s rise to the role of Supreme Leader is that it 

helps to explain the dramatic shift in attitudes in the post-Khatami years. Khamenei was a weak 

President for two main reasons. First, as with every other politician in Iran, Khamenei was 

                                                           
9
 Nikki Keddie, Modern Iran: Roots and Results of Revolution, (Yale University Press, 2003), 250 

10
 Nikki Keddie, Modern Iran: Roots and Results of Revolution, (Yale University Press, 2003), 261 
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subservient to Ayatollah Khomeini, the founder of the Islamic Republic. Few had his charisma 

and inspired such zeal amongst Iranians. Second, Khomeini was a shrewd politician who ensured 

his strength by balancing the various factions in Iran against the other. Khamenei, as part of the 

more conservative right faction, was often at odds with his Prime Minister, Mir-Hossein 

Mussavi, who was a member of the left and more radical element of Iranian politics
11

.  Further, 

upon his ascension, Khamenei found himself in a weak position as Supreme Leader because he 

did not command the same respect as Khomeini and was opposed by a majority of the central 

religious figures in Iran such as Ayatollah Montazeri, who even rejected efforts to grant 

Khamenei the title of Grand Ayatollah
12

.  In order to offset this weakness Khamenei worked to 

build a power network, specifically with the Revolutionary Guards, who have become 

increasingly influential, controlling a vast majority of state holdings, paramilitary capabilities, 

and the street militia, the Basij, who enforce religious doctrine and crush oppositional protests 

and demonstrations
13

.  

In 1997, the beginnings of Khamenei’s power consolidation were evident – Ayatollah 

Montazeri was put under house arrest for openly criticizing the Supreme Leader
14

. In September, 

1998, a bill was passed in the Majles in which journalists who criticized the government would 

be charged with threatening national security and be put under arrest. Another bill passed in July 

1999 further limited freedom of press; one of Iran’s most popular newspapers, Salam, was closed 

for publishing a story that linked the government to recent killings
15

. The closure resulted in a 

massive protest at the University of Tehran that was brutally crushed by IRGC and Basij forces, 

                                                           
11

 Mehdi Moslem, Factional Politics in Post-Khomeini Iran (Syracuse University Press, 2002), 48 
12

 Nikki Keddie, Modern Iran: Roots and Results of Revolution, (Yale University Press, 2003), 262 
13

 Alireza Nader, “The Revolutionary Guards,” The Iran Primer (United States Institute of Peace, 2010) 
14

 Nikki Keddie, Modern Iran: Roots and Results of Revolution, (Yale University Press, 2003), 283 
15

 Nikki Keddie, Modern Iran: Roots and Results of Revolution, (Yale University Press, 2003), 276 
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arresting and injuring hundreds, and killing one. The ensuing chaos created a spiral of protests 

and increasingly restrictive measures. Today, Khamenei’s personal website shows his title as 

Grand Ayatollah, marking the beginning of his distortion of truth and history
16

.  

The Story of Talha and Zubair  

 The Sunni-Shia split centers around a dispute over who would succeed the Prophet 

Mohammad after his death in 632 AD. Sunnis believe that Abu Bakr was the correct choice for 

Caliph of the Muslim empire, while Shiites believe that Ali, Mohammad’s son-in-law was the 

rightful heir. Ali was named the fourth Caliph in 656. Talha and Zubair, two of Mohammad’s 

earliest disciples and military heroes pledged allegiance to the Rashidun Caliphate upon Ali’s 

ascension. However, both Talha and Zubair turned against Ali, allying themselves with Aisha, 

one of Mohammad’s wives, joining a Sunni coalition aimed at unseating Ali. They marched on 

Basra and killed many civilians before ultimately meeting the army of Ali in battle and being 

summarily defeated by the Caliph. The betrayal and eventual defeat of Talha and Zubair is a 

story frequently used by Ayatollah Khamenei today to describe the opposition leaders Mid-

Hossein Mussavi and Mehdi Karrubi.  

 In a speech before Quds day in September 2009, Khamenei outlined his position, 

comparing himself with the benevolence of Ali. Like Ali, who reluctantly accepted the position 

of Caliph. Khamenei paints himself as a reluctant leader who has been entrusted by God to serve 

the people of Islam, following the teachings of Khomeini, as Ali followed Mohammad. 

Khamenei explains that Ali was a successful ruler because he combined his religion with his 

politics, “We must keep in mind that his [Ali’s] political actions are not different from the other 

                                                           
16

 Ayatollah Khamenei, Personal Homepage, http://english.khamenei.ir/ 

http://english.khamenei.ir/
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parts of his life. His politics are in sync with his character and his religious life.” He then 

cautions subversive elements in Iran, as Ali did, who seek to threaten the state. Politics without 

religion, “and morality, becomes a means for acquiring power at any cost and for acquiring 

wealth, putting one's own goal in life ahead of everything else.” With this beginning, Khamenei 

is able to paint the enemies of Iran as being irreligious. By characterizing the opposition as such, 

Khamenei directly appeals to the religious nature of the population, who, while pushing for more 

societal freedoms and democratic reforms, still favor an Islamic state.  

 Khamenei follows with a much more threatening message about how Ali dealt with those 

who worked against him.  

“About the Battle of Jamal, Ali said, "They have stood up because they wanted to show 

their anger as to why Ali had been given this government. But when I see that their 

actions are going to create a rift between Muslims and pit brothers against brothers, then 

I'll enter and find a cure to this menace. Until then I'll wait and try to guide them." A 

distinguishing part of his character was that he tried to debate with his enemies. In the 

letters he sent to Mawiye, who was Ali's enemy, while Mawiye would send letters to Ali, 

humiliating him, Ali would send letters and told him with love that he was wrong. Talha 

and Zubair came and pledged allegiance to Ali. They then went to Mecca saying they 

were going to perform Hajj. Ali said he knew they weren't going to Hajj, but had another 

purpose. What they did there is clear. But Ali deals with them gently, he tries to guide 

them, but when kindness does not work, then Ali acts directly. For example, against the 

Khawarij, he said, "I tore their eyes out." And no one could do it like Ali.”
17

 

The “other purpose” to which Khamenei alludes is the defection well known to Shiite Muslims. 

Khamenei makes clear his conviction that those who work against the regime will be dealt with 
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 Ayatollah Khamenei, Speech at Tehran University, http://farsi.khamenei.ir/speech-content?id=9524 (Sept 2009) 
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“directly.” Not only is he threatening opposition leaders with this statement, he again affirms the 

connection between Talha and Zubair and reform leaders.  

 Like Talha and Zubair, Mussavi and Karrubi, the two heads of the reformist movement in 

Iran were once allies of the system. Mussavi was Prime Minister of Iran during Khamenei’s 

Presidency and oversaw much of the post-Revolutionary purges of former Shah supporters and 

critics of Khomeini. As Prime Minister he was also critical of attempts to normalize relations 

with the West, maintaining animosity towards its influence in Iranian life
18

. Karrubi was the 

Speaker of the Majles and headed the radical Association of Combatant Clerics in the late 

1980’s
19

. As a radical, Karrubi was opposed to the moderation and capitalistic economic policies 

implemented by then-President Rafsanjani
20

. Both men were very much a part of the system and 

played an integral role in establishing the Islamic Republic. They have now, however, both 

turned against the regime, much like Talha and Zubair did centuries ago. Khamenei has worked 

hard to build his narrative, claiming that their betrayal of the regime is for their own selfish ends 

and desire for power rather than the cause of reform and change.  

 The final part of the speech ties together Khamenei’s earlier analogy of Talha and Zubair 

by more directly referring to opposition leaders. Khamenei explains that differing ideas and 

disagreements are a part of life and Islam is supportive of discourse, however, when the 

discourse is about attacking or changing the system, it becomes subversive and perverse. Entirely 

different foundations than those laid out by Ayatollah Khomeini, Khamenei argues, is dangerous.  

                                                           
18

 Robert Baer, Don’t Forget Mousavi’s Bloody Past, Time Magazine, 
http://www.time.com/time/world/article/0,8599,1905477,00.html (June 2009) 
19

 Mehdi Moslem, Factional Politics in Post-Khomeini Iran (Syracuse University Press, 2002), 48 
20

 Hojjat Mortaji, Jenahha-ye Siasi dar Iran (Tehran, 1999)  
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“One thing I'll say in today's sermon and the people who I'm going to say this to are 

politicians and officials of the government or those who were part of the government. 

Let's use Ramadan for explaining realities, and preach guidance to listeners and 

especially to the youth as this will be beneficial. The people that we will be speaking to 

are part of the system; individuals who are inside the system and hopefully, they will 

remain in the system. One thing is that from the beginning of the revolution to this day, 

there have been differences that have emerged. Some of these differences and rifts have 

proven costly, but some of them have been solved by the wisdom and vigilance of the 

people and has not cost the government much. These differences of ideas and rifts are not 

all the same. Some of these differences were a result of differences in beliefs, but some of 

them are differences that have been created as result of some people's personal gains. 

Some of them are just differences of how things should be implemented. So these 

differences are all not the same. From the beginning of the revolution, as we were all 

together with each other, differences emerged. Imam Khomeini did not deal with all these 

the same way, same as Ali. Imam Khomeini first tried to guide them. There were 

different people in the government back then. There were people from the old 

bureaucracy, there were people who had just joined the government and then there were 

those who were using terror and protests to achieve their objectives. He dealt with them 

all differently. Some of these people were at top levels of government…”
21

   

This narrative accomplishes two primary objectives for Khamenei; it allows him to portray the 

opposition as being treacherous, selfish, and likens them to two people who turned against Ali, 

the chosen successor of Mohammad, and joined Sunni forces. This is offensive to the religious 

sensibilities of any Iranian who values Shia Islam. Secondly, it positions himself as the 

benevolent ruler trying to reach out and bring the opposition leaders back into the system; by 

evoking images of Ali and even Khomeini’s understanding and compassion, Khamenei is able to 

contrast himself with the unfettered selfishness of those who work against the regime.  
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Against The Great Satan 

Khamenei’s historical narrative attempts to drive a wedge between the opposition leaders 

and the domestic population. The second strategy employed by the regime is the creation of 

external threats, namely the United States and Israel, to fuel nationalist sentiments and divert the 

anger of the population outward, rather than inward. Khamenei and especially President 

Mahmoud Ahmadinejad have promoted a revisionist history in order to more deeply implicate 

Iran’s enemies and to demonize them. The Iranian media for example, portrays the 9/11 attacks 

as a U.S.-Israeli concoction, aimed at giving the United States a pretext to invade Iraq and 

Afghanistan to destroy Islam and increase Israeli security
22

. Headlines from popular hard-line 

journals such as Kayhan show the slant that the regime has used in order to achieve this end, 

“The attacks on the twin towers of the World Trade Center in New York were planned and 

implemented jointly by the rulers of the United States and Israel. Afterwards, they could blame 

Muslims for this.”
23

Famously, Ahmadinejad has doubted the validity of the holocaust, claiming 

that the events are a fabrication by Zionists in order to justify their taking of Israel
24

. This line 

has been hammered home to Iranians through the state-controlled media, speeches by religious 

and political leaders, and on the streets of the country. The effectiveness of this strategy is 

reflected in the view of the Iranian public.  

A series of public opinion polls conducted in Iran by World Public Opinion in February 

2010 shows that a majority of Iranians, even amongst Mousavi supporters, have an unfavorable 
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 Unknown, “US Involved in 9/11 attacks,” PressTV Iran, http://presstv.com/detail/198357.html (Sept 2010) 
23

 Hossein Sharaitmadari, “Note of the day” column: “This Train is Being Derailed,” Kayhan, (Oct 2001) 
24

 Unknown, “Iranian Leader Denies Holocaust,” BBC News, http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/middle_east/4527142.stm 
(Dec 2005) 
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view of the United States
25

. A majority of Iranians believe, as the regime line states, that the U.S. 

is opposed to the creation of a Palestinian state and seeks to dominate the region’s resources. The 

U.S. support of pro-democratic movements serves to destabilize the region and promote U.S. 

security interests. When asked whether the primary U.S. objective was to weaken and divide the 

Islamic world, 54% of Mousavi supporters responded “definitely”
26

. A majority of Mousavi 

supporters (74% of those polled) believe that the U.S. abuses its power and treats Iran unfairly
27

. 

The significance of this poll lies in the fact that even Mousavi supporters, who favor a more open 

and democratic society, side with the conservative line when it comes to beliefs about U.S. neo-

imperialist tendencies. This makes the alleged discussions in Israel, or even the United States, 

about attacking Iran and its nuclear facilities
28

 very dangerous. Because the Iranian public, even 

its subversive elements, have such negative views of the U.S. and Israel, any such attacks or 

direct moves against the country will result in an increasingly consolidated regime that will 

reclaim the support of a large portion of the population who currently opposes it. 

Iran’s strategy has existed since the very beginning of the Islamic Republic. In the early 

days of the revolution, Ayatollah Khomeini famously proclaimed “America can’t do a damned 

thing to us.” The Shah of Iran was portrayed as a puppet of the Americans, whose sole aim was 

to corrupt Iranian culture with Western influence. The idea, known by Iranians as gharbzadegi, 

or “Westoxification,” was popularized by the book Occidentosis by Jalal Al-e Ahmad in the 

early 1962. He explains the term as being, “as bad as sawflies in the wheat fields. Have you ever 
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 Steven Kull, et al., An Analysis of Multiple Polls of the Iranian Public, World Public Opinion, 
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seen how they infest wheat? From within” 
29

. Khomeini used this idea to drive Iran towards self-

sufficiency and worked to remove Western influence from the country. He purged and 

“Islamicized” Iran’s universities, exiling or executing those he suspected of purporting Western 

or communist ideas. Some of the brightest minds in Iran such as Mohsen Kadivar and Akbar 

Ganji, a prominent professor and journalist, respectively, have been forced to flee the country, or 

be imprisoned or executed.  

Anti-Western sentiments only increased in fervor following the revolution, culminating 

in the Iranian hostage crisis, where radical students, with the implicit backing of Khomeini, took 

the American embassy in Tehran by force, capturing 52 Americans inside and holding them for 

over a year. David Farber’s book, Taken Hostage, presents one of the best accounts of the 

hostage crisis itself as well as the events leading up to it. Farber explains that the suspicion of the 

U.S. caused by the CIA’s orchestrated coup in 1953 against then Prime Minister Mossadegh was 

one of the primary motivating factors – “while almost no one in the United States knew the truth 

about the 1953 coup that restored the Shah's power, most everyone in Iran knew what role the 

CIA had played and-they were sure-continued to play in their nation”
30

. The belief that the 

embassy was to be used as the command center for another anti-revolutionary coup to bring the 

Shah back to power was driven by the state’s rhetoric.  

During the Khatami presidency however, Iran’s rhetoric softened slightly as the new 

executive pushed for a policy aimed at opening the door to the West. Normalizing relations with 

the U.S. and the West would help Iran’s struggling economy and integrate it more fully into a 

new global world. However, as Khamenei began his consolidation of power, Khatami found his 
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reforms and policy of openness increasingly difficult to implement
31

. Resistance came in the 

form of newspapers such as Kayhan, which even today, spur on the anti-American campaign 

inside Iran as well as regionally. This past June, Iranian Intelligence Minister Heidar Moslehi 

asserted to the Islamic Republic News Agency that the recent revolutions in the Arab world, 

coined the Arab Spring, were inspired by the Islamic Revolution in Iran
32

. The Kayhan article 

also quoted Khamenei’s speech at the mausoleum of Ayatollah Khomeini on the 22
nd

 

anniversary of his death, “The United States has never done anything on behalf of states in this 

region”
33

. The use of Khomeini, who is still greatly revered inside Iran, adds force and 

legitimacy to Khamenei’s statements and further helps to reinforce his words in the mind of the 

Iranian public.  

The denial of the holocaust is another strategy Iran has pursued in order to “tap into the 

reservoir of resentment against Israel that transcends sectarian differences,” according to political 

scientist George Michael
34

. Iran hopes to prevent a rapprochement between Israel and the Arab 

world and build animosity towards Israel and the West. Michael explains that the desire to paint 

Israel as the enemy and by promoting holocaust revisionism, President Ahmadinejad will better 

be able to draw on support from the Sunni population of the Arab world, whom otherwise would 

be wary of supporting and allying themselves with Shiite Iran. The overall strategy of Iran is 

twofold: (1) to construct a Middle Eastern sphere of influence that includes not only the Shiite 

populations of Lebanon, Iraq, and Afghanistan, but also to better build ties with the Arab world. 

(2) Domestically, to portray Israel as an enemy and ally of the West. The holocaust, 
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Ahmadinejad claims, is a fabrication of the U.S. and Western Jews to legitimize their conquest 

and repression of Palestine and its people. The denying of sovereignty is dangerous, and Israel is 

an expansionist state that would seek, along with the U.S., to dominate the region.     

Similarly, Iran has promoted an alternative narrative about the September 11
th

 attacks in 

the United States in order to deflect blame onto the West. News agencies published stories that 

implicated the United States in the attacks. A Tehran radio announcement claimed, on September 

12
th

, that “The planning of operations, selection of targets, and the savage way in which the 

operations were carried out on America shows that non-American groups are incapable of 

carrying out such attacks”
35

. Kayhan International wrote an article comparing the September 11
th

 

attacks to the Boston Tea Party, in which American rebels disguised themselves as Red Indians 

and dumped crates of Indian tea into the ocean – suggesting that the attacks on the United States 

were perpetrated by Americans in order to give credence to an attack on the Muslim world
36

. The 

author writes, “Like King George III who misjudged the Boston events and lost the American 

colonies, God-willing President Bush will preside over the end of the U.S. as a world power.” 

Recently, both Supreme Leader Khamenei and Deputy Head of Iran’s Armed Forces, General 

Massoud Jazayeri claimed that Iran holds evidence that implicates the U.S. in the attacks. 

Jazayeri asserts that the U.S. used the attacks to generate a “big global shock” that would allow it 

to create a unipolar world and establish absolute authority
37

. Khamenei echoed the sentiments, 
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hinting at over 100 documents that “show America was behind the curtain of terror in Iran and 

the region”
38

.  

The Sea of Green  

 The final strategy used by the regime to achieve its ends is the silencing of oppositional 

forces and the control of media apparatuses in Iran. A report published by the French 

organization Reporters Sans Frontieres in late June, 2009 found that Iran became the world 

leader in jailed journalists and again in held the title in 2010 in a second report
39

. Human Rights 

Watch published an article November 21, 2011 reporting the closure of reformist newspaper 

Etemad for publishing a story about opposition leaders Mousavi and Karrubi. The official Iran 

Daily newspaper was raided by Iranian security forces for publishing an interview which 

criticized the Judiciary political opponents of President Ahmadinejad
40

. Ahmadinejad’s media 

adviser Ali-Akbar Javanfekr was sentenced to one year in prison along with banning him from 

working in the news and media industry for “publishing materials contrary to Islamic norms”
41

. 

Human Rights Watch claims that Iran has shut down at least 40 publications since 2009. These 

instances show the extent to which the Iranian regime will go to silence any dissenting 

viewpoints, attacking both pro-Ahmadinejad and reformist media outlets.  

   After the June, 2009 Presidential elections, basij forces were out on the streets in full 

force, disrupting post-election protests, attacking demonstrators, and ensuring that the 

government’s message was clear – dissent would not be tolerated. On June 19, 2009, Khamenei 
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gave a speech proclaiming Ahmadinejad the winner of the election and ruling the protests illegal, 

setting the grounds for the direct government oppression that was to follow
42

. According to the 

British newspaper, The Guardian, the post-election scene Iran was “likened to a warzone, with 

police beating demonstrators and firing tear gas while helicoptors hovered overhead”
43

. Along 

with the closing of newspapers and the disruption of elections, opposition leaders have been 

detained and arrested. Presidential candidate Mir-Hossein Mousavi and Mehdi Karrubi have 

been placed under house arrest. Religious leader Ayatollah Montazeri was also under house 

arrest until his death on December 19
th

, 2009. The government’s crackdown has been effective – 

the anti-regime protests and demonstrations fail to reach the international news with the same 

frequency as they did in the months following the election and the population has become 

increasingly afraid of speaking out against the government. World Public Opinion’s recent poll, 

for example reports that a majority of Iranians say they voted for Ahmadinejad and support the 

government, as well as the institution of the veleyat-e-faqih, or Supreme Leader
44

. This is a far 

cry from the millions of Iranians who poured onto the streets in June and July, 2009. 

 The Iranian regime is adept at disguising and hiding its many abuses of civil rights to the 

outside world. Around the same time President Ahmadinejad declared “there are no political 

prisoners in Iran”
45

, a group of the families of political prisoners met with pro-reformist Grand 

Ayatollah Zanjani to tell their story
46

, and a Kurdish political prisoner was summarily sentenced 
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to death
47

. After the June, 2009 presidential elections, Iran subsequently used its power to block 

popular social media outlets such as facebook from being accessed by citizens. After a few 

months, news about systematic state repression, which had flooded to foreign news centers were 

reduced to a mere trickle. Today, little information can be gleaned about the domestic situation 

in Iran on a daily basis. News of major protests and crackdowns however, still surface. In 

February, 2011 as both Ahmadinejad and Khamenei were lauding praise on Egypt’s revolt, 

security forces killed two Iranian student protestors
48

. Khamenei feels comfortable enough in his 

position to outright ban Green party candidates from participating in the 2012 parliamentary 

elections, a recent announcement states.  

 In addition to working to silence the opposition movement, the growing rift between 

Khamenei and Ahmadinejad deserves attention. In the 2009 Presidential election, Khamenei 

publicly threw his support behind his President, warning against disunity and claiming that the 

election was a miracle of democracy due to the unprecedented turnout. Tensions quickly sprung 

between the two leaders however, sparked by Ahmadinejad’s controversial appointment to First 

Vice President, Esfandiar Rahim Mashaei, whose opposition of the veleyat-e-faqih made him 

unpopular amongst hard-line authorities in Iran. Khamenei forced his hand, barring 

Ahmadinejad’s appointment
49

. This rift has grown considerably since 2009, with Khamenei 

recently suggesting that he would consider abolishing the Presidency.  Khamenei’s recent 

statements show that dissention, even from within the ranks of the power-holding elites in Iran, 

will be met with the same reaction.  
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Dealing with Khamenei  

 Ayatollah Khamenei has undeniably cemented his authority in the Islamic Republic of 

Iran, working very systematically and methodically to build his base of power, prop up the 

fiercely loyal IRGC, factionalize his opposition within the system, and remove the reform 

movement entirely from the political landscape. Mehdi Khalaji summarizes Khamenei’s current 

position in Iran concisely, stating in his article, “Showdown in Tehran,”  

“Having full control over the judiciary, the intelligence apparatus and the military makes 

Khamenei seem invincible against all political factions or elected officials. This will lead the 

regime down an increasingly autocratic path, applying more aggression at home and defying the 

West with greater self-confidence.” 
50

 

The United States needs to understand the current political realities in Iran if it is to construct a 

foreign policy that can correctly address both the needs of the Iranian people and national 

security interests. The sanctions on Iran, for example, have served a counter-productive purpose, 

supporting Khamenei’s anti-Western rhetoric and spurring dissatisfaction with the U.S. and its 

foreign policy
51

.  

 American media and politicians in their public statements are unnecessarily occupied 

with President Ahmadinejad and Iran’s nuclear program. Instead, the U.S. should focus on (1) 

raising awareness of the domestic situation within the country by encouraging more on-the-

ground reporting, and (2) extending support, both directly and indirectly to Iranian opposition 

groups. Sanctions are ineffective because China, Russia, and the rest of the Arab world will not 
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systematically agree to cut off ties with Iran’s energy sector, a major requisite for any successful 

economic stranglehold the West might hope to enact. Because the sanctions have failed to harm 

the vital sections of Iran’s economy, namely, its oil and natural gas industry, the regime can 

offset what losses it has faced. Further, the majority of the losses faced by the people come in the 

form of manufacturing and other small businesses – these are the people the U.S. needs to be 

supporting. Supporting the opposition movement will allow its message to be heard more 

directly by the Iranian people, and a more comprehensive coverage of the domestic situation in 

Iran would help raise awareness internationally, which in turn will result in a ramping up of 

pressure on Iran to make fundamental changes.  

Conclusion 

In order for the Iranian opposition to be successful, state repression must be circumvented 

– military intervention and economic sanctions have only strengthened Khamenei’s base of 

power. Today, the opposition movement has stagnated: the U.S. should pursue a strategy whose 

aim is to help the opposition movement inside Iran communicate with the people of Iran; the 

movement needs to secure the support of the economic sector if it is to be successful, and only 

through a much more aggressive grassroots campaign can this goal be achieved. The U.S. can 

play a major role in enacting this change through shifting its focus away from the futile effort of 

stopping Iran’s nuclear program and the statements of Ahmadinejad. Instead, the U.S. should be 

aware of the real power holder in Iran, Ayatollah Khamenei, the man who has artfully used 

history and political maneuvering to solidify his position, and work to strengthen the opposition 

while weakening the faqih.   
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