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that there is a direct link between the two variables, when Khamenei is weak Iran’s foreign 
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Introduction 

Supreme Leader Ayatollah Khamenei is one of the most intriguing figures in Iranian 

politics, having transformed from a sheep into a wolf, gaining strength and increasing in 

boldness as the years since his ascension to the position of veleyat-e-faqih have passed. Iran is 

viewed today as a rogue state, bent on acquiring a nuclear weapon and wiping Israel off the map. 

While President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad holds the international spotlight, Khamenei is 

recognized by those inside the country as the man pulling the strings. The past several years have 

seen a more aggressive rhetoric, posturing, and effort by the regime to assert itself in the Middle 

East and defy the United States. One of the primary questions that needs to be answered then, is 

what the relationship is between Iran’s foreign policy and Khamenei’s domestic power base. 

This question is important for several reasons, (1) it helps one’s understanding of shifts in Iranian 

policy over the past two decades and (2) it provides a recipe for dealing with Iran. If there is a 

direct link between Khamenei’s power base in Iran and its aggression in foreign policy, then 

current U.S. strategy towards Iran is fundamentally flawed
1
.  

Argument and Methodology  

 This paper will test the assertion that there is a direct link between Khamenei’s power 

domestically and Iran’s aggressiveness in foreign policy
2
. In order to do this, I will be examining 

Iran’s foreign policy during the three post-Khomeini Presidents, Rafsanjani (1989-1997), 

Khatami (1997-2005), and Ahmadinejad (2005-present). In my analysis of Iran’s foreign policy, 

I will determine whether it has acted aggressively or pragmatically, as a whole. For example, I 

                                                           
1
 I will discuss U.S. strategy towards Iran at the end of the paper, after a linkage has been determined. 

2
 There is an important distinction between Khamenei’s power and his legitimacy. His legitimacy has also waxed 

and waned throughout his tenure – however I will only be considering his power base, as today it is disconnected 
from his legitimacy. 
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classify Iran’s anti-Western rhetoric and support of Shiites in Iraq during the Ahmadinejad era as 

aggressive, and Iran’s tacit support of the U.S. during the 1991 Gulf War as pragmatic. Next, I 

will examine Khamenei’s base of power domestically and how it has shifted since Ayatollah 

Khomeini’s death, using the same time periods for analysis. While Khamenei was a weak faqih 

at the beginning of his reign, today he sits as the most powerful decision maker in the country. I 

will then see what connection between the two variables can be drawn and examine other 

possible explanations. In order to conduct this analysis, I will be drawing on the literature, 

speeches, and news articles.  

A Brief Overview  

 The foreign policy of the Islamic Republic of Iran began with a fever-pitched desire to 

export the revolution. Ayatollah Khomeini used the revolution, nationalistic fervor, and anti-

Americanism to legitimize his rule and consolidate the regime itself in the minds of the Iranian 

population. David Farber’s account of the Iranian hostage crisis clearly indicates that Khomeini 

was keen to exploit the pent up anger of Iranians over American interference in its affairs, being 

just two decades removed from the infamous CIA-orchestrated coup to oust Prime Minister 

Mohammad Mossadegh
3
. The Iran-Iraq war was another tool used by Khomeini to act on his 

desires to regain hegemony and export the Iranian system. After expelling the Iraqi forces from 

Iranian territory, the fateful 1982 decision to push back into Iraq embroiled the country in 

another six years of war
4
. Near the end of his life however, Khomeini was forced to drink “a 

chalice of poison” and end the war, ushering in a new era of pragmatism and reform brought 

about by the two successive Presidents, Hashemi Rafsanjani and Mohammad Khatami.  

                                                           
3
 Taken Hostage, David Farber 

4
 One World Divisible: A Global History Since 1945, David Reynolds, 392 
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 Ayatollah Khamenei was elevated to veleyat-e-faqih in the wake of Khomeini’s death, a 

process pushed along by Rafsanjani
5
. However, due to his lack of religious credentials and the 

charisma of Khomeini, Khamenei found himself to be in a weak position as faqih. Despite being 

part of the conservative hard-line faction, Khamenei was unable to deter Iran’s strong President 

from opening Iran’s economy to foreign investment and seeking to build ties with Iran’s gulf 

neighbors, as well as supporting the 1991 U.S. invasion of Iraq. The election of reformist 

candidate Mohammad Khatami, and Khamenei’s approval of his 1997 “Vision Plan,” which 

included better relations with the West and strong alliances with GCC states spawned a prolific 

literature debating the prospects of a democratic Iran
6
. Domestic shifts began to take place after 

Khatami took office; in 1998, Ayatollah Montazeri, one of the highest ranking clerics in the 

Islamic Republic was put under house arrest for criticizing Khamenei, and in 1999 a series of 

student protests at the University of Tehran led to brutal government crackdowns and increased 

restrictions.  

 Khatami was determined to cooperate with the U.S. in the aftermath of the September 

11
th

 attacks, giving the Americans vital information and aid in Afghanistan in 2001. However, 

George Bush’s Axis of Evil speech proved crippling to Khatami’s legitimacy both at home and 

abroad, with Khamenei using the speech as evidence that the West was not to be trusted
7
. 

Mahmoud Ahmadinejad’s election to the Presidency marked the solidification of the Iranian 

hard-line at all levels of government, and since 2005, Iran has pursued an even more active 

nuclear program, making headlines with speeches condemning the West. The post-2009 election 

                                                           
5
 The Curious Case of Rafsanjani, Sohrabi, 2009 

6
 See Vali Nasr’s Democracy in Iran 

7
 George Bush, State of the Union, January 2002 



5 
 

crackdowns and silencing of the Green Movement represent both Khamenei’s victory in 

consolidating power domestically, as well as his loss of legitimacy at home.  

Iranian Foreign Policy Under Khamenei 

Rafsanjani’s Foreign Policy  

 Iran’s foreign policy under Rafsanjani was guided by a desire to rebuild the country’s 

crumbling economy. The eight year long war with Iraq cut Iran’s production capacity roughly in 

half and raw material shortages caused its heavy industry to operate at just 30 percent capacity
8
. 

Rafsanjani was particularly driven by the China model and thought that the primary vehicle for 

righting the economic ship was through procurement of foreign aid and investment
9
. For the first 

time, Iran borrowed from the World Bank and agreed to give partial ownership of domestic 

industries to foreign companies for investment
10

. Swedish company Svedala Industri has 

invested heavily in Iran’s copper industry, with Tata, an Indian firm, investing heavily in Iran’s 

steel sector in the 1990’s
11

. Rafsanjani chose to break from the mold established by Ayatollah 

Khomeini and espoused by Khamenei by opting not to continue a policy of exporting the 

revolution. Rafsanjani instead promoted a “critical dialogue” with Europe to integrate Iran into 

the world economy and establish trade ties. He also facilitated engagement with neighboring 

Arab states, most notably Saudi Arabia, whom Khomeini had called “evil”
12

. In July 1995, 

Rafsanjani was able to broker a deal between French and Iranian oil companies, Total and NIOC, 

respectively, for a joint offshore oil and gas field. After the 1991 Gulf War, Iran emerged as the 

                                                           
8
 Iran Under Rafsanjani, DR, Christian Science Monitor, August 1989 

9
 Hidden Iran: Paradox and Power in the Islamic Republic, Ray Takeyh, 2006, ?? 

10
 Takeyh, 2006, 41  

11
 Library of Congress, Country Profile: Iran, 2006, 11 

12
 Iranian Foreign Policy 1979-2006, Eva Patricia Rakel, 171 
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neutral party, implicitly siding with the West and currying favor with its Arab neighbors, 

creating a free trade zone on the islands of Kish and Qeshm
13

.  

 Rafsanjani was able to exert his strong personality on the state – the influence of radical 

elements such as Khalkhali, Karrubi, and Mohtashemi
14

 experienced a decline and pragmatism 

was the order of the day. Even Khamenei, himself a conservative hard-liner who held strong 

anti-Western sentiments and opposed foreign investment in Iran was unable to “dislodge or 

derail” the pragmatic policies of Rafsanjani
15

. Although the faqih is the ultimate decision maker 

in the country, the fact that he worked together with Rafsanjani shows that in the first years of 

his leadership, his power base was relatively weak. The president, Ehteshami suggests, was the 

key foreign policymaker during the Rafsanjani years. Geoffrey Kemp’s analysis of Rafsanjani’s 

presidency further reinforces the argument of his relative strength and the weakness of Khamenei 

during the period of 1989-1997: he was able to reduce import controls and withdraw subsidies in 

addition to passing a five-year plan that allowed up to $27 billion in foreign borrowing, a move 

that radicals opposed
16

. While Iran did continue to support organizations such as Hezbollah and 

Hamas during the early 1990’s, its foreign policy was overall very pragmatic, putting Rafsanjani 

at odds with his predecessor, President Khamenei. However, due to the relative strength of the 

presidency during his tenure, and the weak power base of Khamenei the faqih, Rafsanjani was 

able to steer Iran along a more moderate path
17

.  

Foreign Policy Under Khatami  

                                                           
13

 Iran’s Gulf Policy, Mohsen Milani, 1996, 91  
14

 All of whom were members of the Radical Clerics association, and held a great deal of influence during the 
Khomeini years. Karrubi would later become a prominent reformist leader. 
15

 The Foreign Policy of Iran, Foreign Policies of Middle East States, Ch 13 Ehteshami, 2002 , 192 
16

 Powder Keg in the Middle East, Geoffrey Kemp et al., 90 
17

 This does not mean that Rafsanjani was able to enjoy systematic success, in fact there was opposition to his 
policies as well. 
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 After Mohammad Khatami’s landslide victory in the 1997 presidential election, 

Khamenei warned that, “the enemy is striking Islam at home”
18

. Khatami’s win marked an era of 

hope that the country could be reformed, democracy would take root, and Iran could finally be 

integrated into the world system. Taking Rafsanjani’s critical dialogue a step farther, Khatami 

campaigned on the premise of creating a “dialogue of civilizations,” aimed at building better 

relations with the West and specifically the United States. While Khamenei was able to block a 

successful reformist campaign in 2009, systematically crushing the movement and separating its 

figureheads from the majority of its followers, in 1997 he was unable to prevent reform from 

sweeping the nation and Khatami into the presidency. In fact, in his initial vision statement, 

endorsed by Khamenei, Khatami declared that Iran recognized the sovereignty of local states and 

pledged non-interference in the internal affairs of other regimes
19

. 

 Cultural openness was the primary foreign policy objective of Khatami. A landmark 

interview with CNN in 1998 called for dialogue between the two estranged nations, Iran and the 

U.S. Khatami left the door open for the Americans during his interview with Christiane 

Amanpour, stating “I intend dialogue between civilizations and cultures. Such discourse should 

be centered around thinkers and intellectuals. I believe that all doors should now be opened for 

such dialogue and understanding and possibilities for contact even between American 

understanding between our two nations, a better future for both countries and nations may be 

forged.”
20

 During his first term as President, Khatami made more trips to foreign countries than 

any other Iranian leader, most notably the European nations of Italy and France, and Arab leader 

                                                           
18

 Ali Khamenei, John Murphy, 112 
19

 Takeyh, 2006, 68 
20

 CNN Interview with Mohammad Khatami, January 1998 
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Saudi Arabia
21

. Khatami even broke from Khomeini’s fatwa against Salmon Rushdie, declaring 

that the matter was “completely finished,” before a meeting between Iranian and UK ministers
22

. 

Michael Axworthy, head of the Iran section at the British Foreign and Commonwealth Office 

from 1998-2000 stated that Khatami’s remarks represented a real belief within the UK that 

relations would improve
23

. 

 Khatami hosted the eighth OIC summit in Tehran in 1997 which embodied the improving 

relations with Iran’s Arab neighbors. The conference was attended by all member states and 

efforts were made to increase bilateral cooperation amongst members
24

. At the conference even 

Khamenei adopted a conciliatory and welcoming message, claiming that “Iran poses no threat to 

any Islamic country,” a shift from his harsher rhetoric against Arab states during Khomeini’s 

rule. This conference also marked the first meeting of Saudi Crown Prince Abdullah and 

Khatami, the first such meeting between the leaders of the two states since the revolution, a 

signal that cooperation and integration was taking root
25

. Furthermore, Khatami encouraged the 

removal of sectarian messages from Iran’s propaganda to help strengthen ties with Saudi Arabia. 

The Saudis agreed with Iran to work on common economic policies, especially concerning oil. 

The two countries in 1999 agreed to cut back production to raise world prices, with Saudi oil 

prices increasing to over $30 per barrel and Iranian oil reaching $24 per barrel, stimulating the 

economies of both countries
26

.  

                                                           
21

 The Foreign Policy of Iran, Foreign Policies of Middle East States, Ch 13 Ehteshami, 2002 301 
22

 Relief Over Fatwa Move, BBC News, September 1998 
23

 Iran’s Foreign Policy: from Khatami to Ahmadinejad, Ch 6 Axworthy, 105 
24

 The Changing Paradigm of Iranian Foreign Policy , Shah Alam, 2000 
25

 Role of Political Elites in Iran-Saudi Economic Cooperation, Reza Amiri, 2011, 114 
26

 Economic Necessities and Iranian-Saudi Cooperation, Reza Amiri, 179 

http://www.idsa-india.org/an-dec-00-4.html
http://www.ijhssnet.com/journals/Vol_1_No_12_September_2011/15.pdf
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 Khatami’s landmark however, came after the September 11
th

 attacks, where Iran pledged 

solidarity with the Americans who lost their lives, condemning the attacks. Iran agreed to 

provide assistance to the Northern Alliance, sending crucial intelligence to American forces in 

addition to allowing over 165,000 tons of U.S. food aid to pass through Iran into Afghanistan. 

Iran also supported Karzai in the Bonn conference in 2001, as a new Afghanistan was being 

planned
27

. Despite the gestures, an important shift was taking place domestically that would 

dramatically alter Iran’s foreign policy. A conservative hard-line trio of Khamenei, Yazdi, and 

Velayati more openly condemned both Khatami’s policies and the West. A speech by Madeline 

Albright in March 2000 officially apologized for the CIA-orchestrated coup in 1953 in addition 

to lifting sanctions on the country
28

. Khamenei however, replied that the U.S. gesture was “too 

little, too late,” being mostly empty and deceptive
29

. The killing blow to Khatami’s reforms and 

moderation however, came at the hands of U.S. President George Bush, when he lumped Iran 

and North Korea along with Iraq in his “Axis of Evil” speech in January, 2002
30

. This speech 

was all the ammunition Khamenei and his hard-line faction needed to officially turn public 

opinion away from Khatami’s policies of moderation, leading to a consolidation of power 

expressed by the election of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad to Iran’s Presidency in 2005.  

Foreign Policy Under Ahmadinejad  

 Ahmadinejad’s election represented a victory of the conservative hard-line; he was a 

stalwart follower of revolutionary ideals and once again Iran’s foreign policy centered around 

exporting the revolution and projecting Iranian power throughout the region. Several important 

                                                           
27

 Takeyh, 2006, 123  
28

 Madeline Albright speech, March 2000 
29

 Takeyh, 2006, 115 
30

 George Bush speech, January 29 2002 
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shifts took place during the Ahmadinejad years: (1) an open defiance of the West, (2) achieving 

regional supremacy in the face of the American invasions of Iraq and Afghanistan, and (3) 

aggressively pursuing its nuclear program. The following quote by Ayatolla Shahroudi 

exemplifies the newfound hard-line of the regime in the post-Khatami years, “our national 

interests lie with antagonizing the Great Satan.”
31

 

 Defying the West and especially the United States has been the most ardent change in the 

post-Khatami years. The recent Arab uprisings have been characterized by Khamenei as being 

influenced by the Iranian model and aimed at defeating Western influence in the region. “The 

great Islamic awakening in Egypt, Tunisia and other countries reflects the cruel and humiliating 

balance that the expansionist West and its puppet rulers had imposed on nations in the region 

over the span of the last 150 years. Now this has been upset, giving rise to a new chapter in 

region's history.”
32

 Khamenei added that any nation that defies the U.S. and its policies will be 

supported by the Islamic Republic, a far cry from the words of reconciliation during the reform 

era just a decade ago. This outspokenness serves a dual purpose; it allows Iran to assert itself 

regionally as a champion of self determination and leadership and also to show the international 

community that Iran is a power that cannot be ignored. A recent public opinion poll taken from 

five Arab states: Egypt, UAE, Morocco, Lebanon, and Jordan shows that Iran and Ahmadinejad 

are vastly more popular than the U.S. and Obama, with 59 percent of respondents citing 

American desire to control the region’s oil and protect Israel as its primary concerns in the 

Middle East
33

.  

 A large body of literature has been produced about Iran’s rise to prominence in the 

                                                           
31

 Quoted from “Taking on Tehran,” Ray Takeyh, 2005, 22 
32

 Essence of Muslim Uprisings is Anti-U.S. and Anti-Zionist, Kayhan International, July 2011 
33

 Steven Kull, et al., An Analysis of Multiple Polls of the Iranian Public, World Public Opinion, (Feb 2010) 
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Ahmadinejad years, mostly fueled by the American invasions of Iraq and Afghanistan
34

. Iran has 

used the removal of Saddam Hussein in Iraq to extol a growth in Shiite influence, fostering the 

creation of Shiite power centers throughout the country
35

. The Supreme Council of the Islamic 

Revolution in Iraq (SCIRI), a Shiite organization which was established and trained by Iran’s 

IRGC in the early 1980’s has returned to the southern parts of Iraq after Saddam’s removal from 

power
36

. Iran has made SCIRI its primary vehicle of influence in the country, heavily supporting 

infrastructure in the southern region in which a majority of Iraq’s oil fields lie
37

. Iran has also 

supported Iraq’s new government and has been rewarded by crucial economic partnerships and 

cultural influences – a recent report expounds on Iraqi Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki’s claim of 

a “new stage of cooperation” with Iran, with Iraq tacitly allowing Iran to extract a greater 

percentage of oil from reservoirs along their shared border
38

.  

 The nuclear program is where Iran has been most aggressive. Khatami sought to slow 

down Iran’s nuclear program in order to appease the West, as part of his policy of moderation 

and increased pragmatism
39

. In 2000 however, as Khamenei and the conservative hard-line 

began its power consolidation, Iran ramped up its nuclear production, helped in part by the A.Q. 

Khan Network
40

. In a bold move, Ahmadinejad announced in 2006 that Iran had built its first 

centrifuges and began its own enrichment process
41

. Despite multiple rounds of sanctions 

imposed by the United States and UN, Iran has only bolstered its nuclear resolve, refusing to 

budge and defiantly introducing and constructing more nuclear facilities and, as a recent IAEA 

                                                           
34

 Vali Nasr, Barry Rubin, and Ray Takeyh provide good analysis about Iran’s regional role. 
35

 ICG: Iran in Iraq, 2005, 2 
36

 ICG: Iran in Iraq, 2005, 15 
37

 Iraq Oil: Reserves, Production, and Potential Revenues, Lawrence Kumins, 2005 
38

 In Iraq’s Oil-Rich South, Concerns about the neighbors, Washington Post, Ed O’Keefe, August 2009 
39

 Double Trouble: Iran and North Korea, Patrick Chubin, 2007 
40

 Shopping for Bombs: Nuclear Proliferation, Gordon Corera, 2006  
41

 Takeyh, 2006 139 
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report suggests, even working on plans for a warhead
42

. The aggressiveness of Ahmadinejad’s 

Iran can best be characterized in a statement by Foreign Minister Velayati, “whenever we stand 

firm and defend our righteous stands resolutely, they are forced to retreat and have no 

alternatives.”
43

  

Analyzing Khamenei’s Domestic Power Base  

Khamenei During Rafsanjani  

 1989 amendments to the constitution not only allowed Khamenei to assume the position 

of veleyat-e-faqih, but also greatly strengthened the office of the Presidency. The man behind 

both moves was Rafsanjani, widely considered the most powerful man in the country after 

Ayatollah Khomeini
44

. As a result of Khamenei’s weak base of religious legitimacy, he was 

speedily promoted from Hojjat al-Islam and given the title of Ayatollah, he was unable to utilize 

the extended powers granted to the faqih. Not only did the 1989 amendment strengthen the 

presidency, but it also gave the Supreme Leader explicit political authority rather than simple 

veto power
45

. According to Clawson and Rubin, it is because of Khamenei’s weak political base 

that he was forced to throw his weight behind Rafsanjani, despite disagreeing with his pragmatic 

policy agenda. With Khamenei’s help, Rafsanjani was able to block the Combatant Clerics 

Society and other radicals from exerting themselves in the Majles
46

. Radicals won only one of 

                                                           
42

 Iran Nuclear Report, Julian Border, The Guardian, Nov 7, 2011  
43

 Quoted from Takeyh, 2006, 139 
44

 Eternal Iran: continuity and chaos, Clawson, 2005, 116 
45

 Constitution of the Islamic Republic of Iran 
46

 Clawson, 2005, 118 
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thirty-seven seats in the Fourth Majles elections, with the Guardian Council annulling over a 

third of all Majles candidates, including dozens of incumbents
47

.  

Khamenei Under Khatami  

 While Khamenei utilized the stronger constitutional measures granted him after the 1989 

amendments, his actions were mostly guided by the policy decisions of Rafsanjani. There were 

signs however, that Khamenei was beginning to feel more confident leading up to the 1997 

election. In 1995, Khamenei had over 300 quietist mullahs who opposed the veleyat-e-faqih 

arrested
48

. The 1997 presidential election proved to be a victory for reformists, with Khatami 

winning a landslide victory over traditionalist candidate Nateq-Nuri, who had the tacit support of 

Khamenei
49

. Because of Khatami’s popular mandate, Khamenei had little choice but to endorse 

the vision statement of his new president, calling for a “dialogue of civilizations,” and better 

relations with the United States. While Rafsanjani was regarded as the most powerful man in the 

country during his tenure, Khatami had come from the left and “upstaged” the Supreme Leader
50

.  

 The first few years of Khatami’s presidency were hopeful; with a reformist cabinet 

Khatami was able to ease restrictions on press and allowed several reformist and pro-democratic 

papers and journals to operate freely
51

. Reformist thinker and journalist Akbar Ganji was also 

active during this time, releasing a series of articles entitled the Red Eminence and Grey 

Eminences, which attacked former president Rafsanjani and hard-line elements in the country. 

Khatami however, was limited by his own desire to “renovate” the Islamic Republic, rather than 

                                                           
47

 Rafsanjani Removed His Rivals, Washington Report on Middle East Affairs, Bahman Bakhtiari, 1992 
48

 Clawson, 2005, 125 
49

 Clawson, 2005, 127 
50

 Reading Khamenei, Karim Sadjapour, 2009, 1 
51

 Iran Under Khatami: Deadlock or Change, Gasiorowski , 2001 
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change the system
52

. As a result, the door was open for a conservative backlash. The 

traditionalists consolidated themselves into a more hard-line faction under Khamenei and in 1999 

a crucial shift occurred that would change the balance of power in the country.  

 In 1998 Ayatollah Montazeri was put under house arrest for criticizing Khamenei and 

rejected the principle of veleyat-e-faqih. This act represented a new boldness for the Supreme 

Leader. Further, a string of dissident intellectuals were murdered, including Dariush Forouhar, 

the secretary general of the Nation of Iran Party, a small opposition group. In 1999, the popular 

newspaper Salam was closed after a new press bill had passed the Majles, and on July 8, a group 

of students protested peacefully at the University of Tehran. The protest resulted in a brutal 

crackdown, as one student was killed and dozens more were arrested. The Economist published a 

piece in 2002 after a string of protests, issuing a harrowing statement that reflected the new 

dynamic of power that emerged in Iran, “After Mr Khamenei's intervention, Mr Khatami's 

government obligingly withdrew its support for the demonstrations.”
53

 The new strength of 

Khamenei and the inability of Khatami to withstand the pressure from hard-line elements in the 

country crippled his popularity, leading to the election of Ahmadinejad in 2005.  

Khamenei Under Ahmadinejad    

 During the 2005 campaign, many Iranians thought it was a foregone conclusion that 

former President Rafsanjani would win. In Democracy in Iran, Vali Nasr discusses the unique, 

populist campaign run by Ahmadinejad, appealing to the working-class Iranians that Rafsanjani 

largely ignored
54

. A news port published by Reuters just a week before the 2005 election failed 

to even mention Ahmadinejad’s name, citing Rafsanjani as the leader with former police chief 

                                                           
52

 Clawson, 2005, 127 
53

 Revolting Against the Revolution, The Economist, Nov 2002 http://www.economist.com/node/1472845 
54

 Nasr, 2006 

http://www.economist.com/node/1472845
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Mohammad Baqer Qalibaf a distant second
55

. During the run-off election, Khamenei threw his 

support behind Ahmadinejad discreetly. In a May 2005 speech Khamenei declared, “I personally 

would like someone to be elected whose main goal is to serve the public... who is faithful to the 

ideals of our revolution and Islamic system and who really aims to administer justice and combat 

corruption,” extolling the values of Ahmadinejad while making veiled hints at corruption charges 

that had been lobbied at Rafsanjani
56

.  

 During the first term of Ahmadinejad’s presidency, the two were closely aligned in both 

policy and rhetoric, with vastly increased government censorship and activity amongst basij 

militia in the streets of Tehran and other cities throughout the country, as dissidents become 

target of fierce punishment. In 2007, a campaign was launched in which women not wearing 

hijab were confronted, and forced to don the religious garb by police forces. The UNHCR 

released a report in December 2007 asserting that since April, thousands of women have been 

warned or detained for dress code violations
57

. This trend began during the conservative 

consolidation in the second half of Khatami’s presidency however, under Ahmadinejad “there 

has been an increasing emphasis on ensuring moral security in society.”
58

 

 The 2009 election represented yet another shift in the domestic situation in Iran. Not only 

did the alleged tampering of the results and brutal crackdown of protests bring about a sudden 

loss of legitimacy, but the veil of neutrality has been officially cast off. The true nature and 

expansiveness of Khamenei’s power has been revealed not only to the people of Iran, but to the 

international community as well. Ahmadinejad’s appointment to the position of First Vice 

                                                           
55

 Rafsanjani Campaign, June 2005 
56

 Khamenei address to residents of Kerman, May 1, 2005 
57

 Iran: Enforcement of the Official Dress Code, December 2007 
58

 Assessing Ahmadinejad’s Presidency, Kaveh-Cyrus Sanandaji, April 2009 
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President, Mashaei, was summarily dismissed by Khamenei, a clear indication of the growing rift 

between the two
59

. An attempt by Ahmadinejad to dismiss pro-Khamenei Intelligence Minister 

Heydar Moslehi was overturned by the Supreme Leader
60

. A pro-Ahmadinejad paper, Iran 

Daily, has been closed, with forty staff members being detained. Ali-Akbar Javanfekr, 

Ahmadinejad’s media adviser, was imprisoned for criticizing the Judiciary and opponents of the 

president
61

. Khamenei’s skyrocketed confidence has led to questioning the existence of the 

presidential office in the future, a clear warning not only to Ahmadinejad and the Green 

Movement, but also serves as a sign of his growing autocratic tendencies
62

. 

Examining Causal Linkage  

Strength and existence of the link 

 Since Khamenei became Supreme Leader of Iran, there is a clear link between its 

aggression in foreign policy and his domestic power base. The existing literature recognizes a 

similar trend however it fails to focus specifically on Khamenei’s ascendancy. Patrick Chubin for 

example, points to a very clear relationship between domestic politics and foreign policy in 

Iran
63

. Ray Takeyh also makes a similar connection, relating Iran’s confrontational foreign 

policy in the Ahmadinejad years to a “consolidated conservative government.”
64

 The importance 

of Khamenei is best grasped by Karim Sadjapour, whose Reading Khamenei gives a very 

comprehensive analysis of how the Supreme Leader was able to consolidate his power and 
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 Esfandiar Mashaei: Iran’s Next President, Iran Primer, Kourosh Rahimkhani, March 2011 
60

 Ahmadinejad versus Khamenei: IRGC Wins, AEI, May 2011, Ali Alfoneh  
61

 Iran: Crackdown Shows Intolerance for Dissent, HRW Nov, 2011 
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 Ahmadinejad: Iran’s Last President, The Diplomat, Oct 2011, Meir Javedanfar 
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exercise his will over the country
65

. It is clear however, that Khamenei’s period of weakness 

does correspond to Iran’s more moderate and pragmatic foreign policy. His period of 

consolidation from 1999-2003 reflects a shift towards a more confrontational policy, with the 

years 2004-2011 representing a cementing of personal power in Khamenei’s hands as well as 

Iran’s most aggressive foreign policy since Khomeini. Before analyzing the link between 

Khamenei’s power base and Iran’s foreign policy, several alternative explanations must be 

considered.  

 The first explanation is that Iran’s pragmatic foreign policy during the Rafsanjani years 

was guided by economic considerations. It was a conscious choice by Khamenei to adopt 

Rafsanjani’s policies because of the economic realities of the country: Iran was torn by the Iraq 

war and drastically needed an economic overhaul. In addition, the boon in population had created 

a rapidly growing workforce, outstripping the amount of new jobs being created each year. 

While this theory does, on the surface, seem convincing, it fails to account for Iran today. A 

recent study by Abbas Grammy shows an even higher unemployment rate today (about 16 

percent) than during the Rafsanjani presidency (peaking at about 14 percent)
66

. While inflation is 

lower today, Iran is crippled domestically by international sanctions. In two periods of struggling 

economy, Iran responded with two very different messages in foreign policy. The Rafsanjani era 

was pragmatic and conciliatory, while today’s Iran has been aggressive and confrontational.  

 The second explanation is that the foreign policy choices are actually influenced by the 

President rather than Khamenei himself. This explains why Iran’s foreign policy was more 

pragmatic under Rafsanjani, more moderate under Khatami, and more aggressive under 
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Ahmadinejad. However, the evidence that Iran’s presidents in the post Rafsanjani years have 

been able to defy Khamenei’s decisions is sparse, at best. Ahmadinejad’s second term as 

president has been a case in point: his efforts to undermine Khamenei have been continually 

thwarted and reversed
67

. Khatami was similarly unable to use an overwhelming popular mandate, 

over 70 percent of the population, to effect serious change in the country. Especially during his 

second term, the unelected, pro-Khamenei forces in the country proved to be immutable objects, 

resistant to reform pressures. Only Rafsanjani was able to guide the hand of Khamenei during his 

presidency, however, his failed 2005 campaign represents a stark shift in the power-balance of 

the Iranian elite
68

.  

 Khamenei, therefore, is the variable that links Iran’s foreign and domestic policy. From 

the period of 1989-2000, a weak Khamenei was largely subservient to the pragmatism of 

Rafsanjani. A weak Khamenei was unable to stop the reformist Khatami from being elected 

president, nor was he able to stop Khatami from pursuing rapprochement with the West. 

However, an increasingly powerful Khamenei emerged after 2000, and has since exerted his 

influence more directly on foreign policy. This echoes Iran’s harsher rhetoric, regional posturing, 

and a return to the Khomeini-era policy of exporting the revolution. Sadjapour points to four 

main factors that have led to Khamenei’s domestic power consolidation: (1) a network of 

bureaucrats, loyal to the Supreme Leader and dedicated to enforcing his authority, (2) a weak 

Majles headed by a valuable ally, Gholam Ali Haddad-Adel, (3) the vast political and economic 

influence of the Revolutionary Guards, and (4) the disengagement of the Iranian youth following 
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Khatami’s failed reforms
69

. Ray Takeyh adds, “the hard-line faction of the conservative bloc has 

assumed a preponderance of influence, diminishing the power of pragmatic conservatives whose 

patron saint Rafsanjani was defeated.”
70

 

Comparing the First and Second Eras 

 This theory does not apply to the first era of the Islamic Republic because of the unique 

nature of the regime under Ayatollah Khomeini. The revolutionary leader’s decision to support a 

policy of exporting the revolution and invading Iraq in 1982 were tactical advantages to keep the 

revolutionary fervor alive. Furthermore, Khomeini was also incredibly powerful from the very 

outset of the Islamic Republic, being both a respected political leader and a revered spiritual 

guide. Because of his mandate, Khomeini’s policies were followed and carried out by all 

segments of the population – even today’s most pro-democratic reformists such as Soroush and 

Mousavi were ardent supporters of the leader. Khomeini’s initial hesitation during the Iran 

hostage crisis, his dealings with Israel, and deliberations to stop supporting Hezbollah are all 

indicators that foreign policy under Khomeini’s rule was not directly linked to his power
71

.  

U.S. Policy Implications & Future Study 

 While my analysis of Iran’s foreign policy under Khamenei has shown that there is a 

correlation between his power domestically and Iran’s international aggression, the question of 

causation remains. However, with respect to U.S. policy options, the direction of the causal link 

yields the same result. For example, if a positive causal link can be established between 

Khamenei’s power and Iran’s aggression in foreign affairs, then current U.S. strategy should be 
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directly aimed at decreasing the power of Khamenei rather than attacking Iran’s economy or 

nuclear program. Because of the preponderance of power in the hands of the IRGC and extensive 

state censorship, these two areas should be the main target of U.S. efforts.  

Efforts to establish lines of communication within the Green Movement and create more 

comprehensive media coverage of state repression will help circumvent state censorship and 

allow reformist leaders to mobilize their following more effectively in addition to building 

international pressure on Iran to change its domestic situation rather than its nuclear program
72

. 

Secondly, fostering a rift between Khamenei and the IRGC or working to limit the economic 

strength and regional influence of the Guards will ultimately lead to a less powerful Khamenei. 

Rather than spreading incendiary rhetoric, clandestine operations, which have already been used 

successfully to deal with a then-power Mossadegh can be effective in dealing with Khamenei. 

 However, if the causal link is the reverse, if international situations allow Khamenei to 

root himself more firmly and grab more power, then current U.S. strategy directly benefits the 

Supreme Leader. The current strong-arm strategy of the U.S. further emboldens the regime to 

continue its nuclear program and increase the venom of its rhetoric. Khamenei uses the force of 

external threat to galvanize the population and fuel anti-American sentiments, which is reflected 

in public opinion polls taken within the country in 2010
73

. Recent proposed attacks on Iran’s 

nuclear facilities by both the U.S. and Israel would prove disastrous
74

. Such an attack will give 

Khamenei an even more authoritarian mandate than he currently possesses and grant him the 

legitimacy he lost in the 2009 post-election crackdowns. U.S. strategy should instead be focused 
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on re-building ties with the Islamic Republic and easing its stance on the nuclear issue; doing so 

would show that America has credibly committed to building a relationship with Iran and will 

remove the easy target of labeling the U.S. as an enemy of the Islamic Republic. With these basic 

threats removed, Khamenei will be forced to soften his stance, or face mounting pressure from 

below.  

 There are two very different foreign policy considerations for the U.S. depending on the 

direction of the causal link, which makes further study of the relationship between Khamenei and 

Iran’s foreign policy crucial. A possible methodology for studying the causal direction is using 

statistical analysis; coding dates of important episodes of power consolidation, including 

speeches and actions taken by Khamenei and the IRGC and comparing them to the dates of 

important foreign policy decisions and actions. Creating a data set and looking at dates will allow 

for a more clear understanding of where causation lies. A more qualitative analysis involves a 

similar, albeit less rigorous process, of looking closely at dates and gauging whether, for 

example, evidence of Khamenei’s power consolidation precedes major foreign policy decisions, 

or if the international situations give rise to incidences of power consolidation.  

Conclusion 

 The current literature, while recognizing the link between Iran’s domestic and foreign 

policy, fails to account for the most important variable: Ayatollah Khamenei. This study has 

shown that Khamenei is the key actor to consider when seeking to understand Iran’s foreign 

policy decisions. The Supreme Leader has worked slowly to trounce his opposition and today 

stands as the most powerful and influential figure in the country, holding even more power than 

Khomeini did during his rule. With Iran’s persistence in its nuclear program and aggression in 
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foreign policy coupled with Israel’s increasingly incendiary rhetoric and the refusal of the U.S. to 

engage, the future of stability in the region looks grim. It is more important now than ever before 

for scholars and policymakers to understand the complexities Iran, and most importantly its 

Supreme Leader, Khamenei.   
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