
Introduction: 
 
Getting Iran Wrong 
 
In his State of the Union address on January 31, 2006, President George W. Bush turned 
his attention to Iran, describing it as a “nation now held hostage by a small clerical elite 
that is isolating and repressing its people.” The president went on to stress that the 
“Iranian government is defying the world with its nuclear ambitions, and the nations of 
the world must not permit the Iranian regime to gain nuclear weapons.”1 The reaction 
from Tehran was predictably swift and uncompromising; President Mahmoud 
Ahmadinejad denounced Bush as the one “whose arms are smeared up to the elbow in the 
blood of other nations” and pledged that “God willing, we shall drag you to trial in the 
near future at the courts set up by nations.”2 For a quarter-century, such undiplomatic 
discourse has defined U.S.–Iranian relations, but this particular exchange of epithets hints 
at the real root of the estrangement—a profound and frequently mutual misunderstanding 
of the enemy. Indeed, getting Iran wrong is the single thread that has linked American 
administrations of all political persuasion. From the original 1979 revolution that 
launched the Islamic Republic to the more recent confrontation over Iran’s nuclear 
intentions, the United States has persistently misjudged Iran’s clerical oligarchs. 
 
Contrary to President Bush’s assertions, and his previous depiction of Iran as a member 
of an “axis of evil,” an unsavory state on a par with the totalitarian regimes of Saddam 
Hussein in Iraq and Kim Jong Il in North Korea, Iran differs dramatically from its Arab 
neighbors, much less the hermetic North Korean regime. Iran’s institutions, elections, and 
political factions matter and wield considerable impact over the government’s course of 
action. Debates rage within the parliament and the presidential office, in the seminaries 
and on the street, among the media and in the halls of academia. Far from being a 
stagnant authoritarian state, Iran’s elaborate and Orwellian bureaucracy, its fiercely 
competitive political culture, and its singular personalities perennially jockey for 
influence and power. It is the interplay of all these institutions and actors that ultimately 
determines Iran’s policies. 
 
After more than a quarter-century in power, the Islamic Republic is at a crossroads as a 
new generation of stern conservatives has assumed power with a determination to return 
to the “roots of the revolution.” However, the conflict gripping Iran stems not from a 
straightforward resurgence of reactionary politics, but from a contradiction deeply 
embedded in its governing structure. From its inception, the Islamic Republic was a state 
divided between competing centers of power and profoundly differing conceptions of 
political authority. The original constitution pledged that the foremost purpose of the 
state was to “create conditions under which may be nurtured the noble and universal 
values of Islam.”3 To achieve this mission, unelected institutions, such as the Supreme 
Leader and the Guardian Council, were created and empowered with the ultimate 
authority over national affairs. Yet the structure of the Islamic Republic differed 
significantly from that of a typical totalitarian state since it sanctioned the populace to 
elect the president, parliament, and municipal councils. Such perplexing duality reflects 
the legacy of a revolution that saw a diverse coalition of secularists, liberals, and 



fundamentalists uneasily cooperating in the overthrow of the monarchy. Since then, 
disagreements and tensions have persisted between those seeking to establish a divine 
order and those advocating a more representative polity. Despite its absolutist 
pretensions, the clerical estate has never managed to exercise undisputed dominance over 
public affairs. Throughout its tenure, popular will, however circumscribed by theological 
fiat, remained an important arbiter of the Iranian state’s legitimacy and thus its very 
survival. 
 
Iran today is a nation in search of an identity, a state that oscillates between promises of 
democratic modernity and retrogressive tradition. Despite all the sensational setbacks of 
Muhammad Khatami’s reform movement, the one enduring legacy of its electoral 
triumphs in 1997 and 2001 has been to make it impossible for Iran to become a rigid 
authoritarian state. The call for representation and the rule of law, for accountability and 
equality, have transformed the average Iranian from a passive observer of clerical politics 
into an active agent of change. The resilience of the forces of progress stems from their 
diversity. Clerical reformers, disillusioned youth, a burdened middle class, women 
seeking emancipation, and intellectuals yearning for freedom of thought have come 
together in their demand for a government responsive to its citizenry. Despite the 
apparent consolidation of conservative power and the election to the presidency in 2005 
of an unreconstructed ideologue, Iran will change. In the long run, Iran’s sophisticated 
and youthful populace can be neither appeased by cosmetic concessions nor silenced by 
threats of coercion. 
 
However, Iran’s democratic transition must come on its own terms, and at its own pace. 
An American president castigating Iran as part of an “axis of evil,” or denigrating its 
political process by proclaiming its elections a fraud even before they take place, only 
provides ammunition to hard-liners decrying Iran’s democrats as unwitting agents of 
Western machinations. Contrary to Washington’s depictions, the struggle in Iran is not a 
simple conflict between the people and the mullahs. Iran’s factional politics, ideological 
divisions, and political rivalries are much more complex and nuanced. The dissident 
clerics within the seminaries, the young functionaries waging a turf war in the 
government, the student organizations defying the authorities, and the women who 
persistently challenge the prevailing religious strictures are all part of the same movement 
seeking to liberalize the parameters of the state. The stark distinction between the people 
and the regime quickly fades when one considers how decentralized and flexible Iran’s 
Islamic order has become in the intervening three decades. Before stepping into the 
convoluted fray of Iranian politics, Washington would be wise to have a better 
appreciation of Iran’s complexities and contradictions. 
 
In a similar manner, America’s continued denunciation of Iran as a militant state 
determined to subvert its neighbors and impose its Islamic template on an unwilling 
Middle East is exaggerated and flawed. The best way to understand Iran’s foreign policy 
is to imagine a matrix with three competing elements—Islamic ideology, national 
interests, and factional politics—all constantly at battle. As such, Iran’s policy has always 
been characterized by a degree of inconsistency and wild oscillation between pragmatism 



and dogma. It is this central paradox that has perplexed both critics and supporters of 
Iran’s regime. 
 
Throughout the tenure of the Islamic Republic, there have been occasions when ideology 
has displaced moderation, when national interests have been sacrificed at the altar of 
Islamist militancy. The 1980s represent the high point of revolutionary activism, as the 
war with Iraq and conflict with America defined the pillars of Iran’s international 
relations. The first decade of the revolution was indeed a heady time, for the founder of 
the world’s first modern theocracy, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, did not see himself as 
simply a head of state but the leader of the entire community of believers. This was to be 
a “revolution without borders,” seeking to emancipate the Islamic ummah from the 
transgressions of American imperialism and Israeli Zionism. Khomeini’s Iran thrashed 
about the Middle East looking for dragons to slay, seeking to undermine established 
authority in the name of Islamic authenticity. This was the stage of the revolution without 
the compromises and concessions that states normally adopt. 
 
Khomeini’s more subdued successors gradually came to appreciate that his divisive 
diplomacy had not only isolated Iran in the region but paved the way for a more robust 
American presence in their neighborhood. In the 1990s, a fundamental shift occurred in 
Iran’s international orientation, enshrining national interest calculations as the defining 
factor in its approach to the world. By cultivating favorable relations with key global 
powers such as China and Russia, Tehran sought to craft its own “coalition of the 
willing,” and to prevent the United States from enlisting allies in its coercive approach to 
Iran. Under the auspices of the Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, a loose 
coalition of reformers and conservatives emerged around the notion that Iran cannot 
remain isolated from the global order. 
 
Such realistic moderation is today experiencing its most sustained challenge, as disciples 
of Khomeini seem determined to assert revolutionary convictions as the basis of their 
rule. As the revolution matures and those politicians who were present at the creation of 
the Islamic Republic recede from the scene, a more austere, dogmatic generation is 
beginning to take the reins of power. In response to Iran’s manifold problems, 
Ahmadinejad and his cabinet frequently criticize their elders’ passivity in imposing 
Islamic ordinances and for the rampant corruption that has engulfed the state. On the 
foreign policy front, Iran’s hard-line president has dispensed with Khatami’s “dialogue of 
civilizations” rhetoric and displays not just a marked hostility to reestablishment of ties 
with America but also indifference to European opinion. 
 
However, despite the emergence of the “New Right,” it is hard to see how Ahmadinejad 
and his allies can turn the clock back to the early days of the revolution. The 
transformations that Iran has undergone during the intervening decades, the persistence of 
its factional politics, and the continued power of the elders of the revolution such as Ali 
Khamenei and Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani impose serious checks on Ahmadinejad’s 
enterprising designs. Iran’s reactionary president may share Khomeini’s strident 
ideological pretensions, but he has neither the authority nor the stature to impose such a 
vision on his country’s competing centers of power. In the end, despite the injection of a 



new, strident voice in Iran’s foreign policy deliberations, the same bewildering mixture of 
realism and ideology, pragmatism and militancy is likely to continue to guide the Islamic 
Republic. 
 
As with its internal politics, Iran’s foreign policy offers it own set of paradoxes and 
contradictions. In essence, Iran has not undergone the typical experience of a 
revolutionary state—namely, relinquishing its radical patrimony for more mundane 
temptations. The perennial conflict between ideological determinations and practical 
considerations continues to plague the Islamic Republic. On the one hand, Iran is no 
longer a radical state seeking to upend the regional order in the name of Islamic 
legitimacy. Yet Tehran’s penchant toward terrorism, its approach to the Arab-Israeli 
conflict, and its relations with America are still derived from a self-defeating calculus 
comprised in equal parts of domestic political considerations and ideological imperatives. 
As such, Iran today poses a particular problem for the United States that cannot be 
addressed by facile calls for regime change or simple name calling. In dealing with such a 
perplexing quandary, the United States would be wise to employ the full range of its 
diplomatic, economic, and political tools. 
 
Thus at this point we must return to our original question: Why have so many gotten Iran 
so wrong? In a sense, such persistent failure is easy to understand, as Iran has often 
confounded our expectations. The notion of a theocracy coming to power in the late 
twentieth century contravened the conventional wisdom about progress, which presumed 
that modernizing societies necessarily discard their traditions. Today, yet another 
consensus is emerging in American political circles, stressing that the fragile 
revolutionary regime may easily collapse if only America would exert greater pressure 
and sharpen its coercive policy. It is likely that the Islamic Republic’s durability will 
once more defy the latest Washington truism. The American functionaries who failed to 
predict the original Iranian revolution are once more failing in their forecast of its demise. 
 
As Iran’s nuclear program crosses successive thresholds and as Tehran emerges as an 
influential power broker in Iraq, America may no longer have the luxury of 
misunderstanding the Islamic Republic, its motives, and its ambitions. From the 
proliferation of weapons of mass destruction to terrorism, from human rights to 
democratization, Iran cuts across a wide range of American concerns. And all of this is 
taking place at a time of the most intense U.S.–Iranian confrontation since the hostage 
crisis. The American leaders routinely characterize Iran as a grave threat while often 
musing about the eventual necessity of using military force to destroy its nuclear 
infrastructure. To properly contemplate the Iranian conundrum, it is important to 
demystify the clerical regime and have a better understanding of its factions and debates, 
its power struggles and rivalries. It is only through deciphering the hidden Iran that we 
can address the true challenge that the Islamic Republic poses. 
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