
Foreword

A mong the numerous casualties of Iran’s tainted 2009 presidential elections was the
legitimacy of Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei. While for two decades

Khamenei had attempted to cultivate an image of an impartial and magnanimous guide
staying above the political fray, his defiant public support for hardline President Mahmoud
Ahmadinejad—amid massive popular uprisings and unprecedented fissures among the coun-
try’s political elites—exposed him as a petty, partisan autocrat. 

At a popular level, previously sacred taboos were shattered as hundreds of thousands of
Iranians defied Khamenei’s unveiled threats against protesters by taking to the streets chant-
ing “death to the dictator” and even “death to Khamenei.” Widely seen images of govern-
ment-sanctioned brutality against civilians—such as the horrific murder of 27-year-old
Neda agha Soltan—as well as persistent allegations of torture, rape, and forced confessions
in prison have undermined Khamenei’s image as a “just” spiritual leader among Iran’s pious
classes. Widespread allegations of the growing role of his son Mojtaba—considered a key
Ahmadinejad ally—in Iran’s repressive security apparatus have further tarnished
Khamenei’s public image.  

At a political level, once respectful subordinates—including reformist leaders
Mohammed Khatami, Mehdi Karroubi, and Mir Hossein Mousavi—now openly defy
Khamenei, refusing to renounce claims of electoral fraud and brutality. Previously
restrained critics have turned vociferous. Grand Ayatollah Montazeri, Iran’s most senior
cleric (currently under house arrest) and once the heir apparent to Ayatollah Khomeini,
denounced Khamenei as an “unqualified and illegitimate” leader. Abdul Karim Soroush,
Iran’s most prominent religious intellectual (currently in exile), lambasted Khamenei as a
“cheating, treacherous murderer … cursed with doom.” Unprecedented dissent even came
from within the Assembly of Experts, the 86-cleric body—headed by Khamenei rival
Hashemi Rafsanjani—that has the constitutional authority to anoint and remove the
Supreme Leader.

Despite the damage to his reputation, Khamenei’s vast and potent network remains for
the moment intact. The country’s most powerful institutions—the Revolutionary Guards,
presidency, Parliament, Guardian Council, and judiciary—continue to be led by individu-
als either directly appointed by Khamenei or deeply loyal to him. Khamenei also retains
enormous influence over the Iranian economy. He has more say than anyone over how the
country’s vast oil revenue (nearly $300 billion during Ahmadinejad’s first term) is spent and
has jurisdiction over the country’s bonyads—state-controlled religious foundations with bil-
lions of dollars in assets—in addition to the millions more his office receives in charitable
donations offered to Iran’s holy shrines. 

Given his deep mistrust of both foreign powers and his own population, Khamenei,
despite his clerical garb, has grown to rely on the support of the intelligence, security, and
military apparatus far more than the clergy. As commander in chief of the Revolutionary
Guards, he handpicks the organization’s senior command and shuffles them regularly; he
also oversaw the Guards’ rapid rise to become Iran’s most powerful political and economic
institution. 
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With the seemingly firm support of the country’s security apparatus, Khamenei has
refused to cede any political ground since the election, long believing that 
compromise projects weakness and invites further pressure. His defiance is not cost free,
however. For the last two decades, his modus operandi had been to wield power without
accountability. Despite having the lion’s share of Iran’s constitutional authority, because of
the high profile of the Iranian president both at home and abroad, Khamenei has never
borne proper responsibility for Iran’s economic malaise, political repression, and social
restrictions. After the June elections, however, Khamenei no longer enjoys this immunity.   

In addition to his domestic travails, Khamenei is facing unprecedented 
international scrutiny. In the conclusion of this paper, I suggested that after three decades
of immersion in the “death to America” culture of 1979, it may not be possible for
Khamenei to reinvent himself at age 70. Even one former Iranian president once confided
that Khamenei had told him that Iran “needs enmity with the United States.” Nonetheless,
if engagement is to have any chance of success, I argued, Washington must take into
account Khamenei’s central role in Iran’s decision-making process and his deeply held sus-
picions.

Beginning with his inauguration speech on January 21, 2009, Barack Obama has fol-
lowed this path more than any previous American president. In addition to numerous
rhetorical overtures to the “Islamic Republic of Iran”—the first U.S. president to 
acknowledge Iran’s post-revolutionary name—Obama sent two private letters to Khamenei
reiterating Washington’s desire to overcome past mistrust and build confidence with
Tehran. Obama also trod carefully during Iran’s post-election uprising, resisting calls to sup-
port the opposition.

Yet Khamenei’s responses to U.S. overtures have been at best noncommittal, if not 
downright cynical. In his public messages he has mocked Obama’s mantra of change as
merely a tactical shift, saying Washington must first change its actions—by lifting 
sanctions, unfreezing Iranian assets, diluting support for Israel, and ceasing criticism of
Iran—to show its seriousness. In his private communications U.S. officials claim that
Khamenei’s delayed response to President Obama’s letter—received in Washington one
month later—offered “nothing concrete to act upon.” 

Behind closed doors, senior Iranian officials concede that Obama’s overtures have been
unsettling for Khamenei, putting pressure on him to justify Tehran’s continued 
animosity toward the United States. “If we can’t make nice with Barack Hussein Obama,”
said one Iranian official, “who is preaching mutual respect on a weekly basis and sending 
us Nowruz greetings, it’s going to be pretty obvious that the problem lies in Tehran, not
Washington.”

While before the presidential elections it appeared that Khamenei would remain
Supreme Leader for life, his fate is far less certain today. Aside from nagging questions about
his allegedly poor health, Khamenei has never commanded the same loyalty and respect of
his peers afforded to his predecessor, Ayatollah Khomeini. His chief rival, Rafsanjani, pub-
licly humiliated as a corrupt traitor by Ahmadinejad, waits in the wings for an opportunity
to pounce. In a nation whose largest political affiliation is jokingly referred to as the hezb-i
baad—i.e., the wind party—Khamenei’s current supporters could quickly abandon ranks if
they felt stronger political winds blowing elsewhere.  
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Still, no matter the depth of popular discontent and outrage, it is difficult to imagine
a scenario whereby Khamenei would one day peacefully abdicate power or go into exile, 
as the Shah did 30 years ago. Indeed, one important lesson that Khamenei learned 
while revolting against the Shah is never to compromise under pressure. For when the 
Shah attempted to mollify demonstrators by admitting to past transgressions on state 
television in late 1978—famously declaring that he’d “heard the voice” of the 
revolution—he unwittingly emboldened them. 

What’s more, whereas much of the Shah’s political, military, and intelligence elite—
including the Shah himself—were educated in the United States and Europe and had other
options when the Pahlavi monarchy began to crumble, the Islamic Republic’s elite—
including Khamenei himself—spent their formative years in the seminaries of Qom and on
the battlefield against Iraq. Since they lack options abroad, it has always been assumed that
they will not relinquish power without a bloody fight.

Khamenei’s Iran is no longer an Islamic Republic, but a tight-knit cartel of 
hardline clergymen and nouveau riche Revolutionary Guardsmen. Indeed, despite his pre-
tensions as a religious leader, today Khamenei’s future rests largely in the hands of the
Revolutionary Guards. While growing fissures and dissent among top ayatollahs in Qom are
certainly worrisome for Khamenei, fissures and dissent among top Revolutionary Guard
commanders would be fatal for him. Though at the moment they seemingly remain loyal
to him, as the economic situation continues to deteriorate and popular outrage persists,
Khamenei himself must know that his position as Supreme Leader looks less supreme than
ever before.
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