Defiant but conciliatory
Tanvir Ahmad Khan

IRAN’S complex constitution obliges the president of the republic to defer to the greater authority of the supreme leader and the Assembly of Experts. Thus Ayatollah Ali Khamenei and Rafsanjani have a role that President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad cannot ignore. 

This inbuilt constraint has, however, not prevented the president from being the best known Iranian leader abroad. A case in point is the spotlight on his just concluded visit to the United Nations and to the Columbia University. 

The Columbia University event was surrounded by hysteria amongst those who believe that he denies the Holocaust and stands for the obliteration of Israel. That he has always denounced the Zionist regime and not Israel has been obfuscated by the power of contemporary media. 

Similarly, his argument that the Holocaust too needs more scholarly research and that in any case the Palestinians should not have paid a price for it has also become rather academic and there are few takers in the West. 

The Iranian leadership would not be disappointed with Ahmadinejad’s performance. He showed an uncanny ability to withstand insults and make his points. The president of the Columbia University, Lee Bollinger, discarded the time-honoured ritual of introducing a guest speaker at least politely and heaped invective on him calling him a petty and cruel dictator either brazenly provocative or astonishingly uneducated. Ahmadinejad commented that the 7,000-year old civilisation he came from treated guests differently. 

This theme has now been picked up by the chancellors of six Iranian universities who in a letter to Lee Bollinger have posed 10 questions. The questions range from the CIA plot to overthrow Mossadegh to American support for Saddam Hussein’s invasion of Iran and now for the Iraq-based Mujahideen-i-Khalq, categorised by Washington itself as a terrorist outfit. Inevitably Palestine and the invasion of Iraq figure prominently in the letter. 

Ahmadinejad’s own repertoire includes answering a question with a counter-question. He used this technique to keep the focus on Israel. An Israeli commentator has now said that if he managed to persuade even 50 members of his audience, it would make Israel the loser. On the nuclear question his counter-question went as follows: “If you have created the fifth generation of atomic bombs and are testing them already, who are you to question other people who just want nuclear power?” 

On the nuclear issue, Ahmadinejad appreciated that ‘the IAEA has recently tried to regain its legal role as supporters of the rights of its people while supervising nuclear activities’. Previously, he observed, there was illegal insistence on ‘politicising the Iranian nation’s case’. On its part, Iran was prepared to have constructive talks with all the parties but it considered the nuclear issue of Iran as closed; it had ‘turned into an ordinary Agency (IAEA) matter’. 

Iran cannot be understood any more in terms of a millenarian revolution anxious to preserve itself, like the French revolution, by exporting its creed. Iran defeated Saddam Hussein’s invasion at great cost and learnt enough lessons to revive a grasp of power politics rooted in its 2,500-year long imperial history. 

The neoconservatives driving President Bush’s Middle East policy declared a regime change in Tehran to be their prime objective. A perpetual state of siege made Iran explore more traditional ways of ensuring its security. 

President Khatami sought it in diplomacy that would establish mutually reassuring ties with the Arab states of the Gulf, Pakistan, Syria and Turkey. Opinions differ on the degree of success particularly with the Arab neighbours alarmed by the Iranian nuclear programme. Iran, however, reached out to Syria, Hezbollah in Lebanon and Hamas to re-arrange the strategic map. It also intensified the uranium enrichment programme. 

The real opportunity for Iran to build an effective shield against external aggression came with the American invasion of Iraq. In the first flush of victory, the occupation authorities displayed a staggering ignorance of regional realities. Iraq was ravaged in the name of creating a democratic majoritarian rule. 

At the same time, the Washington ideologues talked of serial invasions to wipe out the ‘axis of evil’. Iran had traditionally given refuge to Iraqis fleeing Saddam Hussein’s terror. They were assisted to organise themselves politically under the rubric of the Supreme Council for an Islamic revolution in Iraq and militarily as the formidable Badr militia. 

As the Americans intensified their de-Baathification programme, the Supreme Council and the Badr militia went back to fill the vacuum. Scholars have since gathered much evidence of the trained cadres of the Supreme Council and the Badr fighters appropriating important places in the new Iraqi system. The introduction of the sectarian element encouraged another rival force, the Shiite Mahdi militia. 

Iran under a western attack can now count on effective counter-moves. The recent claim made by Iran’s General Rahim Yahya Safavi that Iran has mapped out targets for retaliation is not empty rhetoric. The battle-hardened Shiite militias will operate over a large area with active assistance from the Islamic Revolutionary Guards to ease the pressure on Iran and help it to retaliate if attacked from the air and the sea. 

Some western analysts who emphasise the sectarian fault-line in the region estimate that two-third of the energy resources in it now depend on Iranian goodwill. On Sept 26, the chief of staff of the Iranian army, Major General Hassan Firuzabadi, said that ‘weapons with a range of 2,000 kilometres’ will deter military aggression against his country. Iran believes that the strategic landscape of the region has changed in its favour. 

Iran is still under relentless pressure. In a widely disseminated speech made on Aug 28, President Bush raised the spectre of a growing Iranian threat to regional and global peace. His leading diplomats including Condoleezza Rice have continued to work for harsher sanctions against Iran. 

Reflecting a basic shift in their policy, the president and the foreign minister of France have sounded even more uncompromising insofar as the Iranian nuclear programme is concerned though other continental European states have not followed this lead.Notwithstanding Dick Cheney’s view that Bush should redeem his presidency by destroying nuclear and other strategic sites in Iran and the pressure of the powerful Israel lobby, the United States has to ponder deeply on the consequences of military action which would have no international support. What is already happening in Washington is the sharpening of the internal debate about the pros and cons of using force. 

Iran knows that the region cannot afford yet another war and should be expected to do everything possible to prevent it. It is looking beyond the Shiite militias and hopes to establish a historic entente with a future government in Baghdad. As in 2003, it is seeking a new framework of relations that restores its due place of honour in the mainstream of international politics and economy. 

In return, it will probably be willing to address regional apprehensions about its putative hegemonic ambitions. Perhaps the time has come for the West to let the drumbeat of war fade away and permit a comprehensive dialogue that leads to a new regional order and a mutually beneficial relationship between Iran and the West. 

