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  The bluster of the Iranian regime’s public media campaign conceals the considerable domestic pressure that the ruling elite currently face. This pressure stems from a variety of sources. There are, of course, the twin statistical specters that loom over all deeply troubled economies: severe inflation and unemployment.  A 2006 estimate puts Iran’s inflation rate at a crippling 15.8 percent. The national unemployment rate hovers around 15 percent
, with unconfirmed reports that the number may as much as double within the university graduate cohort.
  Revolutionary vigor wanes among much of the populace, dismayed by Ahmadinejad’s inability to follow through on his campaign promises of economic deliverance. Militant organizations have emerged in violent protest of the ruling Islamic Republican Party (IRP), and politically viable reform movements within and outside of Iran’s borders are pressing for regime change. The Unites States government must harness these homegrown, organic threats currently battling the Iranian regime and exploit them to the hilt in an effort to contain the regime’s aspirations of unsupervised nuclear development. 

     If the United States government is to achieve this goal on the ground in Iran, it is critical that certain changes be made to our rhetorical strategy aimed at acquiring leverage in the ongoing debate over Iranian nuclear proliferation. This rhetorical campaign is waged on multiple fronts by seasoned diplomats working to solidify a unified, contemplative and committed bulwark against Iranian obstinacy. While this rhetorical strategy should certainly be mindful of the entire international community, there are two audiences within Iran that are particularly integral to any proposal focused on curbing the IRP’s strident nuclear assertions. The first of these audiences is the Iranian street. The consecutive victories of the reform-minded Khatami in the 1997 and 2001 presidential elections (which, it should be added, came at the expense of the candidates officially backed by the regime) should tell policymakers that Iranian elections have the potential to serve as “an avenue for infiltrating the corridors of power” and mobilizing moderate forces.
 Perhaps unsurprisingly, the other critical recipient of American rhetoric within Iran is the regime itself, for the simple fact that the Iranian leadership has the sole power to unilaterally bring about it’s compliance with the IAEA.  

     The current rhetorical approach of the United States within both of these debate arenas is inadequate. In order to increase domestic pressure on the regime to abandon its unwavering aversion to following internationally-mandated nuclear protocol, the United States should make a variety of rhetorical changes within these two spheres of debate. With the hope of improving our current standing in these negotiations, this paper will now turn to the two respective spheres, briefly discuss the prevailing rhetorical trends within these spheres, and then propose rhetorical changes that the U.S. might take to improve its standing in each of these debates. Before proceeding, it should first be noted that the two arenas are by no means mutually exclusive. They are inextricably linked, making it difficult to speak about one without invariably mentioning the other.  It is therefore most appropriate to discuss the two in unison. 

     Prior to discussing strategies that should be implemented within these two Iranian audiences, a primary goal must first be laid out. The United States has many rhetorical goals in Iran; this paper will discuss two. The first goal emphasizes our dialogue with the general Iranian populace, while the second focuses on communicating with the Iranian leadership.

Goal #1: Speak past the Iranian regime, directly to the Iranian street.

     Media censorship is par for the course in the Islamic Republic, and because of this, the voice of the United States government is subject to unrestrained manipulation and bastardization. This is poisonous to our campaign at winning Iranian hearts and minds, and we must take steps to counter the regime’s efforts to use our own words against us through methods like misleading editing and strategic omission. In order to speak past the Iranian regime and directly engage the average Iranian, the U.S. should pursue the following strategies:

· Express less vociferousness when making public statements about Iran

     Up to this point, the Bush administration has matched stridency with stridency, prompting their public debate with Iran to precipitate into a primitive competition over who can scream the loudest. A number of incidents in the last several years have exposed the drawbacks of an obstreperous orientation to addressing the Iranian regime. The President’s consignment of Iran to an “axis of evil” illustrated this all too well. Hamid Reza Jalaiapour, a leading reformist politician, describes how counterproductive the catchphrase became during the reformist Khatami administration, noting that “when Bush named Iran as an axis of evil, our hard-liners became happy. They can mobilize the part of the country that supports them.” Ray Takeyh, a senior fellow at the Council on Foreign Relations, describes how these three words helped undermine the Khatami administration and ultimately stifle Iranian reformists. “The reality remains that the hard-liners required international crisis and conflict with America as a means of deflecting attention from their sagging political fortunes. Sadly,” he writes, “Washington’s approach played easily in the hands of the ‘unelected few’ that President Bush and his advisers justifiably abhor.”

     A much more recent example of stridency working against us can be seen in the Bush administration’s announcement of its $75 million package to promote democracy in Iran. The plan was first promulgated by Condoleeza Rice in early 2006, when she announced to the Senate Foreign Relations Committee (and, by extension, the entire international community) that it was “in our interest now…to see if we can’t engage the population.” At the official press briefing following the announcement, State Department officials highlighted the necessity of fanning the flames of domestic dissent in Iran, invoking the implementation of similar programs in Ukraine and the former Soviet republic of Georgia. The manner in which these funds were introduced to the public- the Iranian regime in particular- has damaged their overall potential to prompt change in Iran. The funding itself- which pays for the Persian-speaking Radio Farda and Voice of America broadcasts, as well as an interactive website, conferences aimed at cultural exchange, and international organizations devoted to the cause of Iranian human rights- is not the issue. These are all worthy campaigns. The problem, though, lies in the packaging. Rice’s very public request for Congress to approve an 850% increase in 2006 funding for Iranian democratic movements unnecessarily aggravated the regime’s fears of an American-fueled ‘velvet revolution’, prompting a renewed effort by the regime to stifle Iran’s susceptible civil society.
 

     Fariba Davoodi Mohajer, who was sentenced in absentia to four years in prison for planning a rally to launch a million-signature campaign against sexual discrimination, says that "when the U.S. announces its support for civil society movements, it becomes a ready tool for the Iranian government to use against totally independent activists.” Rice’s announcement of the $75 million has “been very counterproductive," she adds. Zahir Janmohamed, the Middle East advocacy director for Amnesty International USA, describes the self-defeating effect that harsh language has had on our primary funding package for Iran, asserting that "it's not just the funding, but the rhetoric around the funding about 'regime change' and the 'axis of evil’ that is the problem.” Trita Parsi, the president of the National Iranian American Council, says that her organization had warned the State Department beforehand that "that the mere idea of sending money with this language would make the work of pro-democracy activists in Iran all the more difficult.” According to Parsi, “it has turned out to be worse than what many people feared.”
 

     Just as President Bush asserts the illogical nature of affording Iraqi insurgents the advantage of any advanced knowledge of American military withdrawal, it is similarly illogical to boldly announce the opening of America’s fiscal floodgates, allowing the Iranian regime to brace for- and attenuate- an imminent wave of American support for Iranian democratic movements. The undermining effect that the administration’s clamant rhetoric has had in the case of our core funding package is yet another indication that the Bush administration’s browbeating rhetorical style is fundamentally inadequate at exacerbating domestic tensions in our favor. 

· Agree to direct, condition-free negotiations with the regime 

    Direct negotiations will further our rhetorical goal in the Iranian street of speaking past the regime by making it more difficult for the Iranian government to control information, a primary concern of any authoritarian state. Conducting negotiations will allow the U.S. more strategic control over its portrayal in Iranian media, hampering their ability to mischaracterize our actions to the everyday Iranian. Direct talks will also “encourage newspaper editorials, radio and TV broadcasts, academic lecture tours, model U.N. debates- all the small-scale engagement that reduces the government’s ability to control information.”
 
     Some claim that opening a direct dialogue with the Iranian government will damage our position in ongoing debates with the regime and the rest of the international community. This assertion is based on the assumption that granting the regime a formal sit down over its ongoing, illegal nuclear activities would in effect award Iranian malfeasance, increasing their political leverage while projecting a weak image of the United States abroad. This belief is yet another example of how the staunch realists’ monomania with projecting power is much too cumbersome an approach to address the nuances of this particular situation. Direct talks with the Iranian government will help us, not hurt us, in the effort to contain their nuclear activities. If the Iranian regime is absolutely committed to acquiring weapons (the fear that ultimately drives the campaign to constrain their nuclear program), negotiations will be of only limited practical significance to them. The United States, on the other hand, will benefit considerably, as negotiations will gain us international favor by militating against accusations of American peevishness. If the Iranian regime does not consider its existing uranium enrichment program a fiat accompli, then negotiations have the potential to shed light on actions that could possibly compel them to cooperate. Concerns over appearing weak are irrational, especially after recent decisions to dispatch an additional carrier battle group to the Persian Gulf and arrest Iranian operatives inside of Iraq (five of whom are still being held). According to Kori Schake, a research fellow at the Hoover Institution, this American-initiated military escalation makes now a particularly auspicious time for the U.S. to agree to direct talks. This show of strength, she says, “weighs nicely against a softened position on negotiations.”
 

Goal #2: Make the Iranian regime’s decision to weaponize its nuclear program as injudicious for them as possible  

     Much has been made of the Iranian regime’s apocalyptic “twelver” eschatology (referring to the Shi’a belief in the coming of a messianic 12th Imam, or “Hidden Mahdi”). This has been used by some as evidence that the Iranian regime is fundamentally illogical in its political decision-making process, and is therefore impervious to punishments rooted in the conventional logic of international relations. The United States government must do everything it can to test this assertion, making it abundantly clear to the regime that it will be far worse off with a nuclear weapon than without one.  This goal’s wording encapsulates the expansive, multifaceted nature of the diplomatic toolbox, urging American decision-makers to utilize the entire range of diplomatic instruments at their disposal. The emphasis on the act of weaponization makes another implicit suggestion:
· American diplomats should reframe the debate- across all spheres, international and domestic- by placing greater emphasis on acts that are incontestably geared towards weaponry

     Up to this point, U.S. condemnations have been focused primarily on the regime’s ongoing uranium enrichment efforts. It would be wise for the United States government to shift the focus away from the act of enrichment, despite the fact that mastering the fuel cycle would indeed be the crucial scientific threshold for the regime in a quest for nuclear weapons. The transgression of uranium enrichment will never compel the international support we are currently after, if not for its complicated technical nature then because it affords Iran its current catch-all argument: that its program is devoted to energy exclusively. Instead, the U.S. should start stressing how it will react in the face of actions indisputably geared toward the development of a nuclear weapon, particularly the testing of such a weapon. International seismic monitoring would make an Iranian weapons test independently verifiable and clearly visible to the international community while simultaneously depriving the regime’s of its sole defense of the program. Emphasizing a weapons test as the ultimate transgression- one that would demand militaristic interdiction to destroy existing weapons- puts Iran in the unenviable position of having to decide whether or not it will cross an intensely promoted demarcation point with the foreknowledge that taking such an action could very well prompt an outcry strong enough to gain international consensus for sanctioning military action against their program.

     Simply, if the United States does not make the rhetorical changes articulated above, it will be unable to ever claim that it did all it could to prevent bloodshed in the event that our unconfirmed fears become reality. 

�“Iran,” CIA Factbook, available from https://www.cia.gov/cia/publications/factbook/print/ir.html


� “Ahmadinejad Presents Budget Bill Amid Growing Criticism,” The Middle East and North Africa Business Report, 21 January 2007.


� Takeyh, Ray. Hidden Iran. New York: Times Books, 2006, p. 50


�Ibid., p. 54.


�Stockman, Farah. “Rice Wants Funds for Democracy Initiative in Iran,” The Boston Globe, 16 February   


      2006, sec. A, p.1.


� Wright, Robin. “Iran on Guard Over U.S. Funds,” The Washington Post, 28 April 2007, sec. A, p. 1.


� Kori Schake, “Dealing with a Nuclear Iran,” Policy Review 142 (2007): 18.


� Ibid., 14.


� Ibid, 14-15.





