Mehran Kamrava is chair of the department of political science at California State Fullerton, and an expert on Middle Eastern politics who has published 12 books, including The Modern Middle East, a history of the region since World War I. His next book is “The Silent Revolution: Modernity, Discourse, and Assault in Contemporary Iran,” which examines intellectual debate in Iran in the post-Khomeini era. He spoke with Diamond contributor Michael Fitzgerald. 

Diamond.  In the last few years, you’ve made a number of trips to Iran. What’s the thing that surprised you the most about society in Iran?

Kamrava.  The vibrant debate and discussion at various levels of Iranian society. From the outside Iran appears to be a dictatorship and Iranian society appears to be politically repressed. But once you actually go there, you realize that there’s a very vibrant debate among Iranians in general and a lot of times this debate makes its way into magazines and journals and newspapers and even the state run media.

Diamond. It is surprising, since Human Rights Watch rated it in political rights as a six, with seven being the worst, civil liberties as a six and a freedom rating as not free.

Kamrava. There is no doubt that there’s a tremendous array of government restriction at a whole variety of levels.  And there is no doubt that open political criticism of the government or government policies does carry with it significant risks. 

Diamond.  Iran is a theocracy, and holds some elections for public office there.  Does the public have more of a voice in Iran than it does in Communist China or the former Soviet Union?

Kamrava. It is a theocracy but at the same time it is a political system that has realized it cannot function in a modern global economy.  It cannot function in a milieu of cultural exchanges and cultural diffusion entirely on the basis of religion.  And so it is a theocracy with some very glaring secular features. In implementing economic and industrial development, there is really no viable Islamic model to follow, Also, the Iranian political system is an evolving one and it really hasn’t assumed its final shape. During this process of transition, there are certain points and at certain times in which the government opens itself up more meaningfully to input from the population. From 2000 on, since the presidency of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, the political system has become increasingly less receptive to public input.

But most governments in the Middle East listen very closely to the street, the unofficial voice of the public. In many ways in Iran the street is far more consequential than elsewhere in the Middle East because there are these democratic features to the political system, no matter how cosmetic and muted they might be. The middle classes in Iran right now more than anything else want what any other middle class want: normalcy, economic development, employment, improved relations with the United States. The government cannot indefinitely ignore these demands on the part of the public nor can it continuously find sources of distraction and excuses to justify not listening to these demands
Diamond.  Will it remain this restrictive?

Kamrava. This very question that you just asked is one of the questions that is debated and discussed in Iran, both in academic circles as well as in areas of public policy.  Will Iran follow the Chinese model, where China is communist in name but capitalist for all intensive purposes?  So will Iran be an Islamic republic in name but be forced by circumstances, by the global economy, cultural diffusion, the demands of the urban middle classes, to operate in a modern environment whereby secular public policy has a much greater influence in the government operations?

Diamond. I know it’s hard to predict the future, but what do you think is the answer?

Kamrava.  If Iran were to be able to insulate itself from outside influences -- like the United States, the EU or the International Atomic Energy Agency --  and resolve its internal contradictions on its own, my sense is the hardliners and the conservatives who are trying to stick to the legacy of conservatism and the status quo are swimming against the current. 

Diamond.  There are many here who think the U.S. is unlikely to do more than sabre-rattle at Iran. What influence do we really have on Iran?

Kamrava. The United States has since 2001 consistently narrowed its own options in relation to Iran by refusing to engage in any kind of even indirect negotiation. By engaging in what is by all accounts an incendiary and vitriolic rhetoric, it has fully discredited Iranian reformists and moderates. Nevertheless, the Iranian government is painfully aware of its desperate need for infrastructural assistance and investment.  It is painfully aware of the need to modernize. The country’s air fleet is aging and in a decrepit state.  The United States continues as a cultural super power. It continues to be tremendously popular among the Iranian middle classes.  And so the United States can reassert its influence in relation to the Iranian government.

Diamond.  What might a nuclear weapon mean for Iran? Obviously, other than Japan it is the nation that has suffered the most from weapons of mass destruction.

Kamrava.  Let’s start by remembering that the Iranian government has consistently denied ambitions of having a nuclear weapon. Even within the government, there is tremendous debate as to whether or not progress on nuclear technology is harmful or helpful to Iran’s national interests. Having said this, the Iranian populace is keenly aware that it lives in a hostile and in many ways chaotic environment whereby Israel is a nuclear power, Pakistan next door is a nuclear power, India is a nuclear power. It is also keenly aware that while a declared nuclear power like North Korea is being treated with rather careful diplomacy by the United States, the same United States engages in a very bellicose type of relationship with Iran.
