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A 

s the dust settles on 
February’s elections 
for Iran’s parliament 
and the influential As-
sembly of Experts, The 

Arab Weekly talked to analysts who 
before the poll highlighted what 
turned out to be important issues. 

Farideh Farhi predicted the man-
ner of the election would shape the 
succession to Ayatollah Ali Khame-
nei as Iran’s supreme leader and 
Saeid Glokar suggested conserva-
tives would poll better in the coun-
tryside than in Tehran.

The new parliament is likely to be 
more supportive of the July 2015, 
nuclear agreement with world pow-
ers and the government of Presi-
dent Hassan Rohani, whereas the 
election for the Experts Assembly 
brought the defeat in Tehran of two 
prominent clerics described as hard-
line — Ayatollah Mohammad Yazdi, 
chairman of the outgoing assembly, 
and the colourful Mohammad Taqi 
Mesbah-Yazdi.

“The election showed that a good 
part of Iran’s population agreed 
with the direction Rohani has taken 
the country and… felt the need to 
come out and vote,” said Farhi, of 
the University of Hawaii. “This gives 
Rohani more ammunition to pursue 
his policies. He now has a strength-
ened argument in pursuing policies 
in the face of detractors and scep-
tics, which at times have included 
Ayatollah Khamenei.”

But Farhi does not see any ten-
sion between Khamenei and Rohani 
resulting in the conflict that flared 
between the leader and previous 
presidents Mahmoud Ahmadinejad 
and Mohammad Khatami.

“Differences between them, re-

flected in a divided elite and public, 
have to be negotiated in a constantly 
changing process,” she said. “These 
elections stabilise the country 
through institutionalising a political 
process that eases elite rotation.

“In a region wracked by instabil-
ity, violence and succession crises, 
this is the most important asset the 
Islamic Republic has developed, 
which underwrites its increasing in-
fluence in the region.”

Glokar, senior fellow at the Chi-
cago Council for Global Affairs and 
lecturer at Northwestern University, 
said his monitoring of social me-
dia since the election, focused on 
members of the Basij militia linked 
to the Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps, suggests conservatives ac-
cept they suffered a setback in Feb-
ruary.

“Some argue there was a failure of 
strategy,” he said. “Others say it was 
a defeat for a new, middle-class life-
style. The majority I follow accept 
there was defeat to Rohani and his 
administration but that this is not 
the end of the road. They… say we 
need to go away, reassess and come 
back with a new strategy.”

There is already discussion of 
the 2017 presidential election, said 
Glokar, with some conservatives 
suggesting Ahmadinejad should 
run. He was ineligible in 2013, when 
Rohani won, as the constitution al-
lows only two consecutive terms.

“The social media discussion 
among more conservative students, 
in Islamic societies and the Basij,   
is that Ahmadinejad can defeat 
Rohani,” said Glokar. “Ahmadinejad 
remains popular with the lower 
class, the Basij, these people. 
Ahmadinejad knows this and 
believes they’ll come back to him 
for the next election.”

Could Khamenei accept this, 
given the problems Ahmadinejad 
caused him last time? Wouldn’t he 
prefer Rohani be re-elected?

“This would be a difficult deci-
sion,” said Glokar. “Ahmadinejad as 
president would be a challenge, but 
without Ahmadinejad, the hardlin-
ers perhaps don’t have someone 
with charisma who can mobilise 
people.

“Rohani is clever, obedient to 
Khamenei. But it’s not simple: 
Khamenei has a social base he has 
to satisfy. If the social base favours 
Ahmadinejad, Khamenei has to take 
this seriously.”

The election to the Experts As-
sembly was especially important 
due to the possibility it may, in its 
8-year, term choose a successor to 
Khamenei. Glokar argues the results 
were no straightforward triumph 
for Rohani and former president Ak-
bar Hashemi Rafsanjani, who were 
both returned to the assembly from 
Tehran.

“The concepts of ‘moderates’, 
‘centrists’, ‘hardliners’ are blurry 
with Khobregan [the Experts As-
sembly] and we can’t categorise 
these individuals in such a way,” he 
said.

Glokar divides the 88 clerics in 
the assembly according to their 

closeness to the traditional clergy in 
Qom (such as Ayatollah Mahmoud 
Hashemi Shahroudi), the state 
bureaucracy (Rohani, Rafsanjani 
and others) or the military-security 
apparatus (Sadegh Larijani and 
Mohammad Mehdi Mirbagheri 
among them).

“The Assembly of Experts some-
how reflects wider society — the 
bureaucracy, the clerical networks, 
the security,” he said. “So the fight 
reflects what’s going on outside the 
Assembly.”

Another factor was highlighted by 
Farhi in December: that Khamenei 
can shape the succession with his 
“legacy… shaped more by the way 
he leaves than by what he’s done as 

leader”.
Days after the election, the death 

of Ayatollah Abbas Vaez-Tabasi, 
80-year-old chairman of Astan 
Quds Razavi, the body managing 
the Imam Reza shrine in Mashhad 
gave Khamenei the chance to ap-
point a close ally, Ebrahim Raeisi, as 
successor to keep a close watch on 
Rafsanjani.

So Raeisi, already a member of 
the Experts Assembly, will oversee 
a foundation whose turnover — in 
endowments, property and compa-
nies — is many billions of dollars an-
nually. “All of these events have an 
impact,” said Glokar. “So we have to 
see.”

Gareth Smyth has covered 
Middle Eastern affairs for 20 years 
and was chief correspondent for 
the Financial Times in Iran from 
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“This gives Rohani 
more ammunition to 
pursue his policies.”
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W 

hen Iran-Saudi ten-
sion was reaching 
a new high, with 
Riyadh leading an 
Islamic coalition to 

confront Tehran’s ambitions and 
expansionist plans in the region, 
Turkish Prime Minister Ahmed Da-
vutoglu was in Tehran. There he 
was telling Iranian businessmen 
that their country was “a treasure” 
and relieving it from the “shack-
les of sanctions” had ushered in a 
”golden age” in relations between 
the two countries.

The recent visit to Iran by “Tur-
key’s Kissinger” was reportedly 
successful in spite of disagree-
ments between the two countries 
about Syria and the nascent alli-
ance between Ankara and Riyadh.

The visit had a business aspect: 
Davutoglu came with Turkey’s 
ministers of economy, customs, 
energy, transportation, telecom-
munications and development. 
The two countries agreed to try 
to triple their trade in two years. 
It shrank from $22 billion in 2012 
to $10 billion in 2015. Thus, lifting 
international sanctions off Iran 
may have encouraged Ankara to 
overcome formalities and seek bet-
ter economic ties with Tehran. For 
their part, Iranian officials showed 
great interest in turning a new leaf 
in their bilateral relations, which 
have always fluctuated between 
animosity and friendship.

In politics, both countries, which 

support conflicting parties in Syr-
ia’s war, said they had a common 
approach to preserving Syria’s sov-
ereignty, a move seen in contradic-
tion with a possible Russian-US 
plan to federalise Syria. However, 
Turkey and Iran did not seem to 
have any illusions about a rap-
prochement concerning Syria. 

Federalisation of Syria is the best 
recipe for the creation of a self-
ruled Kurdish region in the coun-
try, similar to the one in Iraq. This 
would encourage Kurds in Iran and 
Turkey to follow in the footsteps 
of their Iraqi and Syrian counter-
parts. Such a possibility becomes 
more dangerous with international 
encouragement of the “Kurdish 
dreams” and a US-Russian under-

standing over this matter, which 
worries both Turks and Iranians. 

Ankara and Tehran, which drift-
ed apart over the revolt against the 
Syrian regime, may reunite over 
fears of Syria’s federalisation, not 
only out of worry that Kurdish 
ambitions may threaten their own 
national fabric, but also because 
of concern regarding possibly los-
ing any role in running the Syrian 
crisis.

When the United States pres-
sures Turkey to appease the Kurds, 
Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan finds himself closer to 
Iran. Tehran is equally suffering 
from Russia’s growing influence at 
its expense in Syria. It is concerned 
that federalisation would confine 

Syrian President Bashar Assad — if 
he remains in his post — to a limit-
ed part of Syria, contrary to what it 
wants. If it has to choose between 
Moscow and Ankara, Tehran may 
prefer the latter for many reasons, 
including Islamic loyalties, which 
Erdogan and Iran’s clerics high-
light every time the need arises.

According to Ali Montazeri, an 
Iranian journalist, the Iranian of-
ficials did not hide their worries 
about Syria’s federalisation, on the 
basis that such a contagion would 
spread to all countries in the re-
gion, including Iran and Turkey.

“However, both countries do not 
seem to have reached a joint un-
derstanding on the matter,” Mon-
tazeri told The Arab Weekly.

With Turkey now an important 
partner to Arab Gulf states in their 
dealing with the Syrian issue, Da-
vutoglu’s visit to Tehran may be 
Iran’s last chance to renew con-
tacts with Riyadh. But it may be 
the last such visit for Turkey if it is 
to abide by Gulf states’ latest meas-
ures against Hezbollah and esca-
lation policies towards Iran — in 
case its efforts with Tehran reach a 
dead-end.

Davutoglu’s visit to Tehran 
raised many questions about what 
role Iran can play in easing Turk-
ish-Russian tensions and about 
Turkish mediation between Iran 
and Saudi Arabia. Samir Salha, a 
researcher in Turkish affairs, said 
it could be too early to talk about 
“exchanged favours” between 
Tehran and Ankara. “Russia says 
that Syria’s sovereignty is its job 
now, and this may be the only and 
enough reason for Iran to reconsid-

er its alliance with Russia in Syria.”
According to Saudi journalist Ja-

mal Khashoggi, political and mili-
tary coordination between Saudi 
Arabia and Turkey is going well, 
with  both sharing the same vision 
regarding fending off Iran’s plans 
in the region..

“The only difference is that Tur-
key still communicates with Iran 
and sustains its economic ties with 
it, while Saudi Arabia does not. 
This may make Davutoglu convinc-
ing in Tehran, while [Saudi Foreign 
Minister] Adel al-Jubeir cannot go 
there. Saudi-Turkish threats to in-
terfere in Syria may have begun to 
bear fruits. If Davutoglu can loosen 
Iran’s tough stance, why not? Sau-
di Arabia wants a political solution 
for the crisis.”

While Khashoggi believes that 
Davutoglu’s visit came amid the 
backdrop of the landslide victory 
garnered by reformists in Iran’s 
recent general elections, he warns 
against too much counting on 
change in Iran.

But if Iran wants to reconcile 
with Saudi Arabia, it would prefer 
direct talks or a non-Muslim, neu-
tral go-between such as Germany, 
argued Montazeri, the Iranian 
journalist.

Iran and Turkey’s $10 billion question

Iran’s First Vice-President, Eshaq Jahangiri (R) and Turkish Prime 
Minister Ahmet Davutoglu reviewing the honour guard during a 
welcome ceremony in the capital Tehran, on March 5th. Davutoglu’s visit to 

Tehran raised many 
questions about 
what role Iran can 
play in easing 
Turkish-Russian 
tensions.

“The concepts of 
‘moderates’, 
‘centrists’, 
‘hardliners’ are 
blurry. ”


