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I 

ranian elections are often de-
cided late, with many voters 
making up their minds in the 
last few days or even when 
they reach the polling station 

but planning and manoeuvring 
within the political class have been 
under way for months for the elec-
tion due in May when President 
Hassan Rohani is expected to seek 
a second term.

For principlists, self-styled 
steadfast defenders of the 1979 Is-
lamic revolution and its ideals, the 
central question is how to defeat 
Rohani, who in 2013 was elected 
from a field of six with 50.88% of 
the vote and who has presided over 
limited economic recovery and the 
landmark 2015 nuclear agreement 
with US-led world powers.

The first challenge is finding a 
credible candidate. Some prin-
ciplists have set up the Popular 
Front of Islamic Revolution Forces 
(PFIRF), which aims at agreeing on 
a single figure, circumventing the 
country’s lack of effective party 
structure and avoiding past experi-
ence in which principlists divided 
their impact and vote by fielding 
several candidates.

Among the PFIRF’s founders is 
Mehdi Chamran, brother of Mo-
stafa, the commander and defence 
minister killed in 1981 in the Iraq 
war and famous for organising the 
Revolutionary Guards in Lebanon 
after the 1979 revolution.

Mehdi Chamran and other PFIRF 
notables are strongly linked to the 
Guards, although Chamran is most 
associated with the Tehran City 
Council, which he has been chair-
man of twice since 2003.

Once a strong supporter of 
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, first as 
Tehran mayor and after 2005 as 
president, Chamran switched in 
the 2006 local elections to back the 
current mayor, Mohammad Bagher 
Ghalibaf.

Ghalibaf ran for president in 
2005 and 2013 and might hope to 
be third time lucky. “There’s a good 
chance the PFIRF could support 
him,” said Saeid Golkar, a lecturer 
in the Middle East and North Africa 
studies programme at Northwest-
ern University in Illinois and a sen-
ior fellow at the Chicago Council on 
Global Affairs.

However, the collapse of a well-
known Tehran 17-storey building in 
January, killing at least 20 firefight-
ers, “has undermined him, along 
with belief in his management”, 
Golkar said.

Another possibility was hinted at 
in December’s comment from the 
spokesman of the Guardian Coun-
cil, the elections vetting body, that 
a woman might be eligible.

This produced suggestions from 
professors and others than the con-
stitutional term “statesman” is not 
gender-specific — giving impetus 
to the notion that Marzieh Vahid-
Dastjerdi, a PFIRF founder and 
health minister in Ahmadinejad’s 
second government, might be the 
first female to stand for president.

Choosing a woman might be of 
limited help in challenging Rohani, 
said Golkar. “While she could at-
tract women voters in big cities, 
she wouldn’t be a popular candi-
date for a patriarchal society like 
Iran, especially in rural areas,” he 
mused.

This was not the only factor 

working against her, Golkar added. 
“According to the PFIRF’s regula-
tion, the founding members [of 
which she is one] cannot be nomi-
nated. She has also rejected the 
claim that she’ll run for the presi-
dency.”

The principlists’ difficulties are 
compounded by the lingering pres-
ence of Ahmadinejad, whose fol-
lowers gather mainly around Dola-
tbahar, a website that has failed 
to rule out his return, after being 
barred in the 2013 election by the 
constitutional limit on any presi-
dent serving more than two con-
secutive terms.

On the other hand, Ayatollah Ali 
Khamenei, the supreme leader, in 
September gave unequivocal ad-
vice to Ahmadinejad, even if not 
naming him, not to stand “both for 

his own and the country’s good”.
The frustration for the princi-

plists in struggling to find a viable 
candidate is exacerbated by the 
fact that Rohani is becoming vul-
nerable, both as US President Don-
ald Trump daily confirms a hard-
line narrative of “the Great Satan” 
squeezing Iran dry and as the pub-
lic sees the nuclear agreement and 
any easing of international sanc-
tions as failing to deliver expected 
benefits.

Polling in December by Iranpoll 
and the University of Maryland in 
the United States found that 59% 
of Iranian respondents said they 
opposed renegotiating the nuclear 
agreement, as some close to Trump 
have advocated.

Support for the deal was 55.4% 
against 33.6% opposing but this 
was clear slippage from August 
2015, just after the agreement was 
signed, when the poll indicated 
75% approving and 20.6% oppos-
ing.

The polling puts Rohani’s ap-
proval rating down from 82% in 

June 2016 to 69% in December. Giv-
en the way Iranian elections throw 
up surprises, there is no room for 
Rohani to be complacent.

In December, 51% of people 
asked said economic conditions 
were worsening compared to 
43% in June. About 75% said they 
agreed that the nuclear agreement 
had not improved matters.

All of which shows promise for 
the principlists but the outcome 
depends on whether they can find 
the right candidate and utilise their 
considerable campaign experi-
ence built up through social media 
and traditional networks around 
mosques, welfare associations and 
the volunteer Basij militia.

The prize of the presidency 
would be all the sweeter if, as 
seems likely, defeat rules out Ro-
hani in any subsequent contest to 
succeed Khamenei, 78 this year, as 
supreme leader.

Gareth Smyth was chief 
correspondent in Iran for the 
Financial Times from 2003-07.
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U 

S President Donald 
Trump’s bellicose 
rhetoric towards Iran 
appears likely to help 
keep Iranian President 

Hassan Rohani in office for another 
term but will make it harder for the 
Iranian leader’s team of moderates 
to govern.

With an election due in three 
months and a hostile new admin-
istration in the White House, Iran’s 
hardliners seem to have backed off 
from trying to reclaim the presi-
dency.

No single candidate has emerged 
as a potential hard-line champion 
to challenge the relatively moder-
ate Rohani in the vote. Instead, of-
ficials speak of ideological rivals 
uniting behind him as best suited 
to deal with a Trump presidency.

“To protect the Islamic Republic 
against foreign threats we need to 
put aside our disputes and unite 
against our enemy,” said a senior of-
ficial speaking on condition of an-
onymity as did other figures within 
Iran contacted for this story.

“Under the current circumstanc-
es, Rohani seems the best option 
for the establishment.”

Still, Rohani’s supporters worry 

that even though hardliners no 
longer seem intent on removing 
him, they will take advantage of 
confrontation with the Trump ad-
ministration to weaken the presi-
dent at every turn.

“To cement their grip in power, 
hardliners will do whatever they 
can to provoke Trump. From mis-
sile tests to fiery speeches,” said a 
former senior official close to Roha-
ni. “By making Rohani a lame-duck 
president, they will try to prevent 
any change in the balance of power 
in Iran.”

Rohani, elected in a landslide in 
2013 on a pledge to reduce Iran’s 
isolation, is the face of Tehran’s 
deal with the Obama administra-
tion to curb Iran’s nuclear pro-
gramme in return for the lifting of 
US and European sanctions.

Trump and other US Republicans 
have frequently disparaged that 
deal, as have hardliners in Iran.

For now, the Iranian hardliners 
appear to have concluded that they 
still need Rohani in office, if only 
so Washington rather than Tehran 
will be blamed if the deal collapses, 
said Iran analyst Ali Vaez of the In-
ternational Crisis Group.

“With the deal in jeopardy, the 
system will be in vital need of Ro-
hani’s team of smiling diplomats 
and economic technocrats to shift 
the blame to the US and keep Iran’s 
economy afloat,” said Vaez.

Ultimately, however, said analyst 
Meir Javedanfar, any atmosphere 
of heightened tension with Wash-
ington benefits the hardliners and 
weakens the moderates in Iran.

“Now with Trump in charge, 
Iran’s hardliners can sleep easy as 
they thrive on threats and intimi-
dation from the US. It feeds their 
narrative,” said Javedanfar, an Ira-
nian-born Israeli lecturer on Iran 
at Israel’s Interdisciplinary Centre 
Herzliya.

Under Iran’s theocratic govern-
ing system, the elected president 
is subordinate to the unelected 
supreme leader, 77-year-old Aya-
tollah Ali Khamenei, a hardliner 
in power since succeeding revolu-
tionary founder Ruhollah Khomei-
ni in 1989.

A hard-line watchdog body can 
control the elected government 
by vetting candidates before they 
stand and by vetoing policies.

Khamenei uses anti-American 
sentiment as the glue to hold to-
gether the faction-ridden leader-
ship but he will not risk a total col-
lapse in relations with Washington 

that might destabilise Iran, Iranian 
officials said.

“The leader’s top priority has al-
ways been preserving the Islamic 
Republic… A hard-line president 
might intensify tension between 
Tehran and America,” said an offi-
cial close to Khamenei’s camp.

Rohani’s efforts to open Iran to 
less hostile relations with the West 
have to be couched in the rhetoric 
of anti-Americanism that has been 
a pillar of Iranian rule since the Is-
lamic revolution of 1979.

On February 10th, hundreds of 
thousands marked the anniversa-
ry of the revolution, taking to the 
streets chanting slogans that in-
cluded “Death to America”. At such 
events, Rohani can strike a note 
that sounds as hard-line as anyone.

“We all are followers of our leader 
Khamenei,” Rohani said in a speech 
that cast his own re-election bid as 
an opportunity for Iranians to dem-
onstrate their defiance of Washing-
ton. “Our nation will give a proper 
answer to all those threats and 
pressures in the upcoming elec-
tion.”

Khamenei earlier said in a speech 
that Trump had shown “the real 
face of America”, echoing the hard-
line Iranian criticism of the Obama 
administration’s comparatively ac-
commodating stance as insincere 
or devious.

Khamenei dismissed a Trump 

administration threat to put Iran 
“on notice” for carrying out missile 
tests but he also avoided signalling 
a break with the nuclear accord 
and the speech was interpreted as 
a sign that he will stick by Rohani 
for now.

“The leader’s speech showed 
that the leadership has agreed on a 
less confrontational line. They pre-
fer to wait and see Trump’s actions 
and not to act based on his rheto-
ric,” said Tehran-based political 
analyst Saeed Leylaz.

Iranian voters also seem inclined 
to keep Rohani in power. Many 
complain that they have seen few 
economic benefits from the lifting 
of sanctions and those who hoped 
Rohani would reform restrictive 
social policies say they are disap-
pointed by the lack of meaningful 
change.

Nevertheless, there seems to be 
little appetite to reverse course at 
the election and restore power to 
a confrontational hardliner such 
as Rohani’s predecessor Mahmoud 
Ahmadinejad.

“I did not want to vote. Nothing 
has changed under Rohani but now 
I have to choose between bad and 
worse in Iran. We cannot afford a 
hard-line president when Trump is 
in power,” said high school teacher 
Ghamze Rastgou in Tehran.
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Iranian President Hassan Rohani delivers a speech in Tehran, on February 10th, during a ceremony to mark the 38th anniversary of the 
Islamic revolution.                                                                                                                                                                                   (AFP)
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A defeat rules Rohani 
out in any subsequent 
contest to succeed 
Khamenei.

For now, the Iranian 
hardliners appear to 
have concluded that 
they still need 
Rohani in office.


