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B 

y re-electing President 
Hassan Rohani, Irani-
ans yearning for more 
freedom at home and 
less isolation abroad are 

throwing down a challenge to the 
conservative clergy that still holds 
ultimate sway.

State television congratulated Ro-
hani on his victory. The architect of 
Iran’s still-fragile detente with the 
West, he led with 58.6% of the vote, 
compared with 39.8% for his main 
challenger, hard-line judge Ebrahim 
Raeisi, according to near-complete 
results broadcast the day after the 
May 19 election.

Although the powers of the elect-
ed president are limited by those 
of unelected Supreme Leader Aya-
tollah Ali Khamenei who outranks 
him, the scale of Rohani’s victory 
gives the pro-reform camp a strong 
mandate.

Raeisi was a protégé of Khamenei, 
tipped in Iranian media as a poten-
tial successor for the 77-year-old 
supreme leader who has been in 
power since 1989.

The re-election is likely to safe-
guard the nuclear agreement Ro-
hani’s government reached with 
global powers in 2015, under which 
most international economic sanc-

tions have been lifted in return for 
Iran curbing its nuclear programme.

It also delivers a setback to the Is-
lamic Revolutionary Guards Corps 
(IRGC), the powerful security force 
that controls a vast industrial em-
pire in Iran. The IRGC had thrown 
its support behind Raeisi to safe-
guard its interests.

Rohani, 68, still faces the same re-
strictions on his ability to transform 
Iran that prevented him from deliv-
ering substantial social change in 
his first term and thwarted reform 
efforts by one of his predecessors, 
Mohammad Khatami.

The supreme leader has veto 
power over all policies and ultimate 
control of the security forces. Ro-
hani has been unable to secure the 
release of reformist leaders from 
house arrest and media are barred 
from publishing the words or im-
ages of his reformist predecessor 
Khatami.

“The last two decades of presi-
dential elections have been short 
days of euphoria followed by long 
years of disillusionment,” said Ka-
rim Sadjadpour, senior fellow at the 
Carnegie Endowment who focuses 
on Iran.

“Democracy in Iran is allowed 
to bloom only a few days every 
four years, while autocracy is ever-
green.”

The re-elected president will 
have to navigate a tricky relation-
ship with Washington, which ap-
pears at best ambivalent about the 
nuclear accord signed by former US 
President Barack Obama. President 
Donald Trump, Obama’s successor, 
has repeatedly described it as “one 
of the worst deals ever signed,” al-
though his administration has re-
authorised waivers from sanctions.

The Saudis, who are alarmed by 

Iran’s regional ambitions, deplore 
the nuclear deal.

Rohani, known for decades as 
a mild-mannered member of the 
establishment, campaigned as an 
ardent reformist to stir up the pas-
sions of young, urban voters yearn-
ing for change. He crossed tradi-
tional rhetorical boundaries, openly 
attacking the human rights record 
of the security forces and the judi-
ciary.

During one rally, he referred to 
hardliners as “those who cut out 
tongues and sewed mouths shut.” 
In a pre-election debate, he accused 
Raeisi of seeking to “abuse religion 
for power.”

The big turnout — estimated at 
70% of eligible votes — appeared to 

have favoured Rohani, whose back-
ers’ main concern had been apathy 
among reformist-leaning voters 
disappointed with the slow pace of 
change.

Many voters were particularly de-
termined to block the rise of Raeisi, 
one of four judges who sentenced 
thousands of political prisoners to 
death in the 1980s, regarded by re-
formers as a symbol of the security 
state at its most fearsome.

“The wide mobilisation of the 
hard-line groups and the real pros-
pect of Raeisi winning scared many 
people into coming out to vote,” 
said Nasser, a 52-year-old journalist.

“We had a bet among friends and 
I said Raeisi would win and I think 
that encouraged a few of my friends 

who might not have voted to come 
out and vote.”

The election was important “for 
Iran’s future role in the region and 
the world,” Rohani said Friday after 
voting.

Raeisi, 56, had accused Rohani of 
mismanaging the economy, travel-
ling to poor areas and staging rallies 
in which he promised additional 
welfare benefits and jobs.

Despite the removal of nuclear-
related sanctions in 2016, lingering 
unilateral US sanctions that target 
Iran’s record on human rights and 
terrorism have kept foreign compa-
nies wary of investing, limiting the 
economic benefits.

(Reuters)
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Emphatic victory. An Iranian woman walks past portraits of President Hassan Rohani outside his 
campaign headquarters in Tehran, on May 20.                                                                                                      (AFP)
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Democracy in Iran is about consolidating the supreme leader’s authority

I
ran’s project to export its 
revolution to its Arab 
neighbours is history. The 
revolution by the religious 
establishment turned out to 
be a failure inside Iran and 

was unable to entice young people 
in Arab countries to adopt it and 
fight for it.

Observers of Iranian politics can 
easily see that the Iranian Revolu-
tion has morphed into a huge soul-
less bureaucratic machine that has 
trampled on the dreams of millions 
of Iranians.

Nothing more than hollow prom-
ises and slogans came out of that 
revolution and, with each passing 
year, Iranians have found them-
selves facing more crises and more 
despair.

Iranians do not see a light at the 
end of the tunnel appearing in the 
foreseeable future. The religious 
and political leadership in Iran is 
not looking for solutions to ease the 
economic and social crises in Iran.

Even the lifting of international 
sanctions against Iran did not af-
fect people’s lives. The leadership 
thought it best to invest revenues 
collected from the lifting of sanc-
tions in expanding and financing 
Iran’s presence in the Middle East 
by buying weapons and paying pro-
Iranian parties and organisations in 
Bahrain, Lebanon, Yemen, Iraq and 
other countries.

One would have hoped that 
the Iranian Revolution would be 
a model for social and economic 
well-being that could be felt and 

experienced by each citizen. 
Instead, the all-dominating and 
authoritarian supreme leader’s 
institution seems bent on present-
ing the revolution as the antipode 
of stability.

Here the supreme leader’s vision 
is not much different from that of 
leaders of Sunni political Islamist 
movements who say a decent living 
on Earth should be the monopoly 
of the religious establishment 
while for everyone else it should be 
reported to the hereafter.

By saying the above, we are not 
simply being rhetorical. A digging 
into the assets of the institution 
of the supreme leader in Iran will 
reveal that it does indeed hold and 

manage projects worth billions of 
dollars whose proceedings go in 
the service of the religious estab-
lishment to guarantee its complete 
control of Iran.

A good portion of the revenues 
go to buying the loyalty of clerics 
and other members of the religious 
establishment to ensure that Ira-
nian society remains loyal to and in 
the service of the supreme leader. 
This power grip, however, is begin-
ning to come undone, especially 
among Iran’s young.

It is ironic to find Arab intellectu-
als who admire Iranian democracy. 
The truth is that democracy in Iran 
is just rhetorical and limited only to 
election times.

Can we really talk about democra-
cy when social justice and political 
and ideological diversity are absent?

Is it really democracy when the 
whole process is controlled by the 
institution of the supreme leader?

In this respect, Iran’s democracy 
is like the one espoused by Sunni 
Islamist movements. Only unim-
portant issues are allowed to be 
discussed.

It is worth noting that in the early 
days of the 1979 Iranian Revolution 
commandeered by Ayatollah Ruhol-
lah Khomeini, dissenting views, 
even from within the Islamist para-
digm, were suppressed. Ali Shariati, 
for example, had presented a model 
in which social justice was the goal 
of the political process and there 
were no intermediaries between 
men and God. He was, of course, 
silenced.

As long as Islamists continue to 
insist on reverting to sharia, as is 
the case with Sunni Islamists, or 
give priority to the dominance of 
the supreme leader, as is the case 
with Iran, there cannot be any real 
democracy.

If, in the democratic process, 
Islamists choose to let go of the 
religious text and accept the real 
rules of democracy then they will 
join other liberal civil movements 
and will no longer have the right 
to argue in the name of Allah and 
religion. This means, however, that 
they will lose a valuable source of 
easy votes in elections.

Yes, Hassan Rohani has won a 
second term as Iran’s president but 
Iran remains a religious state and 
for many Iranians dreams of a better 
life will remain just dreams.

Mokhtar Dabbabi is a Tunisian 
writer.
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As long as Islamists continue to 
insist on reverting to sharia, there 
cannot be any real democracy. Power of the Guide. Two men are seen standing as Iranian women prepare to cast 

their votes in municipal and presidential elections in the city of Qom, on May 19. (AFP)


