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he re-election of Hassan 
Rohani as Iran’s president 
has done little to change 
US President Donald 
Trump’s views towards 

Tehran.
Rohani’s impressive re-election 

— he won about 57% of the vote — 
might have given US officials an op-
portunity for a possible reset with 
Iran, especially given that Rohani 
campaigned on the need for Iran to 
continue to improve relations with 
the rest of the world.

The Trump administration, how-
ever, seems keen on rolling back 
Iran’s influence in the Middle East 
and working with its Arab allies to 
confront Iranian activities.

Trump did not comment on 
Rohani’s re-election. Instead, he 
used the occasion of his May 21 
speech in Riyadh — the day after 
Tehran announced the election re-
sults — to denounce Iran’s policies 
in the region. “From Lebanon to 
Iraq to Yemen,” Trump said, “Iran 
funds, arms and trains terrorists, 
militia and other extremist groups 
that spread destruction and chaos 
across the region.”

Trump seemed to preclude any 
rapprochement with Iran as long 
as its theocratic regime remains in 
power, saying: “Until the Iranian 
regime is willing to be a partner 
for peace, all nations of conscience 
must work together to isolate Iran, 
deny it funding for terrorism and 
pray for the day when the Iranian 
people have the just and righteous 
government they deserve.”

US Secretary of State Rex Tiller-
son, at a news conference with the 
Saudi foreign minister on May 20, 
held out a slight olive branch. He 
said he hoped Rohani would use 
the election victory to “dismantle 
Iran’s network for terrorism,” its 
logistical support for the “destabi-
lising forces” in the region and end 
its ballistic missile testing as well 
as give Iranians the right to free 
speech and assembly.

Tillerson said he would be will-
ing to speak with Iranian Foreign 
Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif 
at some point but had “no plans to 
call.”

Some Iran experts in the United 
States have noted that many of the 
demands the United States and 
other countries have made on Iran 
are outside Rohani’s control, being 
in the purview of Iranian Supreme 
Leader Ali Khamenei and the Is-
lamic Revolutionary Guards Corps. 
They point out that Iran’s support 
for Syrian President Bashar Assad 
and the Houthi rebels in Yemen oc-
curred during Rohani’s first term 
and thus they have little confidence 
that Rohani would be able to alter 
such policies during his second 
term even if he wanted to.

This explains in part why the 
Trump administration was mute 
on Rohani’s re-election. The other 
reason is that any sign of softening 
towards Iran would work against 
Trump’s strategy of cultivating 
closer ties with the Sunni Arab gov-
ernments he conferred with in Ri-
yadh.

For example, while meeting in Ri-
yadh with Bahraini King Hamad bin 
Isa al-Khalifa, Trump said that there 
would no longer be any “strains” 
in the US-Bahraini relationship as 

under the previous US administra-
tion — the implication being that 
the United States no longer would 
place human rights conditions on 
arms sales to Bahrain because of its 
treatment of Shias.

Despite his hawkish stance to-
wards Iran, however, Trump and 
his team seem to be compartmen-
talising certain aspects of the Iran 
portfolio. Although Trump de-
clared during the US presidential 
campaign that the Iran nuclear deal 
was “the worst deal” every negoti-
ated, it appears that he is going to 
stick with it.

Trump’s advisers have reportedly 
told him that, because Iran is adher-
ing to the deal, scuttling it would be 

a violation of a UN Security Council 
resolution and give Iran an excuse 
to restart its nuclear programme. 
The Trump administration has thus 
maintained sanctions relief for Iran 
as part of the nuclear deal package.

However, just before Trump’s trip 
to Saudi Arabia, his administration 
placed sanctions on seven Iranian 
individuals and entities involved 
in Iran’s missile programme, which 
is outside of the jurisdiction of the 
nuclear deal, prompting Rohani to 
say Iran would continue its missile 
programme regardless of how the 
United States responded.

US policy towards Iran under the 
Trump administration seems to be 
coalescing as follows: Sticking to 

the nuclear deal as long as Iran is 
adhering to it but pressuring Teh-
ran over its missile programme and 
challenging Iranian military and in-
telligence activities in the region in 
partnership with Arab Sunni Mus-
lim allies

Although such policies will earn 
the United States points with Sunni 
allies and with Israel, they keep the 
idea of a true rapprochement with 
Tehran, for better or worse, a far 
distant event.
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Middle East analyst.
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Targeting the missiles. Iranian-made Emad missile is displayed during a ceremony in Tehran.              (Reuters)
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I
t seems that there is a 
consensus among Western 
media outlets to call Iran’s 
re-elected President Hassan 
Rohani a “moderate.” The 
problem with this appella-

tion is that the term remains 
almost completely undefined: It 
can only be viewed in relative 
terms, making any categorisation 
ambiguous.

The labelling of Rohani is often 
accompanied with inexplicable 
optimism that the Iranian 
president will offer positive 
change to the Iranian people and 
bring Tehran closer to the West 
and other regional powers. 
Whether intentional or not, this 
mainstream branding of Rohani 
as “moderate” is misleading.

It should be clear that those 
known as moderates and those 
known as hardliners in Iranian 
politics are close to each other on 
the political spectrum. Rohani 
being a “‘moderate” in the Iranian 
sense would not enable him to 
implement any meaningful 
political or economic reforms.

Rohani is a conservative, like 
most of the theologian leaders of 
Iran since 1979. What may 
distinguish him from others is, 
perhaps, the fact that he acts with 
more pragmatism, especially 
when it comes to foreign affairs 
and trade.

In any case, regardless of who 
occupies the presidency, the final 

say on all matters of state falls to 
the supreme leader, currently 
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei. The 
president in Iran is subordinate to 
the supreme leader.

Iran is a country that under-
went significant changes in the 
late 20th century. The core 
problem in Iran is the structure 
and nature of the state and its 
various political and military 
apparatuses constructed after the 
Islamic Revolution of 1979. 
Supreme clergy dominated 
leadership is the cornerstone of 
the state in Iran, irrespective of 
whether the political leadership is 
“moderate” or “hard-line.”

Despite the constantly shifting 
factional quarrels from adminis-
tration to another (all with 
conservatism Islamist orienta-
tions) throughout recent years, 
the country remains economi-
cally isolated from the interna-
tional community and has yet to 
change its destabilising profile in 
the Middle East.

The Iranian governing system is 
protected by the Islamic Revolu-
tionary Guards Corps (IRGC), an 
armed force founded after the 
revolution and tasked with 
protecting the Islamic nature of 
Iran. The IRGC is involved in all 
matters of the state, in the 
factional feuds, the economy and 
in foreign and security policies.

The Iranian Constitution 
considers the Shia clergy — 
guarded by the IRGC — as the 
highest authority in the country 
regardless of the composition of 
the presidency and parliament. 
Western estimates are that IRGC’s 
holdings range from one-third to 
nearly two-thirds of Iran’s gross 

domestic product. IRGC economic 
reach includes activities in the 
defence industries as well as the 
energy and telecommunications 
sectors. The revolutionary force is 
also in control of Iran’s borders 
and airports.

The IRGC, at the behest of 
Khamenei, plays a key role in 
Iran’s expansionist agenda. Over 
the last two decades, Tehran has 
been one of the forces driving 
conflict and war in the Middle 
East.

Iran substantially intervenes in 
regional affairs by funding its 
proxy Lebanese force Hezbollah, 
aiding the Assad dictatorship in 
Syria and supporting sectarian 
militias in Iraq and Yemen.

Iran’s state structure and the 
unelected theocratic leadership 
are things that Rohani and all 
factional leaders in Iran subscribe 
to. That is the system that defines 
Iran. There should not be expec-
tations of any significant changes 
in Iran’s foreign and domestic 
policies following Rohani’s 
re-election.

During his previous term, the 
“moderate” Rohani continued his 
country’s confrontational 
behaviour in the region, contrib-
uting to growing destabilisation 
in the Middle East and increasing 
sectarian tensions.

Rohani’s record regarding 
human rights speaks for his 
domestic policies. He did not 
deliver on campaign promises on 
civil and political rights during 
his first term as security forces 
detained hundreds of activists, 
human rights advocates, journal-
ists and minorities.

Rohani is credited by Iranians 

Calling Iran’s Rohani a ‘moderate’ is a misnomer
for lifting the international 
economic sanctions on Tehran as 
part of the nuclear deal, promis-
ing that the agreement would 
open doors for the Islamic 
Republic in the international 
market and stoke foreign invest-
ments. Yet, reforms to the 
state-centric economy are 
nowhere to be seen. The potential 
of both the Iranian population 
and market has not been realised 
despite emerging from a sanc-
tions-related battering.

Whatever Rohani is, he is 
unable to overcome the supreme 
leader and the IRGC, particularly 
on matters of foreign and security 
policy. The supreme leader 
controls the armed forces as well 
as the security and intelligence 
services. Thus, the impact of 
whoever occupies the presiden-
tial seat is severely limited.

Understandably, some say that 
any change in Iran should be 
gradual and generational, and 
thus, having Rohani, who is 
somewhat removed from the Qom 
hardliners, is a step in the right 
direction.

However, any such change will 
not come anytime soon, nor 
should there be any expectation 
for change during Rohani’s 
second term. The Iranian state’s 
control runs deep.

Celebrating Rohani’s presi-
dency as a win for moderation 
and reform is a baffling overstate-
ment.
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