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Ghalibaf’s third tilt at 
the Iranian presiden-
cy ended in failure. 
Not only did he with-

draw rather than face another de-
feat, the swing against him in local 
elections the same day means he 
will no longer be mayor of Tehran.

For Ebrahim Raeisi, who won 38% 
of the votes against 57% for re-elect-
ed President Hassan Rohani, the 
picture is more complex. The for-
mer prosecutor-general, appointed 
last year by Iranian Supreme Leader 
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei to lead the 
influential Imam Reza shrine in 
Mashhad, was a surprise candidate. 
It was widely assumed he was a 
possible successor to Khamenei and 
would keep his powder dry for the 
greater challenge.

Raeisi based his campaign on 
an egalitarian message, including 
higher subsidies for less well-off 
Iranians, but this was not enough 
to counter Rohani’s calls for im-
proving the economy through for-
eign investment and a calmer re-
lationship with the outside world. 
Reformists were galvanised to back 
Rohani partly because of Raeisi’s 
role in a wave of state-sanctioned 
prisoner executions in 1988.

With continuing support from 
conservatives like parliamentary 
Speaker Ali Larijani, Rohani is 
likely to make steady progress in 
economic reform and in attract-
ing investment, even with hostil-
ity from the Trump administration 
in the United States. The 2015 nu-
clear agreement, the centre-piece 
of Rohani’s first term, seems set to 

stay, enabling Rohani to improve 
relations with Russia and the Euro-
pean Union and further isolate his 
domestic principlist critics, who 
talk of establishing a shadow gov-
ernment under former top security 
official Saeed Jalili.

Perhaps the most intriguing con-
sequences of the 2017 presidential 
election lie in the contest to succeed 
Khamenei, over which speculation 
has been building since Iranian me-
dia publicised Khamenei’s prostate 
operation in 2014. With the leader 
turning 78 next month, his mortal-
ity will again be raised. Khamenei’s 
appointment of Raeisi to lead the 
Imam Reza foundation in 2016 was 
widely seen as a sign that Khamenei 
favoured him as successor ahead of 
Ayatollah Mahmoud Shahroudi and 
Sadegh Larijani, the judiciary chief.

The choice, when it comes, will 
be made by the 88 clerics of the 
Experts Assembly, currently in an 
8-year term that began after an elec-
tion last year, although they will be 
influenced by various stakeholders 
including senior clerics and leaders 
of the Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps (IRGC).

Farideh Farhi, of the University of 
Hawaii, said Raeisi may have been 
weakened by the 2017 presidential 
election.

“His performance and the people 
he chose to run his campaign may 
have undermined his chances for 
the position of leader,” she said. “At 
the end of the campaign, I suppose 
to counter the support Rohani was 
getting from artists and entertain-
ers, Raeisi met with Amir Tataloo, 
the tattoo-covered underground 
rap singer, who has even spent 
some time in prison.

“This was a sight to relish given 
that, in the past year, the city of 
Mashhad, under the tutelage of 
Raeisi’s father-in-law [Ayatollah Ah-
mad Alamolhoda, Mashhad Friday 
prayer leader], has prevented mu-
sic concerts. The meeting shocked 
conservatives and led Rohani to say, 
with a definite smirk on his face, 
that he was glad music was now OK 

— even if he himself preferred finer 
music!

Rohani’s win affects calculations 
over the succession. The constitu-
tion stipulates that in any interreg-
num after a leader’s demise his vast 
powers be exercised by a three-man 
council comprising the president, 
the judiciary chief and a member 
of the Experts Assembly chosen by 
the Expedien cy Council chairman, 
currently Khame nei’s ally Ayatollah 
Mohammad Movahedi-Kermani. 
Should the succession occur during 
Rohani’s second term, two of these 
three (Rohani and Larijani, him-
self a likely lead ership contender) 
would not support Raeisi as leader.

This suggests Raeisi supporters 
could make a pre-emptive move 
within the Experts Assembly, Saeid 
Golkar, lecturer at Northwestern 
University and senior fellow at the 
Chicago Council on Global 
Affairs, said: 
“Based on 
the num-
bers and 
because Ro-
hani is presi-
dent, I think 
the hardlin-
ers may try 
to select 
the succes-
sor of Aya-
tollah Khamenei 
before his death, 
to prevent, even in 
the short term, any 
transfer of power to 
a council.”

Khamenei re-
mains crucial in shaping the suc-
cession and his legacy. The 2017 
election has shown him as a neu-
tral figure, an arbiter in disputes 
among Iran’s political class. While 
Khamenei has sometimes taken 
tough decisions — as in backing the 
crackdown on unrest after the dis-
puted 2005 presidential election, 
prompting protesters to call him 
a dictator — he has enhanced the 
durability of the Islamic Republic 
through knowing when and how to 

adapt and make compromises.
This is where the 2017 election 

leaves lingering questions. Could 
Raeisi play the same role of leader-
as-arbiter or has he lowered him-
self clumsily and inescapably into 
the day-to-day political fray? Might 
this make him a divisive choice as 

leader and prompt Khamenei and 
other stakeholders to look else-
where?
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Out but not down. A supporter of Iranian cleric Ebrahim Raeisi 
holds his poster in downtown Tehran, on May 17.                       (AP)

Under attack. Members of Iranian forces 
take cover during an attack on the Iranian 
parliament in central Tehran, on June 7.  (Reuters)
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Khamenei remains 
crucial in shaping the 
succession and his 
legacy.

I
ran claims to have rounded 
up the Islamic State (ISIS) 
group behind the June 7 
attacks in Tehran that killed 
17 people. Arrests just west 
of the capital and in Lar-

estan, a mainly Sunni region in 
southern Iran, were followed by 
arrests in Hormozgan province 
also in the south.

Four alleged ISIS operatives 
were killed in Hormozgan and 
Intelligence Minister Mahmoud 
Alavi announced Iranian security 
forces had “sent to hell” the 
“mastermind” behind the attacks 
in a neighbouring country, 
presumably Iraqi Kurdistan.

And that is the end of that. Or is 
it?

True, Iran has much experi-
ence with armed opposition 
groups, including the Mujahi-
deen-e Khalq, allied with 
Saddam Hussein during and after 
the 1980-88 war, Baluchi mili-
tants in the south-east and, in 
the west, the Kurdistan Demo-
cratic Party of Iran (KDPI) and 
others.

ISIS, however, is a new chal-
lenge, especially as its caliphate 
crumbles and the group goes 
underground. Its virulent 
anti-Shiism may find little 
resonance in Iran’s mainly Shia 
population but, like 19th-century 
terrorists in Europe, their aim is 
not to engage security forces but 
to terrorise and divide. They seek 

the widest impact from the 
simplest actions.

The choice of targets for June 7 
resembled the London attacks of 
March 22 and June 3. Just as the 
Westminster parliament and 
London Bridge are part of the 
national psyche, so Iran’s 
parliament building and the 
shrine of Ayatollah Ruhollah 
Khomeini symbolise the coun-
try’s long struggle for democracy 
and its 1979 revolution. The 
attacks on London and Tehran 
differed in the weapons used and 
in the levels of sophistication 
and training but both sought to 
create shock and fear.

British politicians, police and 
intelligence all show understand-
ing of ISIS intentions. They have 
rejected calls for internment, 
which proved disastrous with the 
Provisional Irish Republican 
Army (IRA) in the 1970s, and 
refused to demonise Muslims.

The reaction from Iran’s 
political class has been mixed. 
Amid strong words, Ayatollah Ali 
Khamenei, the supreme leader, 
said the attacks would increase 
hatred for Saudi Arabia and the 
United States. Officials have 
stressed unity between Sunnis 
and Shias, with some pointing to 
the 20 Sunnis in parliament and 
five in the Assembly of Experts, 
the clerical body that chooses the 
supreme leader.

At one level, the fact that at 
least some of the ISIS operatives 
of June 7 were Kurdish came as a 
surprise. In general, the mainly 
Sunni Kurds, among whom Sufi 
orders are strong, have not 
proved fertile territory for 
al-Qaeda or ISIS; more suspicion 

has been directed at Baluchis, in 
south-eastern Iran, another 
Sunni nationality but one that 
has produced Islamist groups 
such as Jaish ul-Adl.

One June 7 attacker, Serias 
Sadeghi, was named by the KDPI 
in 2014 as an ISIS recruiter in 
Kurdish Iran. Failure to arrest 
him suggests complacency in 
Iranian security.

The bigger issue is the relation-
ship between the Sunnis — at 
least 10% of Iranians — and the 
mainly Shia wider population. 
Many Iranians see the Kurds as 
wild, even relaying stories of 
beheadings during clashes 

ISIS a new challenge for Iran as ‘caliphate’ crumbles
between Kurds and the Islamic 
Revolutionary Guards Corps 
(IRGC) after the 1979 revolution. 
By contrast, many Kurds allege 
that discrimination and high 
youth unemployment in Kurdish 
areas could favour ISIS recruit-
ment just as it does among young 
Muslims in parts of Europe.

Iran officially celebrates ethnic 
diversity going back to ancient 
times. Reliefs at the Persepolis 
Palace of Darius the Great, ruler 
from 552-486BC, famously show 
differently clad nationalities 
bringing tributes to the king.

But the Islamic Republic has 
strengthened the Shia nature of 
the state to the disquiet of Sunni 
minorities. The reaction now of 
Sunnis will depend in part on 
how the authorities behave.

Since elected in 2013, President 
Hassan Rohani has talked of 
improving the rights of ethnic 
and religious minorities, who 
make up about 50% of the 
population, and bringing new 
investment to poorer regions 
such as Kurdistan and Balu-
chistan.

Rohani’s principlist opponents 
have been sceptical or opposed. 
While several newspapers after 
June 7 ran headlines such as 
“United We Stand,” the hard-line 
Javan splashed “They will be 
Eliminated,” words from Khame-
nei and stressed an IRGC state-
ment promising “revenge.”

Pressure will increase for 
tougher security, especially in 
Kurdistan, probably for arrests 
and even executions. Plans to 
improve opportunities for Sunnis 
may be shelved. This is exactly 
what ISIS wants.
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View point
The choice 
of targets 
for June 7 
resembled 
the London 
attacks of 
March 22 
and June 3.

The Islamic Republic has 
strengthened the Shia 
nature of the state to the 
disquiet of Sunni minorities.


