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Iran          

T 

he ruling elites of Iran 
are increasingly polar-
ised after the largest 
anti-regime demon-
strations in Iran since 
2009. While Iranian 

President Hassan Rohani and the 
regime’s technocratic elites talk 
of “legitimate concerns of the 
people,” the Islamic Revolutionary 
Guard Corps (IRGC) depicts the 
protests as a foreign conspiracy.

Both pillars of the regime, 
however, distance themselves 
from Supreme Leader Ayatollah 
Ali Khamenei, against whom most 
of the protesters’ slogans were di-
rected. This indicates preparations 
for a post-Khamenei struggle for 
power even while he is alive.

Khamenei, who is 78, was 
nowhere to be seen as food riots 
broke out December 28 in his na-
tive city of Mashhad. The protests 
soon spread to the rest of the 
country, including the holy city 
of Qom, where demonstrators 
chanted slogans in favour of the 
late Reza Shah Pahlavi, anti-cleri-
cal founder of the Pahlavi dynasty 
that ruled Iran until the revolution 
of 1979. Elsewhere, protesters 
chanted “death to Khamenei” and 
publicly tore up posters of Iran’s 
head of state.

Khamenei remained absent 

from the political arena, first ap-
pearing in public after the protests 
started on January 2. Addressing 
the families of Iran-Iraq war vic-
tims, Khamenei made no mention 
of unemployment and poverty.

Even though economic misery 
had forced the people to take to 
the streets, Khamenei limited his 
address to warn the public against 
foreign enemies. He said ill-wish-
ers were “waiting for a cleavage” 
to insert themselves in Iran’s do-
mestic affairs. He declared “those 
with money, policy, weapons and 
security services are all united 
to create trouble for the Islamic 
regime and the Islamic Republic.”

A week later, Khamenei added a 
slightly different line when receiv-
ing a large delegation from Qom, 
admitting: “One must distinguish 
between legitimate demands of 
the public and savage and destruc-
tive deeds of others.”

The rest of his address was a 
repetition of the regime’s propa-
ganda. “The Americans and the 
Zionists plotted,” he declared, “a 
filthy rich country in the Persian 
Gulf-financed it… and the Monafe-
qin [the opposition Mujahedin-e 
Khalq organisation] were the 
lackeys executing the plot inside 
Iran.”

It would appear Khamenei is 

more isolated than ever before. 
Rohani and the technocratic elites 
openly contradict the supreme 
leader’s conspiracy theories. On 
January 2, the very day Khamenei 
warned against foreign enemies, 
Rohani acknowledged that the 
protests were not just about  
“economic issues (but also)… 
against corruption and lack of  
transparency.”

On January 8, Rohani told his 
cabinet: “The young generation 
is just saying: ‘I, too, understand 
and have something to say. You 
must listen.’ The people, too, tell 
us they have complaints, to which 
we must listen and, more impor-
tantly, we must act upon it. When 
the youth constitutes the majority 
in the country, it means we must 
act according to the opinion of the 
majority.”

While the IRGC does not chal-
lenge Khamenei’s foreign conspir-
acy theory, its official statements 
hardly mention the supreme lead-
er anymore. It’s worth noting that 
when Major-General Mohammad 
Ali Jafari, IRGC chief commander, 
declared victory over “sedition” 
on January 3, he mentioned 
Khamenei just once. It was a fairly 
long television interview but nota-
bly free of the usual flowery praise 
that IRGC commanders shower on 

the supreme leader.
Equally remarkable were the 

IRGC commander’s measured 
comments about the protesters 
who chanted “Death to Khame-
nei” or ripped his posters to pieces 
in front of cameras. Jafari did not 
threaten them with punishment.

To add to these developments, 
footage was recently posted on 
YouTube of the June 4, 1989, 
meeting of the Assembly of 
Experts, the body that appoints 
or dismisses the supreme leader. 
Khamenei was elected head of 
state that day. In the previously 
unreleased footage, he expressed 
doubts about being able to step 
in the shoes of Grand Ayatollah 
Ruhollah Khomeini.

It’s not clear if Khamenei was 
being disingenuous when he 
said: “One must cry blood for the 
Islamic society, in which even 
the possibility of someone like 
me [becoming leader], is raised… 
My ruling is not the final word for 
most of the [clerical] gentlemen, 
neither from a constitutional point 
of view nor from the viewpoint of 
Islamic law.”

Now abandoned by the techno-
crats and the IRGC and a prisoner 
of his own conspiracy theories, it 
is Iran’s supreme leader who may 
cry blood in the solitude of power.

Khamenei’s solitary stance portends power struggle

is a researcher at the University 
of Exeter’s Strategy and Security 
Institute in England.
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I 

ran’s theocratic regime faced 
its most serious threat in 
recent weeks when tens of 
thousands of Iranians took 
to the streets, casting aside 
fears of the state’s notoriously 

repressive security apparatus to tell 
the mullahs enough was enough.

While Tehran, using fundamen-
talist Basij militants to suppress 
a potential uprising, appears to 
have regained control over most 
towns and cities where unrest was 
reaching a boiling point, there is no 
doubt that Iranians are becoming 
wise to the mullahs’ games.

What caused working-class 
Iranians of all ethnic and religious 
backgrounds to explode with such 
anger? Across many mainstream 
media outlets, all we seem to be 
hearing is how there is a constant 
battle between the regime’s hard-
liners and the so-called reformists, 
apparently fighting to pull the 
regime away from hardcore Shia 
Islamism to a more “moderate” re-
gime that is open to the rest of the 

world and friendly to the West.
To believe that would be to ac-

cept the view that the hardliners 
represent a xenophobic and iso-
lationist political trend and Iran’s 
moderates are looking for ways to 
be part of the international commu-
nity as a respected equal.

In reality, these false moderates 
are a part of the systemic problem 
afflicting Iran that can be traced 
to the office of Supreme Leader 
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei. After all, if 
the problems in Iran were as simple 
as a struggle between hardliners 
and moderates, why are Iranians 
unhappy even after the “moder-
ate” Hassan Rohani has begun his 
second term as president?

The Obama administration bent 
over backwards to facilitate Rohani 
because they bought into the ruse 
that Iran’s various political elites 
could be balanced against each 
other. What Barack Obama failed to 
realise, however, was that nothing 
can happen in Iran without  
Khamenei’s approval, no matter  

who is in office.
In exchange for their votes, Roha-

ni promised that the ill-conceived 
nuclear deal would grant Iranians 
a better life and that they would be 
freer and more able to engage with 
the outside world. Iranians put their 
faith in Rohani but Khamenei and 
the Islamic Revolutionary Guard 
Corps (IRGC) had other ideas about 
where to take a post-sanctions Iran.

Although most sanctions have 
been lifted and billions of dollars 
are flowing into Iran, the Iranian 
people have hardly seen a penny, 
with hyperinflation increasing 
the price of staple foods and basic 
goods and services. Iran is very 
much a picture of near complete 
economic failure and the mullahs 
prefer to spend billions financing 
campaigns of foreign conquest in 
Iraq, Syria, Lebanon and Yemen 
rather than alleviate the suffering 
of their own people.

Rohani’s promises are exposed 
for what they were — a mere place-
bo to placate Iranians as Khamenei 

and the IRGC plunder the country 
of its riches.

The Islamic Republic of Iran 
has been in existence for 39 years 
and yet they still point to “foreign 
agents” and “conspiracies” when-
ever they want to clampdown on 
their own citizens.

If they have not become moder-
ate on their own after almost half 
a century, they never will, and Ira-
nians are understanding this more 
and more.

It is safe to say that rather than 
spending on military campaigns 
abroad Iranians would probably 
prefer investments that could help 
reverse the desertification of Lake 
Urmia, relieve unemployment and 
provide economic opportunities 
so people are not forced to turn to 
drugs, which has led to Iranian offi-
cials to execute the highest number 
of people per capita in the world.

Iran’s silver-tongued politicians 
ought to start taking care of their 
people before they are overthrown 
like the shah before them.

Both hardliners and moderates have failed Iranians

is a non-resident senior fellow at 
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While the IRGC does 
not challenge 
Khamenei’s foreign 
conspiracy theory, 
its official 
statements hardly 
mention the 
supreme leader 
anymore.

False moderates are 
a part of the 
systemic problem 
afflicting Iran that 
can be traced to the 
office of Supreme 
Leader Ayatollah 
Ali Khamenei.

End of fear. Iranian students run for cover from tear gas at the University of Tehran during an anti-government demonstration, on 
December 30.                               (AFP)
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