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Abstract: The triumph of reformists in the Iranian elections has led some in international and regional
political circles to feel a sense of relief. However, the question still remains as to whether the reformists
will be able to gain the power to change Iran’s course.

This paper argues that despite the achievements of the reformists in the elections, they will still be stymied
in any attempts to normalize Iran’s relations with its neighboring countries, the United States and the
West or to carry out major political, social and economic reforms at home. These limitations are derived
from a number of key factors:

First, that the hardline conservatives are still dominant players in most of the influential political institutes.
Second, the coalition the reformists formed with the pragmatists led by Rafsanjani is fragile since it was
formed on the basis of common interests and could be vulnerable if the interests of the two camps clash
in future.

Finally, the public’s influence on political outcomes is limited, meaning that the reformists’ popularity will
only take them so far.
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Introduction

The remarkable results of the parliamentary and Assembly of Experts elections held in Iran on
February 26, 2016, and the second round election™ held on April 28, 2016 undoubtedly delivered a
clear message from the Iranian people expressing their desire to repair and change the political
landscape of their country. The triumph of the reformists in both the parliament (the Majles)?
and the Assembly of Experts® was considered a sign that the moderate camp was aiming to
implement their policies to reform Iran in terms of foreign policy and domestic affairs as well.

The significance of these elections is their timing, with the parliamentary vote coming soon after
the ‘Iran Nuclear Deal Framework and Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action™ signed between Iran
and 5+1 world powers in July 2015 to limit Iran’s nuclear sensitive capabilities. Meanwhile, due
to Khamenei’s failing health, it looks as though the newly elected Assembly of Experts may end
up selecting his successor. Constitutionally, the main function of the Assembly of Experts is to
choose the supreme leader of Iran, and theoretically they are also able to fire him. Although
this authority has never been used before, the health of the current supreme leader, 76-year old
Khamenei, is questionable, and the assembly might use its power to appoint the new supreme
leader before Khamenei's term has finished.> This would set a precedent in the history of post-
revolutionary Iran.

However, it is not the first time that the reformists have won a majority in the parliament. The
same happened with the Sixth Parliament in 2001, which took place after they had won the
Presidential elections in 1997 with Khatami. Yet they failed to achieve their goals by reforming
Iran’s political and social life. The question remains unanswered as to whether the reformists
will be able to achieve their goals this time, or if they will repeat their previous failure.

To answer this worthwhile question, it is necessary to understand the factors which contributed
to this previous failure and ask whether they still exist now. It seems there are three key factors
that represent obstacles to the moderates' ambitions; first of all, the lack of a decisive internal
backer; second, the interference of the Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC); and finally, the
geopolitical game.

Lack of A Decisive Domestic Backer

One factor that has represented a serious restraint to the moderates’ achievements in the past
was that they did not form a strong political party which could stand consistently behind their
political ruling elite. For example, during both his presidential terms, Mohammad Khatami (1997
— 2005) was not decisively backed by any political party, despite receiving 70% of the public vote,

weakening his position greatly.
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The absence of a strong political party in
the parliament left the president alone and
weak in the face of the conservatives, who
have always been better at organizing and
aligning themselves with political parties.
To strengthen their position, the reformists
have always depended on strong influential
political figures, such as Hashem Rafsanjani,
in addition to the public vote in order to take
power through political office.
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As mentioned above, the system leaves little
room for the votes of the general public to
have a real impact on political outcomes. If
the system changed, their votes would still
remain
benefit for the reformists from their strong

marginalized. Consequently, any

public support will continue to be limited.
This limitation is clearly understood by the
public, as shown by the Green movement
in 2009 which disobeyed electoral rules and

tried to encourage changes through street
It seems there are three key factors that demonstrations. However, the movement
represent obstacles to the moderates’
ambitions; first of all, the lack of a decisive
internal backer; second, the interference of
the Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC); and

finally, the geopolitical game.

was strongly suppressed by the IRGC, and
their leaders, Hossein Mousavi and Mehdi
Karroubi, were placed under house arrest.
This brutal reaction showed how limited the
tolerance of the state is to opposition.

The absence of a strong political party in
the parliament left the president alone and
weak in the face of the conservatives, who
have always been better at organizing and
aligning themselves with political parties.
To strengthen their position, the reformists
have always depended on strong influential
political figures, such as Hashem Rafsanjani,
in addition to the public vote in order to
take power through political office.

The Voting Public

Experience has shown that the support of the
public vote is unreliable because of the way
the political system in Iran works. The voting
public is not free to elect the candidates they
want because the candidates themselves
cannot be nominated freely and fairly. In Iran
all parliamentary and presidential candidates
must be vetted by the Council of Guardians,
a powerful institution which has always been
controlled by conservative clerics with close

ties to the Supreme Leader. For example, in
therecent parliamentaryelection,around half
of all proposed candidates were disqualified
by the Council of Guardians (12,000 people
registered as candidates but only 6,200 were
allowed to campaign).®

One factor that has represented a serious
restraint to the moderates’ achievements in
the past was that they did not form a strong
political party which could stand consistently
behind their political ruling elite.

In addition to the electoral system, another
factor plays a role in weakening the public’s
ability to make a significant impact on Iran’s
policies. The absence of a vibrant civil society
in Iran deprives the public of the right to
act as an influential actor in shaping Iran’s
political and economic agenda. It is often
argued that the existence of an active civil
society is a pre-condition and a pre-requisite
for judging whether a state is vigorously
democratic or not. As Abootalebi (2000)
has argued, the expression "civil society" is
used today to indicate how private clubs,
organizations, and groups act as a buffer

between state power and citizens’ lives. But
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in the absence of organized and vibrant
agents of civil society (e.g., labor unions,
professional associations, business groups,
and an independent media) society remains
susceptible to the authoritarian whims of the
ruling elite. Therefore, the emergence and
effectiveness of civil society is undermined
where society itself is underdeveloped (e.g.,
by low socio-economic development or a
low adult literacy rate) or where the state,
through its control of resources, remains
overwhelmingly dominant’

In Iran all parliamentary and
presidential candidates must be
vetted by the Council of Guardians, a
powerful institution which has always
been controlled by conservative clerics
with close ties to the Supreme Leader.

In Iran these organizations and institutions
are still fragile. It appears that the clerically-
dominated regime in Iran is still able to keep
civil society submissive through two main
tactics; first, the regime has often labeled
the efforts of its opponents, who call for an
expansion of civil rights, un-Islamic, which
means those who support such a claim are
considered to be infidels whose goal is to
dismantle the Islamic regime.

The absence of a vibrant civil society in
Iran deprives the public of the right to
act as an influential actor in shaping
Iran’s political and economic agenda.

Secondly, the regime have created parallel
entities that it can rely upon to be loyal,
such as the Dispossessed Foundation and the
Martyrs Foundation, which have contributed
enormous financial and social assistance to
the urban and rural poor and to the families
of the war veterans and those martyred for

the revolution respectively. There are also the
Revolutionary Guards and the Mobilization
Corps (the Basij), which are used as an iron
fist to protect the principles of the Islamic
regime and suppress those who pose any
threat to it, either internally or externally.

To sum up, for the foreseeable future, the
election system in Iran is not likely to change
because the regime has already set up strong
functional political institutions that will
keep the scope of the public vote as weak as
possible. The percentage going to the polls
in Iran is rather high in comparison to other
democratic countries, but in accordance to
the way the Islamic regime runs, these votes
are then used to strengthen the legitimacy
of the regime at the expense of civil society.
Thus, the reformists always need to try to
gain support from powerful political actors
in Iran in order to bolster their position in
the political game.

Powerful Political Actors

Throughout the reformists’ first term in
control of the presidency and the majority
seats of parliament, they were backed by
Rafsanjani and his pragmatic group. At that
time, Rafsanjani® had just accomplished two
terms as president and still enjoyed a very
strong influence in the Iranian political arena.
This led Mackey to argue that Rafsanjani was
working as,

“A power behind the scenes in concert with
Servants of Construction, (Rafsanjani)
may well facilitate many of the reforms
Khatami hopes to make. But if Rafsanjani
sees the swing of the pendulum going too
far, threatening his own considerable
ambition to remain a powerful player
within the Islamic Republic, then he too
could become a foil to widespread reform
the voters apparently want™

What Mackey tried to explain was that the

pragmatists might well take another side,

ALSHARQ_- Analysis
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or at least remain neutral, if they see that
their tactical alliance with the reformists
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in the parliamentary election the Rafsanjani-
Rouhani list won all 30 seats in the province

could harm their position. One example of of Tehran.

this was during the political crisis which

occurred immediately after the presidential The reformists always need to try to

gain support from powerful political
actors in Iran in order to bolster their
position in the political game.

election in 2009 between the hard-liners,
who supported ex-president Ahmadinejad,
and the green movement. In this instance,
Rafsanjani clearly adopted a neutral position.

He ‘“embodies politicians who vacillate
between supporting the movement and
siding with Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei."®
His main goal was political survival. He
understood that it was not wise to engage in
a tit-for-tat confrontation with Ahmadinejad
and the strong support he was receiving,
predominantly from the IRGC, but to some
extent, from the Supreme Leader Khamenei.”

For the foreseeable future, the election
system in Iran is not likely to change
because the regime has already set up
strong functional political institutions
that will keep the scope of the public
vote as weak as possible

However, the situation has just changed.
More recently, Rafsanjani and his pragmatic
group have moved to ally themselves with
the reformists once again; in the 2016
elections they formed a coalition with the
reformists specifically aiming to block the
hardline candidate in order to dominate the
parliament and the Assembly of Experts. As
Rafsanjani was the most well-known and
influential figure in this alliance, the list of
members in this coalition became known
as the “Rafsanjani list™ instead of the Hope
List. It was clear that this coalition would
be successful, and this was confirmed by
the election results. Candidates from the
Rafsanjani list won 15 of the 16 seats for the
province of Tehran in the Assembly of Experts,

with Rafsanjani and Rouhani receiving some
of the highest numbers of votes. Meanwhile,

Despite the coalition’s success in Tehran, it
was not repeated elsewhere in the country,
meaning thatitwas nota truly decisive victory
over the conservatives’ camp. Although the
reformists, backed by the pragmatists, now
have more breathing space in which to
implement their own policies, they will not
have a completely free hand to reshape Iran’s
economy and politics. The conservatives still
hold the upper hand in most of the political
and economic institutions in Iran, including
the Assembly of Experts in which they have
retained the majority of seats (approximately
75 percent of Assembly of Experts’ seats
remain under the hardliners’ control)
despite recent election results favoring the
reformists.

Interference of the IRGC

The big challenge to reformists however,
might not be the weak value of the public
vote or the marriage of convenience with the
pragmatist camp. In fact, it is more likely to
be the hardline conservatives, who continue
to dominate Iran’s political and socio-
economic life. The three main positions
that the conservatives still exclusively
dominate are: the executive (the Supreme
Leader), the Armed Forces (through senior
officers), and the strongest interest group
— the Dispossessed Foundation.® As is
well-known, the reformists’ main platform
has always been reconciliation with the
West (in particular the United States), the
expansion of social liberties, and economic
liberalization. They argue that the solutions
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to economic and political ills can be achieved
only in “connection with a more open and
democratic society” This agenda always
clashes with that of the Supreme Leader,
Khamenei, and his perspectives since the
Islamic Revolution.

believes that the reformists’

policies could harm the founding principles

Khamenei

of the Islamic Revolution and pave the way
for external superpowers to interfere in Iran’s
domestic affairs, thus threatening national
independence. During the reformists’ first
term in power, Khamenei cast doubt on the
purpose of president Khatami's reforms. He
alleged that

the conservatives in the Assembly of Experts
Council election in April, they still control 75%
of seats and have enough power to appoint
the next Supreme Leader. In addition, it
should not be forgotten that Rafsanjani,
who played a decisive role in choosing the
supreme leader after Khomeini’s death and
is supposed to play the same role in the
coming election of Khamenei's successor,
is 80 years old, and his health is not much
better than that of Khamenei. This has led
several observers to be skeptical as “to what
extent a moderate bloc will end up beingin a
position to actually select the next supreme
leader by itself.”®
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Although the reformists, backed by the
pragmatists, now have more breathing

space in which to implement their own
policies, they will not have a completely

free hand to reshape Iran’s economy and
politics. The conservatives still hold the upper
hand in most of the political and economic
institutions in Iran, including the Assembly
of Experts in which they have retained the
majority of seats (approximately 75 percent
of Assembly of Experts’ seats remain under
the hardliners’ control) despite recent election
results favoring the reformists.

‘[They] —were being
supported by outside powers, including
the United States and England. What is
the enemy’s objective when he expresses

enthusiastically

support for Iranian reforms? The answer:
Foreign enemies sought to destabilize and
destroy the Islamic Republic, just as they
have helped destroy the Soviet Union
through Gorbachev’s reforms. Khatami
and other officials have repeatedly said
our reforms are Islamic and revolutionary.
Very well, that is fine. But we need more
precise explanations and a clear picture.™®

Before the winners of the February 26, 2016
elections took office, Khamenei repeated
the same tone during his last meeting with
the outgoing members of the Assembly
of Experts. He said that “we have to have
relations with the world —except America
and the Zionist regime, naturally — but we
have to know that the world is not limited to
Europe and the West."”

Some observers thought that recent rumors
about the health of 76-year old Supreme
Leader Khamenei, and the possibility of the
newly elected Assembly of Experts selecting
his successor would represent good news for
the reformists. However, this optimism may

well be unjustified. Despite the blow dealt to

It is also clear that the position of the
next Supreme Leader, who has the first
and last word in all Iran’s foreign and
domestic affairs, will be a red line for Iran’s
hardline conservatives. In this, the hardline
conservatives are strongly supported by the
IRGC, whose basicroleaccording to the Iranian
constitution is to protect the country’s Islamic
system and prevent foreign interference,
as well as coups, by any other military or
“deviant movements”.® However, the IRGC’s
roles expand beyond security and military
missions. It has become a major player in
both the political and economic spheres too.
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For example, the IRGC brought voters to the
ballot box in the 2005 presidential elections
in favor of President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad.
Arjomand argued in his book that “the 2005
election results could be accurately described
as the first electoral coup d'état for the IRGC
after their first intervention in the political
sphere began, albeit experimentally, in
the municipal election of 2003 and the
parliamentary election of 2004"*°

The three main positions that the
conservatives still exclusively dominate
are: the executive (the Supreme Leader),
the Armed Forces (through senior
officers), and the strongest interest group
— the Dispossessed Foundation

In 2009 the IRGC showed its ability to
suppress ‘deviant movements’ by brutally
crushing the pro-democratic, moderate
street demonstrations which were part of
the Green Movement. The IRGC’s success in
putting an end to the Green Movement may
have led to a “transformation of the Islamic
Republic into a military dictatorship led by
the Revolutionary Guard”” Increasing IRGC
interventions in political issues would leave
the Iranian ruling elite hostages in their
hands. Even Khamenei, whose position
as Supreme Leader includes the role of
commander-in-chief of the entire armed
forces, became worried about the IRGC’s
increasing role in political and economic
affairs. In a meeting held on September 17,
2014, with IRGC commanders, Khamenei
stated:

"The IRGC is the guardian of the Islamic
Revolution. | do not want to suggest that
the IRGC should be guardian in all fields:
scientific, intellectual, cultural, economic.
No... It is not necessary for the IRGC to go
into the political field in order to guard
it, but it has to know the political field...

ALSHARQ_- Analysis

It is naive to reduce the challenges that
the Revolution faces to political, partisan,
and factional challenges. These are not the
main challenges for the Revolution. This
is the fight between political factions...
The main challenge for the Revolution is
offering humanity a new order..You are
the guardian of the Islamic Revolution;
this does not mean that you should be
present in all fields and realms.”

It could be argued here that whenever
reformists pose no imminent threat to
the Islamic Republic’s principles or to
the absolute control of the conservatives,
Khamenei would prefer a reduction in the
IRGC's influence. After the Green Movement
was crushed, no such threat remained. It
is true that President Rouhani is closer to
the reformists than to conservatives, but
at the end of the day he is far from a ‘pure’
reformist. His previous position as Secretary
of the Supreme National Security Council
(from 1989 to 2005) had given him a central
role in tackling the IRGC peacefully. Instead
of a direct confrontation with IRGC, Rouhani
decided to use Khamenei's influence to put
pressure on them to reduce their interference.
Rouhani argued that facilitating a lifting
of socio-economic sanctions imposed on
Iran by the international community would
attract foreign investors. This would have
huge benefits for the Iranian economy and
that would “be much easier [to achieve] if the
IRGC agreed to curb its economic appetite.”

Despite the blow dealt to the

conservatives in the Assembly of Experts
Council election in April, they still control
75% of seats and have enough power to

appoint the next Supreme Leader

In summary, the political and economic
interference of the IRGCwould remain limited
as long as the mutual understanding with
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President Rouhani remains in place. Despite
his modest criticism of the role of the IRGC in
the domestic realm, President Rouhani stays
far away from intervening into the regional
policy of IRGC, particularly in Syria, Iraq and
Yemen. The IRGC still has the upper hand
in shaping and leading Iran's foreign policy
towards Arab's countries.

Despite his modest criticism of the role
of the IRGC in the domestic realm,
President Rouhani stays far away from
intervening into the regional policy of
IRGC, particularly in Syria, Iraq and
Yemen. The IRGC still has the upper
hand in shaping and leading Iran's
foreign policy towards Arab's countries

Taking courage from the election results, the
reformists may try to change this mutual
understanding in their favor. One of the
steady strategies of the moderates’ camp is
a policy of opening up to the international
community as well as to neighboring
countries. That means the reformists must
be able to change the regional policy of
the IRGC from “subversive military plots”
to constructive withdrawal; otherwise
their policy of openness will be rendered
meaningless. It may be difficult to predict
the reaction of the IRGC to any efforts to

[imit its influence, but what is certain is that

the parliament would ultimately back him as
well as the reformists, who believed that it
was the right time for them to play their cards.
Paradoxically, the outcome instead frustrated
them more for a number of reasons.

Missed Opportunities

The challenge for the reformists this time
came from abroad, as 2001 was not an
ordinary year. With the September 11 attacks
on the United States, it was clear that the
world was going to enter a new era. In the
immediate aftermath of the attack, the Bush
administration blamed Al Qaida for the attack
and ordered the American army to carry out
a full scale attack on Afghanistan, where Al
Qaida was believed to be based.

Initially, Khatami and the reformists publicly
denounced the September 11 attacks as
terrorism and implicitly offered to help the
United States. The reformists argued that;

“The crisis [the 9/11 attack] offered Iran
the chance to dissociate itself from its
previous practices and turn over a new
leaf. Above all, it was an opportunity to
act assertively in the diplomatic field to
stake out Iran’s interests. The crisis offered
Iran an opportunity to use its overlapping
interests with the United State to start
long-delayed dialogue.”

the IRGC's generals will not let the reformists
sabotage their powerful regional assets and
will interfere to put an end to the reformists’
ambitions again.

The Geopolitical Game

Following the long fight between the
conservatives and the reformists lead by
Khatami during his first term from 1997
— 2000, the latter felt relieved by the
results of the year 2000 elections when the

reformists seized the majority of seats in the
parliament. President Khatami thought that

One of the steady strategies of the
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moderates’ camp is a policy of opening up
to the international community as well

as to neighboring countries. That means

the reformists must be able to change the
regional policy of the IRGC from “subversive
military plots” to constructive withdrawal;
otherwise their policy of openness will be

rendered meaningless
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However, the conservatives, along with the
Supreme Leader, rejected the reformists’
viewpoint that the crisis should be used as
a basis for rapprochement with the United
States and the West. Shahram Chubin argues:

“Ayatollah Khamenei effectively prevented
the exploitation of the crisis by the
reformists, who clearly hoped to use it to
strengthen links with the West and improve
Iran’s overall image. His intervention and
his unwillingness to envisage formal or
public cooperation with the United States,
even when interests converged, stopped
moves that might have led to a process of
reconciliation. The Supreme Leader was
explicit: “not only the relationship with
America, but also negotiation with that
country is against our national interest."

It could be argued here that the Bush
administration prevented this contradiction
from strengthening the Iranian reformists’
hand. In contrast, Bush’s unilateral
interventionist policy made the Iranian
reformists more suspicious and pushed them
to take sides with the conservatives and
Khamenei.
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President Bush surprisingly declared that
Iran was part of the so-called ‘axis of evil’
and that it “aggressively pursues weapons
of mass destruction and exports terror.”*
The ruling elite in both camps in Iran
greeted this message with deep suspicion
and fear, which was only aggravated by the
subsequent invasion of Iraq and the new pre-
emptive doctrine of the Bush administration,
which wanted to ‘democratize’ the Middle
East region by toppling totalitarian regimes.
In fact, these combined developments
convinced the Iranians that the United States’
aims in Iraq would reach across the border
and also target Iran. Subsequently, the Bush’s
administration’s reaction to the September
11 attacks actually weakened the Iranian
reformists, despite the initial willingness of
Iran to cooperate with the United States.

The balance of power between reformists
and conservatives in Iran once again shifted
in favor of the latter. For example, the
reformists’ position on so-called Weapons
of Mass Destruction (WMD) changed as a
result. The reformists sought to decrease
their disputes with the conservatives with
regards to the nuclear issue, having come
to the conclusion that having nuclear
capabilities was in fact a necessity in order

The Bush administration’s policy of including . _

ran n the ‘i o vi’ had the effec of 5 0\ St s o
redistributing the balance of power among States
the Iranian ruling elite by strengthening

the conservatives and hardliners whilst
weakening the moderates and reformists.
This external factor, along with the
conservatives’ retention of control over

the most influential political institutions in
the country, impeded the moderates and
reformists in their efforts to implement their
desired political and social reforms.

military presence was used by
hardline conservatives as fuel to feed their
propaganda machine and strengthen their
political position.

In conclusion, the Bush administration’s
policy of including Iran in the ‘axis of evil’
had the effect of redistributing the balance
of power among the lIranian ruling elite
by strengthening the conservatives and
hardliners whilst weakening the moderates
and reformists. This external factor, along
with the conservatives’ retention of control
over the most influential political institutions

in the country, impeded the moderates and
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reformists in their efforts to implement their
desired political and social reforms. This
failure on the part of the reformists led to
overwhelming successes for the conservatives
in the Seventh Parliament elections of 2004
and the presidential elections of 200s5.

Common Interests and Mutual Needs

During Ahmadinejad’s period in power
from 2005 to 2013, Iran’s relations with the
West and its regional neighbors experienced
increasing diplomatic tensions over its
apparent assistance to ‘terrorist’ groups, its
nuclear program and the fiery speeches of its
hardline president against Israel. However,
this kind of tension, in particular with the
United States, did not escalate to any direct
physical confrontation, arguably because
America was already facing substantial
difficulties on both its fronts in Iraq and
Afghanistan. At this point in time, the last
thing the Bush administration needed was to
open a third front by starting a war with Iran.

The Iranian nuclear deal was a fruit of
President Obama’s perspective, and it
seems that the next president of the
United States is unlikely to share the
same perspective

In light of this, and the need for a reliable
partner to address the issues that American
foreign policy was creating in the region, think
tank circles in Washington began to advocate
a shift in American perspectives towards Iran.
This indicated that, on reflection, the United
States previous policy towards Iran of ‘dual
containment” and confrontation had not
succeeded, and the time had come to think
about new approaches. The new approach
was a shift away from confrontation towards
engagement.® This appears to have formed
the theoretical framework of President

Obama’s policy towards Iran, and helped to

build trust between Obama and his Iranian
counterpart, Hassan Rouhani®

It could be argued here that common
interests and mutual needs converged
between the Obama administration and
its Iranian counterpart. Bearing in mind
that Obama’s foreign policy in the ‘pivotal’
Asia-Pacific region required a reduction in
the American presence in the Middle East
and the withdrawal of troops from lIraq
and Afghanistan. To make this withdrawal
‘safe’, the Obama administration looked to
cooperate with Iran, as it has been the most
influential player in both countries in recent
years. In the same context, Rouhani openly
pursued the policy of reintegrating Iran with
the international community and rebuilding
its economy. This required the lifting of
economic and diplomatic sanctions against
Iran and a move towards a normalized
relation with the United States, which could
only be accomplished if an agreement were
found with regard to Iran’s nuclear program.

Taking this mutual interest into account, the
United States and Ps+1 group on one side,
and Iran on the other set up an intensive
marathon of negotiations which ended
with the signing of a “landmark deal to curb
the Islamic Republic's nuclear program in
exchange for sanctions relief ™' in July 2015.
Since the discussion of the strategic regional
impact of this deal is outside the scope of
this paper, it is worth simply noting that its
immediate impact on the Iranian political
landscape was clear: it was seen as a deal that
gave the pragmatists, reformists and their
supporters more encouragement to make
their voices heard. Subsequently they won a
majority in the parliament elections at the
expense of the conservatives.

If the patrons of the deal are able to keep it
alive without any fundamental violations,
it will work as a first step on the long road
to comprehensive normalization between

ALSHARQ_- Analysis
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the United States and Iran. However, the
fragile deal has many vulnerabilities, which
its opponents, of whom there are many in
both camps, can use to undermine the deal
and bring about its collapse. One of these
vulnerabilities is that the talks with Iran
were not comprehensive. Instead, they were
unilaterally restricted to the nuclear question,
without taking into account other issues
which remain controversial, such as Iran’s
foreign policy, and in particular its assistance
to organizations that the United States and
the West label as terrorists, plus the perceived
destabilizing actions that Tehran is carrying
out in some Arab countries.

It should not be forgotten that the level of
distrust between Washington and Tehran
is still very high, and any mistake or
misunderstanding by either side could lead
to a rapid deterioration in relations once
again. For example, the ballistic missiles
that IRGC has tested recently with messages
written in Farsi and Hebrew (some of which
allegedly read “Israel must be wiped off
the face of the earth) are a clear indicator
of the differences and tensions that still
exist between Iran and the United States.?
However, it could be argued that this rocket’s
launch was a domestic message to expand
the conservatives’ popularity before the
Parliamentary run-off elections.®

The risk of deterioration will surely remain
if the talks are not expanded to become
more comprehensive through bringing all
the outstanding issues on the table. The
reformists and pragmatists are well aware
that what brought the deal to the table
in the first place and eventually forced it
through was common interests between the
incumbent Obama Administration and Iran.
However, these interests are not sustainable.
The Iranian moderate elites are well-aware
that Iran wunder current circumstances
has a historical opportunity to advance its
relations with the international community,
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particularly the United States, before the
international and regional mood shifts
against their will. The Iranian nuclear deal
was a fruit of President Obama’s perspective,
and it seems that the next president of the
United States is unlikely to share the same
perspective. Republican front-runner Donald
Trump roughly denounced* the deal while
Hillary Clinton, the Democratic candidate,
publicly announced her approach towards
Iranians as “distrust and verify”? It could
be argued that any future deterioration
between Iran and the United States is likely
to lead to a new phase of moderate failure,
which will pave the way to the conservatives’
full dominance.

Conclusion

The reformists and pragmatists’ camp
allied with President Hassan Rouhani came
out strongest in the elections of 2016 in
Iran. They managed to secure the majority
of the parliament with 143 seats out of
290. Meanwhile, the conservatives and
independents have 86 and 61, respectively.
Although their majority is not decisively
comfortable, it is enough to pass some
moderate legislative resolutions. However,
the conservatives will remain a powerful force
and could limit the moderates’ ambitious
social reforms.

The conservatives’ power derives from the
fact that they still control influential political
institutes such as the Assembly of Experts,*
the Guardian Council, and the heads of the
armed forces. In addition, the supreme
leader, Khamenei, is on their side. This fact
gives the reformists a narrow margin of
maneuver. With the exception of the nuclear
agenda, the reformists are unlikely to achieve
any breakthrough regarding social reforms,
human rights, or foreign policy, in particular.

In accordance with its controversial foreign
policy, the nuclear deal had no direct

impact on Iran's foreign behavior. Iran is
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still sending more troops to Syria, vowing to
fight the "terrorists” to the end; returning
to its traditional policy on the Palestinian
Question by restoring support to resistance
movements, and in particular the Islamic
Jihad movement, whose head met with
Khamenei in Iran recently; and finally
insisting that the talks with Americans be
limited to the nuclear issue and will not
expand to other issues.

the reformists’ recent election triumph was
due in part to the coalition that they formed
with the pragmatic camp led by Rafsanjani.
He has always had his own political agenda
and will surely only stay allied with the
reformists as long as this serves his interests.
In this respect it is apparent that the coalition
between the reformists and pragmatists will
remain fragile.

However, the support that the reformists
take most seriously into account is that of
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The conservatives’ power derives

from the fact that they still control
influential political institutes such as
the Assembly of Experts, the Guardian
Council, and the heads of the armed
forces. In addition, the supreme leader,
Khamenei, is on their side

the public, which is strong as can be seen
from the results of the recent vote. Notably,
President Rouhani and the reformists gained
more popularity after the nuclear agreement
and the resulting lifting of the economic
sanctions imposed on Iran. Nonetheless, the
political system does not heavily weight the
public vote as a decisive factor, as Iranian

Domestically, strong critics of the reformists
have recently emerged. A bitter row has
broken out publicly between Supreme
Leader Khamenei and Hashemi Rafsanjani,
an influential politician who gained the
highest vote in recent election, over recent
missile tests. In the same context, just few
days before the second round elections,
Mahdi Abdi, a member of the coordination
council of the fundamentalist organization
Hezbollah which is affiliated with

Iran's ideological circles, warned leaders of

lran,

Iran's pragmatic camp, including Expediency
Council chairman and former president
Hashemi Rafsanjani and former president
Mohammad Khatami, not to undermine
the status of Iranian Supreme Leader Ali
Khamenei. These critics have sent a clear
message that the hardline conservatives will
show no tolerance in the political game with
the reformists, and will do everything to

undermine them.¥

On the other side, what would also play a role

in undermining the reformists' plans is that

people are only allowed to give their votes
to candidates approved and vetted by the
predominantly conservative Assembly of
Experts. As long as the system operates in
this way, the public’s influence on political
outcomes will remain marginalized unless
there are important reforms changing the
basic rules at the root of the system. In the
short-term at least, this is unlikely to happen.

Finally, the conciliatory tone of diplomacy
which
towards Iran is considered a significant factor

President Obama implemented
in the reformists’ favor. This diplomacy bore
fruit with the Nuclear Agreement between
Iran and 5+1 global powers. Needless to say,
this diplomacy is labeled the Obama doctrine,
and it is widely accepted that there is a strong
possibility it could be abandoned with a new
president taking office in the White House. A
return to the American policy of old towards
Iran could be a big blow to the reformists, as
it would allow the hardline conservatives to
again gain ascendancy over them.

Despite this pessimistic outlook, the end
result of the Iranian elections in 2016 remains
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an important indicator of the direction
of Iranian public opinion towards more
reform policies, conciliatory relations and
the desire to make socio-economic changes.
Undoubtedly, the road to change is a long
one, and recent election results are only one

incremental step toward it.
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The triumph of reformists in the Iranian elections has led some in
international and regional political circles to feel a sense of relief.
However, the question still remains as to whether the reformists will
be able to gain the power to change Iran’s course.

This paper argues that despite the achievements of the reformists in
the elections, they will still be stymied in any attempts to normalize
Iran’s relations with its neighboring countries, the United States

and the West or to carry out major political, social and economic
reforms at home. These limitations are derived from a number of
key factors:

First, that the hardline conservatives are still dominant players in
most of the influential political institutes.

Second, the coalition the reformists formed with the pragmatists led
by Rafsanjani is fragile since it was formed on the basis of common
interests and could be vulnerable if the interests of the two camps
clash in future.

Finally, the public’s influence on political outcomes is limited,

meaning that the reformists’ popularity will only take them so far... i! I'I " | | E
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