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IRAN’S PRESIDENTIAL ELECTIONS: WHAT IMPACT ON EXTERNAL
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Shireen T. Hunter

In June 2009, Iran will hold its fOpresidential elections since the establishment of the
Islamic regime in 1979. As a rule, in past elections the incumbent president was elected to a
second term. Even Muhammad Khatami, despite his problems with the conservative
elements and disagreements with the Supreme Leader, Ali Khamenei, was reelected in
2001.

This year’s election is different in that it is a real possibility that the incumbent president,
Mahmud Ahmadinejad, may not be reelected. Another distinguishing feature of this year’'s
elections is that matters related to Iran’s external relations and the performance record of
the Ahmadinejad administration could very well play a very important role in the election
outcome.

It is true that, during the 2005 elections, Khatami’s supporters harshly criticized his foreign

policy, which they characterized as “concessionary”’ toward the West, in regard both to
regional issues, such as Afghanistan and Iraq, and to the nuclear question. Critics
emphasized that Khatami administration helped the US in Afghanistan, only for Iran to be
labeled as part of an Axis of Evil, and that it agreed voluntary to suspend its nuclear
enrichment program in the hope that the EU would normalize Iran’s nuclear dossier, only to
be disappointed. However, in 2005 domestic issues, especially difficult economic

conditions and the seeming lack of connection of the country’s political and intellectual

elite from the concerns of ordinary Iranians, played a more important role in deciding the
fate of the elections. Ahmadinejad, with his “man of the people” image and his folksy

manner, benefited from these sentiments.

This year the situation is different and foreign policy considerations may play a more
important role in the outcome of the elections. Already, foreign policy-related issues have
featured more prominently than before in the presidential campaign.

There are severa reasons for this prognosis. First, since Ahmadingad assumed the
presidency, because of his administration’s policies Iran has been subjected to United
Nations Security Council economic sanctions over its nuclear activities. Second,
Ahmadinejad’s nuclear policies have made Iran vulnerable to even harsher sanctions and
possibly even military strikes. Third, Ahmadinejad’s regional policies, especially his
militant rhetoric on the Palestinian issue, have triggered the anger and enmity of Iran’s
Arab neighbors to the point that some of them now view Iran to be a bigger threat to their
security than Israel. And fourth, Ahmadinejad’s casting doubt on the Holocaust, if not its
outright denial, and his prediction that Israel will disappear from the map of the world have
not only exacerbated Israel's fears and intensified its hostility toward Iran, they have also
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generated moral outrage and worldwide disgust tdwhe Iranian president and his
government.

Another effect of Ahmadinejad’s outrageous disceuras been that many world leaders,
even those who want engagement with Iran, findifficdlt to talk to him. President
Nicholas Sarkozy of France was outspoken on thgsuivhen he said that he could not
talk to Ahmadinejad and shake his hand. His semtisnare shared by others, even if not so
clearly stated.

Meanwhile, despite the fact that Iran’s oil revendering Ahmadinejad’s presidency were
higher than at any other time in the last thirtynge and despite his pledges of improved
economic conditions, Iran’s economic situation lasually worsened under him, with
rampant inflation and high unemployment. True, &iministration has implemented a
number of projects in rural areas and completedesoigy industrial and other projects, but
his macro-economic policies have been a failureaM¥h worth noting is that many of his
opponents are pointing to connections between disign policy and Iran’s dismal
economic situation. For instance, they point oat tlhan can not solve its unemployment
problems without substantial foreign investmentt By making Iran subject to harsher
sanctions than previous US-imposed sanctions, Ahrmagdi’'s policies have scared off
potential investors and have even caused thoseamagpwhich have investments in Iran,
such as Total, to stop new investment.

As a result, all the presidential candidates chaglleg Ahmadinejad have criticized his
foreign policy and his undiplomatic language. FPoaraple, Mehdi Karrubi, one of the two
reformist candidates, notes Ahmadinejad’s Holocaostment and has said that with his
“irresponsible” language he has damaged the cogmational interests. One presidential
candidate, Mohsen Rezaei, an independent who ipaigming on the theme of a coalition
government, has even said that Iran cannot sok/eegonomic problems without first
adopting a different foreign policy and reachingaaceptablenodus vivendwith the rest
of the world. More importantly, Rezaei has said tifeelected, he will seek “constructive
and effective engagement” with the United States.

Mehdi Karrubi, too, will pursue a similar policy. M¥n he was the speaker of the Iranian
Parliament in the 1990s, he traveled to New Yor#l aret with a number of American
senators. Mir Hossein Moussavi, who because delftist and pro-Soviet tendencies in the
1980s and the 1990s opposed better US-lran rettirould also strike a more
accommodating posture toward the US.

It is important to remember, however, that no plest has had a free hand in deciding
Iran’s foreign policy. If this were not the casgures such as former president Ali Akbar
Hashemi Rafsanjani and, even more so, Muhammadakthaicould well have settled
Iran’s disputes with America and the West once famadall. This situation is unlikely to
change even if Ahmadinejad is not reelected. Budlso implies that Ahmadinejad’s
reelection does not necessarily exclude any chtorca change in the direction of Iran’s
foreign policy.
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This is so because the Supreme Leader has thenfordlon these issues. Yet even he does
not have a completely free hand in changing thecliasets of Iran’s foreign policy, unless
circumstances make that absolutely necessary. Shtniation derives from the ideological
nature of the Iranian regime and the ideologicaidaf its legitimacy. What this means is
that, no matter who is president, Iran cannot fomelatally change its position on the Arab-
Israeli issue, particularly if this meant clear gap for the US-led peace process. Nor is it
likely that, under any president, Iran would opetdynounce HAMAS or Hezbollah. At the
same time, however, compromises and more discteeges are possible. It must be
remembered that both during Rafsanjani's and Khiégamresidencies, the Iranian
government declared that it would accept whateesisibn the Palestinians took on the
peace process. In other words, if Israel and tHesEaians were to reach an agreement,
Iran would not oppose it. Mir Hossein Moussavi egted this position in a recent
interview with a Western publication. Similarly, practice Iran could reduce or even stop
its support to HAMAS and Hizbullah.

Some other issues, although non-ideological in reathave in the last several years
acquired a sacrosanct nature. The controversidéauquestion is one such subject. Most
Iranians, rightly or wrongly, have come to view tigclear program as an integral part of
Iran’s quest for scientific and technological advw@ment and self-sufficiency, and view the
West's opposition to it as being in line with itgstorical desire to keep Iran
underdeveloped. What this means is that any govamhin Iran will insist on having some
uranium enrichment activity. However, compromises the level and format of the
enrichment are negotiable. Interestingly, evenAhenadinejad government has indicated
that it is possible to find a way, such as the l@sfament of a consortium to produce
nuclear fuel in Iran, that could ease the concefrise Western and regional countries.

However, it would be easier for the West to agmeatcompromise with a different
administration that does not have Ahmadinejad’stromersial baggage, just as it was
easier for the West to settle the so-called Ruskdfair with Khatami rather than

Rafsanjani, although the terms of the compromise\iree same.

Assessing the Candidates’ Chances of Success

The most serious handicap of Ahmadinejad’s oppenentlivision in their ranks. In the
months running up to the election, it was hoped tha reformist camp could reach a
consensus on a single candidate and thus maximzehtances of defeating Ahmadinejad.
When, after months of speculation, Muhammad Khatawhicated his willingness to run
again and established an election headquartevssithoped that such a consensus could be
achieved. These hopes were dashed when Mir Hod&eirssavi declared his candidacy
and Mehdi Karrubi refused to withdraw in Khatami&sor. Finally, Khatami withdrew
from the election, raising speculation that he heckived a message from the Supreme
Leader to do so. Khatami rejected such speculatiod, the Leader tried to stop it in a
speech in Khorasan Provindéhamenei said that he was not supporting anyontaen
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forthcoming election. Recently, however, when &tang in Kurdistan, he advised the
people to elect someone who has a simple and mdtestyle and who is close to the
people. Since these are traits that Ahmadinej&dasvn for, the Leader’'s comments could
be interpreted as being supportive of Ahmadinegiayever, Moussavi also is not known
for wealth or a luxurious lifestyle, and his supgeos could claim that the Leader’s
recommendation applies to him.

In addition, Moussavi has a number of handicapgbiyp the following. First, during his
premiership in the 1980s, he pursued a statist @oanpolicy and was strongly anti-
American. Many people are skeptical of how far ¢hatitudes have changed, although he
now talks of privatization and a pragmatic foremplicy. Second, until recently Moussavi
had withdrawn from the public eye, refusing to eolis opinions on various issues, and
consequently many people say that they don’'t kndwatvine stands for. Third, he has an
intellectual air and lacks Ahmadinejad’s commonctguand therefore his appeal to the
rural and urban poor may be limited.

Mehdi Karrubi could be a compromise candidate aetltge Supreme Leader’'s nod of
approval, assuming he has given up on Ahmadindjai is so because, unlike some of
Khatami’'s supporters, Karrubi has always suppotiedinstitution of the/elayat e Fagih
and the regime’s foundations. However, he lacks bbarisma and managerial experience
at a time when everyone in Iran is concerned aloeitmanagement of the country’s
affairs.

Mohsen Rezaei has conservative credentials in tefrsgpport for the system. He is also
talking of change, is offering a progressive agethdiaestically and in foreign policy, and
speaks even of forming a coalition government ipooating both conservative and
reformist elements. This last-named aspect of logpam can attract some conservatives
who are disappointed by Ahmadinejad. However, Reagasot well known and also lacks
charisma.

As a result, the contest for president, especialthe second round of voting — given that it
is unlikely that anyone will get a majority durirtge first round -- will most likely be
between Ahmadinejad and Moussavi.

Ahmadinejad’s performance record, both economicalhd in terms of the country’s
international situation, works against him, and tlesire for change is strong in the
country. The question is whether Moussavi will bbleato harness this popular
dissatisfaction or whether Ahmadinejad will bendéfadm the syndrome of “the devil we
know is better than the devil we don’t know.” Anetlconundrum is the Supreme Leader’s
preference. Has he concluded that Ahmadinejad &éesnhe a liability, or is Khamenei still
supporting him, albeit indirectly.

This discussion implies for the rest of the worldgtt if those who to engage with Iran
should not make doing so contingent on the electtdna different person than
Ahmadinejad. Rather, they should be willing to tedkhim no matter how distasteful they
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find it. Otherwise, given the perversity of Iranipalitics, any hint that outsiders, especially
in the West, do not want Ahmadinejad and is waiforghis departure to engage with Iran
could guarantee his reelection.
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