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In the 4:1  series of the Institute for Foreign Affairs and Trade, four researchers 
give a short answer to the same questions concerning international politics and 
economics. Our aim is to launch the scientific debates in Hungary and promote 
dialogue among experts. In this issue, our topic is: “What Are the Most Important 
Lessons of the Iranian Elections?”

ErzsébEt N. rózsa

One of the most important figures of the Iranian elections, was the high – 73% – 
voter turnout, which seemed to have been generated in a very short time. 
This is partly understandable, if we consider, that the election campaign 

period is very short, altogether just 4 weeks. However, readiness to vote in 2017 
skyrocketed in the second half of the campaign period, as it did in 2013 as well. This 
was partly due to the three television debates, but also to the fact, that although 
the voters could choose among four official candidates, at the last moment, the 
choice narrowed down, and polarized around only two candidates. In this extremely 
simplified picture of the Iranian election system, voters had to decide between the 
opening up of the country/reforms or turning inwards/conservatism.

No doubt, the results of the election reflect not only the support of the incumbent 
president Hasan Rouhani, but the rejection – by the majority – of the conservative 
Ebrahim Raisi. This is supported by the fact, that the 2015 nuclear deal has so far 
not had much – positive – impact on every day life, and also the fact, that economic 
development hoped to follow the deal, is lagging behind. Therefore, many are 
skeptical and even critical towards the achievements of Rouhani. Nevertheless, 
Rouhani received almost 20% (or 8 million) more votes than Raisi. What’s more, he 
was able to increase the number of votes received in 2013 with a further 5 million. The 
fact that Raisi was unknown to the public could have played a role. Public parlance 
designated him as the favorite of the Supreme Leader, however the relevance of that 
seemed rather limited.

Ayatollah Khamenei, as usual, did not support any of the candidates publicly, 
but emphasized the importance of participation in the election. Therefore, the 
high turnout from his point of view is a real victory, even though recently, he had 
expressed some resentments regarding Rouhani’s activities.

He has also frequently expressed his distrust regarding the nuclear deal, as 
well as the relevant US role in it. Thus, it can almost be taken for granted, that the 
visit by President Trump to Saudi Arabia, and especially his speeches in Riyadh 
and Jerusalem, that pushed the news of the Iranian presidential elections into the 
background, would have brought Rouhani into a difficult situation. The Iranian 
conservative circles will definitely try to torpedo Rouhani’s reforms, which are to 
be expected especially in the fields of economic opening and the liberalization of 
society. The question is, even with such strong social authorization, if Rouhani has 
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enough power to push back the conservatives, especially the Islamic Revolutionary 
Guard, from the political and economic arena.

It should not be forgotten, that the political struggles are still going on in the 
framework of the velayat-e faqih, and as always, regime survival is the primary 
aim. No wonder Ayatollah Khamenei called on maintaining unity during the election 
campaign. The fact that Rouhani could win (even in 2013) serves the same aim, since 
the regime legitimizes itself with the support of the masses (see the importance of 
the high voter turnout). But it should not be forgotten, that approximately 70% of the 
some 80 million Iranians are under 40 years of age, and thus have no memory of 
the Islamic revolution 38 years ago. The participation of young voters was decisive 
both in the 2013 and in the 2017 presidential elections.

Last, but not least, the results of the 2016 parliamentary elections also reflected 
the decreasing interest in conservatism. It showed a cautious shift of the political 
elite – within the framework of the system – from the extreme conservatives, to the 
moderate conservatives/centrists/reformists.

róbErt MaNyasz

One of the main features – and, simultaneously, one of the greatest strengths – 
of the Iranian political system is the fact, that there is no absolute winner 
who “takes it all”. This statement stood true for the president of the Islamic 

Republic belonging to the conservative elite of the Supreme Leader, Ali Khamenei 
(like in the case of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad), and it is also especially true today, as 
the reformist president of the last four years, Hasan Rouhani, was able to win a 
second term. The nature of this system results in the lack of sudden transformation 
of policy directions; all shifts are formulated gradually as a result of the dynamics 
between the different power centres.

The Iranian presidential election took place at a highly important moment of 
Middle Eastern politics. According to the intentions of the Trump administration, 
the war against the Islamic State in Syria and Iraq will start a new chapter, which 
will have a decisive effect on the Syrian civil war as well. Visiting the region, the 
American president delivered an arms trade deal worth 110 billion USD to the Saudi 
leadership. It can be interpreted as proof, that Riyadh will be a strategic partner 
to Washington in the region, equal to Israel. This can fundamentally effect the 
Saudi-Iranian regional rivalry. The result of the elections will effect the international 
relations with Tehran. In the last one and a half decade, the Persian state was able to 
gain important footholds in the region (in Iraq and in Yemen), while it was also able 
to strengthen its traditional presence elsewhere (Lebanon, Syria). As it was proven 
by the record of the so-called moderate Rouhani in the last four years, this policy 
will likely be unchanged in the next years to come. The Iranian influence could only 
weaken thanks to the above mentioned American shift, and/or the strengthening 
role of Saudi Arabia.
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Although lifting the sanctions after the nuclear deal did not result in all of the 
desired outcome for the Iranian government, the re-election of Rouhani hopefully 
will have a favourable effect on the economy. Among these, one should emphasize 
the limited liberalisation of the banking sector, and the modernisation of the key 
sector within the economy, namely the oil industry. Since this process is in the 
interests of almost all power centres – such as the traditional bazaar bourgeoisie, 
the Iranian Revolutionary Guard’s affiliates in the heavy industry and the weapons 
industry, as well as the grand religious foundations – it could only be counteracted 
by the truly ultra-conservative forces.

A forgotten segment of the present election was the case of the losing candidate, 
Ebrahim Raisi. His candidacy should be seen as a decision made by the political 
and military power base of Ali Khamenei. By this step, they wanted to put Raisi in the 
spotlight as the merely 57 years old head, of one the largest religious foundations 
directing the Imam Ali Mausoleum in Meshed. On the other hand, they also wanted 
to measure his popularity in society, as Raisi seems to be the designated heir to the 
long time ill Ali Khamenei. Either him, an intermediate politician or a multi-member 
leader will follow him in the position of the Supreme Leader. Although his popularity 
represented by the 15 million votes should not be considered as weak, the objectives 
of the conservative religious establishment and the Islamic Revolutionary Guard in 
the next years, will be to strengthen the social acceptance of Raisi. In this process, 
it is expectable, that his rank within the religious hierarchy will be upgraded in the 
near future (from currently hujjat al-Islam). Nonetheless, the picking of Ali Khamenei 
himself in 1989 proves, that political skills and experience is much more important 
than religious rank.

Parallel to the presidential election, reformers scored a huge victory in the 
municipal elections as well. It is an open question though, whether there will be 
another revengeful act by the conservatives as a reaction to this process, in order to 
maintain the above mentioned balance between the different power groups – apart 
from of course just strengthening Raisi.

PétEr WagNEr

The most interesting fact about the Iranian elections was, that the elite 
surrounding the Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei did not interfere decisively 
in the process. Since the intervention of the regime in the 2009 presidential 

race supporting the re-election of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, such steps have been 
considered as a real possibility every four years both in Iran and abroad. Experts 
predicted a tight race between Hasan Rouhani and Ebrahim Raisi, which turned out 
to be false – Rouhani won with a confident majority in the first round.

The importance of the election was different for Iranians and the West. While 
the voters were interested mainly in economic questions (unemployment, inflation, 
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corruption), foreign observers focused on the possible scenarios regarding the 
2015 agreement concerning the Iranian nuclear program. Nonetheless, the two 
issues are severely related to each other, since the lifting of sanctions contributed 
to the growth of the Iranian economy – estimated to be 6-7% by the World Bank. 
The victory of Rouhani was convincing also due to the fact, that his government 
implemented a series of unpopular but key economic decisions in the past years. 
Among those, the most painful for the poorer layers of Iranian society was the rise 
in prices of basic food and oil, due to the cut in governmental subsidies.

Another important lesson of the Iranian elections for us is, that we are still unable 
to predict the mindset of the Iranian elite. Experts calculated the chances of Raisi 
on the basis of his proximity to Ali Khamenei, nonetheless this aspect had no effect 
on the outcome of the elections. The main focus of the program of both candidates 
was based, fundamentally on the question of the continuation of the country’s 
rapprochement with the international system in the political and economic sense. 
The Supreme Leader did not take a stand in this question but let the voters decide.

Everything is set for Rouhani to continue his economic and social reforms, as 
well as the foreign policy opening up during his second term. The most important 
obstacle in the latter process might be the American administration. The permissive 
environment during the Obama administration was favourable for Iranian intensions, 
and Tehran was able to use this to its own advantage. The strengthening role of Iran 
in the region, especially in Iraq and in Syria, have led to increasing worries for Middle 
Eastern powers.

With the election of Donald Trump, the region can expect changes in American 
behaviour. It is telling, that the first destinations of the American president in the 
region was those two American-allies (Saudi Arabia and Israel), who also happen 
to be the biggest enemies of Iran. Although the foreign policy course of president 
Trump is highly unpredictable, he has been consequent on two issues – the fight 
against Jihadists and Iranian influence.

Unfortunately for Rouhani, Iranian activities in Iraq, Syria or Lebanon are in 
the hands of the president himself, as they are primarily under the control of the 
Islamic Revolutionary Guard. This organization can shape Iranian foreign policy 
in these countries without the approval of the head of the executive branch. This 
indirectly provides the opportunity for the conservative Iranian elites, to prevent the 
rapprochement between Tehran and the West (or the Arab world). Regardless of the 
intensions of the elected president, the conservative forces still have all the tools to 
avoid any kind of sudden or incisive turns in foreign and domestic policies of Iran.
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gErgEly ablaka

In the 2017 presidential election, Hasan Rouhani received around 8 million votes 
more than his main rival, Ebrahim Raisi, which demonstrates well, that the 
majority of the society supports the continuation of the political, economic, and 

social opening, that has already begun. This is further strengthened by the municipal 
elections, which took place at the same time, where the reformists got majority in 
nearly every important city as no single conservative representative was elected to 
the capital’s local government. This is certainly a sensitive loss to the conservative 
hard-liner camp.

The main lesson of the presidential poll is perhaps, that voting has indeed a 
significant status in Iranian politics. Although the election is largely confined to 
a narrow political field, it plays a very important role in the legitimization of the 
Islamic Republic (strengthening its acceptance), and in its daily operation (bringing 
the opinions into line and balancing of the competing parties).

This election has shown, that despite the serious constraints, there is a lively 
political debate, and this time the candidates have fought a harsher word-fencing 
game than usual, in order to win the indecisive voters. Rouhani’s victory proved 
once again, that only those have the chance to win in the multi-coloured palette, 
who are able to form a broad electoral coalition. The vote further clarified, that the 
oversimplified view of the dual society (reformer-conservative and urban-rural) 
does not stand. Rouhani won both in the heavily urbanized provinces (e.g. Tehran, 
Yazd, and Fars) and also in the more underdeveloped rural areas (e.g. Sistan-
Baluchestan).

The outcome of the vote also revealed, that Iranian voters are primarily interested 
in everyday matters, and ideological issues are not the driving force behind their 
actions. The economy has always been a central theme during the campaign and 
in the debate, but this time it was particularly true as unemployment, inequality, and 
other economic-financial problems dominated the agenda. Demographic change 
also plays an important role in this: the “children of the revolution” have grown up, 
and become more interested in stability and predictability.

The re-elected Rouhani’s room to manoeuvre, shall continue to be limited by 
the “cross wind” of the conservatives, which will make it difficult to carry out key 
political decisions. However, resolving the structural problems will not be an easy 
task, because diversifying the economy (primarily reducing the oil dependence), 
promoting investment, and eliminating corruption, all require a systemic change, 
and not just political decisions.

The success of the Rouhani presidency could be affected by the uncertain 
external world too – whether it is about the anti-Iranian steps taken by the Trump 
administration, the changes in the Middle East power rivalry, or just the volatility of 
the crude oil price in the world market. Additionally, it is also an important question 
whether the Foreign Ministry, led by Javad Zarif, will be able to cope with the extensive 
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(foreign) network of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard, and especially with the very 
popular commander of the Quds Force, Qasem Soleimani (and his influence).

Overall, it can be stated that the 2017 vote was a clear and decisive “yes” for the 
moderate and reformist policy in Iran. Although the president has to reckon with 
(and often obey) other players in the political-power system, the current election is 
a highly important juncture in the history of the Islamic Republic – especially if we 
take into account, the broader political context and dynamics too. The “reformers” 
have basically captured the elected political institutions (since in 2016 they gained 
majority in parliament, moreover significant positions in the Assembly of Experts), 
and the generational changes should ensure social support for them. Thus, in the 
future, they will not only have a greater role in determining special policies, but also 
an important task in the – currently treated as taboo – succession process.




