
 

Iran has a new president – but does it make a difference? 

By Dennis Sammut 

 

Iran held elections this weekend and elected a new president, but no one either inside the country 

or outside seemed to care very much. The reason is simple – everyone knows that in Iran the 

president is not the final decision maker. Apart from that, the election looked more like a coronation 

than a selection process. All serious opponents of the chosen one had been eliminated before any 

Iranian was within sight of a ballot box. The outcome was all but inevitable. 

Since the revolution of 1979 Iran has been ruled by the Shia religious elite, and they are neither 

interested in sharing power, and much less in handing over power. But Iran is not a backward 

country, and its people are the guardians of a great civilisation, so authoritarianism is possible but 

totalitarianism is not. Even with total power in their hands, the Shia clergy have to exercise caution. 

The office of the president is supposed to complement that of the Supreme Leader – the latter gives 

the broad guidance, the other manages the day to day affairs. The differences have long been 

blurred, and the current Supreme Leader has allowed this to happen even more further reducing the 

role of the presidency. 

Now with the election of Ebrahim Raisi as president, even the pretence of any separation between 

the clerical elite and the country’s government and administrative bureaucracy disappears. Raisi is 

not only the clergy’s candidate but is also from the same background, and his experience in the 

leadership of Iran is connected with some of its darker side. He has been the head of the country’s 

judiciary, and has ultra-conservative political views.  He is implicated in the mass executions of 

political prisoners in the 1980s. 

The question is why him, and why now? 

There are three possible explanations, none completely satisfactory but none can be excluded 

either. 

(1) The first is that this is a conscious shift to a more hardline position based on ideological 

considerations. Many western and Israel commentators think that this is the likely reason 

why Khamanei decided to have Raisi installed as president.  They argue that hardliners are 

worried that there has been too much deviation from the core values of the Islamic 

Revolution and that there must be a return to a more puritanical system of Islamic 

government, including more control on social activities, fewer freedoms and jobs for women 

and tighter restrictions over social media and the press. This would also mean a continued 

stand-off with the United States, an assertive role in the region projecting power through 

the Islamic Revolution Guard Corps (IRGC)  Iran parallel army, and working with China to 

overcome the current economic crisis. 

 

(2) The second possible explanation has more pragmatic undertones, and may in fact spell 

trouble for the more hard line clergy. Those who share this explanation argue that the 

Iranian leadership, i.e. Ayattolah Khamanei and his immediate circle, understand that the 

Islamic Revolution is facing an existential crisis given the depth of the country’s economic 

problems. The division between hardliners and moderates can no longer be tolerated since 

it was doing the country great harm, and a strong man was needed who had the power to 

rein-in all the sides. Raisi in that case is the ideal person, able to crack the whip against the 



 

hardliners and misguided elements of the theocratic establishment, as much as against the 

liberal fringes. Raisi in this case becomes a president for consolidation, and pragmatism, 

rather than ideological fervour, will guide his actions 

 

(3) The third explanation may appear to be a bit more far-fetched, but cannot be excluded 

either. It is based on the assumption that Khamanei has understood that the situation in Iran 

was no longer sustainable, and that change was necessary, but this change cannot be driven 

by a weak neo reformist president constantly embattled in disputes with the hardline 

elements of the regime. Instead it had to be driven by a tough guy from within the system. 

Raisi in that case, is also a perfect choice. He is as hardline as it gets, but in the past he has 

also proven to be obedient, so if this is the task he is given, he will perform it. Change may 

have to start with a shift in gear in relations with the United States, and to use the 

opportunity that a partial lifting of sanctions may give to initiate economic reforms to see 

the country out of the current crisis. In this scenario the delicate process of normalising 

relations with neighbours will also be accelerated, although this will not include Israel, who 

will still remain a nemesis. 

 

None of the three explanations can be excluded, and it may even be that elements of all three were 

behind the choice of Raisi. The new president takes office in August, so we will know soon enough 

where the wind is blowing. In the meantime the stakes cannot be higher. In Vienna, diplomats have 

just concluded the sixth round of talks on the future of Iran’s nuclear deal. They have now gone 

home for consultations. When they resume one can assume that the Iranian team would already 

have been briefed about the position of the new president. But then again the new president, like 

his predecessors, does not really have the final say on this issue – and indeed any other key issue in 

foreign or domestic politics – so any Iranian shift will have deeper implications on where the country 

is heading. 

 

Dennis Sammut is the Director of LINKS Europe and Managing Editor of the web portal 

commonspace.eu. He writes regularly on European security issues, the EU’s relations with its 

wider neighbourhood and Gulf affairs. (director@links-europe.eu) 

21 June 2021. 

mailto:director@links-europe.eu

