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Iran’s new president, Hassan Rouhani, is marking the end of his first year in
office. He has made a resolution of the nuclear issue and the lifting of
sanctions against Iran the center-piece of a broader strategy. He hopes a
breakthrough here will open the door for a revival of the Iranian economy,
the reintegration of Iran into the international community, a recognition of
Iran’s major role in the region and perhaps the loosening up of domestic
restrictions on politics and basic freedoms. But he faces formidable
opposition from an entrenched ruling elite.




This article originally appeared on the Iran Primer website on June 9, 2014.

One year after President Hassan Rouhani’s election, what are his administration’s main
accomplishments?

After the eight disastrous years of President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad’s administration,
Rouhani’s signal achievement is simply to put government back into the hands of adults, of
men and women of experience and common sense. Ahmadinejad managed to squander over
$600 billion in oil revenues, to provide grounds for increasingly damaging sanctions against
Iran, to exacerbate relations with almost all Persian Gulf countries and much of the international
community, and to facilitate the penetration of the Revolutionary Guards into all major sectors
of the Iranian economy



On what issues has Rouhani fallen short?

The record of the Rouhani government in the first year is clearly a mixed bag. On the home
front, there is an easing of social and press restrictions—everyone agrees the environment is
decidedly freer--but arrests of bloggers, dissidents and critics continue. Publications are closed
down. Sporadic crackdowns on women and the young occur. Some political prisoners have
been released, including the human rights lawyer, Nasrin Sotoudeh, but many remain in
prison—most notably the two Green Movement leaders, Mehdi Karroubi and Mir-Hossein
Mousavi.

Rouhani clearly controls neither the security services nor the judiciary, which seem determined
to flout his desire to open up the political system. For example, political prisoners at Evin Prison
were attacked and beaten by guards in April, when they persisted in peaceful protests. Mostafa
Tajzadeh, the outspoken member of the former Khatami government was nearing the end of
this six-year prison term when the judiciary slapped on another one-year prison term for
supposed anti-state activities.

Rouhani’s appeal to Iranians to voluntarily give up the monthly government cash subsidy for
all Iranians, which was instituted under Ahmadinejad, fell on death ears. Rouhani has talked
about the need to reduce the Guards role in the economy, but he has done little on that score.

What obstacles does Rouhani face on his domestic policy?

An entrenched and narrow ruling elite, often described as hardliners or conservatives, control
the principle instruments of power: the security agencies, the intelligence ministry, the military
and the police, the judiciary, the Council of Guardians (which has the power to veto laws and
candidates for elected office), and the Assembly of Experts, which will choose the next Supreme
Leader. Connected to them is an economic elite, which has grown enormously wealthy on
government contracts and quasi-monopolies of major import goods.

These elites will resist any challenge to their hold on power and privilege. They also fear,
perhaps with good reason, that any serious reform, whether political, economic or social, will
open the floodgates and trigger a process of change that will end up threatening the whole
system.

The resistance has an ideological dimension as well. Like the Maoists in China or the



He also seemed to sneer at Rouhani’s focus on getting sanctions lifted, “and not by resistance
but through diplomacy, contrary to the line of the Imam [Khomeini].”

What obstacles does he face on foreign policy?

The opposition Rouhani faces at home to his foreign policy agenda stem from similar sources.
Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei wears his unyielding opposition to the United States
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