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HISTORY, according to German philosopher Hegel, advances in terms of conflict. An idea, called thesis, begets its opposite or antithesis. The two are merged into a third idea — synthesis — which creates its own antithesis and so on. One important implication of the theory is that actors in history change roles. Today’s revolutionaries and radicals become tomorrow’s hardliners and guardians of the status quo. The same can be applied to the current crisis in Iran. 

The current crisis precipitated by the disputed presidential election of the incumbent Mr Ahmadinejad for the second term is essentially an expression of the conflict between the clergy, who spearheaded the spectacular struggle of the Iranian nation against absolute monarchy, and reformists. The clergy want to preserve the existing politico-religious institutions, whereas the reformists, though in no way wanting to uproot them, are keen to make them less authoritarian, more democratic, more accountable to the people and their elected representatives, and progressive in tune with the moment and the milieu. To understand this conflict, it is important to look at the political system of Iran. 

The three fundamental principles of the Iranian constitution are Islam, republicanism and separation of powers. Islam is the state religion and the Shariah the fundamental law of the land. Logically, all laws have to be in conformity with Islam and any law which is not compatible with the Shariah is invalid. As for republicanism, the greatest contribution of the Islamic revolution is the abolition of monarchy in Iran. “There is no place for monarchy in Islam”, categorically declared Ayatullah Khomeini, the leader of the Iranian revolution. Therefore, republicanism had to be a fundamental feature of the post-revolution Iran. Under the Iranian constitution, both president and parliament (called the Majlis) are popularly elected. Not only that, republicanism goes down to the grassroots level as provinces, divisions, districts and villages are administered by directly elected councils. 

The third principle is the separation of powers, which makes the Iranian system akin more to the American than to the British system. As in the USA, president is the chief executive and, along with his ministers, is responsible for running the country’s administration. The Majlis is the law making body. The Majlis cannot vote out the president, though it can impeach him. Nor can the president dissolve the Majlis. As in case of the USA, ministers appointed by the president have to be approved and all international agreements and treaties ratified by Congress. 

The separation of powers principle however breaks down in the office of the Rahbar (the Supreme Leader), who holds a unique position in the Iranian political system. The Rahbar is the guardian of the revolution, the custodian of the constitution and the overall supervisor of the system. He has the power to appoint and dismiss the head of the judiciary, the armed forces, and the religious members of a powerful Guardian Council. Yet, he is not regarded infallible. He can be dismissed by a directly elected Council of Experts — which also elects him — if he becomes incapable of performing his constitutional duties. 

Another important component of the system is the Guardian Council, which interprets the constitution and determines the constitutionality of laws passed by the Majlis. The Council comprises 12 members half of which are appointed by the Rahbar and half elected by the Majlis. It also supervises the elections for the office of the president, the Majlis and the Council of Experts, which includes determining suitability of the candidates. 

The power of judicial review whereby a court determines the validity of laws passed by the legislature exists in a number of countries. It is thus not the Guardian Council’s power of judicial review that is open to dispute. Rather it is the way the power is exercised that has invited much of the criticism. The Council by virtue of its conservative composition has not been well disposed towards progressive legislation and the candidates having a reformist agenda or mindset. 

In the past on several occasions, particularly, when reformist Mohammed Khatami was president (1997-2005), the Council struck down legislation for allegedly being in conflict with revolutionary ideals or the Islamic character of the constitution. By the same token, candidates suspected of being “too liberal or progressive” have been disqualified. 

The post-revolution Iran has thus witnessed relentless struggle of reformists against hardliners, especially as a new generation sprang up, for more openness and democracy. However, hardliners because of their greater power and influence have remained a tough nut. The reformists secured their first major win in the landslide victory of Mr Khatami as president in 1997, when he defeated the then conservative powerful speaker of the Majlis Mr Natiq Nori. 

Then in 2000, the conservatives were defeated in parliamentary elections by reformists. Mr Khatami’s re-election in 2001 by an overwhelming majority again underlined the need for reforms. However that did not much curtail the influence of the conservatives who continued to assert themselves through powerful institutions like the Guardian Council and the judiciary. 

Under Mr Khatami there were two power poles in Iran: One comprised the president and the Majlis representing the popular will. The other was the clergy-dominated establishment staunchly believing in controlled democracy. Hence, despite his efforts, Mr Khatami was not successful in getting his reformist agenda implemented even when the Majlis was on his side. 

Under the Iranian constitution, no one can hold the office of the president for more than two consecutive terms. Hence, after the completion Mr Khatami’s two terms, reformists put their weight behind former president Mr Ali Akbar Hashmi Rafsanjani in 2005 presidential elections. However, contrary to most of the predictions, Mr Ahmadinijad, mayor of Iran, won the elections. Mr Ahmadinijad comes from a modest family and is known for his simple lifestyle and popular streak. Though himself not a cleric, he has enjoyed the support of the conservatives including the Supreme Leader Mr Khemenei. Mr Ahmadinijad also commands the respect of the people for defying the West on the nuclear issue. 

Though Mr Ahmadinijad’s re-election was always on the cards, the margin of victory (67 per cent of the total votes) has made his victory disputable. The opposition led by defeated presidential candidate and former prime minister Hossein Mousavi (who secured 22 per cent of the popular vote) alleges that the presidential election was massively rigged and wants them to be annulled. However, the Guardian Council brushed aside those allegations and now declared Mr Ahmadinijad officially re-elected after partial recounting of the votes. The Rahbar, the arbiter of the last resort, has also put his weight behind Mr Ahmadinijad’s electoral victory and called for an end to protests. 

Though for the time being the reformists may be silenced and the victory of Mr Ahmadinijad may be treated as a past and closed transaction, the struggle between the reformists and conservatives will continue and the establishment in Iran will have to allow some opening of the system. 

The call for change is always an expression of discontent with existing institutions and policies. The discontent of Iranians however is moderate. There are few voices for changing the basic character of the constitution or for counter-revolution. All notable forces agree that Iran should continue to be an Islamic republic. Nor is there any demand of note for abolishing any of the existing institutions including the controversial Guardian Council. Only reform of the existing institutions is being sought 

to ensure greater personal freedoms and respect for human rights and rule of law, and a greater accountability of those wielding power to the people. 

The real force behind the call for reforms is the youth who make up nearly two-thirds of the Iranian population. Their commitment to revolutionary ideals is not as sweeping as that of the earlier generation. With all their respect for the revolution, what they want above all is greater freedom of expression and association, better standard of living and more job opportunities.
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