
 

INSS Insight No. 1085, August 12, 2018 

The Reformists in Iran: Between Conservatives and Subversives 

Raz Zimmt 

In recent months the reformist camp in Iran has been engaged in an intense debate 

about the movement’s future. This internal debate reflects growing concern among 

various sections of the Iranian establishment regarding the increasing influence of 

radical elements (“subversives”) who oppose both main political camps (the 

conservatives and the reformists) and challenge the very existence of the regime. 

The debate also reflects the distress of the reformists, who over the last decade have 

lost their positions of political influence, and is evidence that the dominant faction in 

the reformist camp still prefers gradual change within the law to violent 

revolutionary change. In the short run, the growing external pressure on Iran could 

encourage portions of the Iranian people to stand behind the regime, for fear of 

political chaos or damage to Iran’s territorial unity and integrity. However, the 

heightened internal troubles, the failure of the regime to provide a response, and the 

sense that the pragmatists are unable to bring President Rouhani and the reformists 

to offer an effective political alternative, could aggravate the sense of despair in the 

public and strengthen trends towards extremism and populism. 

 

 

In recent months, reformist intellectuals have been engaged in an intense debate 

regarding the future of the reformist movement in Iran. This debate is underway against 

the background of ongoing protests, which began in December 2017, and the recent 

confrontational statements by President Hassan Rouhani. At this stage the demonstrations 

are essentially local, spontaneous and sectorial protests that do not pose an immediate 

challenge to the regime’s stability, but they do express a growing sense of despair in view 

of the failure of the regime and the government to provide a response to the citizens’ 

demands. The slogans heard during the demonstrations, to the tune of “conservatives, 

reformists, your time is up!" reflect the loss of trust in both the central political camps. 

 

In parallel with the public’s growing alienation from the regime’s institutions, and against 

a background of increasingly hostile relations with the American administration, 

President Rouhani has adopted more hardline rhetoric. The escalation between Tehran 

and Washington reinforces the need of the Iranian elite to demonstrate unity, if only for 

domestic and international consumption. In early July 2018, the President issued a veiled 

threat to close the Strait of Hormuz if an oil embargo were placed on Iran. On July 22, 

Rouhani warned President Trump against “playing with the lion’s tail,” referring to 
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growing US pressure against Iran. He repeated his threats to close the Strait of Hormuz 

and claimed that “war with Iran will be the mother of all wars and peace with Iran will be 

the mother of all peace agreements.” The President’s declarations enjoyed full backing 

from Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei and from senior officials of the Revolutionary 

Guards, who expressed their willingness to implement the threat to close the Strait. The 

belligerent line adopted by Rouhani reinforces the impression that he is “veering to the 

right,” and since his election to a second term in May 2017, he has expressed views that 

ignore the demands of the reformists, who supported him in the elections.  

 

In view of the rising confrontation between the public and the regime, the growing 

external pressure led by the Trump administration, and the government’s failure to 

provide a response to the civilian distress, prominent reformist intellectuals have recently 

warned of the activity of “subversives” (barandazan, in Persian), such as the activists of 

the exiled opposition organization Mojahedin-e Khalq and opponents of the regime who 

support the return of the monarchy. These groups are not satisfied with gradual reform, 

seek total regime change, and challenge both central political camps in Iran, the 

conservatives and the reformists. According to the reformists, although the activity of the 

radical opposition is at this stage mainly focused outside Iran, their impact on the Iranian 

public could broaden as the internal distress deepens and the government fails to remedy 

it. 

 

In a series of interviews to the media, the reformist intellectuals and political activists 

called for a review of the reformist movement’s strategy, so that it can position itself as a 

relevant alternative to both the conservatives and the radical opposition, which is 

undermining the foudnations of the Islamic Republic. While the debate in the reformist 

camp reflects some disagreement over the extent of the threat from the “subversives,” it 

also exhibits fairly broad consensus regarding the need to promote processes of change in 

the reform movement, review its relations with the government, and sharpen its message 

so that it can differentiate itself from both the conservatives and the radical groups who 

prefer rapid change (revolution) to gradual change (evolution). 

 

Abbas Abdi, one of the most prominent reformist thinkers, said recently in an interview 

to the daily Etemaad that too much importance should not be given to the radical 

opposition operating outside Iran that presents the reformists as collaborators with the 

regime. However, he stressed that in order to respond to the growing criticism, the 

reformists must launch a process of organizational and ideological resonstruction, involve 

the younger generation in movement leadership, redefine their relations with the 

government, and not shy away from criticism of its policy. 
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Reformist Majlis member Mahmoud Sadeghi called for the adoption of a more critical 

and assertive line in order to gain public trust. In a press interview, Sadeghi said that the 

reformists must frustrate the “subversives’ plots” to bring about violent regime change in 

Iran, with the help of foreign elements. He stressed that it is not possible to promote 

reform by violent means, and that the reformists will not tolerate harm to Iran’s national 

interests, security, or territorial integrity. At the same time, he stressed that the radicals 

are exploiting the government’s failure and the apathy of the reformists to challenge and 

denigrate them. Therefore, the reformists must break their silence, expand their activities, 

and formulate a clear plan on how to deal with Iran’s economic, political, social, and 

cultural difficulties. Meanwhile, former President Mohammad Khatami, at meeting with 

former Majlis members on August 5, 2018, presented fifteen guidelines for what he 

called essential reforms to solve the crisis in Iran. He estimated that the Islamic Republic 

is not facing collapse, since most of the public is not interested in revolution, but rather in 

stability and security. However, he did warn that public despair at the chances for reform 

will cause serious and irreversible damage to the regime. “As long as the reforms are 

alive, there is no place for subversion,” said Khatami. 

 

The internal debate in the reformist camp is important for several reasons. First, it reflects 

growing concern among various sections of the Iranian establishment of the increasing 

influence of subversive elements that challenge the very existence of the regime. For 

example, expressions of affection for the Shah, who was deposed in the Islamic 

Revolution in 1979, are still a fairly marginal aspect of protests in Iran, but they show the 

intensity of the alienation between the regime and the general public, and repreent 

flagrant defiance of the political regime as a whole. Second, it reflects the distress of the 

reformists, who over the last decade have been pushed out of positions of political 

influence and forced to support moderate conservative candidates, such as Rouhani, as 

the least undesirable option. The internal and external challenges facing the Islamic 

Republic highlight the dilemma of the reformists, between the need to support the 

President as a necessary evil and the fear of being identified with his failures, which 

could strengthen extremist forces on either left or right. Third, it shows that the dominant 

factionin the reformist camp still differentiates itself from the radical groups seeking to 

topple the regime. Reformists are increasingly aware of the need to sharpen their 

messages and intensify their criticism of the regime and the government, in order to gain 

public trust. However, there is still a widely held view in this camp that the solution to 

the country’s problems lies in structural reforms rather than regime change, which could 

lead to chaos and endanger Iran’s security, unity, and territorial integrity.  

 

It is too soon to assess whether the reformist movement has the power to position itself as 

a political alternative that can attract significant public support. The growing external 

pressure on Iran could encourage some sections of the public to stand behind the regime, 
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for fear of political chaos or harm to essential national interests. At the same time, the 

worsening internal distress, the regime’s failure to provide a response, and the growing 

feeling that the pragmatists led by the President are unable to offer effective solutions 

could add to the public’s despair and lack of trust in the establishment, and reinforce 

extremist and populist tendencies. These processes could be expressed in the next 

parliamentary elections, expected to be held in 2020, and in the next presidential 

elections, in 2021. 


