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Summary of the conference 

Chatham House, also known as the Royal Institute of International Affairs, hosted a webinar to 

discuss the impact of Iran’s upcoming presidential elections, the possible results, and the future of 

democratic institutions and civil society in Iran. The talk was moderated by Sanam Vakil, Deputy 

Director and Senior Research Fellow of the Middle East and North Africa Programme at Chatham 

House.  

The talk’s speakers brought in a wide array of perspectives on the impact of the upcoming 

elections. To begin, the panelists were asked the weighty question, “do elections matter in Iran?” 

This question came as about 230 dissidents and civil society activists in Iran have called on fellow 

citizens to boycott the elections that are scheduled to take place on June 18th of this year. The 

dissidents have condemned the Iranian government for restricting political access only to 

conservative candidates and for not committing to hold free and fair elections. On the one hand, 

the panelists agreed that boycotting the election will only embolden the conservative wing and 

credit the victory of its candidate once elections results come out. Moreover, although there was 

disagreement among the panelists on whether elections in Iran matter, they unanimously agreed 

that the election results would not represent a shift in Iranian foreign or domestic policy.  

One of the main issues at stake in next week’s election is whether Iran’s next president will 

engage with the international community to rejoin the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA). 

Whether Iran rejoins or not, said the speakers, will have a tremendous impact on which sanctions 

are lifted off of Iran and how this trickles down to the general population. Journalist Nazila Fathi 

pointed out that in her experience reporting from Iran, people from every socioeconomic status 

care more about the tangible results of the president’s policy. Yet, Nazila and others emphasised 

that none of the candidates have addressed actual policies that seek to ameliorate the economic 

situation in Iran.  

Second to economic relief was the issue of civil engagement. As a preface, the panelists 

spoke about previous attempts by the regime to curtail political participation, especially by activists 

and critics. This was seen most prominently in the 2018-2019 government crackdown in which the 

government used extreme force and violence on dissenters. As a result, this year’s elections are 

most likely to yield the lowest participation rates yet, with polls predicting this year’s turnout to be 

as low as 37%. Not only is political participation decreasing in Iranian civil society, and especially 

among the youth, but also due to the impact of international economic sanctions. Research has 

shown that the sanctions imposed by the West on Iran’s economy have impacted the already-



 

 

impoverished segments of society. Political participation and advocacy for change, therefore, have 

reduced drastically due to the economic difficulties that Iranians face in their daily lives.  

Third, prompted by the moderator, Ms. Vakil, the speakers went on to discuss the 

discrepancy between the domestic and international policies of Iran, which led to a new framework 

through which to understand Iran’s paradoxical foreign and domestic policy. Although the country 

is almost entirely led by the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC), Iran’s foreign policy is 

characterised by an aggressive regional expansion, while internally Iran’s inflation and growing 

economic struggles amass. Kenneth Katzman, senior analyst for Iran at the U.S. Congressional 

Research Service, predicts no change in Iran’s expansionist foreign policy in the Middle East unless 

it is an underlying stipulation in international agreements with Western powers. On the other hand, 

domestic policy is simply not one that has changed nor will the new president bring in any 

substantial relief to the economic woes of Iran. All panelists consider the presidential frontrunner, 

Ebrahim Raisi, someone who has no previous policy experience, either domestic or international, so 

the de facto decision-making will continue to be primarily in the hands of the IRGC.  

Lastly, the conference ended on a positive note. Elections in Iran provide international 

scholars with an opportunity to learn more about the internal discourse in Iran. This year, the 

speakers pointed out, Iranians witnessed the most open presidential candidate debates to date, 

where candidates spoke candidly about each other and about the future of the country. Similarly, 

of the people still politically engaged, a large portion of them, the scholars pointed out, are actively 

having discussions in chat forums where Iranians are discussing the presidential candidates as well. 

One of the new tech innovations that broke through in Iran has been the popular app Clubhouse. 

According to the New York Times, election-focused Clubhouse rooms are among the most popular 

in Iran with thousands of people participating daily from Presidential hopefuls to Iran’s foreign 

minister Mohammad Javad Zarif. Although internal divisions are clear, this conference’s speakers 

want us to remember that the pluralisation of views and ideas is a step forward in achieving a true 

form of democracy.  


