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         There are several peculiar features about writing any detailed account of the recent political events in Persia which make
               necessary some slight explanation. The first point is that Persian political affairs, fraught as they are with misfortune
               and misery for millions of innocent people, are conducted very much as a well-staged drama—I have heard some critics say,
               as an opéra bouffe.

         —WILLIAM MORGAN SHUSTER, The Strangling of Persia, 1912




      
      
      DRAMATIS PERSONAE

      
      Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, 53: The President


      
      
      HIS CHALLENGERS:

      
      Mir Hossein Mousavi, 68: Prime Minister of the Islamic Republic of Iran, 1981–1989. An architect by profession, an artist, and onetime president
         of the Academy of Arts.


      
      Mehdi Karroubi, 72: Mid-level liberal cleric, two-term Speaker of Parliament, and two-time presidential candidate from the National Trust
         Party (Hezb’e Etemaad’e Melli).


      
      Mohsen Rezai, 55: Conservative politician and teacher, Secretary of the Expediency Discernment Council. Commander of the Revolutionary
         Guards, 1981 –1997. Also on the official Interpol wanted list, for allegations of involvement in the 1994 bombing of the Jewish
         Cultural Center in Buenos Aires.


      
      
      
      THE PRINCIPAL PLAYERS:

      
      Supreme Leader Ayatollah Seyed Ali Khamenei, 70: The  valih-e-faqih since 1989, the highest authority in the Islamic Republic.


      
      Ayatollah Ali Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani, 75: Speaker of Parliament, 1980– 1989. President of Iran, 1989–1997. Chairman of both the Expediency Discernment Council
         and the Assembly of Experts, and one of the principal architects of the Islamic Revolution and Republic.


      
      Hojjatoleslam Seyed Mohammad Khatami, 66: Two-term President of Iran, 1997–2005. Father of the reform movement and founder of the Foundation for Dialogue among
         Civilisations.


      
      Ali Larijani, 51: Speaker of Parliament, Supreme Leader’s representative to the Supreme National Security Council. Son and son-in-law
         of two Ayatollahs, and brother of Judiciary Chief Ayatollah Sadeq Larijani. Holds a PhD in Western Philosophy, Tehran University.


      
      
      
      
      ACT ONE:

      
      Everything Is True

      
      5:00 p.m., June 12, 2009: Mousavi Campaign Headquarters, Tehran. Mir Hossein Mousavi, President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad’s chief rival in the presidential
         election, has just hung up the phone. Ali Larijani, the powerful speaker of Parliament and close ally of Supreme Leader Ayatollah
         Khamenei, was on the line, calling to congratulate him on his victory. The polls haven’t closed yet, but the mood is jubilant,
         and Larijani’s call is a confirmation of what Mousavi’s aides already believe: the next president of the Islamic Republic
         of Iran will be their man. This despite the fact that all day they have been calling Speaker Larijani, Interior Ministry employees,
         and various other officials to report irregularities in the election process—everything from a shortage of ballots to their
         campaign workers being denied access to polling places, from a shutdown of the nation’s SMS text-messaging network (which
         the campaign was going to use to report in from the field, since there is no widespread mobile data service in Iran) to pro-government
         websites announcing a win for Ahmadinejad before any official results have been announced. There are still long lines at many
         polling stations and voting hours have been extended, but everyone knows there has been an unprecedented voter turnout. Mousavi
         cannot lose.


      
      But how does Larijani know at this early hour? Results are trickling in to the Ministry of Information—maybe better than trickling, given that there
         are tens of thousands of polling stations across the country and each is responsible for only a few thousand votes, which
         can be counted quite easily and entered into computers on the spot, to be transmitted to Tehran electronically, or called
         in by phone. Larijani knows because he has access to “firsthand and classified information and news.” Really? According to a hard-line website, he most definitely had such access. And according to that same website, in its clumsy attempt to implicate Larijani in the unrest that followed,
         the phone call from him began the process by which Mousavi and the other losing candidates questioned the results of the election.
         The website, Rajanews.com, is run by one of Ahmadinejad’s strongest supporters, Fatemeh Rajabi, the wife of former archconservative
         government spokesperson Gholam Hossein Elham and a journalist who has personally attacked any official who has even hinted
         at a disagreement with the conservative administration in power. Her previously printed attacks have been full of speculation
         and downright falsehoods, so maybe Larijani never made the call. But curiously, Ms. Rajabi, known sometimes as  Fati-ar’reh (Fati, the “Saw”) for her merciless cutting down of public figures, must not have been aware that her accusation was actually an
         accusation against her beloved president, for if, as she claims, Dr. Larijani made the call and had access to “firsthand and
         classified information,” presumably from the Ministry of Information (which would have of course provided polling figures
         to him had he asked), then she was confirming that Mousavi was indeed on his way to a win, a win so big that by 5:00 p.m. there was no longer any doubt about the results,
         even as polls remained opened. How then did President Ahmadinejad emerge the winner? The Saw, normally one who cuts to the
         chase, never quite answered that question.


      
      12:00 noon, June 12, 2009: A Polling Station, Midtown Tehran. A long line of voters snakes around the corner. Some of those already in the room are
         casting their ballots, but the last of the blank ballots have just been handed out. “We need more ballots!” screams the young
         woman into the phone. “We never had enough, and now we’re already out,” she continues, speaking to an official at the Interior
         Ministry. Fifty-eight million ballots were printed for an election where some fifty-two million Iranians were eligible to
         vote, and yet at this station, and others across the country, ballots are inexplicably running out. “They said they’re on their way,” the woman tells her colleagues
         and those waiting to cast their vote. “We’ll have to be patient.” Some leave the room, others leave the line outside, but
         others replace them, waiting patiently for their chance to exercise their right to vote. “If the majority doesn’t vote, the
         minority rules” read one poster all over Tehran in the weeks leading up to the elections, and the message must have sunk in.


      
      4:00 p.m., June 12, 2009: The blank ballots finally arrive. “How many do we have?” asks a poll worker, as she begins handing them out. “Fifteen hundred,”
         replies a colleague. “That’s it? You better call now and get some more, we’re definitely going to need them.”


      
      6:00 p.m., June 12, 2009: The last of the ballots is handed out. “I said we need more ballots!” the young woman again screams into the phone. “You
         only sent us fifteen hundred, and we still have a long line of people waiting to vote.” She hangs up and turns to another
         worker. “They said they didn’t have any more ballots. Can you believe that?” The polling station remains open, as voting hours
         have just been officially extended, but no more ballots will be cast at this location. A glorious election, with a turnout of over 80 percent, as the state media claims? Yes, but not all of those 80 percent were able to
         vote, for this polling station is one of many reporting similar problems with ballots. How do I know? My cousin’s daughter
         was in charge here.


      
      4:00 p.m., June 12, 2009: The Hyatt Hotel at Grand Central Terminal, New York City. The Islamic Republic has set up polling stations across the world
         for Iranian expatriates, usually at Iranian embassies or consulates, but in the United States, where Iran has no diplomatic
         representation other than at the United Nations, a few polling places have been organized in major cities with the help of
         the Iranian Mission to the UN and the Iranian Interests Section at the Pakistani Embassy in Washington, D.C. The ballots are identical to those used
         inside Iran, and the results are to be sent to Iran by the end of the evening, by e-mail, I understand. I join a dozen or
         so Iranians and cast my vote, writing “Mir Hossein Mousavi” as legibly as I can in Farsi. The mood is lively, and reports
         from Iran, eight and a half hours ahead of our time, so far indicate only that the turnout is massive. We all have a knowing
         look on our faces, a sort of half-smile that indicates we know—we know that our vote, and the votes of our compatriots, will end the presidency of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad. I have been back from Tehran
         for only about ten days, still wearing the green silicone wrist-band I picked up at a Mousavi rally, and still wondering if
         the results, which I expect to hear the next morning, will mean a second-round runoff or an outright win for Mousavi. Given
         reports of the massive turnout, it appears that perhaps former president Seyed Mohammad Khatami was right when he told me,
         as I was leaving Tehran, not to bother if I was expecting to return for a second-round vote. “I’ll come back for the inauguration,
         then,” I replied. There are other Iranians mingling outside the small conference room on the mezzanine of the giant hotel,
         which sits atop a railroad station in midtown Manhattan, and still others coming up the escalators. A couple of camera crews,
         one from the Islamic Republic of Iran Broadcasting (IRIB) network, are filming the scene, a stark contrast to the one four
         years ago when a much smaller room was booked at the Marriott a few blocks away, and where hardly a soul showed up to vote.
         It’s working, I think, this Islamic “democracy.” At least those of us voting think so.


      
      1:00 p.m., June 10, 2009: Revolutionary Guard Headquarters, Tehran. Brigadier General Yadollah Javani, head of the Guards’ Political Bureau, has issued
         a statement, posted on the Revolutionary Guard website. “The presence of supporters of Mir Hossein Mousavi on the streets
         are part of the velvet revolution,” it reads, two days before voters go to the polls. You’re kidding, right? Javani can’t think that Mousavi is seeking to overthrow the system, can he? “Using a specific color for the first time by a candidate
         in this election shows the start of a velvet revolution project,” it goes on. Ah, that’s it. He’s just a little worried about
         the whole green thing, all those kids I saw on the streets of Tehran a week ago, partying and rallying every night, all wearing
         green. “Any attempt at a velvet revolution will be nipped in the bud,” Javani insists. Well, since there is no velvet revolution, and he will see that on election day, this is no big deal. Javani takes his orders from his commanders,
         who take their orders directly from the Supreme Leader. No, no velvet revolution here, nothing to see, move along now.


      
      11:00 p.m., June 12, 2009: Mousavi Campaign Headquarters, Tehran. Mousavi has written two letters to the Supreme Leader, which were delivered by hand.
         In them he asks his former boss to intervene, to do something about the massive fraud he and his campaign officials believe
         is being perpetuated. In the 1980s when Mousavi was prime minister, then-President Khamenei had tried to have him removed
         but Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, the Supreme Leader at the time, threw his support behind his protégé Mousavi and not his
         own successor, Khamenei, and Mousavi remained in his post for a full eight years. (The position of prime minister was eliminated
         after the founder of the Islamic Republic, the first valih-e-faqih, died.) The relationship between Khamenei and Mousavi had
         been tenuous at best, but that was twenty years ago. Islamic democracy had many layers then, more than today. Did Khamenei
         still hold a grudge? Whether he did or not, Mousavi’s letters don’t have an effect. Iran’s conservative press will announce
         Ahmadinejad’s re-election by an overwhelming margin in the morning papers, and Mousavi is expected to fade into oblivion,
         once again. But he is unwilling to do so. Meetings go on through the night, with the candidate insisting that he will challenge the election results if they hold, as they are expected to do.
         The phone rings constantly, supporters and the press wanting to know what has happened and what will happen. No one knows,
         and among the tears and forlorn faces, and anguish even, only Mousavi appears resolute.


      
      8:30 p.m., June 3, 2009: IRTV 3 Television Studios, Tehran. It’s the one everyone has been waiting for—the first live televised debate between the
         two front-running candidates for president in the Islamic Republic’s brief history. Mohsen Rezai has already debated Mehdi
         Karroubi, and all four candidates will debate each other over the next few days, but this is the one, the debate that will
         give us the opportunity to see the two men most likely to be Iran’s next president duke it out. It’s an American-style campaign
         debate; no holds barred, and to the winner, if there is a clear one, will probably go the spoils. There are at least four
         IRIB cameras: one facing each candidate; one stationary for a wide shot of the two men and the moderator, seated between them
         at a round table; and one overhead, which zooms in every now and then for dramatic effect. Clearly visible by Ahmadinejad’s
         left hand is a stack of manila file folders; Mousavi glanced at them as he walked in to take his seat. One of them has his
         wife’s name, Zahra Rahnavard, on it.


      
      Ahmadinejad begins his allocated ten-minute introduction presenting himself as a victim. He is not running against Mousavi,
         he claims, but against three men—Rafsanjani, Mousavi, and Khatami, two former two-term presidents and a prime minister—and
         three administrations. Ayatollah Ali Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani is their leader, he claims, and had long ago formed a cabal
         to keep power in the hands of the few and away from pious, hardworking, incorruptible people like himself. It is business
         as usual for the president, to always portray Rafsanjani, his family, and his allies as corrupt politicians out to get him,
         Mahmoud, the savior of the ordinary Iranian. If one of the basic precepts of democracy, and Iranians understand democracy, is equal access to power, then Ahmadinejad is accusing Mousavi
         and his cohorts of being anti-democratic, for they want to deny power to anyone but themselves, he claims. They have ganged up on him from the very start
         of his presidency, he cries, and they are now mounting vicious attacks on him. It’s a message that resonates with his audience
         and with his supporters, perhaps even with some Iranians more ambivalent about his presidency. Ahmadinejad, like the Glenn
         Becks and Sarah Palins of America, appeals to every Iranian who is either envious or contemptuous (or both) of the highly
         educated elite— Iranians who believe themselves entitled to govern over the masses of less educated and less sophisticated
         people. “A worthless, torn piece of paper,” Ahmadinejad had once said of a college degree, when one of his ministers was accused
         of forging his. Economic theory was just that to Ahmadinejad—theory—and a regular guy could do as good a job with the economy
         of the country as could a professor, because, after all, regular guys understood regular problems.


      
      Mousavi speaks in his slow, deliberate, even boring way, but he methodically counters every Ahmadinejad accusation. One wonders
         if it is having any effect, this professorial tone of his. He accuses Ahmadinejad of mismanaging the economy, hinting that
         regular guys might not, in fact, have all the answers. Gee, but does Mousavi have to be boring? Well, this debate isn’t going to be, not by a long shot, and not if Ahmadinejad, hardly someone to be accused of being boring,
         has his way.


      
      We don’t have to wait too long for the excitement to begin, the moment when Ahmadinejad starts waving Zahra Rahnavard’s file
         in the air, Stasi-style. Wait, what is this? Debates are unusual in Iranian politics, but this is going way beyond what anyone could have imagined. From the expression on his face, Mousavi is clearly pissed, and the
         television audience is riveted. Is it a sign of desperation on Ahmadinejad’s part? Zahra hides no secrets—a rumor had been making the rounds of Tehran salons that she donned miniskirts when she was a
         college student, before the revolution; perhaps the file contains the photographs to prove it? A week before at her office
         she had readily admitted as much to me though, so who would really care? After all, she chose, she said, to adopt the hijab, also before the revolution. It’s a choice, she emphasized, and her personal belief is that
         the government should not be in the business of mandating clothing laws, although she also emphasized that it is not within
         a president’s mandate to change those laws. She said all this quite freely, so what does Ahmadinejad’s file contain, other than photos of a young Zahra mal-veiled? It is a weak moment for Ahmadinejad, even among his staunch supporters. No one likes files kept on them—no one, not even in the Islamic Republic.


      
      But no, it’s not Zahra’s skimpy dress or the allure of her bare head he wants to embarrass Mousavi with. It is her college
         degree, or, as Ahmadinejad claims, her lack of one, despite her being a college professor. Waving the file, Ahmadinejad coyly says, “Shall I tell? Shall I tell?” like
         a high school student teasing a classmate. He did tell, of course. Whatever happened to his equating a diploma with a “torn piece of paper”? Since the impeachment of his interior
         minister for lying about his, we all thought Ahmadinejad viewed college degrees as an unnecessary distraction, but I guess
         he’s trying to point out the corrupt ways of the elite, not necessarily their lack of qualifications.


      
      Mousavi’s anger shows; but he brushes aside the accusation (which no one really believes) and berates the president for his
         foreign policy— his adventurism, as he calls it—and his failure to deliver much of anything to the Iranian people. The oil
         wealth never did quite make it to the dinner table of ordinary Iranians, as Ahmadinejad had promised four years ago, but he
         did provide some services to the poor and working classes during his first term, which has ensured at least some measure of
         support from them. Ahmadinejad counters, mostly by leveling more accusations against Mousavi’s supporters, particularly the Rafsanjani family, who he claims is bankrolling his
         opponent’s campaign. Corruption is a favorite topic among working-class Iranians, who have seen little improvement in their
         lives as the Tehran elite grow richer and richer. Perhaps Ahmadinejad’s vicious attacks are working. It’s hard to say, but
         the audience seems divided by the end of the broadcast. There has been no real knockout blow, both men (and their supporters)
         claim to have come out on top, and little will be remembered of the debate except for the president’s meticulous file-keeping
         on all enemies, real or perceived, and their spouses.


      
      6:00 p.m., June 9, 2009: Ministry of the Interior, Tehran. By now a leak from the ministry in charge of the elections has made the rounds of Tehran,
         creating a buzz and some concern in the campaign headquarters of Mir Hossein Mousavi and Mehdi Karroubi. Ayatollah Mohammad
         Taghi Mesbah-Yazdi, the most radically hard-line of the hard-line clerics in the holy city of Qom, and Ahmadinejad’s mentor
         and spiritual adviser, is said to have issued, in an open letter addressed to ministry officials in charge of the vote and
         leaked by one or more of them, a fatwa allowing the manipulation of the election results in favor of the candidate truest to the principles of Islam. Although Mesbah-Yazdi
         is not mentioned by name, information provided by ministry officials implicates only him, and although he is not a  Marja-e-taghlid, or Grand Ayatollah, and therefore technically not able to issue a fatwa (which can have the force of law), his words have
         a chilling effect on all who read them. “For you,” his letter states in reference to ensuring that a true Muslim wins, “as
         administrators of the election, everything is permitted.”


      
      8:20 p.m., June 8, 2009: IRTV 3 Television Studios, Tehran. The final debate of the presidential campaign is about to begin. Mohsen Rezai, a former commander of the Revolutionary Guards and Ahmadinejad’s only conservative rival, walks past the president’s stack
         of files. The top one has the name of Rezai’s son on it, the son who a few years earlier had made his way to the United States
         and decided to stay, requesting political asylum. He changed his mind quickly though, and returned to Iran after a few months.
         The affair was silenced, and Rezai’s son suffered no consequences of his betrayal and disloyalty. The political elite take
         good care of each other in the Islamic Republic, particularly the Revolutionary Guard elite. But Ahmadinejad, who had already
         shown a willingness to sling mud in his debate with Mousavi, seems like he’s going to do the same with Rezai, a Sepah veteran. The Sepah-e-Pasdaran, the Revolutionary Guards, are his main backers, after all, and he would be nowhere without their support. Rezai glares at
         Ahmadinejad. “You bring up my son, one mention, and I’ll bring up your entire family,” he says, according to a witness present
         in the studio. He uses the Farsi toh rather than the more respectful shoma, similar to the difference between tu and vous in French. “You think you’re the only one with files?” Rezai continues, before taking his seat. Rezai, of course, has plenty of files. You don’t get to
         be commander of the Guards, for eight years no less, unless you know a lot about your enemies and your friends. Ahmadinejad, needless to say, does not raise the issue of Rezai’s son and why he did not pay a price for his
         defection. Perhaps this exchange didn’t happen, perhaps the witness is exaggerating, or making it all up. But it is more than
         likely to have.


      
      6:00 p.m., June 13, 2009: North Tehran. Ayatollah Rafsanjani is huddled in a room with his family and some of his aides. Rafsanjani, known as the
         second most powerful man in Iran, is calm. The Supreme Leader has already congratulated President Ahmadinejad on his re-election,
         essentially validating the results of the election before the Guardian Council, the body that certifies elections, does. More
         than a week ago, Rafsanjani had written to Ayatollah Khamenei, the Rahbar, asking him to ensure that the election would be a fair one. Some viewed that letter as a threat—that Rafsanjani was suggesting
         that if there were to be fraud, he would hold Khamenei responsible. And Rafsanjani arguably had the power to do something
         about it, but Khamenei must not have cared. No one in the opposition, not even some supporters of Khamenei, believes the results
         of the election exactly as announced. So now, while many on both the left and the right are confused and unsure of what their
         next steps should be, it is up to Rafsanjani, easily the most powerful politician opposed to Ahmadinejad, to make his move.
         He knows it, but he also knows how dangerous it can be in the waters he’s about to venture into. Not one to make mistakes,
         Rafsanjani is cool and collected as he considers the best way of thwarting the Ahmadinejad putsch, for that’s what he believes
         it to be. Mousavi’s headquarters have been raided, his communications network shut down, and Iran is in a state of shock.
         Ayatollah Khamenei, the man Rafsanjani shoe-horned into the job of Supreme Leader twenty years ago, was once his friend and
         ally, but he has now made it clear that he is backing Ahmadinejad all the way. It is still unclear which way the political
         pendulum will swing, and Rafsanjani, sometimes known as the Kuseh, or the “Shark,” won’t take any chances. It’s finally decided. He will quietly make a trip to two cities, Qom and Mashhad,
         visiting clerics and members of the Assembly of Experts, of which he is the chairman, to see which way the wind is blowing.
         Nothing is to be disclosed publicly, not his itinerary, not who he is meeting with, not even that he’s left Tehran. And that’s
         the way it will be, except for the Tehran rumor mill, which continues to grind away with reports of Rafsanjani’s every move,
         all unconfirmed, but all believed. Everything is true.


      
      8:00 p.m., June 15, 2009: North Tehran, Iran, and Brooklyn, New York. I am on the phone with Ali Khatami, former president Khatami’s brother and longtime chief of staff. “My sense,” I say, “is that people are really just protesting the vote, not looking to
         start another revolution.”


      
      “Exactly!” he says. “That’s exactly what is happening, and nothing more. It just doesn’t make sense to most people, and they
         are frustrated and angry. We have to support them, as they have supported us.”


      
      “You know, some are calling it a revolution here and in the West in general,” I say.

      
      “No!” says Khatami. “All we’re asking for is what is legal in Iran, for the law to prevail. Karroubi, you know, can be hot-headed,
         he’s a Lor after all, but we’re all just asking for the law to be applied to the elections.”


      
      “What’s going to happen?” I ask, on a day when Iran has seen the largest demonstration in its history as an Islamic Republic.

      
      “I don’t know,” Khatami replies, “but we can only hope that everyone comes to their senses.”

      
      1:45 p.m., June 19, 2009: Tehran University Campus, Friday Prayers, Tehran. The Supreme Leader of the Islamic Revolution, Ayatollah Seyed Ali Khamenei,
         delivers his sermon. The entire world has been waiting for this moment, waiting to hear Iran’s most powerful man weigh in
         on the biggest internal crisis to face the nation in thirty years. Khamenei tells the audience how humbled he is by the turnout
         in the election a week ago—almost 85 percent and forty million souls—and how the people are still committed to the Islamic
         Revolution. “This election put religious democracy on display for the whole world to witness,” he says, and “all ill-wishers
         of the Islamic establishment saw for themselves the meaning of religious democracy.” It is not what voters opposed to the
         government of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad want to hear, not by a long shot. Religious democracy? “This is an alternative path in the face of dictatorships and arrogant regimes on the one side and democracies devoid of
         spirituality and religion on the other,” the Ayatollah continues. “This is religious democracy. This is what brings the hearts of people together and draws them to the
         scene.”


      
      What has been “drawing” people “to the scene” in the last week— the scene being the streets of the capital and other cities—has
         been allegations of fraud, but he is right that the notion of democracy brought people to the ballot box. It is becoming clear,
         though, that the Supreme Leader means to draw a line in the sand. While he praises all the candidates who ran for president,
         and dismisses notions that any of them are “outside” the system or anti-revolutionary, he also admits that President Ahmadinejad’s
         ideas “are closer to mine” than anyone else’s. Never before has a Supreme Leader so openly played favorites among the many
         powerful politicians vying for power under his leadership. It is the end of the game as far as many Iranians are concerned:
         as long as Ali Khamenei is alive or occupies the post of Supreme Leader, Ahmadinejad and perhaps even his chosen successor
         will enjoy the protection of the valih-e-faqih. That, it seems, is this Ayatollah’s version of an Islamic democracy.


      
      As for the opposition, Khamenei warns them in no uncertain terms. “Post-election rivalry on the streets is not the right
         way to go,” he says. “It only challenges the election. I want all sides to put an end to this. If they do not stop such actions,
         then they will be responsible for the repercussions of such incidents.” “Repercussions,” all Iranians know, is the code word
         for state-sanctioned violence. “It is also wrong to assume that street riots can be used as leverage to pressure the establishment
         and to force officials to listen to them for what they believe is in the interest of the country,” the Ayatollah continues,
         trying to put an end to any ideas Iranians might have that their protests will have an effect. “Giving in to illegal demands
         under pressure is in itself the beginning of dictatorship. This is a miscalculation and the consequences will be directed
         at those who orchestrated them.” The Ayatollah has spoken, and his word is law.


      
      1:50 p.m., July 17, 2009: Tehran University Campus, Friday Prayers. Ayatollah Rafsanjani is the prayer leader today, a little over a month after the
         election, a month during which he has been remarkably quiet, at least publicly. Everyone in Tehran knows that he believes
         the election results to be fraudulent, that he probably spent the last four weeks trying either to unseat the Supreme Leader
         or to gather enough support among fellow critics to persuade him to change his mind about Ahmadinejad and the election of
         2009. The crowd is overflowing; it looks to be one of the biggest crowds to attend Tehran Friday prayers in years, and many
         attendees will have to listen and pray on the grounds or on adjoining thoroughfares like Enghelab Street. The last time Rafsanjani
         delivered the Friday sermon in that huge ceilinged but otherwise open-air hall was on May 22, three weeks before the election.
         Rafsanjani, leaning on a Kalashnikov rifle, had exhorted the much smaller crowd, and whoever was listening on the radio then,
         not only to chant “Death to America” and “Death to Israel” but also to participate in the upcoming vote. I was present for
         that sermon, but none of my many cousins attended. This time, they are all there. For many of the tens of thousands of people
         in the hall and outside, it is their first time attending a Friday prayer, certainly for many of the women (who are segregated)
         and the secular Tehranis who on a normal Friday holiday would be engaging in less religiously themed enjoyments. But they
         are here to hear what Rafsanjani says, for this, they recognize, is a momentous occasion in the history of their republic,
         and for the notion of democracy in Iran. Friday prayer sermons are supposed to reflect the Supreme Leader’s views. Will Rafsanjani
         cave and express his support for Khamenei, or will he challenge him in a way no one has ever done in the Islamic Republic’s
         thirty-year history? Millions of Iranians are waiting to see, perhaps oblivious to the irony that their hopes for a more democratic
         Iran are resting with one of the pillars of the regime many have grown to hate—a two-time president, an Ayatollah, and a person in whose interest it has always been to preserve the regime at all costs.


      
      Rafsanjani doesn’t disappoint. Ignoring any directives from the Supreme Leader, he challenges his own regime to make the changes
         needed to avert what he calls a “crisis.” “The legitimacy of the country comes from its people’s consent,” he says, quoting
         the founder of the republic, Ayatollah Khomeini. “When we were writing the new constitution,” says Rafsanjani, referring to
         the founding of the Islamic Republic, “we asked the Imam [Khomeini] for advice. He put a lot of emphasis on the role of the
         people. He also knew that people’s vote was the most important thing inside our country—everything depended upon the people’s
         vote. People should directly elect the president, the Parliament, the local council—it was all about the vote of the people.
         This is a theocracy—a theocratic republic.” The audience is again chanting, drowning out his words. “Be patient,” Rafsanjani
         exhorts. “Be calm,” he pleads. “If the government is not Islamic, then we are heading nowhere. If it is not a republic, then
         it doesn’t amount to anything.” There is more chanting and the atmosphere is getting more tense by the moment. The supporters
         of the regime, hoping that Rafsanjani might use the nation’s most influential pulpit to throw his full support behind the
         Supreme Leader, are unhappy. “We need to have an open society in which people can say what they want to say,” Rafsanjani continues,
         ignoring them. “We should not imprison people—let them rejoin their families.” The pro-government crowd inside the hall tries
         to shout him down, with chants of “Death to America!” and “Death to Israel!” but supporters and pro-reform Iranians counter
         with their own idea of to whom death should pay a visit. “Death to Russia!” they shout, a reference to the fact that President
         Dmitry Medvedev was the first foreign leader to congratulate Ahmadinejad on his re-election, and that Ahmadinejad’s first
         foreign jaunt was to Russia, only days after the disputed election. There are clashes outside, between Basij, police, and
         a pro-Ahmadinejad crowd on one side, and anti-government demonstrators on the other. A number of people are arrested, including
         the sons of that other pillar of the establishment, Speaker of Parliament Ali Larijani. It is an electrifying day for Iranians,
         who have not seen this kind of debate, disagreement, and public questioning of the direction their country is headed in years
         or, in fact, ever. Everything is not true.


      
      
      
      ENTR’ACTE

      
      While the battle over the presidency and the future of Iran continues, we consider the political landscape.

      
      The Supreme Leader. The Guardian Council. The Assembly of Experts. The Expediency Discernment Council. Corps of the Guardians
            of the Islamic Revolution (The Revolutionary Guards,  Sepah-e-Pasdaran), Islamic Consultative Assembly (Majles, or Parliament). The president, any president, important as he is, would not be president if the Guardian Council hadn’t approved his candidacy ahead of time; he would not be able to take office if the council and the Supreme Leader had not certified his election; and he
         would not be able to form a cabinet without the confirmation process of the Parliament. And then, if he is able to get legislation
         passed by the Parliament, he has to await the Guardians’ approval, and if it is not forthcoming, await the Expediency Council’s
         arbitration of any dispute. And then there’s the Supreme Leader’s opinion.


      
      “Everything is true; nothing is permitted.” That statement can often be not just the Supreme Leader’s opinion but his edict as well. It is the obverse of a cryptic phrase
         attributed to Hassan’e Sabah, the eleventh-century Persian leader of the Nizari Ismaili Shia sect (better known as the “Assassins”),
         which he uttered on his deathbed at his fortress at Alamut and which the American beat generation, most notably William S.
         Burroughs, widely propagated in its original form: nothing is true; everything is permitted. Which can also be the Supreme Leader’s edict, when it suits his purposes.


      
      One can be forgiven for thinking the government, and even the military of Iran, sound rather Orwellian. And it’s not only
         as in George Orwell’s 1984; how about the commandment in his Animal Farm that “all animals are equal, but some animals are more equal than others”? Muslims are more equal than non-Muslims in the Islamic Republic, aren’t they? Shia Muslims are even more equal than
         Sunnis, clerics more equal than laymen, and Ayatollahs the most equal of all. Or are they? Neither the Orwellian nomenclature
         (or nature) of the governmental bodies, nor the Animal Farm–like hierarchy of its citizens tells the whole story of Iranian politics, as tempting as it is for some to reduce Iran to
         a caricature of a Stalinist dictatorship. While the names given to the governmental bodies sound Orwellian, their functions,
         at least as originally intended, were meant to ensure a form of mardomsalari, or democracy. “Supreme” is a word added on in English; in Farsi the title of the Leader is just that, Rahbar. He is the jurisprudent at the head of the  velayat-e-faqih, the “guardianship of the jurisprudent,” or as some prefer in the practical case of Iran, “rule of the jurisprudent.” But if the Supreme Leader were a Stalin-like figure who tolerates no dissention or debate, no breaks
         from his orders or philosophies, then the various Orwellian bodies of government would be stacked only with his most loyal
         lieutenants. The Guardian Council is arguably the one body (other than the Guards, who are loyalists by definition and are
         by law to remain neutral in political matters) that is effectively appointed directly by the Supreme Leader, and it has always
         reflected his conservative bias. A twelve-member body—six Islamic jurists appointed by the Supreme Leader and six jurists
         elected by Parliament from a list of names provided by the chief of the Judiciary, who is in turn selected by the Supreme
         Leader—its primary function is to interpret the constitution and to approve or veto bills passed by Parliament, judging both
         the Islamic and constitutional suitability of any law. Its other function, what it is best known for in the West, is approving
         or disqualifying candidates for public office, from the presidential level on down, and certifying all election results. Everything is true.

      
      Undemocratic? You bet. Mohsen Rezai, the losing conservative challenger to President Ahmadinejad in the 2009 election, has suggested that future elections be handled by an independent
         “National Election Commission” to ensure fairness, from the vote count itself (now handled by the Interior Ministry, whose
         head is appointed by the president and therefore is likely to be biased) to the certification of the results. Whether that
         will come to pass or not, the likelihood of some change in the electoral process is high, given the dissatisfaction with the
         way the 2009 election was handled, on the part of both reformers and conservatives. Some reformists in Iran have suggested that the Guardian Council be eliminated altogether, and that this unlikely
         scenario is even on the table, discussed openly in a place where nothing is permitted, is perhaps of some solace to those who want democratic change in the Islamic system.


      
      The Assembly of Experts, perhaps the most Orwellian sounding of the various governmental bodies, is actually, in a typically
         Persian way, simultaneously the most and least important branch of the government. The assembly, composed of eighty-six Islamic
         scholars elected to eight-year terms, meets quietly twice a year and is charged with monitoring the Supreme Leader’s performance.
         The clerics in the assembly, all elected by direct vote of the people, pick the Supreme Leader and can remove or impeach him,
         but since the Islamic Revolution of 1979 they have had to consider a new Leader only once, after Khomeini’s death, and perhaps
         consider action once, in the aftermath of the 2009 election. Otherwise, they are essentially irrelevant to the day-to-day
         functioning of the republic, and no one pays any attention to their twice-yearly meetings. The chairman of the assembly, Ayatollah
         Rafsanjani, has many allies in that body, including Hassan Rowhani, the former nuclear negotiator under President Khatami
         and someone close to the reformers as well as the pragmatic conservatives, but of course there are hard-line clerics in the
         body, too, who are resistant to any change in the system of leadership (some of whom, like Ayatollah Mesbah-Yazdi, would very much like to become the Supreme in that leadership one day).


      
      After Khomeini’s death, a proposal to replace the Supreme Leader with a council of three (or more) jurists was floated and
         rejected, but Ayatollah Rafsanjani has revived this as a possibility. In the aftermath of the 2009 election, many analysts
         and anti-regime Iranians pointed to the shadowy Mojtaba Khamenei, the Supreme Leader’s son, as the man responsible for ensuring
         an Ahmadinejad win, partly because of his own ambitions to succeed his father in the post of Rahbar. If true, at least the
         ambition part, he is probably in for a major disappointment. For Khamenei Jr. has neither the religious credentials (his father
         didn’t either, but at least he had the respect of his fellow clergy) nor the political acumen to maneuver around the likes
         of Rafsanjani, or, more important, conservative and hard-line clerics who want the job for themselves.


      
      In order to ensure some form of democratic control over the office of the Supreme Leader, reformist politicians have indicated
         that they wish to amend the Iranian constitution to allow non-clerics into the assembly, and to remove the Guardian Council’s
         veto on who can run for election to the body. Again, it is unlikely that their efforts will be successful, certainly not while
         they are the minority in Parliament and excluded from the executive branch, but in what they call the necessary “evolution”
         of the Islamic Republic, they view the acceptance of their concepts of Islamic democracy as inevitable for the long-term survival
         of the Islamic system. If they can get some of their top politicians out of Evin prison before the next round of parliamentary
         elections, and if the Guardian Council allows more reformists to run (if only to avoid incurring the wrath of the people yet
         again), perhaps they will be in a position to convince their conservative colleagues of the same. If past civil rights movements
         in other countries are any indication, Iran’s own movement may have far-reaching implications for a new kind of democracy established without the wholesale removal of a political system (which some insist is the only real reform possible
         in Iran).


      
      The Expediency Council, not very Orwellian but beautifully named (who wouldn’t want a council charged with expediency in government?), is an important body that was set up under the revised constitution
         of 1988. However, it is little understood, even in Iran. Officially it is charged with resolving differences and conflicts
         between the Guardian Council and the Parliament, although as an advisory body to the Supreme Leader, who appoints its members,
         it has far greater power, and in fact, the Supreme Leader gave the Expediency Council supervisory authority over the executive
         branch after the election of President Ahmadinejad in 2005. (Ahmadinejad has chosen to ignore the council with apparent impunity.)
         The longtime chairman of the council is Ayatollah Rafsanjani, and among its members have been Hassan Rowhani, Ali Larijani,
         and Mir Hossein Mousavi (who is still a member, believe it or not), all opposed to the hard-liner Ahmadinejad. Ahmadinejad and his allies had hit hard at Rafsanjani
         after the disputed election because of his initial unambiguous stand on the results and the government crackdown that followed,
         but the Supreme Leader made very clear the importance of the council and Rafsanjani to the continued stability of the Islamic
         Republic. In November 2009, after more attacks on Rafsanjani, Khamenei stated that “reports that tarnish the reputation of
         prominent figures of the establishment are unacceptable, whether these reports are about the president, or the speaker of
         Parliament, or the head of the Expediency Council.” He even said that accusations against Rafsanjani were part of a foreign
         plot, a “soft war” on Iran, he called it: “Such actions are in line with the wishes of the enemy because the country’s officials,
         including the president, the Majles speaker, the Judiciary chief, and the Expediency Council chairman are at the helm of the
         country, and people should trust them.”


      
      [image: image]

      
      SO THERE are four, not three, branches of government in this Ayatollah’s democracy—five, if you include the Leader himself—and they are often at odds with each other. All throughout
         the summer Ahmadinejad and his friends had been accusing the reformists of being a “part of the enemy’s soft war”; now they were being included in the list of Iranians who were doing the enemy’s bidding. One could be forgiven for wondering if there
         was no one left in Tehran in late 2009 who wasn’t a part of the enemy’s plot to overthrow the Islamic regime. Ali Larijani weighed in a few days later, criticizing those who
         criticized Rafsanjani, and at the Tehran Friday prayers the same week, an archconservative ally of Ahmadinejad’s, Ayatollah
         Ahmad Khatami (no relation to former president Khatami), who ironically was leading the important Eid-ol-Adha (Muslim holiday)
         prayers for the first time— traditionally the role of Ayatollah Rafsanjani—repeated the Supreme Leader’s admonition by advising
         his flock to respect the heads of the three branches of government and the chairman of the Expediency Council, Ayatollah Rafsanjani, “per guidelines of the Supreme Leader of Islamic Revolution
         Ayatollah Seyed Ali Khamenei.” It must have pained him to say so, but say it he did, even as he emphasized the three, and not four branches of government Khamenei had apparently outlined.
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      A FEW DAYS earlier, Hassan Taeb, a former commander of the Basij but at that time the deputy for intelligence in the Revolutionary Guards,
         had accused Rafsanjani’s oldest son, Mehdi, of running a prostitution ring in the 1990s, for the purpose of espionage, and
         Taeb claimed that only his father’s influence guaranteed his immunity from prosecution. Mehdi Hashemi, as he is known, has
         been the longtime head of the Tehran Metro (my cousin Mohammad Majd, also former President Khatami’s cousin, is his longtime deputy). In this role, Hashemi runs a multi-billion-dollar project that has built and is
         expanding Iran’s first subway system, and the Ahmadinejad administration has been trying, unsuccessfully, to have him removed
         from the post from almost the day the president was first inaugurated.


      
      Taeb and his supporters in the Basij, the Guards, and the Ahmadinejad government were no doubt shocked to hear that they too,
         by disparaging Rafsanjani, might have been a part of the enemy’s soft war on Iran, a war that they had responded to, up until
         then, in an aggressively vicious fashion. Everything is true; everything is forbidden. With prostitutes in tow or not, corrupt or not, Rafsanjani, the chairman of the Expediency Council, and his family would
         remain untouchable, at least for now, and the Supreme Leader, by his own decree, would have to countenance his dissent, which
         Rafsanjani, undaunted by Taeb or anyone else, repeated only a few days later. By emphasizing in a speech at a university that
         the regime needs to respond to the protests, needs to “open the sphere of criticism over shortcomings and weaknesses of the
         regime,” and needs to recognize the importance of “the irrefutable role of the public in providing legitimacy to the regime,”
         Rafsanjani showed not only his independence from all branches of the government, however many there are, but also his confidence in the power he wields in his version of the Ayatollahs’ democracy.
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      THE CLERICS and people in Iran have their differing ideas of what “Islamic democracy” means, or what it should look like, but they almost
         all agree that the foundations of that democracy were laid down by the revolution of 1979. Perverted perhaps by individuals
         with unchecked power or sometimes by the very bodies that were intended to ensure a form of democracy, it is not a form of
         government to write off just yet. Mehdi Karroubi, who like Rafsanjani was jailed on numerous occasions during Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi’s time, has often said that he did not expect the Islamic republic he helped found
         to become the autocratic and intolerant government he believes it now to be. Islamic democracy, as he and other clerics have
         avowed, is possible because there are republican aspects of Islam and Islamic aspects of republicanism, such as respect for
         and protection of the rights of the people, and the ability of the people to choose their leaders. That’s far too vague to
         be a description of a political system, and one that melds theology with governance, but perhaps it’s that vagueness—and the
         anomalous nature of the Ayatollahs’ democracy—that has allowed its survival this long.


      
      
      
      ACT TWO:

      
      Nothing Is Permitted

      
      
      10:00 p.m., September 25, 2009: The Intercontinental Hotel, New York City. President Ahmadinejad and his entourage, in town to attend the UN General Assembly,
         are in
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