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Iran’s Supreme Leader Issues New Warning

Iran’s supreme leader, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, warned opposition leaders Friday
of a “harsh response” if they continued speaking out against the government, a

move that analysts said opened the way for their possible arrest.

Although analysts have warned that arrests seemed imminent before, several of
them said Friday that they took this warning more seriously because it was
issued at Friday Prayer — an important political platform — and because it
followed the forced shutdown of the offices of two of the opposition’s leaders this

week, as well as the arrests of their top aides.

Those leaders, Mehdi Karroubi and Mir Hussein Moussavi, have been leading a

movement to try to invalidate the results of June’s presidential election, which
they say was stolen. Both men ran in the election, and Mr. Moussavi, a former
prime minister, was considered the chief rival to President Mahmoud

Ahmadinejad, whose re-election was blessed by Ayatollah Khamenei despite

massive street protests.
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On Friday, a Web site linked to Mr. Moussavi, rahesabz.net, quoted Ali Akbar

Hashemi Rafsanjani, an influential politician who sided with the opposition, as

saying that Ayatollah Khamenei had already issued an order for Mr. Karroubi’s
arrest. A person close to Mr. Rafsanjani, who spoke on condition of anonymity
because of the delicacy of the subject, confirmed the report, but said the order

was issued at least two weeks ago.

That timing left open the possibility that Ayatollah Khamenei’s speech was
something of a final warning to Mr. Karroubi, a liberal cleric and a former speaker
of Parliament who has been the most outspoken of the government’s critics. He
and others have been relentless in voicing their objections in the face of threats,
even as the government managed to quiet the street protests by violently

suppressing and arresting demonstrators.

Mr. Karroubi was also the first opposition leader to charge that some Iranian
protesters who were detained were raped and tortured. The opposition says at
least 72 protesters died in the unrest and in prison; the government has given

much lower figures and has said more paramilitary members died than civilians.

The speech on Friday, at Tehran University, was the second since the election in
which Ayatollah Khamenei used Friday Prayer to issue a warning. A week after
the vote, he endorsed Mr. Ahmadinejad’s victory and warned of bloodshed if the
protests continued. The government crackdown on protesters began almost

immediately afterward.

Compared with Friday’s speech, his previous statements about the opposition
figures were more conditional, suggesting that they should be punished if it was

proven that they were trying to subvert the government.

Ayatollah Khamenei said Friday that the system tolerated differing opinions but
that it would confront what he called “lies and rumors,” in what analysts saw as a
reference to the charges of rape and torture of prisoners. In the past he has said

that if such accusations were true, those responsible should be punished,
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although he stressed that the reputation of the Islamic republic was, in the end,

more important than any violations.

“Confronting the system and the principles of the establishment, resisting it and
drawing a sword against it will have a harsh response,” he said in the speech,

which was broadcast live on state-run television.

Ayatollah Khamenei indicated that he was following the path of Ayatollah

Ruhollah Khomeini, the founder of the 1979 revolution, in dealing with the

opposition. “Imam Khomeini hit back firmly against those who wanted to force

wrong ideas upon the system,” he said.

It is unclear exactly what Ayatollah Khamenei meant or how strong he intended
his warning to be. Under Ayatollah Khomenei’s leadership, some critics were
tolerated, many were dismissed from their government positions and others were

executed.

“‘Mr. Khamenei’s speech is a final warning to political leaders,” said a former
official who spoke on condition of anonymity because of the sensitivity of the
issue. “He told the reformers, who claim they are loyal to the values of Khomeini,
that he is also following him and would confront them in the same way that

Khomeini confronted his opponents.”

Ayatollah Khamenei also warned protesters not to use the annual pro-Palestinian
rally next Friday to continue their struggle against the government. Some in the
opposition, including Mr. Karroubi, have said they will take part.

Meanwhile, Mr. Karroubi spoke out about the raid on his office and the arrest of
his aides in a letter to the head of the judiciary late Thursday and said he would
not be intimidated. The letter was posted on his Web site, Etemad Melli.

In his speech, Ayatollah Khamenei also stressed that Iran was not going to

compromise over its nuclear program. Iran says the program is meant to help
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produce energy, but Western countries believe Tehran is pursuing a nuclear

weapon.

“We must stand firm for our rights,” he said. “If we give up our rights, whether

nuclear or other rights, this will lead to decline.”

By NAZILA FATHI
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