GOVERNMENT INSTITUTIONS

Iran is a highly centralized unitary state, but it is divided administratively into provinces, districts, sub-
districts, and local areas. The Islamic Constitution of 1979 promises elected councils on each level of ad-
ministration, and it also requires governors and other regional officials (who are all appointed) to consult
local councils. No steps were taken to hold council elections until 1999 when President Khatami insisted on
holding nationwide local elections. The election resulted in a landslide for reformists, presenting a challenge
for the conservative clergy. Local elections in December 2006 supported candidates critical of Mahmoud
Ahmadinejad, reflecting a weakness in the president’s popularity.

The government structure of Iran is complex, but the most important thing to remember is that it is an at-
tempt to blend theocratic ideals with democratic ones. Every structure has a purpose in terms of one or both
of these principles.
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JURIST’S GUARDIANSHIP

The supreme leader, the Guardian Council, the Assembly of Religious Experts, and the Expediency Council
do not fit into a three-branch arrangement of government institutions. All three have broad executive, leg-
islative, and judicial powers that allow them to supersede all other positions and bodies. They abide by the
Ayatollah Khomeini’s overarching principle of velayat-e-faqih (jurist’s guardianship) in that they have all-
encompassing authority over the whole community based on their ability to understand the sharia and their
commitment to champion the rights of the people. The Constitution of 1979 specifies the duties of govern-
ment institutions, including prerogatives and responsibilities of the dual executive: the supreme leader and
the president.

The Supreme Leader

This position at the top of Iran’s government structure was clearly meant to be filled by the Ayatollah Ruhol-
lah Khomeini, the leader of the 1979 Revolution. The supreme leader was seen as the imam of the whole
community, and he represents the pinnacle of theocratic principles of the state. The Constitution specifically
put Khomeini in the position for life, and stated that after his death, his authority would pass to a leadership
council of two or three senior clerics. This did not occur when Khomeini died in 1989 because his follow-
ers did not trust the clerics, so instead they changed the Constitution and selected as Supreme Leader Ali
Khamenei, a cleric of the middle rank who had none of Khomeini’s formal credentials. Khamenei also was
appointed for life, and continues as supreme leader to the present,

The Constitution gives the supreme leader many powers. First and foremost, he is the fagqih, or the leading
Islamic jurist to interpret the meaning of religious documents and sharia, Islamic law. He links the three
branches of government together, may mediate among them, and is charged with “determining the interests
of Islam.” His many powers include:

» Elimination of presidential candidates

* Dismissal of the president

* Command of the armed forces

* Declaration of war and peace

* Appointment and removal of major administrators and judges

* Nomination of six members of the Guardian Council

* Appointment of many non-governmental directors, such as the national radio-television net-
work and semi-public foundations

Although the dual executive positions of the Iranian government may be categorized as head of state (the
supreme leader) and head of government (the president), the supreme leader holds ultimate power, and is
far from a figurehead.

The Guardian Council

A body that also represents theocratic principles is the Guardian Council, which consists of twelve mal
clerics. Six are appointed by the supreme leader, and the other six are nominated by the chief judge and ap:
proved by the Majles. Bills passed by the Majles are reviewed by the Guardian Council to ensure that they
conform to the sharia, and the council also has the power to decide who can compete in elections. In 20
and 2005 they disqualified 1000s of candidates for both the Majles and the presidential elections.

Together the supreme leader and the Guardian Council exercise the principle of jurist’s guardianship, mak
ing sure that the democratic bodies always adhere to Islamic beliefs and laws.






