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THEOCRATIC AND DEMOCRATIC ELEMENTS IN IRAN’S GOVERNMENT

STRUCTURE
Structure/Position Theocratic Characteristies Democratic Characteristics
Supreme Leader Jurist guardianship;

ultimate interpreter of sharia;
appointed for life

Guardian Council Jurist guardianship: Six members selected by the
interpreter of sharia; Majles, which is popularly elected:
six members selected indirect democratic tie

by the supreme leader

Assembly of Religious Jurist guardianship; Directly elected by the people
Experts interpreter of sharia
Expediency Council Appointed by the supreme Not all members are clerics

leader; most members are clerics

Majles Responsibility to uphold sharia  Directly elected by the people;
pass ganun (statutes)

Judiciary Courts held to sharia law; Court structure similar to those
subject to the judicial judgments  in democracies: “modern™
of the supreme leader, Guardian  penaltics, such as fines and
Council imprisonment

PUBLIC POLICY

The policymaking process in Iran is highly complex because laws can originate in many places (not just the
legislature), and can also be blocked by other state institutions. Also, policies are subject to change depend-
ing on factional control. The two most powerful policymaking institutions in Iran are the Majles and the
Guardian Council, with the Expediency Council refereeing disputes between the two.

POLICYMAKING FACTIONS

The leaders of the Revolution of 1979 and their supporters agreed on one thing: they wanted the shah to ab-
dicate. Most people also wanted the Ayatollah Khomeini to lead the country after the shah left. After that,
the disagreements began and continue until this day. Two types of factions are:

* Conservative vs. reformist — By and large, these factions are created by the often contradictory in-
fluences of theocracy and democracy. Conservatives uphold the principles of the regime as set up in
1979, with its basis in strict sharia law with a minimum of modern modifications. They are wary of
influence from western countries and warn that modernization may threaten the tenets of Shiism that
provide the moral basis for society, politics, and the economy. They support the right and respon-
sibility of clerics to run the political system, and they believe that political and religious decisions
should be one and the same. Reformists, on the other hand, believe that the political system needs
significant reform, although they disagree on exactly what the reforms should be. They are less wary
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