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An overview of the Iranian government and political system

On the surface, the U.S. and Iranian governments have much in common: a
president who is popularly elected, a boisterous legislature, and a powerful
judiciary. The obvious difference lies in the fact that Iran is an Islamic theocracy,
and that one man, the Supreme Leader, exerts ideological and political control
over a system dominated by clerics who shadow every major function of the state.
While Western governments welcomed the election of Mohammad Khatami -- a
forward-thinking cleric known for his moderate views -- to the presidency in 1997
(and again in 2001), there are areas of the Iranian power structure over which he
has virtually no control, including the armed services. Below is a brief overview of
the key components of Iran's government and political system.

SUPREME LEADER

At the top of Iran's power structure is the Supreme Leader,
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, who succeeded Ayatollah Ruhollah
Khomeini, the father of the Iranian Revolution, upon
Khomeini's death in 1989. Khomeini and Khamenei are the
only two men to have held the office since the founding of the
Islamic Republic in 1979.

According to Iran's Constitution, the Supreme Leader is
responsible for the delineation and supervision of "the general
policies of the Islamic Republic of Iran," which means that he
sets the tone and direction of Iran's domestic and foreign
policies. The Supreme Leader also is commander-in-chief of
the armed forces and controls the Islamic Republic's
intelligence and security operations; he alone can declare war
or peace. He has the power to appoint and dismiss the leaders
of the judiciary, the state radio and television networks, and
the supreme commander of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard
Corps. He also appoints six of the twelve members of the
Council of Guardians, the powerful body that oversees the
activities of Parliament and determines which candidates are
qualified to run for public office.

The Supreme Leader's sphere of power is extended through his
representatives, an estimated 2,000 of whom are sprinkled
throughout all sectors of the government and who serve as the
Leader's clerical field operatives. In some respects the
Supreme Leader's representatives are more powerful than the
president's ministers and have the authority to intervene in any
matter of state on the Supreme Leader's behalf.

FOUNDAT IONS

Also under the control of the Supreme Leader
are the foundations (called bonyads) that
operate hundreds of companies and,
according to some estimates, are allocated
over half of the state budget and account for
as much as 40 percent of the economy.
Established shortly after the revolution, the
foundations "confiscated billions of dollars in
assets of the former royal family, banks, and
ordinary homeowners," according to New
York Times correspondent Elaine Sciolino
in her book Persian Mirrors: The Elusive Face
of Iran (2000). Most of the foundations are
exempt from taxes and are involved in
activities ranging from trade and commerce
to social services and cultural affairs.

"Two decades after the revolution," Sciolino
writes, "the foundations are among the
biggest economic complexes in the Middle
East. ... Most of them are the individual fiefs
of powerful clerics, and their size crowds out
smaller private competitors who might be
more efficient, even as their corruption fuels
resentment."

PRESIDENT

The president is the second highest ranking official in Iran. While the president
has a high public profile, however, his power is in many ways trimmed back by
the constitution, which subordinates the entire executive branch to the Supreme
Leader. In fact, Iran is the only state in which the executive branch does not
control the armed forces.

The president is responsible for setting the country's economic policies. Though he
has nominal rule over the Supreme National Security Council and the Ministry of
Intelligence and Security, in practice the Supreme Leader dictates all matters of
foreign and domestic security. Eight vice presidents serve under the president, as
well as a cabinet of 22 ministers. The Council of Ministers must be confirmed by
Parliament.
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Mohammad Khatami was elected president in 1997 in a stunning upset over the
conservative establishment candidate, Speaker of the Parliament Ali-Akbar Nateq-
Nouri. Khatami captured nearly 70 percent of the popular vote, with about 80
percent of eligible voters turning out.

PARLIAMENT

The Iranian Parliament is a unicameral legislative body whose 290 members are
publicly elected every four years. It drafts legislation, ratifies international treaties,
and approves the country's budget.

In the parliamentary elections of 2000, reformist candidates won nearly three-
quarters of the seats in Parliament; only 14 percent of the newly elected deputies
were clerics. However, Parliament is still held in check by the Council of
Guardians, the influential oversight body that examines all laws passed by
Parliament to determine their compatibility with sharia, or Islamic law. At times,
the council, half of whose members are appointed by the Supreme Leader, has
struck down up to 40 percent of the laws passed by Parliament.

Parliamentary sessions are open to the public; its deliberations are broadcast and
its minutes are published. "Over the years," writes Elaine Sciolino in Persian
Mirrors, "the debates [in Parliament] have provided a window into the everyday
concerns and demands of the nation. ... I could always count on deputies in the
Parliament, particularly those from obscure villages, to speak their minds."

ASSEMBLY OF EXPERTS

The Assembly of Experts, which meets for one week every year, consists of 86
"virtuous and learned" clerics elected by the public to eight-year terms. Like
presidential and parliamentary elections, the Council of Guardians determines who
can run for a seat in the assembly.

Members of the Assembly of Experts in turn elect the Supreme Leader from
within their own ranks and periodically reconfirm him. The assembly has never
been known to challenge any of the Supreme Leader's decisions.

Robin Wright, a foreign correspondent for the Los Angeles Times and the author of
The Last Great Revolution: Turmoil and Transformation in Iran (2000) compares
the Assembly of Experts to the Vatican's College of Cardinals, and writes that it is
the "most obscure of Iran's many [governing] bodies."

COUNCIL OF GUARDIANS

Twelve jurists comprise the Council of Guardians, six of whom are appointed by
the Supreme Leader. The head of the judiciary recommends the remaining six,
which are officially appointed by Parliament.

The Council of Guardians is vested with the authority to interpret the constitution
and determines if the laws passed by Parliament are in line with sharia (Islamic
law). This means that the council has effective veto power over Parliament. If it
deems that a law passed by Parliament is incompatible with the constitution or
sharia, it is referred back to Parliament for revision.

The council also examines presidential and parliamentary candidates to determine
their fitness. At times, the council has dramatically winnowed the field of
candidates. In the 1997 presidential election, for example, only four out of the 230
declared candidates made it to the ballot.

EXPEDIENCY COUNCIL

In 1988, when stalemates between Parliament and the Council of Guardians
proved intractable, Ayatollah Khomeini created the Expediency Council and
charged it with mediating disputes between the two bodies. Now, according to the
constitution, the Expediency Council serves as an advisory body to the Supreme
Leader, making it one of the most powerful governing bodies in the country, at
least in name.

The council is currently headed by former President Ali Akbar Hashemi
Rafsanjani, and the majority of its 34 members hail from the conservative parties.
It has sided, for the most part, with the conservative Council of Guardians in its
disputes with Parliament.
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Recent calls for reform of the Expediency Council from parliamentary leaders
have invoked U.S. President George W. Bush's 2002 State of the Union address, in
which he denounced the "unelected few" in Iran who repress Iranians' democratic
aspirations.

"Reforming the Expediency Council is in line with the people's demand for
change, which they have voiced in various elections in the past five years," said
Mohammad Reza Khatami, the deputy speaker of Parliament and President
Mohammad Khatami's brother, as reported in The New York Times in March 2002.
"It would not only be a step toward national unity but also a response to the
president of United States, who distinguished between elected and nonelected
institutions in Iran."

JUDICIARY

The judiciary branch of Iran's government is largely controlled by the Supreme
Leader, who appoints the head of the judiciary, who in turn appoints the head of
the Supreme Court and the chief public prosecutor.

Public courts deal with civil and criminal cases. There are also "revolutionary"
courts that try certain categories of offenses, including crimes against national
security, narcotics smuggling, and acts that undermine the Islamic Republic.
Decisions rendered in revolutionary courts are final and cannot be appealed.

The rulings of the Special Clerical Court, which functions independently of the
regular judicial framework and is accountable only to the Supreme Leader, are
also final and cannot be appealed. The Special Clerical Court handles crimes
allegedly committed by clerics, although it has also taken on cases involving lay
people.

NATIONAL SECURITY & INTELLIGENCE

Iran is the only country whose executive does not control the armed forces. In fact,
though the president has nominal rule over the Supreme National Security Council
and the Ministry of Intelligence and Security, in practice the Supreme Leader
dictates all matters of foreign and domestic security.

-- SUPREME NATIONAL SECURITY COUNCIL

Article 176 of Iran's Constitution sets up the Supreme National Security Council,
and charges it with "preserving the Islamic Revolution, territorial integrity, and
national sovereignty." Its members include: the president; speaker of Parliament;
the head of the judiciary; the chief of the combined general staff of the armed
forces; the ministers of foreign affairs, the interior, and intelligence; and the
commanders of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps and the regular military,
among others.

As head of the Supreme National Security Council, the president helps coordinate
the Supreme Leader's foreign policy directives.

-- REGULAR ARMY

Together with the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC), the regular army
comprises the Islamic Republic's armed forces.

According to Iran's Constitution, the regular army of the Islamic Republic is
responsible for guarding the independence and territorial integrity of the country
and maintaining order. The army, which falls under the control of the Supreme
Leader, must be committed to Islamic ideology.

By all measures, the regular army is much better equipped than its other military
counterparts in Iran. In the late 1980s, after eight years battling Iraq in a war in
which it was largely outgunned, Iran's Parliament announced plans to spend $2
billion a year over five years to purchase weapons. Between 1989 and 2000, the
Islamic Republic acquired 526 tanks, 72 combat aircraft, and 13 warships.

Still, Michael Eisenstadt, in a March 2001 article in the Middle East Review of
International Affairs, says that Iran's military capabilities are "relatively limited. ...
[Its] operational equipment inventories are relatively small, given the size of the
country and the magnitude of its security problems. It would take tens of billion of
dollars -- which Iran simply does not have -- to make it a major conventional
military power."

-- ISLAMIC REVOLUTIONARY GUARD CORPS (IRGC)

https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/tehran/axis
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The Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, or IRGC, which Khomeini created in
May 1979, is charged with protecting the revolution and its achievements. It is
separate and distinct from the "regular" military, and the rivalry between the two
military branches has been everpresent since the founding of the Islamic Republic.

Though figures regarding the IRGC's troop strength vary, recent estimates put it at
120,000.

In 1982, the IRGC sent troops to Lebanon in support of the Shiite guerrilla group
Hezbollah, and it has since become active in supporting Islamic revolutionary
movements in other parts of the Muslim world. It is widely assumed that the IRGC
is one of the most powerful supporters of Palestinian militant groups in the West
Bank, including the Palestinian Islamic Jihad and Hamas movements.

To circumvent the weapons embargo that the U.S. imposed after the 1979 embassy
takeover in Tehran, the IRGC built its own weapons infrastructure, procuring arms
from China, North Korea, and the Soviet Union.

In Who Rules Iran? (2000), Wilfried Buchta writes, "Clearly the IRGC is among
the most autonomous power centers in Iran, and it has resisted subordination to
any civilian authority, from the presidential executive to the clerical control
apparatus embodied in the Supreme Leader's representatives."

Buchta says that President Khatami, should he attempt to end the IRGC's
unofficial export activities, would expose himself to immeasurable risk.

-- MINISTRY OF INTELLIGENCE & SECURITY (MOIS)

The Ministry of Intelligence and Security (MOIS) is one of the most enigmatic
entities operating in the Islamic Republic and reliable information about its
structure and reach is hard to come by. What is known is that the Supreme Leader
is in control of all matters of defense, security, and foreign policy, and that a
special law dictates that the head of the MOIS must be a cleric, which deepens the
Supreme Leader's influence.

According to the MOIS foundation law, which was passed by Parliament in 1983,
the ministry is charged with the "gathering, procurement, analysis, and
classification of necessary information inside and outside the country." It is
responsible for disclosing conspiracies that sabotage the integrity of the Islamic
Republic.

In Persian Mirrors: The Elusive Face of Iran, Elaine Sciolino of The New York
Times writes that MOIS's primary mission has been to eliminate political
dissidents within Iran's borders. Michael Eisenstadt, in a March 2001 article in the
Middle East Review of International Affairs, however, says that MOIS "plays the
lead role in organizing and conducting terrorist operations abroad, and it runs
operations out of Iranian embassies, consulates, and Islamic centers overseas."

In January 1999, MOIS admitted that "rogue" operatives were responsible for the
recent murders of dissidents and intellectuals in Iran that had stunned the country.
It confirmed what many had suspected all along.
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