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Introduction
The two “elections” in the Islamic Republic of Iran, for Parliament (Majlis) and the
Assembly of Experts (Khobregān), held simultaneously on 26 February 2016, were
welcomed in most of the western media as a great victory for the “moderates” or
“reformists,” headed by President Rouhani and his mentor, former President
Rafsanjani. According to this reading, the defeat suffered by the “Principlists,” or
conservative supporters of the Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, marks a
period of opening and hope where social progress, respect for human rights and
renewed economic growth will come. Time Magazine titled its piece about the
elections: “The Nuclear Deal pays off,”1 while some others assured that “Iranian
elections can matter.”2
But how much can these elections effect the course of events and what are the
chances for some meaningful changes in Iranian policy? We intend to look into the
Iranian electoral process and draw some conclusions.

The electoral process: “Eligible” candidates
When applying as a candidate for one of the 290 seats in the Majlis or the 88 seats in
the all-male Assembly of Experts, one must declare a full-hearted belief in the rule of
the “Supreme Leader.” The candidates will then have to be approved by four bodies:
Ministry of Interior, State Security Forces (a.k.a. NAJA), the local branch of the
Judiciary, and the Ministry of Intelligence. These bodies will thoroughly examine every
person’s background to be sure there are no links with banned opposition groups or
activities that in any way would dispute the integrity of the Islamic Republic.
The names of those who successfully pass through these filters are then sent to the
Guardian Council - a body under the full control of the Supreme leader, which will then
announce a limited number of the candidates from this list as being eligible to run for
elections.
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The Guardian Council
The Guardian Council has remained one of the most influential bodies in Iranian
politics after the 1979 Revolution. It consists of 12 members: six mullahs appointed by
the Supreme Leader Ayatollah Khamenei, and six jurists nominated by the head of the
judiciary, who himself is directly appointed by and reports to Ayatollah Khamenei. The
members of the Council are appointed for six years. They are tasked with approving
or rejecting all bills passed by the parliament and all candidates who want to stand in
elections for the Majlis, the Assembly of Experts and the presidential elections. Article
91 of the Iranian constitution says of this Council: “with a view to safeguard the Islamic
ordinances and the Constitution, in order to examine the compatibility of the legislation
passed by the Majlis with Islam, a council to be known as the Guardian Council is to
be constituted”. Articles 4, 72, 85, 943 and 96 clarify how all legislation must pass
through this Council in order to be approved.
Article 99 of the Constitution defines the competence of this institution to filter the
candidates for elections: “The Guardian Council has the responsibility of supervising
the elections of the Assembly of Experts for Leadership, the President of the Republic,
the Majlis, and the direct recourse to popular opinion and referenda”. In articles 26 and
27, the Constitution clarifies that all parties and associations must not “violate the
criteria of Islam, or the basis of the Islamic republic”, and that public gatherings and
demonstrations cannot “be detrimental to the fundamental principles of Islam”. As a
kind of “constitutional court,” article 98 of the Constitution gives to this body “the
authority of the interpretation of the Constitution.”
The law regulating elections states in article 28 that candidates must “believe and
adhere to Islam and the sacred system of the Islamic Republic” and “express their
fidelity to the constitution and the principle of the absolute rule of the Supreme Leader.”
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In October 2015, the 89-year-old head of the Guardian Council, Ayatollah Ahmad
Janati stated that belief and adherence to the principles of the Islamic Republic must
come from “a profound conviction.” About the eligible candidates for the Majlis, he
added that “these seats belong to Hezbollahis and revolutionaries. The Guardian
Council will not allow those who don’t have a full-hearted belief in the system, the
Islamic Republic constitution and the Supreme Leader, to enter the Majlis. This
Council won’t listen to anyone but the Supreme Leader and will apply the law to
approve or disqualify candidates to the upcoming elections”. In other words: a body
appointed and controlled by the Supreme Leader decides, under his guidance, who
can or cannot be a member of the Parliament.

Supreme
Leader

Assembly
of Experts
Head of
the
Judiciary

(88)

Guardian
Council
(12)

Expediency
Council
“Elected” institution
Unelected institution

Majlis
(Parliament)

(290)

Assembly of Experts
The Assembly of Experts, a body of 88 clerics, is responsible to appoint the new
Supreme Leader, to monitor his performance and remove him if he is deemed
incapable of fulfilling his duties. It holds its sessions twice a year. The new assembly
will have a mandate of eight years for the period of 2016-2024. The candidates are
filtered by the Guardian Council, just as with the Majlis. This election was particularly
important because of the main task of the Assembly: given the age (76) and the
deteriorating health of Khamenei, there is a high probability that it will have to choose
a new Supreme Leader in its 8-year term. Therefore, the political battle was very
intense and the Guardian Council even more on guard than usual. The Council
disqualified “almost 80% of potential candidates, including all women who applied.”4
Iranian law regards women as incompetent to participate in the decision-making
process on the Supreme Leader.
The filtering was so massive that in some constituencies, there was only one candidate
left, making the election pointless. In Tehran, of the 760 candidates affiliated with the
Rouhani/Rafsanjani camp, only 4 were initially allowed to take part.
In spite of this, the attention during this vetoing process was focused mainly on the
case of Hassan Khomeini, a grandson of the Islamic Republic founder Ayatollah
Khomeini who died in 1989. The 43-year-old cleric is close to Rafsanjani and was a
key actor in his strategy of dominating the Assembly of Experts at the moment when
there is no clear heir for this position. Nevertheless, the Guardian Council vetoed his
presence in the elections, arguing that he didn’t “have enough religious knowledge.”
The “Principlists” or conservative supporters of the Ayatollah Khamenei suffered a
number of heavy losses, especially in Tehran, where key players like Ayatollah
Mohammad Yazdi - the head of the last Assembly of Experts, and Ayatollah Mesbah
Yazdi - one of the most influential ideologues of the ruling establishment, were
eliminated. Ayatollah Janati was elected in the very last count.
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The Majlis (or Parliament)
According to the Iranian constitution, the 290 members of the Majlis are elected by
popular vote every four years. This parliament has the authority to introduce and pass
laws, as well as to summon and impeach ministers or the president. Nevertheless, its
power is very limited, as all Majlis bills will be valid only after approval by the Guardian
Council. Also, a fatwa by the Supreme Leader can override any decision made by
Majlis, even after the approval of the Guardian Council.
There are 196 constituencies in Iran where 285 members of the Majlis are directly
elected. Five seats are reserved for some of the Iranian minorities. If there’s no clear
winner in a constituency in the first ballot, a second round will follow.5
Another aspect of the Iranian election system which is different from Western
democracies is that there is no party system where candidates belong to a certain
political tendency. Instead there are “factions” and “coalitions” or “lists” that “endorse”
individual candidates.
In the 26th February elections, 12,123 candidates registered to run for the Majlis. In
the first evaluation by the Guardian Council, 7,403 were rejected. According to a letter
released in January by a group close to the Rafsanjani/Rouhani block, only 30 of their
3,000 candidates were allowed to run, eliminating their best known figures, while the
candidates close to Khamenei were systematically approved. Even some fifty
members who were sitting in the Parliament at the time were judged unfit to re-run as
candidates!
After this first filtering, the rejected candidates have the right to appeal. However it is
again the Guardian Council - the same body that rejected them in the first place - that
examines the appeals. The result of this second process of appeals was that around
1,500 vetoed candidates were allowed to run again, but 147 of the previously approved
were banned. Finally only 6,229 of the 12,123 candidates were approved. Most of
those that Rouhani himself presented were disqualified.
The Rouhani/Rafsanjani camp decided to participate, despite the heavy filtering.
Instead of boycotting, they started endorsing individuals who were not initially part of
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their faction. As there are no official lists of a party, factions endorse individual
candidates, sometimes resulting in a particular candidate being endorsed at the same
time by both “reformist” and “hardline” factions. Even some members of the
Rouhani/Rafsanjani list, such as Ayatollah Ali Movahedi 6 or Ayatollah Mohammad Ali
Taskhiri,7 publicly declared themselves to be “hardliners,” even after they were
endorsed by the “moderates.” Another example of this “fluidity” is that of Kazem Jalali
- until recently a notorious “hardliner”, who infamously called for the leaders of the
2009 popular uprisings to be executed. But this year he stood as a reformist.
This peculiar system also means that members of the Majlis are not bound to vote in
a certain direction or along “party lines.” So the composition of the new Majlis does not
necessarily mean that President Rouhani can count on solid support for any or all of
his policies, even if the candidates endorsed by him won the most seats.8

Ex-intelligence officials running as ‘reformists’
Among the candidates on the “reformist” list for the Assembly of Experts were three
notorious former Ministers of Intelligence: Mohammad Mohammadi Reyshari; Ali
Fallahian - who has an Interpol red notice for his participation in the AMIA bombing in
Buenos Aires in 1994 and also had an international arrest warrant in connection with
the Berlin Mykonos restaurant assassinations of the Kurds in 1997;9 as well as
Ghorbanali Dorri-Najafabadi - the Minister of Intelligence during the “chain murders.”10
They are all known for involvement in numerous atrocities and human rights violations
during their terms in office.
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Voter participation:
The Iranian authorities intended to demonstrate a high turnout to legitimise the
elections. Fearing a low turnout produced by the lack of diversity in the offered
candidates, Khamenei issued a fatwa stating that “taking part in the election is a
religious duty and anyone casting a blank vote would be committing a mortal sin”.
Holding both the Majlis and the Assembly of Experts elections on the same day is
seen by some as another ploy to mobilize crowds at the ballots. The voting system, in
which the candidates’ names must be written manually in a form, also means that in
cities like Tehran, with 30 seats for the Majlis and 16 for the Assembly of Experts,
voters spend an average 30 minutes each choosing candidates to write down and
casting their ballots. This could produce more ques on election day. Some opposition
sources claim that the number of ballot boxes, particularly in Tehran, was intentionally
low in order to generate longer ques. Journalists were only allowed to visit certain
polling stations, designated by the government. Some western journalists who
managed to visit other polling stations reported that the turnout in the poorer areas of
Tehran was particularly low, indicative of the sceptical mood.
The New York Times reported many “decided to register their protest by staying home.
Several customers interviewed at the market said they would not even think of voting,
pointing at corruption and the poor state of the economy. ‘Uptown, they vote for
reformists because they want to protest against the hard-liners,’ said Saeed Taheri,
who sells children’s clothes. ‘Here, people don’t vote because they feel left out.’”11
Some critics of the regime say that it tends to multiply the turnout by 4 or 5 in order to
announce huge participation and claim credibility. This multiplying is said to have the
support of all factions, as it serves the interest of the whole system.
Rigging is common in Iranian elections. The practice was most obvious during the
disputed 2009 elections and the re-election of President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad,
which led to massive nationwide uprisings.
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Even if we take the official figures for this year’s election at face value, the 62 percent
participation announced by the Minister of Interior would mean that at least 34 million
of the 55 million registered voters cast a valid vote. But the voter turnout tables
published by his ministry put the number of valid votes for the Majlis at 32.1 million
and the Assembly of Experts at 30.2 million; accordingly, the participation rate would
be between 55-58 % at best.12 So the 62 percent figure seems more designed to fit
the pre-announced desire of the regime to declare a 60-percent-plus turnout. Not
surprisingly a day before the elections the Minister of Interior said: “We estimate a 70
percent turnout.”
In the absence of independent verification or international monitors, who are rejected
by the Iranian authorities, it is hard to confirm the real participation numbers.

‘Moderates’ vs ‘hardliners’
The rivalry within the Iranian hierarchy is often portrayed in the western media as a
power struggle between “moderates’ and ‘hardliners’. But the clash of the two sides,
the Rouhani/Rafsanjani “reformists” on one side and the Khamenei “principlists” on
the other, is closely framed within the rules of a tight system that allows only a tiny
level of dissent. They are equally committed to the major domestic and international
policies of the regime. Both sides endorse continued human rights violations at home
as well as supporting the Assad dictatorship in Syria and Iranian-backed terrorist
proxies in the region such as Hezbollah in Lebanon or the Houthis in Yemen.
As we can see in the history of the Islamic Republic, the alternation of “majorities” in
the Majlis or changing of presidents does not necessarily change the course of the
system as a whole. The so called “moderates” had absolute majorities in previous
years, while the “hardliners” dominated the Majlis in recent years, without major
differences in policy-making. The real decision-making for all the major issues remains
in the hands of the Supreme Leader.
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A telling example of the incompatibility of the expectations for these factions can be
seen in what has been defined as a “staggering execution spree” by Amnesty
International 13 during the rule of the current “moderate” president. The United Nations
special rapporteur for human rights in Iran, Dr Ahmed Shaheed, reported that at least
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966 people were put to death in 2015 in Iran, the highest level in the last two decades.
Executions have been rising at an “exponential rate” 14 since Hassan Rouhani came
to power. Rouhani himself described execution as “a good law” which is “the law of
God.”
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The average rate of executions during the “moderate” Rouhani’s tenure is

almost three times that of his “hardline” predecessor Ahmadinejad.
As the Guardian editorial wrote following Rouhani’s European visit in February: “Iran
may have a president with a ‘moderate’ profile – one whose smooth approach comes
as a relief after the Ahmadinejad years – but that does not mean the authoritarian
nature of the regime or the objectives of its foreign policy have changed.”16

The Security Challenge
On the days running up to the elections, a number of Iranian media reported massive,
heightened security for Election Day. The Minister of Interior said: “There are 52
thousand polling stations in the country and more than one million security forces are
deployed to provide security for the 120 thousand ballot boxes in the country.” 17 This
would mean on average 20 security men for each polling station. The Commander of
the State Security Forces announced “We are prepared to provide full security before,
during, and after the elections.”
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The commander of Special Units of the State

Security Forces announced: “The Special Units have been preparing for these
elections for a long time and since a year ago we are also educating the ordinary
Security Forces to be ready.” 19
Although providing security is a necessity for all elections, the scale of preparations
and the number of the forces involved, which theoretically equals the total number of
all of Iran’s 1.1 million security forces, demonstrate a very serious existential threat.
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Some analysts consider the real motive behind this security build-up to be the bitter
experience of the controversial 2009 presidential elections, when millions poured into
the streets of Tehran and other major cities, demanding the downfall of the regime.
Those uprisings were eventually crushed after several months, as western powers
looked the other way. However for a period of time, as admitted later by Iranian
authorities, the system was on the verge of collapse. That experience, referred to by
the regime’s officials today as “the sedition,” has since become the cornerstone of all
policies of the Supreme Leader Khamenei. Any kind of popular reaction or uprising is
considered a “red line” by all factions of the regime. Therefore, although Khamenei
technically maintains the absolute power to impose his will on the elections, he has
stayed short of using that authority in the recent presidential and parliamentary
elections, for fear of a surprise reaction and the repeat of the 2009 uprisings, which
this time could lead to the total collapse of his reign.

Conclusions
As opposition parties remained banned and even many current members of the Majlis
and former officials of the Islamic Republic were not allowed to stand as candidates,
the recent ballot was clearly not democratic, but an “election within a selection” of the
ruling clique.
The controversial nuclear agreement created major tensions within the Iranian elite,
and the continued costly participation in the war in Syria has become ever more difficult
to sustain. Hence, the regime needed the February elections to produce a clear, nearunanimous result in favour of a strong leader, to be able to command and steer the
country in difficult times. But Ayatollah Khamenei, fearing a repeat of the 2009
uprisings, did not risk interfering in the final tally. As a result, the internal fracture
widened, and Khamenei failed to regain full control.
Meanwhile, the Rouhani/Rafsanjani faction, decimated in the filtering process, will
have only a few more members in the Assembly of Experts. Additionally, the new
Majlis members are not bound to follow their lead, so for leverage they will have to
continue to rely on conservatives as well, as they do now under current Majlis Speaker
Ali Larijani.

There was no clear winner in these elections, and both sides claim victory, which can
only lead to more disputes and further destabilisation of the system. Therefore, one of
the conclusions that can be drawn is that the Iranian system as a whole became
weaker and more unstable as a result of these elections.
The economy, widely seen by analysts as a main issue in these elections, will remain
a key factor. The Iranian economy is in dire straits. President Rouhani tried to present
the nuclear deal at home as an opportunity to gain foreign investment and improve the
lives of ordinary Iranians. However, after nearly three years in power, he has not
affected that change, and his administration is feeling growing pressure.
A very costly involvement in Syria and Iraq -- with up to 60.000 Iranian-sponsored
forces involved
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-- drains the Iranian economy. The very powerful Iranian

Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC) -- entirely under Khamenei’s lead -- asserts
widespread control of the national economy through an elaborate network of public
and affiliated firms. Both sides, Rouhani/Rafsanjani and Khamenei’s hardliners, are
on the same page regarding the foreign policy in Syria and Iraq, as they both see these
two countries as Iran’s buffer defence zone. Hence, the costs of the involvement in
foreign wars will stay high, despite the fact that the depressed oil market and the slow
investment will halt the growth of the Iranian economy.
The internal repression is unlikely to decrease. “Hardliners” and “reformists” alike have
as their main priority the preservation of the Islamic Republic regime. Increasing
executions and inhuman punishments will, therefore, inevitably remain a gloomy part
of the everyday life of the Iranian people. As Ann Appelbaum wrote in her Washington
Post opinion: “Regimes that need violence to repress their citizens do not make
reliable diplomatic partners. Any ruling clique that fears popular revolt will always, at
the end of the day, tailor its foreign policy to the goal of keeping itself in power.” 21
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