· Iran

Iran’s Political Climate Today

· US and Iran engaged in a new “Cold War” as a result of the Axis of Evil speech and accusations of nuclear armament.

· Iran has benefited from War on Terror in one major way … the elimination of Taliban and Hussein as regional threats.

Challenges

· Reconciling theocratic tradition with desire for democracy

· Maintaining Persian dominance in the Gulf region.

· Khomeneini and now Ahmadenijead’s isolation from the world.

· High inflation/unemployment

· Low industrial development.

Implications for Comparative Politics

· Like Huntington warned, Iran poses the threat of a religious war: Islamic vs. Western world.

· However, this threat is not as sharp as it might seem.  Iran has had trouble agreeing on anything with its Muslim neighbors.

Civil Society Today

· Despite repressive nature of the regime, civil society is doing better today than would be expected.

· People aged 16-35 form the largest share of the population.

· They have an acute interest in Western culture.

Political Participation

· Iranians are big into protesting: high unemployment, low wages, labor laws, etc.

· They are often arrested for it.

· Women do not have much say in the government.

· Shari’a law makes women wards of their male relatives.

Political Institutions in Iran

· Unique in the world in that Iran combines theocratic and democratic features.

· Political parties were not really allowed until 1997 when a reformist Muhammed Khatami allowed them.

Elections

· Elections are done on a winner-take all system.

· There are two rounds

· The people vote for representatives to the Majles, the president and the Assembly of Religious Experts.

Election of 2005

· Most recent presidential election.

· Mahmoud Amadenijead elected.

· Amadenijead was mayor of Tehran and known as a very conservative man.

The Press

· Generally criticism of the govt. is very tightly controlled.

· Pro-reform newspapers have been shutdown.

· Radio and TV are govt. sponsored.  Many newspapers and magazines are privately owned.

Government Institutions

· Country is divided into provinces, districts, subdistricts and local areas.

· The conservative clerical leaders of the country prevented local elections from taking place.  Instead, they appointed the leaders of all local govts.

· Then in 1999, reformist President Khatami insisted on local elections.

· Pro-reform candidates were elected, which posed a major challenge to the current govt.

Supreme Leader

· Khomenini was named the first.

· Upon his death, all his power and titles were supposed to pass to a council of clerics.

· But, Khomeinei’s men distrusted the clerics at the time, so they gave the job to one of their own, Ali Khamenei.

The Views of Other Religious Leaders

· Upon Khomeinei’s death, most of the Grand Ayotollah’s of Shi’ia Islam refused to have anything to do with the govt.

· They thought the idea of jurists guardianship was wrong.

· Now the concept of jurists guardianship is upheld by a group of middle-ranking clerics who had been followers of Khomeinei.

The Supreme Leader Today

· Seen as the vital link between the 3 branches of govt.

· He “determines the interests of Islam”, supervises policy and sets political guidelines.

· He can dismiss presidential candidates and the president himself.

· He has the same power to nominate or dismiss any member of the judicial branch.

The Guardian Council

· 6 Members are nominated by the Supreme Leader. 6 by the Majles

· Council approves candidates for national and local offices.

· Reviews legislation and can veto it if it sees fit.

The Expediency Council

· All members appointed by the Supreme Leader

· Resolves differences between the Guardian Council and the Majles.

· It can also initiate laws of its own.

The Assembly of Religious Experts

· An 86 man group that picks the next Supreme Leader when necessary (usually from their own ranks)

· Reviews proposed laws

· The group is elected every four years.

The President and his Cabinet

· Is the chief executive.

· Draws up the annual budget, supervises the economy.

· Can propose legislation to the Majles

· Must be a pious Shiite.

· Signs all international agreements.

· Appoints most mayors, governors and ambassadors.

The Legislature

· The Assembly of Religious Experts is sort of an upper house.

· Enacts or changes laws (with the approval of the Guardian Council)

· Appoints 6 of the 12 members of the Guardian Council.

· Approves budget, cabinet appointments, treaties and financial transactions

· Members are elected to 290 seats through single member districts.

The Judiciary

· Concerned with two types of law: shari’a and qanan.

· Shari’a law is Islamic law, rooted in the Koran.  This law is believed to be superior to all other laws.

· Quanan law-statutes that have no basis in religious law.  These are laws passed by the Majles to govern the running of the country.  This law cannot contradict Shari’a law.

More On Iranian Law

· Set up unequal rules for women and men and muslims and non-muslims.

· Harsh corporal punishment is rare these days.

Current Internal Struggles in Iranian Politics

· Conservative vs. reformist

· Statist vs. free marketers

Conservative vs. reformist

· Conservatives uphold the principles of the regime.  Strict interpertation of shri’a law, supremacy of the Leader.  Wary of Westernized ideas of modernization

· Reformist-less weary of Western influence.  Believe government needs an overhaul.

Statists vs. Free Marketers

· Statists-believe government should take an active role in controlling the economy.  Redistribute land and wealth.  Provide government aid to the poor.  Protectionist policies much like those of Lazaro Cardenas in Mexico.

· Free Marketers-lower business taxes, remove price controls, encourage private enterprise.  Support many of the economic policies of the United States.

Contemporary Problems

· How to maintain the theocratic/democratic balance?

· Clerical authority/mass participation

· Conservatives control the government now.  But have lost support among the more affluent populations.

· External pressure from the U.S.  

· We called them part of the Axis of Evil.

But Remember ….

· Iranians have always been independent, never colonized.

· Have a proud religious tradition, unifying all strata of the society

· Ancient nationalist pride.

· Deep oil reserves that will give Iran a steady economic boon for many years to come.

