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This study seeks to answer the problematic question of why, during the years
1997 to 2013, under two different administrations known as the Reformists and
the Principlists, the political conflict between the state and the government
remained similar. Relying on the documentary method and system theory, this
research argues that the similar conflict between the state and the government
under the differing administrations of Reformists and Principlists stemmed
from a structural contradiction between the state and the government. The
findings of this study indicate that this contradiction and disharmony, in
addition to being interpretable within the constitutional framework, have also
manifested in practice between appointed and elected institutions since the
beginning of the Revolution. However, this contradiction and disharmony
between the state and the political government gradually intensified under
Khatami’s administration. This situation reoccurred in a more explicit and
radical form under Ahmadinejad’s administration, which was intended as a
means to resolve structural conflict and discord. In reality, the relationship
between the political structure, itself, and the lifeworld led not to unity and
coherence but to conflict, contradiction, and separation.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Since the 1979 Iranian Revolution and the establishment of the Islamic Republic, the political
structure in Iran has exhibited a fundamental conflict between government and the ruling authority. This
conflict stems from the constitutional duality that incorporates both religious and democratic principles,
which has led to persistent tensions between elected and appointed institutions. The first instance of this
internal struggle was evident during the tenure of the Provisional Government under Mehdi Bazargan,
which faced opposition from revolutionary factions within the state apparatus (Alibabai, 2005). The same
pattern of conflict continued with the presidency of Abolhassan Banisadr, whose administration
encountered resistance from institutions aligned with the Supreme Leader (Hosinzadeh, 2007). The
fundamental issue has been the constitutional ambiguity regarding the relationship between the President
and the Supreme Leader, as well as the lack of clear delineation between the responsibilities of elected
and appointed bodies (Habermas, 2001). Over time, this conflict intensified, particularly in the 1997-2005
Reformist government under Mohammad Khatami and the 2005-2013 Conservative government under
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, both of whom, despite ideological differences, faced similar institutional
constraints and opposition from powerful unelected entities such as the Guardian Council and the judiciary
(Khajeh Sarvi, 2003). These persistent disputes demonstrate a structural contradiction within the Iranian
political system, in which elected governments attempt to exercise authority in policymaking but find
themselves constrained by the influence of unelected institutions that claim legitimacy through religious
and ideological foundations (Bashiriyeh, 2005). This contradiction is not a matter of individual political
rivalries but rather an inherent feature of the political system, which is rooted in the dual principles of
legitimacy that shape the structure of governance in Iran (Barzegar Kashteli, 2011).

The Islamic Republic’s Constitution is built upon two principles: "Republicanism" (Jomhuriyat)
and "Islamism” (Eslamiat). While the republican aspect emphasizes the role of the electorate in selecting
political leaders, the Islamic aspect establishes the authority of religious leadership through institutions
such as the Supreme Leader and the Guardian Council (Hashemi Rafsanjani, 2005). This combination has
resulted in a bifurcated structure in which elected institutions such as the presidency and the parliament
(Majles) function alongside appointed bodies that possess veto power over legislation and executive
decisions (Bagi, 2004). The contradiction between these two principles has manifested in continuous
political disputes, particularly when elected governments have attempted to implement reforms or shift
policy directions (Bill, 2008). The Reformist government of Khatami (1997-2005) sought to emphasize
democratic governance and expand civil liberties, which brought it into direct confrontation with the
Guardian Council and the judiciary, both of which used their authority to block Reformist legislation and
disqualify reform-minded candidates from elections (Ganjizadeh, 1999). Likewise, the Ahmadinejad
administration, despite being ideologically aligned with the conservative establishment, clashed with the
Supreme Leader over appointments, executive authority, and foreign policy decisions (Zibakalam, 2006).
These repeated episodes of institutional struggle indicate that the underlying issue is not a matter of
political ideology but rather a systemic imbalance in the power structure that hinders cohesive governance
(Salimi, 2005). In both cases, the dual nature of political authority led to conflicts between the elected
executive and unelected state entities, demonstrating that the tension is embedded within the structure of
the Islamic Republic itself (Poggi, 1990).
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During the Reformist period (1997-2005), Khatami’s administration faced persistent institutional
obstruction as it attempted to enact legal and social reforms, particularly in the areas of press freedom,
electoral participation, and political pluralism (James, 1997). The response from unelected institutions,
particularly the judiciary and the Guardian Council, was to block these initiatives through legal rulings
and disqualifications (Finlayson, 2018). The 1999 student protests, sparked by the closure of the reformist
newspaper Salam, were a key moment in this conflict, as they demonstrated the limitations of reformist
governance in the face of judicial and security interventions (Shafieifar, 2012). By 2004, the Guardian
Council had disqualified more than 2,500 candidates from the parliamentary elections, effectively
ensuring a conservative-dominated legislature that could resist Khatami’s reform agenda (Rahmani, 2016).
Toward the end of his presidency, Khatami introduced two legislative proposals—commonly known as
the "twin bills"—that aimed to expand presidential powers and limit the Guardian Council’s ability to
disqualify candidates (Pourali, 2016). However, these efforts were blocked, and the president’s authority
remained constrained (Rezaei, 2013). This period demonstrated that even a government elected with a
significant public mandate could not enact substantive political change without facing opposition from
appointed institutions with greater structural power (Jalai Pour, 2000).

Despite expectations that a conservative president such as Ahmadinejad (2005-2013) would avoid
institutional conflict, his government also experienced significant disputes with the Supreme Leader and
the judiciary (Zolfaghari, 2018). Initially supported by the conservative establishment, Ahmadinejad’s
administration sought to centralize power within the executive branch and pursued an aggressive populist
strategy that bypassed traditional state institutions (Takeyh, 2006). However, tensions emerged when
Ahmadinejad’s government began making independent policy decisions, particularly in foreign policy and
intelligence affairs (Lesnaff, 2015). His appointment of Esfandiar Rahim Mashaei as vice president was
strongly opposed by the Supreme Leader, leading to a rare public confrontation in which Ahmadinejad
refused to rescind the appointment until directly ordered to do so (Islamic Republic News Agency, 2003). In
2011, a similar dispute occurred when Ahmadinejad attempted to dismiss the intelligence minister, only
to be overruled by the Supreme Leader, prompting an 11-day boycott of cabinet meetings by the president
(Damavandi Kenari, 2017). These incidents underscored that even a government that initially aligned itself
with the ruling establishment could eventually come into conflict with the system’s power structure due
to the inherent contradictions in authority and governance (Habermas, 2005).

The political tensions between elected and unelected institutions in Iran are not merely a reflection
of ideological differences but are rooted in structural contradictions embedded within the Iranian
Constitution. The dual principles of Islamism and Republicanism create a political environment in which
elected leaders must navigate an intricate web of institutional constraints, often leading to governance
deadlocks and prolonged conflicts (Erikson & Weigard, 2003). The case studies of both Khatami’s
Reformist government and Ahmadinejad’s Conservative government demonstrate that despite their
differing political platforms, both faced significant challenges in implementing their policies due to the
dominance of unelected institutions (Halliday, 1999). The repeated conflicts over executive authority,
judicial independence, and electoral participation suggest that the Islamic Republic’s political system is
characterized by an enduring state of internal tension (Shargh, 2004). This dynamic has led to cycles of




political instability, in which reformist and conservative administrations alike have been constrained by
the same overarching power structures (Bashiriyeh, 1999).

In conclusion, the persistent conflicts between Iran’s elected governments and its appointed
institutions are not temporary crises but rather inherent features of the country’s political structure. The
constitutional framework of the Islamic Republic, which attempts to balance democratic legitimacy with
religious authority, has resulted in a system where the executive branch, regardless of ideological
orientation, is continually challenged by the judiciary, the Guardian Council, and the Supreme Leader.
These structural contradictions have led to repeated political deadlocks, undermining the ability of any
administration to govern effectively without facing institutional resistance. The historical trajectory of
post-revolutionary Iran demonstrates that unless fundamental legal and structural reforms are
implemented, the cycle of conflict between government and ruling authority will persist. Rather than
viewing these tensions as isolated incidents, they should be understood as systemic issues that have shaped
the trajectory of Iranian politics since 1979.
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